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This is the first in the 
Odgers Berndtson ‘Role 
Models’ series, profiling 
the most important 
senior leadership roles 
in business and other 
organisations. And what 
it takes to succeed in 
them.

ABOUT ODGERS BERNDTSON 
Odgers Berndtson has the most 
experienced search, research and 
leadership assessment team operating 
in Ireland, with an exceptional track 
record in Board and C-level appointments 
in leading Irish and international 
organisations. 

Our Human Resources Practice based in 
Dublin is a market leader in C-suite HR 
appointments in Ireland. We ensure our 
clients secure individuals of the highest 
calibre, those with the skills and expertise 
necessary to drive their people agenda.

By listening to our clients’ needs and 
maintaining strong links with the HR 
community, our in-depth understanding 
of the HR function ensures our clients 
have access to HR leaders across all 
centres of excellence, from compensation 
and reward, to business partnering, 
employee relations, talent development, 
and organisational effectiveness.
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What makes a great CHRO? 

The role of Human Resources comes with some mammoth responsibilities, 
with HR professionals covering recruitment, employment conditions, 
training and development, benefits and compensation, appraisals, health 
and safety, and labour and much more. The importance of the function 
is also mammoth. Some 550,0001 HR professionals not only impact the 
lives of approximately 34.80 million employees across Ireland and the UK, 
but their success or failure in doing so has huge consequences for the 
organisations they work for. 

1 As of Q3, 2018, there were 2.27 million people employed in Ireland and 32.53 million in the UK. The average ratio of HR 
professionals to workers is 63. This equates to approximately 550,000 HR professionals across Ireland and the UK.

Amid increasing challenges, 
not least the ever-present 
‘digital disruption’, the 
appointment of “Great HR” 
people becomes the key to 
success. By definition, not 
all HR professionals can be 
great, so distinguishing the 
great from the good is the 
challenge. 

So where to start? Making 
the distinction becomes a 
little easier when we look 
at the role of HR today 
and how it will evolve in 
the future. Understanding 
the future skills required, 
highlights where the HR 
Director of today needs to 
focus his or her efforts, and 
acts as a guide for CEOs 

on the lookout for great 
people leaders. We match 
that with our findings from 
looking at the background 
of HRs, speaking to CEOs 
about their expectations 
and combing this with our 
knowledge from successful 
searches.

“ Some 550,000 HR 
professionals impact the 
lives of approximately 34.80 
million employees across 
Ireland and the UK. ”
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At ground level, good HR 
ensures that basic structures 
are administered well: 
positions filled, employment 
law complied with, health and 
safety accounted for, pay and 
benefits calculated, teams 
trained and performance 
evaluated. At the top level, 
great HR can effect real 
change and contribute 
strategically to the future 
success of the organisation 
through active talent 
management, driving up 
retention and organisational 
design. 

The breadth of HR 
responsibilities has changed 
significantly over the last 25 
years with HR professionals 
across the world forging 
change and driving more 
value than ever into their 
organisations. Despite the 
shift in the task at hand, HR 
continues to be seen as a 
paper-pushing cost-centre 

without the skills to deliver 
the strategic agenda. In a 
2008 McKinsey survey, CEOs 
emphasised the importance 
of the talent strategy, but 
doubted whether their HR 
directors could manage the 
talent process in a way that 
delivered maximum value2. 
A decade later, in January 
2018, similar research found 
that this had not changed3. 
HR departments are still 
struggling to impress CEOs 
with their ability to secure 
the game-changers to match 
the organisation’s strategic 
ambitions. 

This points partly to a 
perception problem and one 
which needs to change. Great 
C-Suite HR professionals 
are an integral part of the 
executive team, offering 
the CEO discreet counsel, 
advice and support on key 
people issues. As well as 
administering the basic 

HR structures, a great 
HR leader’s remit often 
incorporates responsibility 
for employer branding, 
data analytics, employee 
wellbeing, predicting human 
capability requirements and 
driving cultural change. Let’s 
look at some of these aspects 
of the HR role today, in more 
detail. 

