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Executive summary

In our research the HR function has been, and will continue to be, impacted by the major trends impacting businesses and organisations in New Zealand 
today.  These trends include the digital revolution, the speed and scale of change, changing workforce demographics, changing business models, and the 
need for support functions to add value to the business.

In order for the HR function to stay relevant, HR will have to work with the executive team to drive organisational change, develop workforce capability in 
anticipation of the future, create an effective corporate culture that supports the achievement of the organisation’s strategic objectives, identify and develop 
a pipeline of leaders for the future needs of the organisation, and better leverage technology to deliver HR solutions.

It is a consensus amongst leaders that HR can and should take on a strategic role in an organisation. The expectations and demands on HR are clearly 
increasing, however, there seems to be a shortage of strategic HR talent in the country.  Perhaps this stems from the perception that HR is not held in high 
regard as a profession, leading top talent to steer away from HR roles.  Additionally, the HR profession may have been slower to evolve in New Zealand, given 
that many of our organisations are still primarily domestically focused and Chief Executives tend to see HR as a traditional ‘personnel’ function that supports 
operational HR requirements. 

From our interviews with HR Leaders, directors and CEOs of top organisations, it is clear that HR leaders at the top of the career ladder today have developed 
through a combination of: global experiences, working with leaders who are champions of the HR agenda, and having exposure to a variety of HR and non-HR 
roles.  Sadly, many HR leaders do not see an immediate successor within their teams, commonly citing the fact that potential successors lack confidence 
when they interact with the executive team and board members.
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Must-have competencies for HR leaders future success need to include: 
business insights, strategic mindset, manage complexity, drive results, and 
resilience.  That said, many of these aspects are also highlighted as areas 
that HR leaders need to improve.

There is a consensus that experiences outside the HR function are extremely 
beneficial for HR leaders.  For executives who are keen to develop a career in 
HR, it is important to take stock of one’s current experiences and strengths, 
and map out how and where to invest time for career development.  

The message to CEOs is clear, they need to develop their HR leaders and 
provide exposure to the executive team and the Board.

We recognise that a wide number of terms exist for human resources. In the context of this 
report we have decided to use the term HR.



“HR needs to be the agent of change, 
NOT the servant of change.”

Simon Moutter, Managing Director (Spark)



CHAPTER ONE:
o b j e c t i v e s  & 
m e t h o d o l o g y
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Objectives of the study

Many recent global surveys of CEOs and business leaders have highlighted the increasing demands on Chief Human Resources Officers (CHROs).  Beyond 
the traditional HR functions of recruitment, talent development, retention and performance, CHROs are increasingly asked to be involved in executive 
discussions on mergers and acquisitions, senior executive succession planning, cross border expansions, presentations to board directors, etc. 

In recent conversations with a cross section of CHROs of some of the largest organisations in NZ, 
we learned that these HR leaders have taken various routes to success and have been exposed 
to different development opportunities along their careers.

Given the increasing importance and complexity of the role of CHROs in organisations today, we 
have three key objectives for this research:

1. What are the mega-trends impacting the business landscape and how do these trends            
          impact the role of HR in organisations?

2. What are the key competencies and attributes that HR leaders need to be successful? 

3. How do we fast track the development of the next generation of CHROs? 
Key Competencies

De
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lent Trends Im
pacting HR
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Research methodology

Our research findings are based on the following:

Interviews with HR leaders

One-to-one interviews with Heads of the HR function.  We 
interviewed 14 leading HR professionals across a variety 
of industries in public and private sectors to understand 
the trends impacting their organisations and what this 
means for the HR function.  We also asked about their 
immediate and medium term strategic HR objectives, 
what has helped them get to the top of the HR career 
ladder and how do they develop their successors. 

Interviews with board members and CEOs

One-to-one interviews with a selection of Board 
members and CEOs.  We interviewed board members 
and CEOs who have a passion for the HR agenda to get 
their input on how the HR function is evolving and what 
they expect from their HR leaders.

Surveys of HR leaders

We administered a 25-question survey to 30 senior HR 
leaders covering many aspects, including HR's biggest 
challenges, competencies and skills, developmental 
gaps, and their career history and experiences.  

