
 
 
 

DEVELOPING THE HR DEPARTMENT 
 
In many smaller organizations, the human resources (HR) function is frequently handled by a 
CEO or CFO/Controller.  Because HR is not their top priority, frequently that function is more 
tactical than strategic.  It’s not unusual for the administrative tasks associated with HR to be 
performed by an office manager or executive assistant who may not be familiar with all of the 
nuances and responsibilities that go along with managing an HR function.   
 
Usually when a company grows to more than 50 employees, the executive team realizes that 
they need a more formal process and someone to manage that function. At that point, they will 
typically hire an HR professional to begin the process of establishing and managing a strategic 
HR Department.  
 
Tackling the creation of an entire department from the ground up can be overwhelming.  The 
following guidelines are intended to help the HR professional develop a department that will be 
viable, relevant, and strategic. 
 
What does the company expect? 
 
Understanding the expectations of the executive team is critical to the success of the HR 
Department.   However, the HR professional also has to help them understand that it can be a 
much more strategic partner in growing and developing the organization. This requires 
frequent and ongoing open communication between HR and the executive team.  
 
The HR budget and staffing needs will be driven largely by what the department is expected to 
accomplish. Will the HR department be responsible for payroll?  Safety & security? 
Recruitment?  What else? The HR budget may include such things as recruitment costs, 
training & development costs, safety & security, and HR staff salaries, capital equipment (office 
furniture, computers, etc.). Will certain aspects of HR, such as FMLA or COBRA 
administration, be outsourced? Open communication with your CEO and CFO is critical to 
ensuring the budget is sufficient to cover all of the expenses anticipated to properly set up the 
HR Department. 
 
Compliance 
 
HR is generally responsible for compliance with various federal, state, and local employment 
and labor laws.  The HR professional first needs to have an understanding of the laws that 
apply to the organization and then evaluate whether or not the organization is in compliance 



with them. If they are not, the HR professional will prioritize and determine what issues need to 
be addressed such as:  
 

• Are posters current and properly posted in appropriate areas frequented by employees 
and applicants? Click to the federal DOL poster page here. Be sure to visit your state’s 
website to determine which posters they require too.  

• Do we have handbook policies?  If so, are they current and compliant? (More on the 
handbook later.) 

• Does the handbook include appropriate non-discrimination policies and disclaimers? 
• How and what records are maintained?  
• Have we obtained proper tax identification numbers for the IRS, our state 

unemployment account number, other state ID numbers we may need? 
• Have we classified people correctly as exempt or non-exempt under the Fair Labor 

Standards Act? 
• Are we paying people appropriate minimum wage and overtime consistent with the Fair 

Labor Standards Act and any state laws that may be applicable? 
 
Many organizations will have already established unemployment accounts, tax identification 
numbers for state and federal income taxes, Social Security, Medicare taxes, and other state 
taxes (i.e. disability, sick leave, etc.).  The HR professional can consult with the CFO to confirm 
this has been established and to discuss how payroll is processed, what unemployment rate is 
charged to the organization, and what other types of required state or federal taxes HR should 
be aware of. 
 
In a nutshell, state and federal employment laws govern how we pay people, how we treat 
people from a non-discriminatory standpoint, how safe we keep them in our workplaces, and 
how we provide benefits. Start with federal law first. The Department of Labor (DOL) provides 
employers with a wealth of information on the various employment laws it enforces – Fair 
Labor Standards Act, Americans with Disabilities Act, Title VII, and much more.  Some 
agencies, such as the Occupational Safety & Health Administration (OSHA), have their own 
websites which provide guidance on complying with their respective laws. 
 
EAF provides it members with various tools to help help the HR professional ensure 
compliance with various employment laws: 
 

• HR Self-Audit (which includes a checklist of all the various employment laws to help 
employers see where they might have compliance gaps) 

• CCH HR Compliance Library, which includes all State & Federal Employment Laws and 
summaries. 

