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WHAT ARE THE KEY TRAITS EVERY HR MANAGER SHOULD HAVE?

Miguel Pina e Cunha, Professor at The Lisbon MBA

Today’s business world is highly competitive, global and fast-paced. At a time of great economical
uncertainty, companies need to invest on people’s talent to ensure a high level of competitiveness and
innovation within the industry. In this context, a good HR management becomes more and more important
in the way that it allows an organization to find solutions to maximize the company’s return through an
effective people’s management.

Which are the key traits every good HR manager should have?

1.

Technical skills: a good HR manager should know about HR management, understood as
advanced professional know-how supported on empirical research. As redundant and obvious as
it may seem, the truth is this isn’t always the case. HR managers are like football fans that feel
they could manage their football team better than the coach itself: everybody can manage people;
after all we're all people, right? Wrong! Why not testing your knowledge on this subject through
this simple questionnaire? (link for questionnaire) (The original is part of the book Manual de
gestao de pessoas e do capital humano (ed. Silabo)

Interpersonal competencies: a good HR manager has to “like people”. An HR manager that
doesn’t like people is like a chef that doesn’t like food. He will inevitably treat people as... human
resources.

Liking people means: (1) offering a sense of unequivocal organizational support, combined with
(2) challenge and growth, rigor and excellence. An HR manager is not a social worker nor is he a
psychologist; he’s a manager.

Strategic qualities: he has to lead the organization and not just at the organization.

He should be able to acquire competencies that allow him to manage other areas within the
organization —i.e. he shouldn’t be too attached to the personnel function.

He should create truly meritocratic organizations. In this area, HR management is paramount.
Without a fair performance appraisal system set in place, people management will miss out on
one of its key functions.

To create meritocratic organizations means that the HR manager is ideally a manager that is able
to be both tough and soft in the right proportion — not too much and not too little.

TEST YOUR KNOWLEDGE

Test your knowledge about research on Human Capital Management. Indicate if the following sentences are true or

false. This is a questionnaire taken from the book “Manual de gestdo de pessoas e do capital humano” (ed. Silabo) by

Miguel Pina e Cunha; based on Rynes et al. (2002).
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Training in leadership is unnecessary because good leaders aren’t made, they are born.

Effective leaders have an enthusiasts and extrovert personality.

When coworkers master a specific task, they will have better results if they are told to do their best, rather
than be given specific hard goals.

Companies with a clear vision have a better performance than those that haven't got one.

Companies with very low turnover levels are less profitable than companies with moderate turnover levels.

If a company feels that it should do a downsizing, the most efficient way to do it would be through
chirurgical cuts rather than do cuts without overthinking it.

The most important trait for an HR manager to be positively evaluated by C-level managers would be his
ability to manage change.

On average, when comparing with the definition of goals, to involve coworkers on the decision-making
process has better results in terms of performance.

During performance appraisals, most managers give their employees lower results than the ones they
objectively deserve.

People with a lower performance are usually more realist about their performance than people with a high
performance.

Teams with members with different functions are more likely to find better solutions for complex
problems than teams with all the people in the same area.

Although drugs tests are very popular in some backgrounds, there is no evidence that employees who
score positive for drugs are less reliable than those who are negative

Most people overrate their performance on the job.

Most performance evaluation mistakes can be eliminated if managers receive training on the type of
mistakes they tend to make and how to avoid them.

Classroom training usually drives better results than other sort of trainings.

Older adults tend to learn more with training than young adults.

The most determinant factor for the right transfer to the work environment of the knowledge acquired
through training is what people learned through training.

Simple skills training is more effective if presented during just one intensive session than in several
sessions throughout the time.

The most valid job interviews are the ones specifically designed for each candidate (i.e., for different
candidates, different interviews).

Although people use very different terms to describe personality, there are only the four basic dimensions
indicated by Myers-Briggs Type Inventory.

On average, candidates that reply to job ads tend to have higher turnover levels than the ones referred by
other employees.

Being very intelligent is an obstacle for a good performance on a non complex task.

There is little difference between the different personality inventories when it comes to their ability to
predict the candidates’ likely performance.

Even though there are “integrity tests” that try to predict if anyone will steal, skip work or have Other sort
of unlawful attitude to their employer, these are not useful - because people lye when answering to these.

Integrity tests have an adverse effect on people from racial minorities.
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On average, conscientiousness is a better performance predictor than intelligence.

Companies that sift their candidates according to their values have better results than those who choose
them by their intelligence.

When employees’ compensation has to be cut or frozen, there is little that the company can do or say to
reduce dissatisfaction and dysfunctional behaviors.

