














A SUSTAINABLE COMPETITIVE
ADVANTAGE FOR BUSINESSES? 


Philippe Vivien


Almost all the companies operate right now
in a changing and hectic world. Whatever the CEOs and leadership teams intend
to envision to secure their future, competition, innovation, technological
breakthroughs are creating a complex and unpredictable environment that may
screw up the most talented initiatives to build a solid and long term
competitive advantage. No one can imagine or anticipate the major changes that
may occur today or in the coming years. Customer preferences changes may
dramatically impact the marketplace; successful products may be copied, home
made processes too.





In the period of deep crisis that Europe is
facing now, all the companies whatever their size need to be more and more
agile and adaptable. This is not only a matter of labor cost or span of
control. This is a more intangible asset that makes the difference. It’s hard
to describe but so critical to keep on track. This is the way companies
confront the good and bad days. The culture to get it done is key. Learning
organization probably remains the most protective and powerful asset companies
have in hands to reshape themselves.





Nevertheless learning organization is not a
new concept. In many cases it sounds like the «flavor of the
month», a motto expressed by the CEO or the CHRO.  Most of the managers
on the field do not know exactly what this means and how they can cope with. As
the definition is poor, the understanding is low, and implementation remains a
dream or a nightmare.





Defining the best way to learn is
difficult. Is there is single or unique way to do? Does it fit the same in all
regions? Would Generation Y react the same way «senior/baby
boomers» do? What can we do as CHRO to improve the learning capability of
our companies? This question may sound a bit provocative while restructuring
and downsizing in many units and countries. But we do not have choice. If Human
capital is the most specific asset of corporations, it must be nurtured all day
long.





Here are some insights regarding three
major aspects of the Human Capital paradigm.  First, is this question relevant?
Does human capital management contribute to overachievements of “people
oriented firms”?  In a second step, we will try to question ourselves about the
role of the CHROs and their involvement to take care of the basic principles
supporting learning organizations. As a ultimate part, we will see how the
conjunction of generation Y and “baby boomers/aged generations” change the
agenda of HR management and learning organization paradigm.


Do Learning organization and skills transfer
emerge as part of the priorities of CHROs?





From the very beginning I wondered if this
topic could be part of the critical Topics raised by the CHROs? As I tried to
collect some information, I remembered that the Boston Consulting Group has
released an annual survey called “Creating People Advantage” since 2007. 


The results are quite interesting and
demonstrative. Nearly 4,300 executives responded to the survey, representing
more than 100 countries. In 2012, three major topics stood out:


-
Managing Talents


-
Improving leadership management


-
Strategic workforce planning 





In addition to these top three drivers of
HR functions, the change management and cultural transformation come up soon. 


Human capital management is both relevant
and urgent for all whatever the region, the size or the business of companies


Nevertheless, a regional analysis
highlights major differences. 


If talent management tops 1st in
all the regions and most of the countries, the other items deeply vary. The
rating of the different topics in the European countries is erratic  





At the opposite several topics were consistently
ranked lowest. It doesn’t mean that HRO should not pay attention to them. The
most critical is probably “managing an aging workforce” ranked 19th
topic of lowest current importance, with the lowest current capabilities and
lowest future importance. Only German executives consider this topic as part as
the Top five. 





Do we pay strongly enough attention to the
Learning organization’s basic principles?





Let’s immediately suggest an answer: No, we
do not. Not only because it is hard to do from a practical stand point, but
also because in time of crisis the HR teams are dedicated to some urgent and
painful actions. Managing restructuring plans, «performance
initiatives», divestitures is common practice of most of the HR
professionals.








Doing so, some HR managers are losing grip
and feel uncomfortable while managing at the same time, in a complex business
world, both talent and organizational development and, lay offs or
restructuring plans.   








Based upon D Garvin, A Edmonson and F Gino,
(HBR March 2008), learning organizations are composed of three building blocks:
1) a supportive learning environment, 2) concrete learning processes and
practices, and 3) leadership that reinforces learning.