• Toolkits on specific areas such as Posters, Fair Labor Standards Act, and Family & 
Medical Leave Act 

• Federal Employment Law Summary 
 
Recordkeeping 
 
Basic recordkeeping includes the employee file as well as the records your organization may 
be required to maintain under various laws.  The personnel file generally consists of  
 

https://www.dol.gov/general/topics/posters
https://www.dol.gov/
http://www.osha.gov/


• Application/Resume 
• Payroll (including W-4) 
• Basic contact information 
• Benefits 
• Awards, recognition, disciplinary documents 
• Performance reviews 
• Terminations (including exit interviews) 

 
A confidential file for background checks, disciplinary investigations, and other information that 
is not recommended to be included with the general personnel file should be maintained 
separately. If you use a hanging file folder (such as Pendaflex) for each employee, you could 
include individual folders within the hanging folder for the general personnel file and the 
confidential personnel file. Electronic files could be established in a similar manner as long as 
appropriate protocols to protect the confidentiality of these files is implemented.  
 
The minimum retention period for the general personnel file is 4 years.  However, state laws 
may vary.  Additionally, public employers may have different retention requirements than 
organizations operating in the private sector.  
 
A completely separate file system must be maintained for confidential medical records.  The 
Job Accommodation Network (JAN) provides guidance on the confidentiality of medical 
records under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and the Genetic Information Non-
Disclosure Act (GINA) fact sheet provides guidance on the confidentiality of medical 
information under that Act. Medical records as defined under OSHA must be maintained for 
duration of employment plus 30 (yes, thirty) years. Again, state law or public records may 
require a longer retention period.  
 
Maintenance of I-9s presents an interesting dynamic.  Although it’s not prohibited, it’s not a 
best practice for employers to maintain I-9s in individual personnel files.  If the organization is 
audited, the DOL or ICE compliance officers don’t want to spend a lot of time looking through 
individual personnel files to find the I-9…and do you really want them looking through your files 
in the first place?  A best practice for maintaining I-9s would be:  
 

• Batch together alphabetically for current employees 
• Batch together in chronological order for separated employees 
• Records for separated employees must be kept for: 

o 3 years after hire, or 
o 1 year after separation, whichever is the longer period 

 
EAF provides members with an HR Records, Reports & Retention Guide that outlines the 
retention and posting requirements under various federal laws. This guide may be downloaded 
from the members-only section of EAF’s website.  
 
Recruiting/Staffing 
 
The war for talent is on and some organizations consider this a top priority above compliance 
or recordkeeping. So what are the things to think about within the realm of staffing and 
recruiting?   

https://askjan.org/publications/consultants-corner/vol11iss01.cfm
https://www.eeoc.gov/laws/guidance/fact-sheet-genetic-information-nondiscrimination-act
https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=STANDARDS&p_id=10027


• Staffing Plan 
o What positions are needed? 
o How much to pay for each position? 
o How many people do you need/can afford? 

• Job Structure 
o Job Description (responsibilities & guidelines) 
o Company hierarchy of jobs 

• Applicant Tracking System  
o Software 
o Transfer paper/manual documents into software 
o Categorize, track, and compare applicant flow 

• Recruiting System 
o What kind of listing? 
o Budget 
o Where to list? 

• Hiring Process/Procedures 
o Interviewing 
o Background Check 
o Completion of new hire paperwork (i.e. W-4, I-9, benefits enrollment) 
o Orientation/Onboarding 

• Employee Management 
o Training & development 
o Time tracking system (including time off) 
o Performance reviews 
o Employee requests/comment forms 

• Employee Replacement 
o Exit interviews 
o How much notice is required? 
o Will company automatically fill the job? 
o Will the job be evaluated and revised before a new person is brought on? 

 
Each element of recruitment, staffing and development is important.  It’s critical for the HR 
professional to discuss the open positions with the hiring manager in order to better 
understand the job and brainstorm ideas for best recruitment sources. Involving the hiring 
manager in the overall process will greatly benefit the organization and can foster a great 
amount of respect and goodwill for the HR process. 
 