Interviews with HR leaders

Interviews with Board 
members & CEOs

Surveys of HR leaders



“HR needs to be the guardian of the 
company's culture, the 'truth-sayer' to 

the CEO.”
 

Annie Brown, Director of People and Communications (BNZ)



CHAPTER TWO:
c u r r e n t  t r e n d s
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Trends impacting New Zealand business

Digital 

Today, the digital revolution has fundamentally changed the way many businesses 
operate.  Business models are being disrupted and digital strategies are being 
implemented worldwide to deliver cost savings, improve operational and customer 
insights, integrate processes and systems… the list goes on. 

Technology is fast becoming a strong driver for business growth, and digitisation 
provides a great opportunity for companies to rethink their strategies going forward.  
At the same time, the challenge to keep up to date with trends and deliver products 
in a timely fashion, is something even the largest and most profitable corporations 
are grappling with.  Smaller players entering the market are finding themselves in 
competitive positions due to their ability to be nimble and not be encumbered by 
legacy systems, processes and infrastructure.  

Furthermore, the increased demand for talent capable of implementing digital 
strategies is further complicating the situation.  This is coupled with the new 
challenge faced by organisations in trying to change the mindset of leaders and 
employees alike to embrace the ‘new normal’ and leverage technology for growth.

Scale and speed of change

Primarily due to the technology revolution, the scale and speed of change impacting organisations today is unprecedented.  Organisations need to stay 
abreast of the latest developments in order to stay relevant, and for businesses, competition now comes from both domestic and global players.  In fact, 
offshore competitors are often able to offer cheaper and faster services compared to domestic companies.

At the same time, we are experiencing a huge inflow of foreign investments and immigrants, which will impact both private and public sector organisations 
on many fronts.  For example, the likes of Google now compete with local media outlets, capable of providing any information the average consumer 
needs.  Online retail connects local companies whilst overseas suppliers / manufacturers provide alternatives that are easily shipped across the globe. 

95% of the population live in a mobile network area¹

Almost 1 billion households have internet access²

1.13 billion active daily Facebook users³

12 billion internet-connected devices worldwide⁴

Sources:
¹ www.itu.int
² www.itu.int

³ newsroom.fb.com
⁴ mobileworldlive.com
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Changing workforce demographics

The significant change in demographics will affect the workplace on a variety of levels.  
With Generation Y, and the recent entry of Generation X to the workplace, there is a 
large group of employees with very different expectations and workplace norms that 
consequently forces baby boomers to adapt.  No longer is there an expectation that 
a job will be a “9 to 5” or necessarily a permanent role.  Instead we increasingly find 
ourselves in an environment of flexibility where technology has enabled a workforce to 
work remotely. 

With these changes comes the challenge of keeping such a workforce engaged, 
where there are no longer set rules and the expectations of individual employees vary 
significantly.  The younger generation now expects to move from company to company, 
developing and learning constantly in order to achieve rapid career growth. 

Changing business models

The constantly changing business environment is causing 
a significant shift in many organisations in how they plan 
to respond.  Needing to translate current marketplace 
pressures into competitive advantages, we find the 
majority of companies going through transformational 
change to establish different operating models. 

With the change in consumer behaviour and their ability 
to source from a global marketplace, the consumer 
today typically holds the upper hand, and companies are 
forced to relook at how best to meet these changing 
needs. 

Need for support functions to add value to business

As technologies improve, the requirement to keep 
certain back office functions within the organisation will 
decrease.  With new software and platforms available 
today and the ease of outsourcing non-core functions, 
it has become imperative for support functions to 
demonstrate their strategic value and maintain a seat 
at the executive table.  

Heads of support functions are also increasingly being 
challenged to be more commercial and business-
focused and be able to demonstrate their value to the 
organisation’s bottomline.  For the public sector, this 
means being a lot more connected and aligned to the 
frontline operating entities, and not just simply rolling 
out best practices. 

Digital

Changing business models

Scale & speed of change

Changing workforce demographics

Need for support functions to add value to business
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Trends impacting HR

“CHROs should not spend time on HR processes, instead, they should 

be focused on delivering HR initiatives that add value to the business.”

Jo Avenell, Group GM, Customer Experience, Brand & People (NZ Post)

With these trends impacting organisations, the HR function is increasingly being called upon 
to demonstrate and deliver strategic value in addition to maintaining the day-to-day operations.

