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In this short piece we zoom in on how HR builds 

value by integrating customers into the design 

and delivery of HR work. At ‘Træfpunkt Human 

Resources 2013’ on OCT 2nd Allan Freed from RBL 

will share more research, practice and case stories 

on the productive and valuable relation between HR 

and customers.
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You’ve heard it before – and if you work in HR you are most 

likely spending a lot of time, energy and money attending to 

it. You might even start to get tired of listening to others (and 

yourself) re-stating it. But it’s a fact more than ever before: 

HR must give value - or give notice. This is so not because 

business leaders doubt whether HR is a great opportunity for 

the company to drive and strengthen its competitive stand 

in the market. Rather this is so because business leaders 

have no intention of waiting for the HR function to deliver 

this value. If HR wont do it – others most certainly will. Our 

most recent research into the relation between HR and the 

business clearly underlines that the business is learning 

faster about HR than HR is learning about the business.

Outside-In

This momentum should indeed be seen as a wonderful 

invitation for HR to help their respective organisations 

succeed. In businesses, promoting success may mean 

reducing costs, increasing market share, growing in global 

markets or innovating new products and services. But 

HR often focuses internally on the function of HR rather 

than externally on what the company’s customers need 

HR to deliver. Our point here is that success comes from 

understanding the concept of value. Value is defined by 

the receiver more than the giver; HR creates value to the 

business when those who use the services of HR gain from 

them. Sure, internally, line managers get value from HR when 

HR’s activities help deliver strategy and reach business goals. 

However, HR’s goals must be the goals of the business. And 

the goal of the business is to serve its customers beyond 

expectations, so that the customers not only make use of, 

but also gain from, this service. Therefore, we believe that 

HR will greatly increase its value in the future as HR learns 

how to use its practices from the outside- in to help external 

customers become more connected to the success of the 

organization.

Success With Customers

We believe that the success of HR initiatives should 

be measured by what it did for the organizations key 

stakeholders – in this case, for customers. What did they gain 

from HR’s practice? This is indeed the same as saying that 

HR actions create value only when they create a sustainable 

competitive advantage. It goes for any business initiative: 

HR initiatives create a competitive advantage when they 

persuade customers to transfer money from their wallets 

to your company instead of to competitors. Our research 

has shown that HR professionals from high-performing 

firms have substantially greater knowledge of external 

factors, such as customers, than do their counterparts in 

lowperforming firms. Furthermore, HR professionals from 

high-performing firms are much more likely to account for 

external customer requirements in the design and delivery of 

HR practices than their low-performing counterparts. This is 

clearly an invitation for HR to:

•  Develop customer literacy

•  Think and act like a customer and a competitor

•  Measure and track the company’s share of targeted 

customers, and contribute to their value proposition

•  Align HR practices to the customer value proposition

•  Engage target customers in the design and delivery of HR 

work.

Design Training With Customers

We are particularly excited about this last point on engaging 

customers in HR’s work and will briefly share an example 

of what we learned through the design and delivery of a 

commercial leadership and culture change program called 

IMPACT, for a leading global company in the logistics 

industry. Collect the feedback. Even though the client 

company had a very strong training and development 

culture planning for IMPACT began, appropriately, with 

interviewing key external and internal stakeholders – 

particularly a good part of the most demanding global 

customers. Questions explored the customers’ expectations 

of the company and how they were changing over time, 

views on the organizational capabilities that give the 

company competitive advantage now and in the future, 

behavioral competencies customers would like to see, and 

strengths and areas of improvement of customer facing 
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professionals. It was motivating to learn how customers 

were highly supportive of IMPACT; in fact, several customers 

agreed proposed to come speak at the IMPACT workshops 

before we got around to asking them. The feedback from 

customers, not always gently offered, was a powerful means 

to make sure that IMPACT was designed to address the 

most critical business challenges and opportunities. As one 

FMCG customer bluntly said: “You think that you are logistics 

experts in the logistics business – but you are not. You are in 

the FMCG line of business. I need to trust that you will make 

us succeed in our industry”.

Integrate the Feedback

Overall, through the stakeholder interviews, six design factors 

were identified as crucial to the IMPACT training experience 

and have since been implemented with success: 

•  Customer insight: IMPACT kicks off the first of three 

workshops with a customer visit, and each workshop 

devotes significant time to customer presentations and 

interaction. Leading people from a customer company 

speaks at each workshop. Time is also given to sharing 

insights on common global customers and regional and 

industry customer trends.

•  Customer partnership - behaving the brand: IMPACT 

participants work closely together to build a shared vision 

of the customer experience: Being engaged and committed; 

keeping promises and building trust; anticipating problems; 

providing innovative solutions that help customers be 

more successful; regularly review the relationship and 

what’s gone well or badly; and take prompt action to make 

improvements consistent with the brand.

•  Teamwork and collaboration on behalf of customers: 

We know that engaged employees lead to customer 

perceptions of greater and higher service quality. IMPACT 

participants learn the importance of engaging employees 

and customers in co-driving financial results, and practical 

skills and tools to do so.

•  Leadership: Customers expect leadership from their 

service providers – leadership in customer insight, a laser 

focus on service excellence and innovation, the ability to 

attract and retain top talent, and ensuring a high level of 

teamwork and continuing improvement.

•  Profitable product and service innovation: Innovation 

is the hard work of regularly reviewing the value a firm 

creates for its customers and other stakeholders, and 

creates new ways of adding value.

•  System efficacy and alignment: Finally, customers 

prefer consistency and predictability to heroism. 

Participants learn a clear framework for evaluating their 

team or organization and identify the people systems 

required to fully support alignment and capability growth, 

and define clear priorities and plans for improvement. 

Gain From Feedback 

The design factors and implementation practice will likely 

vary depending on company, industry and goals in question. 

Irrespective of the customer feedback it is vital to learn from 

it and sustain the learning opportunity involved. Therefore, 

IMPACT is set up as an action learning experience intended 

to be an intensive and demanding business journey for 

participants and the supporting organization. Participants 

work in action learning teams on a significant business 

opportunity, defined, owned and consistently tracked by the 

company’s CEO and CCO. IMPACT is structured as a series 

of three workshops over a ninemonth period, with action 

learning team work as a critical element before, during and 

after the workshops. Regional commercial leaders coach 

the teams and provide resource support when necessary. 

Criteria for action learning projects are as follows: Important 

financially and strategically, realistically achievable, clear 

objective, business sponsor, and not so urgent that we cut 

short the time. Thus, for example, one team was to assess 

and test opportunities for new business opportunities 

with a large existing strategic customer. Action learning 

projects were designed to reinforce and supplement the 

leadership development and culture change, as well as create 

measurable financial and strategic value for the firm, develop 

an expanded offering to current customers and attract new 

strategic customers in key areas. 

Conclusion

Now well into its third year, IMPACT has generated strong 

industry interest, resulted in significant measurable financial 

gains, assessed and penetrated profitable new business areas, 

reinforced its relationships with key strategic customers, and 

accelerated the development of outstanding people from 

China to Chile. HR works when it can help reinforce the 

business’ efforts to keep its promises to customers – such 

as identifying and reinforcing highperformance employees 

who create value for key customers, for example. HR can also 

add competitive value as they look outside their company 

to develop relationships with target customers and build 

practices and competencies that drive employees to behave 

in ways that increase the likelihood of those target customers 

engaging with the company.
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