It’s also recommended that the organization develop relationships with staffing agencies (for 
both permanent and temporary assignments) and recruiters. Depending on the anticipated 
needs of your business, these may be general staffing and recruiting entities or entities that 
specialize in specific areas such as technology, health care, finance, or other areas that are 
particular to your organization or industry.   
 
Benefits 
 
It’s likely the organization offers some type of benefits to employees. However, it’s always a 
good idea to review your benefits package and compare it to your community or industry norm.  
Here are some common benefits for the organization to consider: 

 



• Group Health 
• Vision 
• Dental 
• Life 
• Short-term/Long-term disability 
• Section 125 Plan 
• 401(k) or other retirement plan 
• Paid time off (vacation, sick, or PTO combo) 
• Holidays 
• Leaves of absence 
• Workers’ Compensation (typically required by most states) 

o What’s your mod rate and how can you lower it?  
o Are your employees properly slotted into the appropriate workers’ comp 

categories? 
 
EAF provides members with a comprehensive Policies & Benefits Survey that is conducted 
every two years.  This survey covers nine main categories and more than 50 sub-categories of 
benefits. The survey can be accessed in the members-only section of the website under the 
Surveys tab. 
 
This presents organizations with a good opportunity to meet with their benefits brokers to 
revisit plan designs, supplemental insurance products that employees could purchase via 
payroll deduction, and an overall evaluation of your broker’s services compared to other 
brokers in your area.  
 
Laws such as the Employee Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA), Affordable Care Act 
(ACA) and the International Revenue Code (IRC) impose numerous reporting requirements.  
For example, Form 5500, Forms 1094/1095, summary plan documents, and summary of 
benefits & coverage must be submitted to the federal government or distributed to employees.  
EAF’s HR Records, Report, and Retention Guide contains more specific information about the 
reporting requirements and may be downloaded from the members-only section of the website.   
 
Additionally, there are fiduciary obligations of the person(s) administering employee welfare 
benefit plans and employee benefit pension plans. Those fiduciary requirements include the 
plan must be in writing; provide procedures for allocating responsibilities for plan operation and 
administration; provide plan amendment procedures; and specify the basis for making 
payments to and from the plan.  Fiduciaries are responsible for ensuring that the plan assets 
are held in trust and there are no prohibited transactions involving the use of plan assets.  The 
DOL publishes a guide “Meeting Your Fiduciary Responsibilities” that may be downloaded 
from their website. 
 
Because benefits administration can entail complex legal responsibilities and requirements as 
well as fiduciary liability, it is recommended that you consult with outside experts or legal 
counsel to ensure your benefits are being properly managed.  
 
 
 
 

http://eafinc.org/member-login/
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ebsa/about-ebsa/our-activities/resource-center/publications/meeting-your-fiduciary-responsibilities.pdf


Compensation  
 
Compensation covers a myriad of areas including payroll administration, job descriptions, pay 
ranges, and performance reviews.   
 
Payroll administration is a key area of concern because if employees aren’t paid properly and 
on time, it can create a huge area of liability under federal and state wage payment laws, not to 
mention the morale issues that will ensue.  A good payroll administrator is an invaluable asset 
to the organization.  If you use an outside vendor to process payroll, such as ADP or Paychex, 
you’ll want to make sure the employee responsible for uploading and verifying information to 
the outside system is well-trained and detail oriented to ensure fewer mistakes.  
 
Formal job evaluation systems are the ideal; however, many employers simply pay a “market 
rate” and don’t have a compensation structure or job descriptions.  Establishing a formal 
structure will help identify pay inequities, clarify where your organization’s pay is relative to the 
market, and demonstrate the organization’s commitment to paying employees fairly and 
competitively. 
 
Regardless of whether or not you have a formal pay structure, it’s vital to have current, 
relevant, accurate job descriptions for each position within the organization. Job descriptions 
help employees understand what tasks they are expected to complete and identify essential 
job functions, which becomes very important if we are considering reasonable 
accommodations for an individual who is or becomes disabled.  Additionally, sharing job 
descriptions with medical professionals when an employee is injured at work or needs a 
medical leave of absence helps the health care provider determine whether or not an 
employee is able to perform the essential functions of their job. EAF provides members with an 
online job description writer which is contained in the CCH HR Compliance Library.  
 