“HR has let itself down over the years as they fail to articulate 
a clear value proposition to the business.” 

Joe McCollum, Group HR Director (Spark)
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Key challenges faced by HR

Figure 1. Key challenges faced by HR

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Working with Cross-Border HR Teams
Building Relationships with Business Function Leaders

Expanding the Workforce in New Markets
Managing Multi-generational Workforce

Managing Multicultural Workforce
Aligning Business Strategies with HR Practices
Utilising Technologies to Provide HR Solutions

Identifying & Developing Next Generation Leaders
Creating Effective Corporate Culture

Building Workforce Capability
Driving Organisational Change 80%

73%

60%

27%

23%

13%

10%

10%

3%

Q.19  - What are the top 3 challenges you are currently facing?

Source: K&P HR Leadership Survey, 2016.
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Trends impacting HR

Creating effective corporate culture

This was strongly reinforced 
through the interviews, where many 
HR leaders stated this as one of 
their top priorities.  While business 
models and organisation structures 
are being transformed, the people 
side of the equation is just as critical 
but often relegated to a lower 
priority.  HR leaders need to ensure 
that the corporate culture is aligned 
and effective in order to attract 
and retain talent, and support the 
achievement of the organisation’s 
strategic objectives.

Aligning the organisation’s 
goals, roles, processes, values, 
communications, attitudes and 
assumptions will be key to ensure 
a mutually reinforcing culture that 
drives and embeds change.

Building workforce capability

As organisations evolve in response to the external 
environment, it comes as no surprise that building 
workforce capabilities is one of the key challenges 
for HR leaders.  Building the talent pipeline at all 
leadership levels and growing the bench strength 
in various areas of technical expertise is a growing 
concern for HR leaders.  Through the interviews, we 
also concluded that many New Zealand companies 
continue to find a dearth of the right kind of talent to 
help navigate through the disruptive change.   

As emerging leaders find it more attractive to work 
offshore and with increasing mobility, the war for 
talent is even more intense in fast growth sectors and 
industries. 

Driving organisational change

Due to the current pressures impacting 
businesses, many organisations 
are going through large scale 
organisational transformation.  To this 
end, HR leaders are increasingly being 
charged with leading such initiatives.  
This is a major change management 
initiative for any organisation, and 
there will be significant issues 
and complications that need to be 
managed and resolved to ensure that 
productivity is not compromised and 
employees remain engaged as the 
organisation transforms.

With any organisational change, one 
of the implications for HR would be to 
ensure the retention of key talent and 
the potential acquisition of external 
talent to fill key roles.  Beyond ensuring 
that all daily operational HR matters 
are dealt with, HR needs to work with 
the executive team to drive change 
and create an organisation to deliver 
on its strategic objectives. 

From the survey findings (see Figure 1), the top 5 challenges faced by HR are:



HR Leaders Research      |      17

Identifying and developing next generation leaders

HR leaders need to invest time and resources to identify and develop the next generation of leaders that will take the organisation forward.  Given the cost 
to acquire external talent, and having to deal with the associated risk of fit with the corporate culture, HR leaders appreciate the importance of developing a 
strong internal leadership pipeline and clearly map out the succession plan for key roles. 

Utilising technologies to provide HR solutions
 

Leaders today are constantly grappling with a constant bombardment of information and data.  Deciding what 
HRIS software to invest in, and how to make the best use of new technology platforms is increasingly an area that 
keeps HR leaders awake at night.  A well deployed HRIS could have a significant impact on delivering effective HR 
solutions to the organisation; while such a system poorly implemented or not investing in technology could lead 
to inefficiencies and low productivity.

That said, many organisations underestimate the amount of time and communications required for effective 
implementation of many HR technology solutions.  HR leaders can play an important role in ensuring the proper 
implementation of technology platforms and reinforce the desired behaviours in order to embrace technology 
and effect change. 

“The CHRO needs to have personal integrity and not just be a 
messenger for the CEO/Executive Leadership Team for things 

that you do not believe in.” 

Laurent Sylvestre, Chief People and Culture Officer (BECA)



“HR's mandate is to create a good place 
to work, NOT just a nice place to work!"