Accompanying the learning environment is
composed of four elements:





-
assessing differences


-
time for reflection


-
mental security


-
openness to new ideas.





As large companies are more and more
managed through global processes, KPI and bottom-up reports, the ongoing
momentum probably goes the wrong way. Diversity management is one the most
powerful policies, HR teams put forward in the last decade to drive the
supportive learning environment that companies need to establish a sustainable
learning organization, but pressure remains high on the top of managers and
employees.





The social European model that includes a
large range of opportunities for developing a high standard for collective
agreements dedicated to work-life balance and respectful employee relations
could be a fundamental advantage. 


B: The second block is totally in the hands
of HR teams. It refers to the role of training and education. Composed of five
bricks:





-
experimentation


-
data gathering


-
analysis


-
education and training 


The role of Training and talent development
Departments is critical. Innovation makes the difference. Individual and
team-based development needs to be considered as an investment to establish the
right pace. In many HR organizations, the place of the training teams would
probably need to be clarified and reinforced. Successful organizations need
strong teams of trainers. Structured processes for apprentices and
intergeneration skills transfers have been systematically implemented. 















Debates on corporate cultures


Yves Barou: The SNCF presentation is a wonderful
case to show that ignoring culture will solve nothing. So the first step is to recognize
there is a problem and to understand it by valuing the collective experience. 





Véronique Rouzaud: On this example of the community of SNCF train drivers, one comment
to illustrate what I said earlier about motivational drivers. This is an
individualistic profession forged within a community of 25,000 people
characterized by a strong sense of belonging. The curriculum is very
regimented: recruitment after taking school-leaving certificate, extensive
initial training over 10 months, ending with an exam. Turnover is low and the
career path is very defined – progression to different types of train and
possibility of becoming one of the managerial staff in the traction division.
Solidarity is strong within the profession, based on the historic saga of the
railways (steam, electrification, the TGV and so on). This community plays a
key role within SNCF. It is responsible for passenger safety and partly ensures
on-time performance. It is closely monitored by the traction managers, senior
managers in charge of continuously checking skills and practices: monthly
assessment, incident management training and psychological coaching (ensuring
the demands of the job are compatible with their personal life). They are also
checked by medical staff in charge of complete medical monitoring (hearing,
eyesight, cardiovascular system) and by the branch chiefs responsible for
rostering, which is the allocation of functions within a team of drivers over
an 8 day period.


The motivational drivers of this community
of SNCF drivers are both cognitive….


-
Representations: the descendants of the railways
pioneers and the continuing narrative.


-
Identifications: Individualistic profession, but
possible to identify with his team (roster), his chief (traction director) or
with his national company. Envied: elite club, credible.


-
Differentiation: feeling of superiority with
regards to other professions (difficult to create the concept of a crew).


-
Anticipation: well defined career outlook (TER,
TGV, Eurostar), contribution to improving safety rules.


-
… and affective:


-
Organizational security: job security, fears to
do with psychological impact of suicides and/or physical problems.


-
Organizational justice: legitimacy of the
traction chief, an evaluation process that is clearly defined and accepted by
everyone, dialogue/consultation systems.


-
Proficiency: independence on the train and
(relatively) within rosters.


-
Self-esteem: pride in his function.


As a consequence, examples of indirect
levers are:


-
Co-involvement in defining safety rules via the
traction managers.


-
Reviews on driver equipment.


-
Strengthening the concept of working as part of
a crew.


-
Organization of rosterings.


Identifying those who possess intangible
capital and actuating their motivational levers – that is how the new Human
Resources Department road map could be defined. In principle, all the functions
performed by HR Department staff can be reconsidered in terms of how much self-
initiative they embody, the responsibility they take on and ambition they have
to develop and pass on the knowledge base of the company.





Claude Matthieu: I concur that Dassault has a superb
management of communities through expertise management. That is top class.