Since every company has different challenges, the emphasis on 
the functional rather than aspirational elements of HR varies 
greatly from one business to another. The ability to move between 
these two agendas is why adaptability and flexibility are key 
characteristics of great HR professionals.

4

What does today’s HR role look like?

“ In a low-unemployment 
economy, it’s a candidate’s 
market so HR leaders must 
be on their toes to attract 
and keep talent ”

2https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/the-organization-blog/the-critical-importance-of-
the-hr-business-partner

3https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/the-organization-blog/the-critical-importance-of-
the-hr-business-partner
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HR has expanded far beyond 
meeting the supply and 
demand of talent. It’s now 
also about developing 
expertise in pitching a 
company’s brand story to 
desirable candidates in a 
similar way to how brands 
pitch to their target audience. 
In a low-unemployment 
economy, it’s a candidate’s 
market so HR leaders must 
keep on their toes to attract 
and keep talented people.

The top three factors 
that influence candidates 
when choosing a potential 
employer are:

 ■ A solid, long-standing 
reputation 

 ■ Opportunities for career 
growth 

 ■ Inspiring leaders and 
teams.

It stands to reason then, 
that market knowledge 
about poor leadership and 
dysfunctional teams can 
damage an organisation’s 
reputation in the eyes 
of executives who are 
serious about their career 
development. The calibre 
of candidate depends on a 
firm’s reputation; otherwise 
larger compensation 
packages are sought to 
mitigate against a weaker 
belief in the organisation. 

“ HR departments are still 
struggling to impress CEOs 
with their ability to secure the 
game-changers to match the 
organisation’s strategic 
ambitions. ”

HR AS BRAND MANAGER 
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HR AS CURATOR

HR AS ANALYST 

HR AS HEALTH ADVOCATE 

To meet the employer 
brand challenge, leading on 
cultural change plays a big 
part. In the past, emphasis 
was on the most effective 
ways to change and manage 
behaviour while working. We 
have since seen a 180-degree 
shift. Rather than trying 
to enforce change among 
employees, there is now more 
interest in understanding 
psychology and sociology 
and in developing a culture 
that incentivises employees 
to buy into the company 

brand vision; that inspires 
them to work in unison with 
company goals. Rather 
than push employees in a 
direction decided by the 
employer, companies know 
that with the right elements 
to their brand will draw the 
right people in. To have a 
say in designing a company 
image, messaging and culture 
that attracts top talent, the 
HR leader needs to have 
influence at the organisation’s 
top levels.

One technological 
advancement which has 
raised the profile of HR is 
the ability to tangibly show 
results via previously difficult 
to analyse personal traits. 
Finance and operations 
departments could always 
paint clear cause and 
effect pictures with figures, 
leaving HR departments at a 
corresponding disadvantage. 

Now, sophisticated HR 
analytics are offering 
transparency to HR 
processes. Insightful reports 
can justify the effectiveness 
of recruitment, employment 
and training decisions and tie 
results to HR strategy.

As recently as 25 years 
ago, there was little 
emphasis on wellbeing 
at work. Now, employee 
wellbeing programmes are 
now commonplace while 
countless studies have 
linked increased productivity 
with a workforce that is 
well and happy. A range 
of physical and mental 
fitness incentives from gym 
membership to mindfulness 

aim to create a healthier and 
more productive workforce, 
along with traditional social 
activities and sports teams 
which also improve team 
integration. But it’s not just 
incentives and schemes 
alongside work. Working 
arrangements are structured 
to offer more flexible ways 
of working and promote a 
better work/life balance. 