Developing pay ranges for your positions allows you to better establish the value of each of 
your jobs and allows you to see how jobs relate to one another within the hierarchy of the 
organization.  
 
Another component of compensation is pay adjustments. Whether they take the form of merit 
pay, general across the board increases, promotional increases, or market adjustments, the 
organization must identify under what circumstances they will review and adjust pay for 
employees.  Most employers adjust pay rates annually and/or when the employee assumes 
new duties within the organization. The organization must decide what types of pay 
adjustments they will make and budget for them each year. 
 
Bonuses, commissions, and other variable pay practices must also be evaluated to determine 
how best to motivate and compensate employees.  Many times these practices are based on 
marketplace norms (for example, paying outside sales professionals a commission) or on 
industry standards.  
 
Understanding and developing your organization’s compensation philosophy and plan can be 
challenging. EAF works with professional compensation consultants to provide assistance in 
developing a structured, defensible compensation program at reduced rates to members.  
 
 



Safety & Security 
 
Depending on the organizational structure, safety and security may or may not fall within the 
scope of HR.  Regardless of whether or not HR is specifically responsible for these areas, HR 
does need to be part of the overall safety and security process.  Preventing workplace 
injuries/illnesses should be a top priority for the entire organization.   
 
OSHA mandates that employers provide safe workplaces for their employees. As an HR 
professional, you should familiarize yourself with the various OSHA rules that may apply to 
your organization.  Once you’ve done that, walk around your facility to see if employees are 
using proper safety equipment, keeping exits unblocked, using proper techniques when lifting 
heavy items, etc. Correct any unsafe conditions as they are observed and then develop safety 
rules/guidelines that are appropriate for your organization.  Additionally, develop training 
programs to teach employees (including supervisors) how to work safely.   
 
OSHA also has specific posting and recordkeeping requirements.  There is a general industry 
Job Safety & Health poster which can be downloaded from the DOL poster page linked above.  
There are also other signs, tags, and labels that must be displayed depending on the work 
being performed. For example, if you use hazardous chemicals in your facility, each chemical 
must be properly labelled to identify the type of hazard it presents.  Additional examples 
include tagging equipment that has been shut down for repairs (if lockout/tagout rules apply), 
posting OSHA citations, posting the annual summary of illnesses/injuries (if your organization 
is not exempt), etc.  
 
OSHA’s recordkeeping requirement obligates employers to maintain a written log of illnesses 
and injuries (OSHA 300) that occur during the year.  The summary of those illnesses and 
injuries must be posted February 1-April 30 each year. These logs must be maintained for 5 
years. Certain employers are obligated to submit records electronically to OSHA.  
 
If someone else in the organization is responsible for safety, consider talking with that person 
on topics such as what safety rules have been implemented, how frequently employees are 
trained, where OSHA 300 logs are kept, and what current accident investigation procedures 
are used.  
 
Safety has a direct impact on workers’ compensation.  Although laws vary from state to sate, 
generally, if an employee is injured at work, workers’ compensation insurance will pay the 
medical and wage loss benefits of the employee. Ask to look at the latest workers’ 
compensation contract or bill to determine your mod rate.  The mod rate influences your 
workers’ compensation premiums and is a comparison of your workers’ compensation claims 
and safety record compared to other businesses in the same industry (and typically in the 
same state).  If a company’s MOD rate is 1.0, they pay the industry’s average rate. However, if 
the MOD rate is .80, they pay 20 percent less than the industry rate, and conversely, if the 
MOD rate is 1.2, they pay 20 percent more than the industry rate.   
  

http://www.osha.gov/
https://www.osha.gov/recordkeeping/ppt1/RK1exempttable.html
https://www.osha.gov/recordkeeping/RKforms.html
https://www.osha.gov/recordkeeping/finalrule/


HR needs to develop the protocol for reporting work-related injuries/illnesses and ensure 
employees obtain the proper care for those injuries/illnesses.  Protocol should include: 
 

• Is someone responsible for first aid?  If not, what’s our process for providing help to an 
injured employee? 