Pierre-Olivier
Monteil: Yesterday,
we talked about the importance of meaning in jobs. I think it has to be added
to the specific profit out of any plan. What is the meaning of it? To connect
it to the question of the firm as a political body. When confronted with big
projects, how to go to the next step, and not be always running around? The
answer is to tell a story about what happened. 





Jérôme Julia: The question is, how to structure human heritage? A lot of stakes
have been mentioned and a lot of technologies are growing to help individuals in
a company express themselves, e.g. corporate communities and social networks. This
community system is virtual and physical at the same time, so it is the
company’s responsibility to ensure balance between low touch and high touch, and
maybe even become these communities’ driver. For instance, Dassault System has
created its own collaboration tool for researchers throughout the globe to
share their knowledge. The company even developed it also in the HR and
financial departments. This tool generates a positive dynamic as all employees
are involved, and proud of it too. Communities are a strength to activate a
company’s intangible resources.









CONCLUSION 


A unifying concept that gives meaning 


After this journey through numerous
European companies and their environment, through the social, economic,
philosophical or artistic spheres, the concept of Human Heritage is obviously
essential to understand the dynamics at play, define appropriate action and
avoid misunderstandings that destroy value.





It is a unifying concept that, by
shedding new light over a lot of corporate situations, can help understand –
and therefore master – them better. Born from this collective debate – the
first ‘plural’ validation – it remains an open space to exchange good practices
in the future.





Indeed, this concept can give
meaning, starting with training policies, which everyone knows are important
but are too often imprisoned in the training sphere. It can give meaning to the
way the labor market works, currently unable in Europe, in spite of
unemployment, to meet companies’ needs. And it can give meaning to the HR
function as well which, stuck in short-term management, could lose its
strategic dimension.





The challenge of measuring remains open and
this issue will probably be debated in the coming years. All attempts to open
new paths will be precious, to keep decisions from being made while forgetting
a vital component: the human.





A sign of the times, since 2008 the United
Nations have recommended taking into account, when calculating GDPs, intangible
assets such as R&D expenses. Thus, after Canada and Australia, the American
GDP was reviewed in this light in the summer of 2013. And Europe will do it in
2014.





Now, along with literary and artistic
creation, R&D investments are considered as investments rather than
burdens. When will it be human heritage’s turn?





The bargain is Europe’s competitiveness. Europe
mustn’t fall into the trap of living off its gains and refusing to invest into
the future. Are we so blind that we can’t see the that the investments emerging
countries make into their human heritage are no longer mere, reassuring
catching up but actual innovation?





To bear fruit, human heritage needs to be
cultivated. And the talent parable told in the Bible should tell us to stop
resting on our laurels. Europe and its institutions have a responsibility, and
an opportunity too as the European level makes synergies easier and allows for
ambitious projects.
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number of key appointments, as well as managing this international client
relationship in countries including the UK, Australia, Canada, the Netherlands
and Germany. Bernard brings a successful track record of working with SMEs,
including private equity portfolio companies, particularly those with an
industrial or manufacturing orientation. Bernard spent his early career in
Brussels, where he worked at the European headquarters of an American
industrial markets consultancy. He is a Chemical Engineering graduate from
Swansea University and a Fellow of the Royal Aeronautical Society.





VERONIQUE ROUZAUD


Areva


In 1984, Véronique joined the
Verreries de Masnières where she worked on the glass workers’ retraining
scheme as Training Organization Manager before handling sales development in
Great Britain (1985). In 1993, the group called on her operational skills and
appointed her Deputy Manager of the Evry production site, with two objectives:
to develop blue-collar careers and to ease the social climate. She joined the
Coca-Cola Company as Human Resources Director for industrial activities, before
beingappointed Human Resources Director for France in 1995. In 2001, she was
appointed HRD for Europe (€8 billion, 13,500 employees) and joined the
London-based senior management. In 2007 she joined Veolia as Chief Human
Resources Officer and advisor to the CEO. She joined Areva at the end of 2012.
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Peter is the Managing Director of the
Austrian Institute for Research on Vocational Training. He studied biology and
philosophy. Peter specialises in educational choices and professional advice on
continuous learning.