Simon Moutter, Managing Director (Spark)



CHAPTER THREE:
k e y  c o m p e t e n c i e s  o f  H R 
l e a d e r s
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Expectations of high performing HR teams

Capability

Capacity

Cr
ed

ibi
lity

Building the three Cs

Capability 

Developing the technical capability of the HR team is the first thing that the HR 
leader needs to focus on, and this can be done through formal training and on-
the-job coaching.

Capacity 

Depending on the service delivery model, the HR team needs to have the capacity 
to deliver on its strategic and operational initiatives.  There will be times when 
HR is pulled in different directions and called upon to support various projects  
- this is where the HR leader needs to assign priority to strategic initiatives and 
potentially outsource non-core operational services. 

Credibility 

Perhaps the most critical and yet given the least attention, is the importance of 
building the credibility of the HR team, starting with the Head of HR.  The lack of 
credibility has often been cited by CEs and Board Members as the reason why HR 
does not have a ‘seat at the executive table’.  When the perceived lack of credibility 
cascades down to the HR team, it will be very difficult for the HR business partners 
to work effectively with the business leaders.

“HR needs to build the 3 Cs – Capacity, Capability, Credibility. Doing one 
without the other would greatly inhibit HR to be a strategic partner.” 

Ginny Baddeley, Acting Government Chief Talent Officer (State Services Commission)
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Top five competencies for HR leaders

From the survey findings, the top 5 competencies identified as most important for HR 
leaders to have in order to be successful are: 

Source: K&P HR Leadership Survey, 2016.

“We need to look at HR from the end-
customer’s perspective, i.e. HR needs to 

have a more commercial lens.” 

Anna Campbell, Chief People Officer (The Warehouse Group)

Figure 2. Top five competencies for HR leaders

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Resilience

Drives Results

Manages Complexity

Strategic Mindset

Business Insight 77%

Q.19  - What are the top 3 challenges you are currently facing?

53%

40%

40%

30%
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Top five competencies for HR leaders

Business Insight

This was most frequently cited as one of the top 5 competencies for a successful HR leader, highlighted by 77% of the 
survey respondents.  It is clear that having a good understanding of the business is fundamental to the success of an HR 
professional.  The ability to appreciate the key business drivers, having a good understanding of the financials, and the ability 
to distill the HR implications from the organisation’s strategic objectives are critical in order for the HR leader to add value 
to the CE and the executive team.

Strategic Mindset 

More than half (53%) of the survey respondents indicated this to be a key competency for HR leaders.  Increasingly, HR 
leaders are expected to have a strategic mindset and ensure that HR initiatives are aligned with the organisation’s strategic 
objectives.  When HR leaders are part of the executive team, they are expected to contribute to discussions beyond the HR 
agenda, and to do so effectively, they need to think beyond transactional and operational matters.  

“HR leaders should spend time with their 
customers and business leaders every week 

to truly understand their issues” 

Fiona Michel, Chief People and Capability Officer (Auckland District Health Board)
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“Many HR leaders 
tend to be non-
confrontational and 
non performance-
focused, and instead, 
focus on doing things 
that make employees 
feel good."

Laurent Sylvestre, Chief People and Culture 
Officer (BECA)

Manages Complexity 

40% of the respondents indicated this as one of the top 5 key competencies for HR leaders. Without a 
doubt, managing complexity has become part and parcel of any leader’s daily routine today.  In addition 
to the major trends impacting businesses, HR today also needs to grapple with regulatory changes, 
changing health and safety requirements, the advent of social media, etc, altogether creating a much 
more complex operating environment.  This has significant implications for HR policies and practices, 
and HR leaders need to make sense of the complex situation and derive practical solutions. 

Drives results 

HR has a key role to play in helping to drive business results and needs to ensure that every HR initiative 
can be aligned to the achievement of the bottomline, or the organisations’ strategic objectives for 
public and not-for-profit entities.  Many of the HR leaders interviewed were clear that HR should not 
be focused purely on implementing so-called HR best practices as part of ‘driving results’ but should 
be clear how HR initiatives will add value to the organisation.  Working closely with the executive team, 
the HR leader can play a key role in helping to shape the organisation’s talent strategy and workforce 
capabilities which will have a direct impact on helping drive results.

