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HR Strategic Planning: 
How to Chart the Course of HR’s Role in Your Organization

There was a study done in 2015 at the University of Michigan looking at what impact HR competency has on business 
performance. They did the study repeatedly over the course of about16 years, and this is what they found: 

If HR really wants to impact the business, they have to show strategic contribution.

But here’s the problem: I don’t know that a single HR person I’ve ever spoken to has actually put together a formal HR 
strategic plan.

They may have pieces of it—I o�en hear that they have a “great recruiting plan” in place—but that’s not enough. HR folks 
need to start thinking about all the other areas that go into HR. What are the key things that really allow you to drive 
strategic contribution for your business? 

There are 6 key areas where HR can contribute to the overall strategic business plan, but rarely does.

Market Trends

HR is typically very quick to talk about the unemployment rate or the shortage of labor in their particular industry. While 
that certainly is a type of market trend, I believe that where HR misses the boat is in failing to look at the trends impacting 
the overall business.

Where is the company going? Why is it going there? What is the company’s strategic imperative?Why?

HR can only be effective in helping the company meet its strategic imperative if it can match its strategic plan to the 
strategic plan of the company. The first piece to that is knowing what market trends the organization is dealing with.

Key Business Metrics

It’s critical to look at how HR impacts the key business metrics of the company. For example, if the company wants to 
capture more market share, what are the ways HR can help with that? They might hire salespeople to help the company 
capture that market share, and design incentive packages to incentivize them to actually do it.

Profitability is another good example. If the company wants to increase profitability, what people mechanisms need to be 
evaluated? Perhaps HR needs to conduct more training to make people more productive, and change incentive packages to 
incentivize the right behavior. What else might be impacting the profit margin that HR can contribute towards?
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Financial Analysis

I’m always amazed when I go to conferences and the session on Accounting 101 for the HR Professional is packed. On one 
hand, that’s great and it tells me that HR wants this knowledge.

On the other hand, I’m disheartened. How are we not past Accounting 101 yet? When it comes to financial analysis, one of 
the most important questions to ask is: how is HR measuring its impact on the company’s financials?

An HR person might say that they’ve reduced turnover by 5% and that equates to $X in savings. Sound familiar?
That’s all well and good. But is reducing turnover really what we want to be doing? Perhaps a be�er way to impact the 
financials is to allow some turnover so HR can recruit in more highly qualified and motivated talent.

My point is, I’m not convinced that HR is always looking at the right financial metric when it comes to measuring 
impact on business financials.

For example, think about HR’s relationship with vendors. O�en, I see people ge�ing caught up in looking for proposals for a 
new system or project or whatever and just choosing the cheapest solution. But why aren’t we thinking about value? HR, like 
any other function, needs to calculate the ROI for each system. If we want to be savvy on financials as HR, we need to be 
willing to do a true cost-benefit analysis on each provider.
I had a situation where a client brought in a new benefits broker and they saved $60k right off the top. That broker was more 
expensive than the person they had been using, but the broker brought more horsepower and added more value. That’s the 
depth we need to get to as HR people.

Environmental Changes

What’s happening in your workforce and your industry that might be impacting your ability to a�ract, retain, and motivate 
talent?

This is similar to market trends, but not the same. Look at environmental changes in terms of its impact on your business and 
other businesses.

This goes back to key metrics. One of the metrics HR commonly uses is low turnover. When you break that down into 
departments, maybe you see that one department has extremely low turnover because 5 out of the 7 team members have 
been with the company for 30 years, but the other 2 positions are turning over 3 or 4 times per year.

The environmental change there is a change in demographic. The 5 older workers have been with you for a long time, but the 
other 2 positions keep ge�ing filled by younger talent that doesn’t want to stay. That’s an environmental change, and sooner 
or later you’ll lose the other 5.

A whole new type of worker is coming into the workforce. Will you play the victim, or will you figure out what it will take to 
retain younger talent?
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Customer Feedback

HR o�en fails to look outside the 4 walls of their company to see what drives customers to do business with their particular 
company. But that’s critical knowledge for an HR person that affects how we recruit, retain, and motivate.