• To whom should the employee report an injury? 
• If the employee reports an injury to the supervisor, who should the supervisor notify? 
• Who is responsible for managing the workers’ compensation case?  (It’s important to 

effective case management that someone in the organization maintain regular contact 
with both the carrier and employee.) 

• Are you able to provide employees light duty work? 
• If it applies, do you run FMLA concurrently with workers’ compensation? (It is 

recommended that you do so if the employee is eligible for FMLA.) 
• Was the incident investigated? 
• Was the item or process that caused the injury removed/corrected? 
• Does your company’s drug testing policy comply with a state drug-free workplace 

program or other required drug testing guidelines (such as under DOT)?  If not, do you 
only conduct post-accident testing in compliance with OSHA rules where you can show 
that being under the influence could have caused or contributed to the accident?  

 
With the escalation in incidents of workplace violence and cyber attacks, security protocols are 
becoming more and more important.  Although HR may not be responsible for security, the 
department should work with others (including the IT Director) in the organization to assess 
and eliminate/minimize security vulnerabilities. Implement policies surrounding such issues as 
computer usage, use of personal devices for work, visitors to the facility, and to whom 
employees should report suspicious activities or individuals.  
 
Handbook 
 
A compliant, up-to-date handbook can be tremendously helpful to the organization.  It allows 
the employer to specifically tell employees what they can expect of the organization and what 
the organization expects of them.  A well-crafted policy can be useful in the defense of a 
lawsuit such as discrimination, wrongful termination, unemployment compensation, etc. It also 
defines the expected behavior and performance for managers and employees.   
 
Some organizations have created very contemporary handbooks (see Big Spaceship, The 
Motley Fool, and Valve, for example).  But most still use traditional policies and designs to 
communicate information to employees. Wherever your creativity takes you, there are some 
key items that should be addressed in your handbook: 
 

• Company goals & mission statement 
• Anti-discrimination policies 
• Complaint procedure/open door policy 
• Wages, work schedule and time keeping 
• Standards of conduct 
• Paid time off and leaves of absence  
• Employee benefits 
• Safety and security (including workplace violence and bullying) 

https://www.bigspaceship.com/pdf/BSS_Manual_2021.pdf
https://insidemotleyfool.files.wordpress.com/2012/04/fool-rules-2012.pdf
https://insidemotleyfool.files.wordpress.com/2012/04/fool-rules-2012.pdf
http://www.valvesoftware.com/company/Valve_Handbook_LowRes.pdf


• Social media 
• Disclaimers and acknowledgment of receipt 
• Handbook is not a contract 

o Employment at will 
o Employee signature 

 
There’s no need to reinvent the wheel when it comes to obtaining sample policies. EAF 
provides members with two sample handbooks (one under the Policies tab and one within the 
CCH HR Compliance Library) along with more than 100 sample policies. Many of these 
policies have been drafted/reviewed by an attorney.  Login to access these documents.   
 
Regardless of where your policies have been obtained, it’s highly recommended that you have 
your employment law attorney review your handbook before publication.   
 
Ideally, the handbook would be distributed to all employees either via a “hard copy” format or 
via an electronic version on your organization’s intranet. Many companies are trending toward 
paperless work environments and prefer to post their policies online for workers to access via 
an employee portal.  This is permissible and compliant, but the organization should ensure that 
employees acknowledge receipt/review of the handbook, which could be done via email. The 
style and delivery of your handbook is going to depend on the type of business and corporate 
culture Create a document that’s right for your organization and distribute it in a manner that is 
appropriate for your workforce. 
 