Resilience

One third of the respondents indicated resilience to be an important competency for HR leaders, and 
this probably applies to leaders in general.  Given the need to manage multiple stakeholders in the 
organisation, HR is often caught in the middle between employees, the executive team, the Board and 
in many cases, shareholders and at times, customers.  With the daily stressors that leaders need to 
deal with, the ability to bounce back from adversity and learning from mistakes will be key to staying 
grounded and being effective.
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Deconstructing the HR leader

In this section we present the key demographic findings from the survey.

*Source: HRx Analysts Survey, Human Resource Executive Online, Sept 2016.

Figure 3. Gender of survey respondents

Demographics 

The CHRO role is still dominated by women - from the survey 
sample, only 1 in 4 are men.  Although this was a New Zealand 
based sample, this correlates closely with global trends. 

Gender: 
25% Male
75% Female

Despite the persistent belief that men still occupy the vast 
majority of the top HR jobs, 67% of all VP of HR posts are now 
held by women*.

Q.1 - Demographics
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During our research we found three significant contributing 
factors to the success of an HR leader. 

 •  Education
 •  Experience
 •  Global exposure

Analysing the career history of the leaders we surveyed 
and interviewed, we were able to understand how these 
influencers may have shaped the outcome of an HR leader’s 
career progression. 

These three areas are explored to further establish if there 
is an ‘ideal’ career path for aspiring HR leaders to follow in 
order to get to the top of the HR career ladder.  

Experiences that have shaped the HR leader

“Aspiring HR leaders should consciously plan their 
career in order to spend time outside the HR function."

Felicity Evans, GM HR (ANZ)
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Education
• HR tertiary qualification?
• General/other degree?

Global Exposure
• Do HR leaders need global 
   experience?

Experience
• Is there a ‘right type’ of 
  experience/tenure for emerging 
  HR leaders?
• Business experience outside HR?
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Education

From the interviews, it came across 
quite clearly that when HR leaders hire 
fresh graduates, they are generally 
open to candidates irrespective of the 
discipline of study. 

This means that an HR degree may 
not necessarily be a prerequisite for a 
career in HR.  First and foremost, HR 
leaders tell us that they are looking for 
individuals who understand business 
and demonstrate generic leadership 
skills, including individuals with strong 
commercial acumen and strategic 
nous.  Interestingly, a recurring theme 
highlighted by HR leaders was that HR 
curricula in tertiary institutes were too 
academic and technical, and lacks 
applicability in organisations. 

Furthermore, when selecting a 
successor for their role, many of the 
leaders interviewed were of the view 
that they need not be from within the HR 
team.  In fact, experience gained outside 
of the HR function was greatly valued. 

This was further reinforced by the 
survey findings that 40% of the HR 
leader respondents started their career 
outside of HR.

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

N/ADiplomaBachelorsHonoursMasters

Q.13 - HR specfic qualifications

20%

26%

40%

7%7% 7%

Figure 4. Highest HR tertiary qualification

“The training and development of HR 
leaders need to be the same as other 
leaders in the organisation, i.e. they must 
gain experience across various function 
and take on various leadership roles” 

Director of a large organisation

Source: K&P HR Leadership Survey, 2016.
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Experience

From the survey findings, more than half of our HR leaders have over 20 years’ 
experience in the HR function (Fig. 5) and 80% had spent time outside of the HR 
discipline (Fig. 6).  It is also clear that most HR leaders have had experience across 
a multitude of HR specialist portfolios before taking on the top HR role (Fig. 6). 

At the same time, almost all the leaders we interviewed believe that HR leaders 
should have at least some experience in a function outside of HR. 

From the survey findings, (Fig. 8) two-thirds of the HR leaders have spent time in a 
non-HR operations role, or have been involved in projects/programmes outside of 
the HR function.

Communications and Sales & Marketing are the other two areas where many HR 
leaders have spent time.
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3%

10%

30%

57%

Q. 10 - Years of HR experience

Figure 5. HR leaders experience in HR

No

Yes

Q. 15 - experience outside of HR function?

80% of respondents have had experience 
outside of the HR function

Figure 6. Experience outside HR
Source: K&P HR Leadership Survey, 2016.
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26%

Administration

26%

16%

Finance

26% 68% 68% 42% 16%

Communications IT Operations Projects / 
Programmes

Sales & 
Marketing

42%

Strategy & Risk

Q.16 - Experience in other functions
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          Figure 8. Functions outside HR 

Figure 7. Core HR disciplines
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Q.11 - Core HR Disciplines
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Source: K&P HR Leadership Survey, 2016.
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Global exposure

Given the global nature of many organisations today, it 
has become increasingly important for HR leaders to 
develop a global mindset.  