“ To have a say in 
designing a company 
image, messaging and 
culture that attracts top 
talent, the HR leader needs 
to have influence at the 
organisation’s top levels. ”
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HR AS A STRATEGIST AND CHANGE MAKER 

In just 25 years, HR has 
grown from a functional, 
problem-solving necessity to 
being seen more and more 
as a company’s defining 
advantage in the bid for 
talent. For CEOs to benefit, 
great C-suite level HR 
professionals have a breadth 
of leadership, influencing and 
stakeholder management 
skills. As Thomas Ebling, 
former CEO of Novartis, says, 
“It is almost impossible to 
achieve sustainable success 
without an outstanding 
CHRO… [who]…should 
be a key sparring partner 
for a CEO on topics like 

talent development, 
team composition [and] 
managing culture.” Hiring for 
performance and adaptability 
is critical for future success. 

At the heart of a successful 
relationship between HR 
and CEO is trust. With this 
in place, key appointments 
can be made, allowing future 
strategy to be designed in 
unison with new talent. This 
trust is engendered through 
commercial credibility, 
strategic insight and the 
ability to articulate the 
company’s vision in people 
terms.

“ It is almost impossible to achieve sustainable 
success without an outstanding CHRO. ”
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Despite the dramatic changes 
that have already taken place 
in HR, re-shaped working 
practices, demographics, 
technology and employee 
expectation will continue to 
challenge HR professionals. 
Great CHROs will be those 
who can rise to the occasion. 

We anticipate a greater 

emphasis on using 
behavioural science, driving 
digitisation, meeting 
changing employee 
expectations, including 
ethical attitudes, and 
responding in real time to 
employee performance. 
Let’s look at some of those 
challenges further.

Many HR practices are rooted in managing for the long term and 
aim for consistency over time, following rules and planning for the 
next five to fifteen years. In the past, this worked in tandem with 
similar planning and budgeting in other departments. More and 
more, companies have to respond rapidly to economic changes, 
innovation and competitor tactics. This requires human resources to 
provide immediate solutions. 

What will HR look like in the future?

“ Many HR practices are rooted in managing for the 
long term. Yet more and more, human resources must 
provide immediate solutions. ”
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BEHAVIOURAL SCIENCE 

DATA

REAL-TIME RESPONSE TO PERFORMANCE 

Behavioural science has 
gained notable traction 
over the past decades, 
from studies of cognitive 
psychology, behavioural 
economics and social 
neuroscience. Acting as a 
bridge between business 
objectives and human 
behaviour, HR’s raison 
d’être is to understand how 
people react behaviourally to 
incentives and interventions. 

These insights have greatest 
relevance to workplace 
learning and development, 
organisational change, 
performance management, 
fostering inclusion and much 
more. HR leaders need to 
understand and harness 
the insights of behavioural 
science so the desired 
behavioural outcomes are 
achieved through nurture, 
rather than rule-setting.

Understanding behaviour 
relies on data. Compared 
with other areas of business, 
the adoption of software 
systems in human resources 
has been slow. In a 2016 
global survey by IBM of 
more than 1700 CEOs, 71% 
recognised human capital as 
a key potential competitive 
advantage4. At the same 
time, HR is not yet the 
priority when it comes to big 
data investment, with Tata 
Consultancy reporting that 

the function receives 5% of 
such spend5. In a 2016 HBR 
report, it was found that just 
9% of surveyed companies 
used predictive analytics in 
workforce decisions, while 
57% expected to in the 
coming two years6. While 
most of the effort is going 
into understand customer 
behaviour, the possibility this 
opens up for HR means it’s 
inevitable that data analysis 
will become an integral part 
of the HR role.

Rules- and planning-based 
approaches to appraisals are 
being replaced with simpler, 
faster models of performance 
management. Where teams 
and individuals now work 
across a variety of disciplines 
under different leaders, a 
single annual appraisal is no 
longer enough. Companies 
such as Deloitte, KPMG, EY, 
Pfizer, Gap, Cigna and P&G 
lead the way with frequent, 
project-based reviews, 
often including peer critique 

and commentary to inform 
performance measurement. 
Upward feedback from team 
members to leaders is also 
welcomed. This replaces 
yearly appraisals with 
more immediate insight, 
an approach welcomed 
by employees preferring 
interactive dialogue over 
static snapshots. Great 
HRs are increasingly 
acknowledging these 
benefits, and employing this 
new approach.