Forms & Notices 
 
Developing a cache of “ready to go” forms and notices can save an HR professional a lot of 
time down the road.  It is recommended that you keep the below list of forms available for 
quick access: 
 

• Employment application 
• FCRA compliant pre-adverse action and adverse action notices 
• I-9 
• W-4 
• Benefits enrollment 
• Direct deposit 
• Disciplinary forms 
• Performance appraisal/evaluation 
• Employment agreements 
• Emergency contact 
• FMLA 
• COBRA 
• ACA required forms 
• Accident investigation form 
• Safety meeting record 
• Safety training record 

 

http://eafinc.org/member-login/


EAF provides sample forms for members on its website.  Login to access them from the Forms 
tab. Additionally, you can find sample forms/notices under the Toolkits tab under individual 
topical areas.  
 
Training & Development 
 
Training and development of employees is critical to the success of a growing organization. 
Proper training can increase productivity & morale, reduce turnover, and lower incidents of 
accidents.  
 
Creating a successful training and development program requires input from executives, 
managers, and employees.  This begins with a training needs assessment.   
 
Assess the current skills of your employees that are necessary to produce your product or 
service.  These skills may include welding, carpentry, computer programming, etc.  Identify 
what training is available in order for employees to maintain their present skill level and what 
training will be available or required in order for your employees to train on new systems or 
equipment that will be purchased in the future.  
 
Soft skills such as interpersonal communication, coaching, motivation, etc., are also critical to 
the organization’s success. Teaching a supervisor how to talk with, coach, and discipline 
employees will keep keep employees engaged and productive.   
 
Safety training, harassment training, and other types of compliance-related training need to be 
developed and conducted on a regular basis (at least annually). 
 
EAF provides numerous training resources to members online including:  an on-line university 
that includes 10 FREE safety and HR related courses, over 20 FREE training kits (includes 
PPT, script and handouts), webinars (both free and at reduced rates), classroom training at our 
facility in Longwood, FL, and on-site training programs available at reduced rates.  
 
Performance Management/Discipline & Discharge 
 
Performance appraisals and performance management are typically regarded as a component 
of compensation.  Frequently, pay increases are tied to the performance appraisal results and 
performance is only evaluated once a year. Many companies struggle with accurately 
evaluating employee performance as there is a tendency to blame the evaluation form itself.  
However, it’s not the form; it’s untrained managers. Many times, managers aren’t properly 
trained on how to complete the performance appraisal form accurately.  Not only do they 
frequently fail to accurately assess performance based on the duties outlined in the job 
description and expected of employees, they also find it difficult to tell someone they are doing 
a bad job.  Managers need training to teach them how to coach someone in order to improve 
their performance and write assessments that accurately reflect the performance of the 
employee in their job. Feedback should be provided throughout the year; not just at the point a 
formal evaluation is given.  This requires the training of managers and the development of a 
coaching and positive, progressive discipline procedure up to and including termination.   
 
Whether the issue at hand is behavioral, such as using profanity, or lack of performance, such 
as not meeting specific productivity goals, it’s important for a procedure to be in place that 

http://eafinc.org/member-login/


formally documents the problem and sets expectations for future behavior or performance.  
Crafting a policy that outlines your rules of conduct, along with forms that supervisors can use 
to record the problem will help your company lay the foundation for consistent, defensible 
evidence that the organization is acting objectively. Most organizations develop a progressive 
discipline procedure that includes a verbal warning, written warning, suspension, and 
termination.  It’s important for employers to reserve the right to skip steps in the progressive 
disciplinary process so that an appropriate level of discipline, including immediate termination, 
can be imposed if merited.   
 
The documentation of performance and discipline becomes very important when a decision is 
made to terminate and employee.  This documentation is the organization’s primary defense to 
any lawsuit that may be brought by the terminating employee.  
 
EAF provides various training programs for supervisors/managers on how to properly evaluate 
and manage employee performance and behavior. On demand webinars, classroom training, 
on-line courses, and on-site training are all available to EAF members at reduced rates.  
 
Outsourcing 
 
Depending on the size of the organization and the resources available to the HR department, it 
may be beneficial to consider outsourcing certain functions.  Some of the common functions 
outsourced include: 
 

• Payroll 
• COBRA administration 
• FMLA administration 
• Unemployment administration 
• Benefits administration 

 
A cost v. benefits analysis is helpful in determining what, if any, functions should be 
outsourced.  
 