While 90% of the leaders we interviewed have 
responsibility primarily for NZ domestic operations, 
many of the organisations are already looking at 
developing partnerships beyond the domestic market.  

The leaders who have had overseas experience (87%) 
all agree that it was immensely beneficial to their 
personal development, gave them opportunities to 
deal with more complex HR issues and work with cross 
cultural teams.   

No

Yes

Any international HR experience (based overseas)?

87% of respondents had 
international HR experience

Figure 9. International HR experience

Source: K&P HR Leadership Survey, 2016.
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> 1 Year
17%

2-3 Years
60%

4+ Years
23%

Figure 10. Years until successor ready

“HR leaders themselves are often the ones 
who find it hard to change, let alone drive 

change! They can try to hang on to the 
old ways of delivering HR, which makes it 
hard to develop their team into strategic 

thinkers and change agents."

Simon Moutter, Managing Director (Spark)

From the survey findings, only 17% of the HR 
leaders felt that they have an internal successor 
ready to step up to the top role in less than a year.

The majority however, think they need two to three 
years to groom a successor. It is concerning to see 
that 23% of the survey respondents do not see a 
ready succcessor in four years or less.

Experiences that have shaped the HR leader

Source: K&P HR Leadership Survey, 2016.



“The CHRO needs to have a breadth and depth 
of HR knowledge, and non-HR experience, 
consulting experience would be an added 

bonus.”

Alan Cassidy, GM HR (Ministry of Social Development)



CHAPTER FOUR:
H R  d e v e l o p m e n t 
c h a l l e n g e s
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Key development areas for HR leaders

There is a fairly close correlation between 
the top 5 skills identified as important for HR 
leaders to have in order to be successful as 
compared to the key areas for development.

“Business Insight” was the most common 
skill highlighted as important for HR leaders 
to have.  At the same time, 80% of the survey 
respondents highlighted this as the area 
most needing development!    

60% indicated "Strategic Mindset" and 
"Financial Acumen" as the next two most 
commonly acknowledged development 
areas for HR. 

"Manages Complexity" and "Manages 
Ambiguity" were the last 2 of the list of top 
5 areas for HR leaders to develop.  Knowing 
how to work in an environment where 
the information given to you is partial or 
incomplete is a strong predictor of future 
success.  Particularly important in the 
fast paced and complex environment that 
organisations operate in today, an ability 
to deal with ambiguity will help ensure an 
individual’s ability to be effective.

Figure 11. Development areas for HR leaders vs. rating as required skill

“One of the biggest gaps is building the capability 
(of new) CHROs to work effectively with the board."

Anna Campbell, Chief People Officer (The Warehouse Group)

Source: K&P HR Leadership Survey, 2016.
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HR Leader

Business Insight

“It is tremdendously value-adding for the CHRO to have 
experience as a line manager outside of the HR function”

Joe McCollum, Group HR Director (Spark)

Financial Acumen

“HR leaders need not have an HR degree, what’s more important is 
that they are commercially astute - understand the business, think 
broadly, and are focused on the relevant people related 
opportunities and challenges”

Anna Lissaman, Director of People & Talent (TVNZ)

Strategic Mindset
“The Chief People Officer is a very different proposition than today’s 
HR.  It’s likely they have spent real time in both line management 
and technology roles.  And they are ruthless at driving human and 
organisational capital to deliver an evolving business strategy.”