“ HR leaders need to 
understand and harness the 
insights of behavioural 
science so the desired 
behavioural outcomes are 
achieved through nurture, 
rather than rule-setting. ”

4https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/ceo-
survey/2016/landing-page/pwc-19th-
annual-global-ceo-survey.pdf

5https://business.linkedin.com/content/
dam/me/business/en-us/talent-
solutions/talent-intelligence/
workforce/pdfs/Final_v2_NAMER_
Rise-of-Analytics-Report.pdf

6https://www.slideshare.net/
TalenthubID/hbr-
hrjoinstheanalyticsrevolution
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SOCIAL ACCOUNTABILITY 

CONNECTIVITY BENCHMARKING

With much of the millennial 
generation now in their 
30s, there is a critical mass 
behind a shift in mindset 
which focuses on outcomes 
beyond profit. As writers 
such as Simon Sinek have 
explained, this includes how 
organisations engage with 
people and communities, 
employees, consumers and 
the societies in which they 

operate. Organisations are 
being assessed for their 
actions by customers, 
employees and potential 
employees alike. Great HRs 
are those who can raise this 
agenda at the highest levels 
to effect a more responsible 
decision making process in 
the organisation and reflect 
this in both their internal 
and external employer 

branding. It will not be 
long before organisations 
being led by those with 
the ‘millennial mindset’ will 
become the mainstream. 
When that shift concludes, 
the ethical and social impact 
of an organisation will be 
a standard concern for the 
CHRO.

It’s clear from highly 
competitive environments 
such as the technology 
industry where competition 
for top talent is at its keenest, 
that today’s executives have 
high demands when it comes 
to additional benefits. A 
flexible working schedule 
is the most common of 
today’s well-being benefits, 
operating in around 58% of 
companies8. The ability to 
work remotely and connect 
will be a benchmark by 

which organisations will be 
increasingly judged. So, it 
will be HRs duty more and 
more to ensure that demand 
is provided for. Connectivity 
has taken over social culture 
and 72% of respondents 
to a recent survey9 believe 
connected work tools would 
have a positive impact on 
productivity. Yet, only 11% 
of employers are actively 
identifying emerging 
communications channels.

HRs will need to consider 
how best to assess 
productivity and weigh this 
against the benefits of such 
tools. But It will take an 
agile HR team to ensure the 
digital ecosystem is designed 
to increase productivity. 
Just 5% of those surveyed 
see HR taking ownership 
of connectivity in their 
workplaces.10 Those who are 
able to have an influence on 
that agenda will stand out.

“ 72% of respondents to a recent 
survey believe connected work tools 
would have a positive impact on 
productivity. Yet, only 11% of employers 
are actively identifying emerging 
communications channels. ”

7https://consulting.ey.com/simon-sinek-considers-uncertain-times-require-certainty-purpose/
8https://www.mercer.com/our-thinking/career/global-talent-hr-trends.html 
9https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/uk/Documents/human-capital/deloitte-uk-human-capital-trends-2018.pdf
10https://www2.deloitte.com/insights/us/en/focus/human-capital-trends/2017/organization-of-the-future.html
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Given the rapidly-changing role of the HR function, what does it take to be 
considered a great CHRO today and what skills will be required for the future? 
We looked at the backgrounds of 25 highly-regarded C-Suite HR professionals 
across a range of sectors in Ireland, held conversations with Chief Executives 
seeking CHROs to understand their expectations, to which we added our 
analysis of the skills required for the future. 

Standing out in HR

TRAITS OF THOSE AT 
THE TOP

Those at the top today 
followed traditional paths, 
with those succeeding 
specialising in those 
disciplines which have 
gained most traction in the 
last 25 years. These include 
organisational effectiveness, 
organisational development 
and HR transformation. 

COMMON 
DENOMINATORS

Careers underpinned by a 
minimum undergraduate 
degree, technical expertise in 
fields such as compensation 
and benefits, industrial 
relations, recruitment or 
employment law, and an 
ongoing CPD track record. 