What are customers telling us about why they want to work with us? A company like Apple, known for its innovative prod-
ucts, needs to recruit the best and the brightest to help them develop more whiz bang products. Is your customer service 
top notch? Then you need to recruit people willing to go the extra mile.

If you don’t know what customers are saying about the business, how can you effectively draw up a great plan for how to 
manage HR in the company?

Competitors

When I talk to HR about knowing what their competitors are doing, they say they have no idea how to get that information. 
Of course, they’re saying this as we’re si�ing at a meeting of 100 HR professionals!

There is a war for talent and we’re all competing with each other. I’m a big believer that you’re in groups like SHRM to 
network and learn what’s working (and what isn’t) for other companies. But youcan’t be afraid to pick up the phone and ask. 
How are other HR professionals turning things around, and how can you do it, too?

You must also understand your true business competitors. Where are you be�er? How can you maintain that advantage? 
Where are you behind? How can you bridge that gap?

The rest of the executives in any organization are concerned with these 6 items, so HR needs to be concerned about 
them too.

Based on the Michigan study, there are a few basic steps HR can take to develop a strategic plan that addresses each of 
these areas.

•Decide how many plans you need. Depending on the size of the organization, you may need more than one HR strategic 
plan. If you have a smaller company, one may be fine. But if you have 3 plants sca�ered around the country, what works in 
one demographic may fail in another.

•Look at the list of 6 areas and prioritize. Which area is the most important one that needs to be  a�acked right away?

•Identify your competitive advantage and how to measure it. I think HR sometimes misses the boat by not looking at why 
the company is where it is and how HR is contributing to it. What bu�ons are you pushing at what point in time and how is 
that creating an impact?

•Decide on your desired culture. What kind of culture do you need to work on to support your key business metrics?
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•Create the tactical piece of the plan. How do you identify the key things HR needs to do? How will you handle workflow, 
people, performance management, and other duties? How will you push the bu�ons for compensation, benefits, work-life 
balance, performance & recognition, and development & career opportunities to impact each of the 6 areas?

•Decide how you will implement your plan. This is the most critical piece of all. So o�en, I see strategic plans developed 
and then the binder gets put on a shelf to forget about for 3 years. What is your plan for implementing your strategy? Who 
will do what and when? How will you know if it is successful?

As you create your strategic plan, make sure you include the following key items:

•Recruiting Plan
•Employee Engagement/Communication
•Performance Management
•Training & Career Development
•Total Rewards
•Work-Life Fit
•Succession Plan

I think what overshadows everything else we’ve discussed is the personal credibility of the HR person looking to 
implement the strategic plan.

As HR professionals, we have to ask: do we have the decision making and change adaptability we need to have in order to 
support the business through a strategic plan? Do we have the ability to do things in a different way? Are we willing to do 
that? If so, then we can really have an impact on the business.
As you reflect on the state of HR strategic planning in your organization, I encourage you to ask yourself: where is your 
company currently? What input can you provide into the strategic plan? Given what you know about your current strategy, 
what do you need to do from an HR planning perspective?



WWW.EDKROW.COM All rights reserved. | Page 5©2022 Ed Krow

Ed is the Talent Transformation Expert for businesses looking to achieve 8 figure growth.  He delivers 
captivating, high-energy keynote presentations that challenge the traditional model of HR and pre-
pare decision makers for motivating their people with a win-win strategy. 

In his career, Ed has helped over 250 clients, including Fortune 500 companies, achieve talent and 
culture transformations. As a result, audiences value Ed’s deep understanding of the employee/em-
ployer dynamic and his ability create a connection with them right away. On stage, he provides prac-
tical approaches, tools, and relevant stories to inspire action. 

A speaker, trainer and coach certified by The John Maxwell Team; Ed’s topics bring a refreshing 
perspective on how to leverage what is commonly viewed as “people problems” and turn negative 
growth into business success. 

Ed is a member of the National Speakers Association, the Forbes Coaches Council, and a regular 
contributor to Forbes.com. He is the author of "Strategic HR: Driving Bo�om Line Results Through 
Your People".

When he’s not on stage or helping clients, Ed teaches at Millersville University. His first love is family, 
with golf vying for a tight second. If you do catch him at home, he’s likely cheering for the Notre 
Dame or Baltimore Ravens football teams. 