Fraser Whineray, CE (Mercury)

Managing Complexity

“The CHRO needs to have the ‘DAVI’ qualitites  - Ḏiversity of 
experiences, ability to deal with Adversity, work with a Variety of 
stakeholders, and deal with the Intensity of the role”

Annie Brown, Director People and Communications (BNZ)

Managing Ambiguity

“HR leaders need to be exposed to different mindsets and ways of 
thinking, and one way is for them to take on projects outside of the 
HR domain”

Fiona Michel, Chief People & Capability (Auckland District Health Board)

Source: K&P HR Leadership Survey, 2016.
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Factors impeding development

We asked HR leaders what are the major factors that impede the development 
of their potential successors, and the top three reasons cited are:

   •   Lack of self confidence
   •   Lack of internal top talent
   •   HR is undervalued by the organisation  

“Involve aspiring CHROs in business projects, 
especially those that involve large scale 

change or transformation."

Anna Lissaman, Director of People & Talent (TVNZ)
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Unable to Attract Top Talent

Lack of Succession Planning 

Lack of Self Awareness

Willingness to Move

Lack of Aspiration

HR Undervalued by Organisation

Lack of Top Talent

Lack of Self Confidence

11%

29%

26%

15%

7%

4%

4%

4%

Q. 24 - what are the major factors that impede the development of your potential successors?
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7%

Figure 12. Factors impeding development of HR leaders
Source: K&P HR Leadership Survey, 2016.
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On many occasions, we hear from HR 
leaders that their potential successors’ 
lack of self confidence often stems 
from having insufficient exposure to the 
executive team and limited interactions 
with business heads.  

Many senior HR executives also do not 
consciously look for opportunities to be 
exposed to other parts of the organisation, 
either via formal roles or project work.  
Instead, HR executives often tend to focus 
on delivering ‘best practice’ HR programs 
and initiatives, and run the risk of being 
perceived as ‘hiding behind’ HR content 
and failing to connect with the business.  
In the end, it can become a vicious cycle 
when HR executives over time lose the 
confidence to engage with the executive 
team and simply focus on HR programs.

Ways of instilling confidence in HR leaders:
• On the job experience
• Learning from others
• Formal training

Instilling confidence graphic

Source: HR Leadership Stall Points Study, HCLI, 2015. 

On the job experience Learning from others Formal training

Shadowing HR leaders

Secondment into a business function

Exposure to senior leadership meetings

International role swaps

Mentoring with HR leaders

Remote mentoring from global leaders

Focused coaching

Participation in projects across business 
units

Company sponsored MBA programmes

Short term courses in business and 
analytics

In-house training courses

Industry conferences and networking events

“The CHRO needs to have a strong will and a 
small ego - it has to be about what is good for 

the organisation, not a personal agenda."

Jennifer Kerr, GM People (Transpower)

Instilling confidence in HR leaders
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Lack of internal top talent

This was often cited as one of the top challenges for the HR function, i.e. the lack of internal talent willing and able to 
take on the top HR role.  Only a minority of the HR leaders interviewed would agree that they have a ready successor 
to their role (refer to Fig. 10).  Many leaders lament that HR is not highly regarded as a profession and as a result, it is 
very difficult to find top talent opting for HR degree programs in university.  Hence, there seems to be a lack of deep 
benchstrength of senior HR talent in the industry. 

HR undervalued by the organisation

To a large extent, this reflects the state of the HR profession, in that HR often plays second fiddle to other corporate 
functions within organisations.  In fact, the head of HR in many organisations may not even report directly to the CEO.  To 
some extent, we also hear that some CEOs do not appreciate the strategic role that HR can play, or for that matter, some 
CEOs do not think they have the right profile for the Head of HR role to drive strategic initiatives.

Conversely a number of HR leaders interviewed highlighted that their CEOs may not necessarily appreciate what HR can 
bring to the table.

“Many CEOs do not know what good HR is. It is the role of 
the CHRO to show/educate the CEO on what is possible.”

Alan Cassidy, GM HR (Ministry of Social Development)
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How CHROs are currently developed

Most HR leaders reported they have primarily learned on the job, and also 
through having a coach or a mentor in the course of their career development.

What's missing from the current platform?

Professional development offering for CHRO successors

One key area highlighted by HR leaders was the lack of a 
formal learning platform where their potential successors 
can be exposed to content around ‘what it takes to be a 
CHRO’.  

Content can include topics such as how to work 
effectively with boards and the executive team, how HR 
can better demonstrate its value to the organisation, how 
HR can lead a culture change initiative, etc.  It was also 
clear that HR leaders are not looking at a theoretical/
textbook approach to such issues but instead keen to 
see a platform where participants are able to learn from 
practitioners and from each other.  