EARLY STAGE CAREER

Great HR leaders, have often 
benefited from best-in-
class graduate development 
schemes, often starting 
in recruitment before 
moving into wider HR. The 
majority of the C-Suite HR 
professionals are within 
an age demographic that 
benefited from wider 

access to university and the 
proliferation of graduate 
programmes with a HR 
pathway.

CAREER TRAJECTORY

All of those studied have 
led a functional Centre of 
Excellence prior to becoming 
an HR Director. Reflecting 
the shift in focus for HR 
over the last 25 years, the 
majority have expertise 
in Organisational Design, 
Learning & Development, or 
Talent Management, while 
a minority progressed via 
the Employee Relations or 
Compensation & Benefits 
route. To gain more 
commercial experience, the 
vast majority have been an 
HR Business Partner. 

BREADTH OF 
EXPERIENCE

All of those studied moved 
between organisations or 
had significant moves within 
large organisations. Such 
moves have involved a shift 
in role or function, a move 
into a different business 
area, an international move 
or exposure to multi-
jurisdictional issues.

TRADITIONAL 
CAREERS OVERALL 
ARE SHIFTING

A recent Deloitte report, 
‘From careers to experiences: 
new pathways’11, underlined 
and confirmed the growing 
trend in which traditional 
career progression paths 
give way to people seeking 
meaningful experiences. 
Through new roles and 
varied opportunities, people 
are increasingly seeking 
to reinvent their careers 
and shape their direction 
flexibly, on their own terms 
and at their own pace. While 
somewhat ironically, top HRs 
responding to and facilitating 
this demand for flexibility 
have led more traditional 
paths themselves, this shift 
means HRs will have to be 
adaptable in how talent in the 
future is trained and retained, 
and how organisations design 
and manage their talent 
needs. 

11https://www2.deloitte.com/insights/
us/en/focus/human-capital-
trends/2018/building-21st-century-
careers.html
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While aspiring professionals 
in HR might wonder what 
it takes to be ‘great’, 
success is determined by 
the particular needs of 
the hiring organisation. 
While the conversations we 
held with our CEO clients 
produced detail and nuance, 
four non-negotiable CHRO 
requirements emerged: 

 ■ Commercial focus – a keen 
understanding of the core 
financial drivers across the 
business, and the ability to 
leverage human resources 
to deliver and drive 
strategy.

 ■ Coherent leadership 
skills – the ability to lead 
across and within the 
organisation, effecting 
change and facilitating 
the development of the 
leadership team, including 
the Chief Executive. 

 ■ Confidante – integrity, 
transparency and honesty, 
upon which a relationship 
as confidante, advisor and 
counsel can be built. 

 ■ Subject matter expertise – 
an awareness of the latest 
thinking in the field of 
people management.

Regarding commercial 
focus, we have seen though 
our own work with HRs 
that those who can see the 
impact of the wider market 
on resourcing is key strength. 

We also see that while the 
subject matter expertise 
that CEOs look for is vital, 
the ability and willingness 
to learn from experience 
(learning agility) and to 
apply the lessons learned 
in the future is becoming 
increasingly important. 

Finally, of the leadership 
skills CEOs seek, it is the 
understanding of the drivers 
of an organisations key 
decision makers (stakeholder 
management), and how 
to use this to influence 
which makes for the most 
successful leaders.

THE CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S PERSPECTIVE

“ Understanding the 
drivers of an organisation’s 
key decision makers is a 
leadership skill CEOs seek 
from their CHRO. ”
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Added to these top traits, 
we have observed from our 
experience of partnering 
with successful HRs, that the 
follow are vital capabilities: 

Ability to execute change: 
driving through change, 
using high levels of emotional 
intelligence to adapt as 
necessary. Maintaining 
a focus on results and 
understanding the technical 
mechanics that are 
fundamental to successful 
change.

Strategic insight: the ability 
to position the HR function 
and its objectives within the 
wider corporate strategy, 
moving HR from cost centre 
to strategic partner. Curiosity 
and open-mindedness is 
necessary to facilitate a quick 
response to market changes. 