HR Metrics 
 
Once the HR department has been established, the HR professional can determine how well 
the department is doing by looking at such HR metrics as: 
 

• Turnover 
• Time to hire 
• Job absence 
• Benefits costs as a % of payroll 
• Labor cost as a % of revenue 
• More… 

 
EAF provides members with an online Toolkit on HR metrics that includes more information 
about types of metrics and how to calculate them. 
 
 

http://eafinc.org/training/webinars-on-demand/
http://eafinc.org/events/month/
http://eafinc.org/training/online/
http://eafinc.org/training/onsite/


Employee Communication Methods/Miscellaneous 
 
As the HR department develops and grows, it is important for the HR professional to develop a 
method to regularly communicate with employees about policy changes, benefits, emergency 
planning, and organizational accomplishments such as new projects awarded, new 
acquisitions, and new lines of business. This also gives the organization an opportunity to 
recognize certain managers and employees as they make, meet, and/or exceed goals.  
 
Team building activities can also fall under the realm of HR responsibilities. Coordinating 
events such as the company picnic, holiday party, bowling league, or softball team can be a 
fun aspect of working in HR.  
 
Becoming More Strategic 
 
For many years, HR has struggled with “getting a seat at the table.” While many HR 
professionals have been successful at getting their voices heard within their own 
organizations, many are still viewed as transactional rather than strategic.   
 
To be viewed as strategic, HR needs to have a complete understanding of the organization 
they are serving.  This includes: 
 

• Reviewing the finances of the organization to understand the funding mechanisms and 
its major expenditures (other than personnel); 

• Meeting with managers to discuss their challenges with timelines, employees, lack of 
product, projects that will be on their plates soon, etc.;  

• Making your presence known to employees by walking through the facility regularly to 
get to know them.  If HR is only seen when someone is in trouble, it will always be 
perceived as the “police” and will rarely be viewed as a resource to help resolve issues; 

• Understanding how each department relates to the other is crucial to understanding the 
relationships that various managers may have with each other; and 

• Observing how work is performed and familiarizing yourself with each position 
description. 

 
This knowledge will provide you with the information you need to become more strategic.  For 
example: 

• By learning that the company will be purchasing a new piece of equipment next year, 
you can work with the Production Manager to discuss how you can help with scheduling 
training for employees while at the same time keeping enough staff on the floor so that 
productivity isn’t lost during the installation of new equipment.  This discussion would 
also include whether or not this new equipment may affect staffing needs of the 
department. 

• By proactively talking with managers about challenges and opportunities may have, you 
can build an effective partnership with them.   

• By understanding the finances of the organization, you can have frank discussions with 
the CFO and/or CEO regarding whether or not a reduction in force may occur in the 
near future so that you can begin the process of working with them and eventually 
managers to identify how you will select individuals for that reduction in force.  



• By talking with employees, you’ll learn about problems they are having with a manager 
or with their work and can help them find a solution before it escalates into an otherwise 
good employee leaving the organization and/or a lawsuit. 

• Understanding the organization’s 3- and 5-year strategy plans allows HR to create 
career development, skills training, and recruitment plans to ensure an adequate and 
well-trained workforce. 

 
Conclusion 
 
Regardless of the size or type, systematically developing your HR processes will help drive the 
success of the organization’s mission, vision, and goals.  
 
Communicating openly and freely and applying policies in an impartial and consistent manner 
will enable the organization to maintain a good employer/employee relationship.  It will also 
help HR perform their job in a way that benefits the organization and the employees.  
 
Employers Association Forum, Inc. (EAF) is a non-profit corporate member-based association 
dedicated to serving the business and HR community with world-class HR Tools, Hotlines, 
Legal Compliance, News, Trends, Surveys and Economic Data, Benefits, Insurance, and Risk 
Management, as well as Training, Consulting, and Organizational & Leadership Development. 