Most employees would rather be paid according to their individual performance than the group’s or
organization’s performance.

Systems of payment according to merit cause so many problems that companies that decide not to use
them are likely to have better results than the ones that use them.

There is a positive correlation between the company’s profit and the proportion of managers that get a
Money incentive based on the organizational results.

Young companies have greater chances to survive if all the coworkers get incentives based on the
company’s global performance.

To talk about salary issues during performance appraisals is likely to demean moral and future
performance.

Most employees would rather have a variable salary system (ex. incentive schemes, stock options) rather
than a fixed salary schemes.

Surveys that ask employees directly how important are their salary are likely to overestimate the weight of
the salary on those employees’ decisions.



ANSWERS

Below, you may find the correct answers to each question, but also a reference to the empirical evidence that supports

it. You will also find the percentage of American Human resources managers (sample of 959 individuals) that answered

correctly.
Statement Correct Percentage of Evidence
Answer managers that
answered correctly

1. Training in leadership is False 96% Leadership efficiency increases with training

unnecessary because good leaders aren’t (Barling et al., 1996). Disposition traits are poor

made, they are born. predictors of leadership behaviors (Judge & Bono,
2000).

2. Effective leaders have an False 82% Introverts may be efficient leaders (Collins, 2001).

enthusiasts and extrovert personality. However, enthusiasm and extroversion may
facilitate success. A meta-analysis found a
coefficient with a adjusted coefficient of 0.31
between leaders extroversion and efficiency (Judge
et al., in press). Intelligence presents higher
correlations (0,52; Lord et al., 1986).

3. When coworkers master a specific False 82% The highest performance levels are the ones that

task, they will have better results if they are result from the definition of specific and moderately

told to do their best, rather than be given hard goals (Locke & Latham, 1990).

specific hard goals.

4. Companies with a clear vision havea True 62% Baum et al. (1998] verified that well communicated

better performance than those that haven't got growth-centered visions produced more significant

one. growth levels.

5. Companies with very low turnover False 62% Reichheld data (1996) suggest that a rise on

levels are less profitable than companies with retention levels from 80% to 90% lead to an

moderate turnover levels. improvement of 150% of the current average net
value for new brokers.

6. If a company feels that it should doa True 54% In Morris et al. data, (1999], companies whose

downsizing, the most efficient way to do it downsizing was associated with the selling of

would be through chirurgical cuts rather than assets (e.g., strategic or targeted downsizing) and

do cuts without overthinking it. not just the simple cut of personnel improved their
results on the second year following this process.
As a contrast, companies that just did their
downsizing by cutting jobs kept the bad results even
after two years.

7. The most important trait for an HR True 50% This insight was found by Ulrich et al. (1995) during

manager to be positively evaluated by C-level

a research with 12.000 participants on the




managers would be his ability to manage
change.

8. On average, when comparing with
the definition of goals, to involve coworkers on
the decision-making process has better
results in terms of performance.

9. During performance appraisals,
most managers give their employees lower
results than the ones they objectively deserve.

10. People with a lower performance
are usually more realist about their
performance than people with a high
performance.

11. Teams with members with different
functions are more likely to find better
solutions for complex problems than teams
with all the people in the same area.

12. Although drugs tests are very
popular in some backgrounds, there is no
evidence that employees who score positive
for drugs are less reliable than those who are
negative

13. Most people overrate their
performance on the job.

14. Most performance evaluation
mistakes can be eliminated if managers
receive training on the type of mistakes they
tend to make and how to avoid them.

15. Classroom training usually drives
better results than other sort of trainings.

16. Older adults tend to learn more with
training than young adults.

17. The most determinant factor for the
right transfer to the work environment of the
knowledge acquired through training is what
people learned through training.

18. Simple skills training is more
effective if presented during just one intensive
session than in several sessions throughout
the time.
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performance of around 2000 HR managers.

Meta analitical evidences show that the effects on
performance of participation are weaker than the
ones of goals definition (Locke et al., 1980).
Moreover, results of goals definition are robust,
whilst participation effect is variable (Wagner,
1994).

Usually evaluators are more generous than
excessively strict (Jawahar & Williams, 1997).

People with a lower performance are usually less
realists (Kruger & Dunning, 1999).

Diversity tends to benefit teams (Hambrick et al.,
1996; Pelled et al., 1999).

Work from Norman et al. (1990), with a sample of
4000 candidates, reveals that people who score
positive are more likely to present higher
absenteeism levels [more 59%) and involuntary
turnover (47%).