Ability in these areas is key, 
but as with all leadership, 
the ability to communicate, 
inspire and lead on vision 
can mean the difference 
between a highly competent 
CHRO, and a great HR leader. 
Understanding the changes 
in HR over the coming 
decades and knowing what 
it takes to go from good 
to great, the following is 
required to succeed in the 
top HR positions: 

 ■ Be an ambassador of 
values. Walking the talk; 
great HRs embody the 
organisation’s value set 
in their behaviours and 
actions. Communicate 
clearly; great HRs have 
the ability to articulate 
the values and behaviours 
necessary for excellence 
and have exemplary 
interpersonal skills at 
all levels within the 
organisation.

 ■ Intellectual agility. Great 
HRs have the ability 
to switch between the 
conceptual and the 
analytical. They can 
strategize for the future 
and deal with the technical 
requirements of the 
present.

 ■ Self-awareness. Great HRs 
exhibit a high level of social 
confidence and emotional 
intelligence. They play to 
their strengths, hire strong 
teams around them, and 
have a level of cultural 
sensitivity that endears 
them to all levels of the 
business.

 ■ Proactive in personal 
brand management. With 
a clear sense of identity, an 
authentic network and an 
awareness of their position 
within the wider market, 
great HRs promote their 
organisational and personal 
brand appropriately.

Commercially 
Minded

GREAT
HR

Change
Maker

Leader &
Influencer

Expert &
Quick
Leaner

Trusted
AdvisorStrategist

Live the
Values

STANDING
 OUT

Be
Emotionally
Intelligent

Communicate
Clearly

Think Short
and Long

term

Manage
Your

Brand

Both 
Conceptual

and
Analytical
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When faced with the 
need to appoint a new 
CHRO, the question 
remains: appoint 
internally, or hire 
externally? Arguably, 
great HR leaders will 
have considered their 
legacy before moving 
on and will have planned 
for and articulated their 
views to their successor. 
Without such effective 
planning, the option of 
an external hire becomes 
inevitable. It is at this 
point that the external 

hiring process needs to 
be clear in its objectives. 
Trying to recruit a 
carbon copy of the 
exiting HR leader will not 
necessarily deliver the 
same results. Inherent 
within the HR profession 
is a transferability of 
skills that can be applied 
across any industry 
sector. Looking outside 
of the existing sector to 
initiatives taking place 
elsewhere may offer 
significant added value.

Concluding thoughts

The CHRO market is dynamic, yet within Ireland the 
opportunities for significant HR leadership positions are 
limited in comparison to the UK. Companies that maintain 
an open mind and embrace the changes ahead will always 
be able to select from a pool of high-quality, future-ready 
candidates.

GREAT HR: PROMOTING FROM WITHIN OR
HIRING EXTERNALLY?
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For over 50 years, Odgers Berndtson has 
helped some of the world’s biggest and best 
organisations find the senior talent to drive 
their agendas.

We deliver executive search, assessment and 
development to businesses and organisations 
varying in size, structure and maturity. We 
do that across over 50 sectors, whether 
commercial, public or not-for-profit and draw 
on the experience of more than 250 Partners 
and their teams in 29 countries.

Odgers Berndtson’s deep industry and sector 
knowledge means we understand our clients’ 
strategic imperatives and how these impact 
on the senior leadership talent they need to 
attract and retain. 

We form strong relationships with the most 
talented people, with those seeking them 
and between our own teams globally to bring 
both sides together. It is because of our deep, 
non-transactional and lasting partnerships 
that our clients can acquire, develop and 
retain their strongest leaders.

About Odgers Berndtson 

The team

Mark O’Donnell
Partner

E: mark.odonnell@odgersberndtson.com
DL: +353 1 669 7313
M: +353 87 291 2474

Rowan Hillis
Principal

E: rowan.hillis@odgersberndtson.com 
DL: +353 1 669 7030 
M: +353 85 272 7998