DIRK SCHNEEMANN


Dirk started his professional growth in the
company in 1995 and during the years held various positions, including HR
Director and Retail Director in both France and Germany. Prior to his
involvement in TOTAL he worked in the Foreign Trade Department of GDR in Paris
from 1987 to 1989 and then joined Bull- Group and Bull AG Deutschland, working
in the sphere of Business Development, HR Development and Training Projects.
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Since January 2009, Jean-Christophe
SCIBERRAS has been Director of Human Resources France and Group Social Relations
at of Solvay (following merger with Rhodia). He graduated from the Institut
d’Etudes Politiques of Paris and has a degree in economic science and a
Master’s Degree in social law. For 5 years, he was a labour inspector in the
Paris suburbs and then a judge at the administrative court of Versailles for
three years. Between 1991 and 1993, he worked as an advisor with the Ministry
of Labour. In 1994, he joined Renault and became Director of Social Relations
Group, Director of HR and legal affairs for Mercosur in Brazil, and finally HR
manager for engineering centres in France. He is the president of the French
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Philippe Vivien has a degree in economics
and management and has a post-graduate diploma in Human Resources Management.
In 1985, he began his career as assistant for labour issues at FRAMATOME. In
1992, he was appointed Human Resources Manager for the industrial equipment
department. In 1996, he became head of FRAMATOME's Human Resources Department,
before becoming Vice President, Human Resources at FCI and a member of the
Executive Committee in 1999. In 2002, he was appointed Vice President for Human
Resources and Communication at FCI.As of January 2004, Philippe Vivien is
Senior Executive Vice President, Human Resources for the group. In October
2005, he is appointed member of the group's Executive Committee. He joined
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PAI Partners


Lionel started his professional career as a
lecturer and professor in Economics at Paris University and was a member of the
department of Industry's Ministerial office and of the Prime Minister's office.
In 1986, Lionel joined Danone where he held various positions including Group
Corporate Development Director, Managing Director of HP and Lea & Perrins
and was a member of the Group Executive Committee. In 1997, Lionel joined the
Rothschild Bank as General Partner; he was the Head of the Consumer Products
Group, the Head of Middle East and Africa and a member of the Global Investment
Bank Committee. He was appointed Chairman and CEO of PAI in 2009.





















[1] Gortz goes even further, affirming that core immaterial capital is
found outside of the company and outside of working hours: “Immaterial work
does not primarily rests upon the knowledge of its contractors. It mostly lies
in expressive, cooperative abilities that cannot be taught, liveliness in
implementing knowledge, which is part of the daily culture. This is one of the
biggest differences there is between workers in manufactures or Talyorized
industries and those in Fordist systems. The first only become operational
after being stripped of their knowledge, practical skills and habits nourished
by the everyday culture, subject to a fragmented division of labor. (…) The
point was for the employee to do as regularly as a robot, without asking
questions, what the machine was indicating, imposing the speed and pace of the
acts to be performed. On the contrary, post-fordist workers have to be involved
in the production process, with all the cultural baggage they have acquired
through games, team sports, fights, arguments, music shows, theater, and so on.
All these out-of-work activities have nourished their liveliness, their ability
to improvise, to cooperate. Post-fordist companies use their vernacular
knowledge.”  A. Gortz, “L’immatériel”, Chapter 1, Galilée, 2003. 
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s/he will need the collective. 







[3] The initial word to designate the heritage one gets from one’s
parents and passes on to one’s children, with the meaning of individual good.







[4] Initially, the word used to talk about what we inherit from our
parents and pass on to our children means ‘individual good.’


Taking a definition repeatedly used,
“the notion of heritage, understood as a collective good, can be defined as all
cultural wealth – material and immaterial alike – belonging to a community,
inherited from the past or witnesses to the modern world. Heritage is natural
and a cultural good. It is considered as the key to the identity and durability
of a given community and as the result of its talent. In this respect, it is
recognized as worthy of saving and emphasized in order to be shared by all and
passed on to future generations.
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