Self evaluations are more likely to generate higher
averages than the evaluations made by peers and
supervisors (Harris & Schaubroeck, 1988).

Most mistakes are highly resistant (Latham &
Wexley, 1994). Furthermore, by eliminating some
mistakes, others are often added (Bernardin &
Pence, 1980).

Most active techniques are likely to be more
successful (Gagne & Medsker, 1996)

Meta-analytical evidences suggest that age is
negatively correlated with learning results (Colquitt
et al., 2000).

Meta-analytical evidences suggest that context and
some individual dispositions are more important
(Colquitt et al., 2000).

Meta-analytical evidences suggest that simple
skills training is more effective when done
throughout the time (Donovan & Radosevich, 1999).




19. The most reliable job interviews are
the ones specifically designed for each
candidate [i.e., for different candidates,
different interviews).

20. Although people use very different
terms to describe personality, there are only
the four basic dimensions indicated by Myers-
Briggs Type Inventory.

21. On average, candidates that reply to
job ads tend to have higher turnover levels
than the ones referred by other employees.

22. Being very intelligent is an obstacle
for a good performance on a non complex
task.

23. There is little difference between the
different personality inventories when it comes
to their ability to predict the candidates’ likely
performance.

24. Even though there are “integrity
tests” that try to predict if anyone will steal,
skip work or have Other sort of unlawful
attitude to their employer, these are not useful
- because people lye when answering to these.

25. Integrity tests have an adverse effect
on people from racial minorities.

26. On average, conscientiousness is a
better performance predictor than
intelligence.

27. Companies that sift their candidates
according to their values have better results
than those who choose them by their
intelligence.

28. When employees’ compensation has
to be cut or frozen, there is little that the
company can do or say to reduce
dissatisfaction and dysfunctional behaviors.

29. Most employees would rather be
paid according to their individual performance
than the group’s or organization’s
performance.

30. Systems of payment according to
merit cause so many problems that companies
that decide not to use them are likely to have
better results than the ones that use them.
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Meta-analytical evidences suggest that structured
interviews (in which candidate is submitted to the
same questions) are more reliable than non
structured ones (Wiesner & Cronshaw, 1988).

There are five basic personality traits, as described
by the Big Five model (Digman, 1990).

Confirmed by Decker and Cornelius evidence
(1979).

Coefficient of reliability is always positive for
intelligence (Schmidt & Hunter, 1998).

Inventories reliability mostly depend on how much
they assess Big % traits, particularly
conscientiousness (Barrick & Mount, 1991).

Meta-analytical evidences suggest that these tests’
reliability is substantial (Ones et al., 1993).

Differences between races are immaterial (Ones &
Viswesvaran, 1998)

Meta-analytical evidences suggest that intelligence
is the best predictor (Schmidt & Hunter, 1998).

Meta-analytical evidences suggest that intelligence
is the best predictor (Schmidt & Hunter, 1998).
Relation between values and performance is not
clear (Ravlin & Meglino, 1987).

The presentation of a fair explanation reduces
negative effects (Greenberg, 1990).

Many works indicate this result (e.g., Cable &
Judge, 1994).

Positive relations were found between merit
remunerations and the organization’s performance
(Kopelman & Reinhardt, 1982).




31. There is a positive correlation
between the company’s profit and the
proportion of managers that get a money
incentive based on the organizational results.

32. Young companies have greater

chances to survive if all the coworkers get
incentives based on the company’s global
performance.

33. To talk about salary issues during
performance appraisals is likely to demean
moral and future performance.

34. Most employees would rather have a
variable salary system (ex. incentive schemes,
stock options) rather than a fixed salary
schemes.

35. Surveys that ask employees directly
how important are their salary are likely to
overestimate the weight of the salary on those
employees’ decisions.

True

True

False

False

False

62%

59%

51%

40%

35%

Gerhart e Milkovich (1990] found out that
companies where 80% of all managers were
eligible for stock options presented a 25% higher
ROA than those where only 20% of all managers
were eligible.

Companies evaluated as organizations where
people matter and that offer high bonus based on
the organization’s performance have higher
survival rates after five years (92%) than companies
that are weak on these two dimensions (Welbourne
& Andrews, 1996).

Research by Prince and Lawler (1986) in nine
organizations reveals positive effects on attitudes
and the following performance.

Work developed in the USA shows a preference for
fixed salaries (Cable & Judge, 1994). There is no
reason why different results should be expected in
Portugal.

Quite the opposite: decisions taken reveal that
salary is more important than what people claim.
Oral depreciation of the factors that really count for
decisions taking is a well known phenomenon
(Slovic & Lichtenstein, 1971).