Senior HR leaders network

One aspect that was consistently brought up by the 
leaders we interviewed, was the absence of a senior 
CHRO network in NZ.  Having the opportunity to discuss 
issues and challenges, and getting the input from others 
in similar roles was highlighted as one of the platforms 
that could be created to facilitate sharing and mutual 
learning amongst the senior HR community.

0 20 40 60 80 100

Networking

Action Learning Groups

Formal Learning

Secondments & Cross Agency Assignments
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Development Planning
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47%

27%

20%

13%

10%

7%

Q.20 - How do you develop your successor?

Figure 13. Current development of CHROs

Source: K&P HR Leadership Survey, 2016.



“Despite more than 5,000 years of practice, 
the science of human resources is, on 
average, less well developed than many 

other management disciplines."

Fraser Whineray, CEO (Mercury)



CHAPTER FIVE:
h o w  t o  d e v e l o p  y o u r  H R 
c a r e e r
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Self-evaluation

Based on our survey results, the following are the most frequently cited competencies as important for HR leaders to have, 
arranged in descending order.

What would you consider as your top 3 strengths and 3 areas for development?

Business Insight
 •  Do you understand what the key drivers are for your business / organisation? 
 •  Can you interpret an income statement, balance sheet or financial report for an organisation?
 •  Are you keeping up with existing and potential future policies, practices and trends within your industry, and what your 
              competitors are up to? 

Strategic Mindset
 •  Do you develop wide external networks to help you scan the horizon better?
 •  Do you reframe problems to get to the bottom of things, challenge current beliefs and mindsets, including your own?
 •  Do you seek patterns in multiple sources of data, question prevailing assumptions and test multiple hypotheses 
               simultaneously?

Manages Complexity
 •  Do you swiftly get to the essence of problems?
 •  Are you comfortable navigating contradictory information?
 •  Do you devise intelligent solutions for complex issues?

Drives Results
 •  Do you have a track record of achieving results?
 •  Are you able to overcome difficulties or challenging circumstances in order to achieve objectives? 
 •  Do you enable others to accomplish goals and achieve results? 

Resilience
 •  Do you bounce back following setbacks and adversity?
 •  Are you capable of managing crises effectively?
 •  Do you take the opportunity to reflect on, and grow from difficulties or negative experiences?
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Manages Ambiguity
• Do you operate effectively in uncertainty, acting without having the full picture?
• Can you make decisions despite limited information being available?
• Are you comfortable taking risks amidst uncertainty?

Interpersonal Savvy
• Can you comfortably relate to diverse groups of people?
• Do you build rapport with others in a friendly and accepting manner?
• Are you able to gauge both interpersonal subtleties and dynamics of a group?

Communicates Effectively
• Do you communicate effectively on a one-on-one level, in groups and amongst people with diverse styles?
• Are you able to adjust your messaging to fit the audience?
• Do you give full attention to others, encouraging open expression?

Courage
• Do you address difficult issues?
• Are you willing to promote an idea or position despite potential opposition?
• Will you provide actionable feedback in a direct manner?

Drives Vision and Purpose
• Are you able to communicate the vision in a way that motivates others?
• Do you create energy throughout the organisation with your optimism for the future and its possibilities?
• Do you demonstrate personal commitment to the organisational vision and strategy?

Instills Trust
• Are you perceived to be direct and truthful by colleagues and stakeholders?
• Do you demonstrate integrity, ethics and transparency?
• Are your actions consistent with your communications?
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Development plan

In our interviews with the HR leaders, we have identified a number of effective development activities that have really helped these leaders get to where they 
are today.  

Based on the list below, and given what you have identified as your key areas of development, identify what you think would be your development action plans, 
and what you need to do to start the process.

Acquire global experience / 
overseas assignment

Acquire experience in HR outside 
my current portfolio / expertise

Acquire experience in another 
function / role outside of HR

Get a coach and / or mentor
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“I wish I had spent more time outside of the HR function – the 
broader experience makes you more effective.”

Anna Campbell, Chief People Officer (The Warehouse Group)

Attend a formal leadership 
development programme

Attend a programme for 
company directors

Look for a stretched role Develop an external network 
of senior HR leaders and/or 

business leaders
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