How to grow HR skills and experience!
We often focus so much on developing our managers and employees, that we sometimes forget about ourselves! Angela Atkins is passionate about great HR and has some suggestions for you to use for your HR learning and development.
It’s easy to tell managers and employees that having a development plan and spending time learning is important. But as HR people are we leading by example ourselves? My goal is to take one action every week towards my development. Then every 3 months I review what I’ve learned!
If you’re a bit stuck for ideas on how to grow your skills and experience, I’ve put together some suggestions that have worked for me over the years. Some are common sense but some might give you some different ideas out of the ordinary.
I do just want to make one point. In HR it’s really important that we have a range of experience. If you were in hospital would you want the graduate surgeon who knows the latest theories or the experienced surgeon who has done lots of operations and knows what mistakes to avoid? I’ve found that managers really want someone who has been there and done that and can give them real solutions that work. And when you have experience to draw on you find you have far more tools and techniques (and real examples) to assist a manager solve an issue. So you need to develop both a good range of experience as well as HR skills. And my suggestions? Here they are:
1. Develop your experience base
Over your career try and build these into your background to give you credibility and experience.

· Work in a large corporate – this will give you access to large scale HR initiatives.
· Be a team leader or manager yourself – even if it means stepping out of HR for a while. I got things very wrong when I first managed people and it changed how I advised managers for the better.

· Work in a generalist role – and get exposure to all areas of HR.

· Work in a specialist role (even as a project) – and develop a high level of expertise in one area. I had dealt with competencies before but taking a specialist 3 month project to develop a competency model really honed my skills and understanding in this area.
· Work in a medium sized business – you have to be much more hands on and get a very good grasp of the business and apply HR initiatives on different scales.

· Work in different industries to develop your business acumen.
2. Attend HRINZ events
HRINZ have a range of Special Interest Groups on different topics that you can come along to. These are great to hear case studies or the speakers thinking on a topic. To add to your learning discuss the event with a fellow HR person. Did you agree with what was said? What’s been your experience?
3. Start an HR network
For the last few years (this year excluded as I haven’t had time!) I’ve coordinated an HR Managers network group in Auckland. The group had 4 – 6 of us, all from non competing industries and we met every 6 weeks and discussed one area of HR. We brought articles, examples or problems to discuss. We had some fascinating discussions, made some new friends and had someone to ask if we needed a second opinion. Start a group and you’ll find you get a lot out of it!
4. Read, read, read!!
There are some great management and HR books out there, so try and read one every couple of months AND take one or two actions or learning’s from it. If you’re strapped for cash, then get them out of the library. I recently read How to win friends & influence people and am still working through the 7 Habits of Highly Effective People but there are many other good reads out there.

5. Secondments or volunteering
If you work in a big company you may be able to take a secondment into a non HR role for a few months. This develops your business acumen and knowledge. If not, then consider volunteering for a charity, either helping with HR work or more general volunteering. A couple of years ago I helped an animal rights charity organise their north shore collection. This honed my organisation and communication skills as well as getting me over my fear of dressing up as an animal in public and asking people for money!

6. Be on a project team
Working on an HR project can grow your skills, but also try being on a non HR project. In a retail company I was part of the POS (point of sale) implementation team and helped put together easy to read cards on how to use the system. This was a great help for developing my training skills (even though I hadn’t got into training at that point!). It also builds your relationship and project management skills.
7. Tertiary study
After you’ve been in HR a few years completing a post graduate qualification can be much more meaningful as you’ve been in the real world and can see how theories apply. Not only does it keep you up to date on academic research but if you include some non HR papers like financial management or risk, you expand your knowledge base too. This can give you far more credibility in senior HR roles when you’re talking to the senior management team and actually understand the financials being discussed.
8. HR mentor or coach
Having an HR mentor to assist with developing your HR career is fantastic; finding the right person can be harder. HRINZ run a mentoring service or ask others in your HR team for recommendations. If you work in a sole charge role you may find an HR coach more valuable. An HR coach is normally more operational and can provide coaching on a specific issue (e.g. putting your HR plan together, building a company training programme, developing a competency model).  

9. Refresh HR training
Elephant Training and HRINZ have launched a joint venture this year called Refresh HR which are 2 hour practical workshops on a variety of HR topics. If you know the theory but want to know HOW to really apply things in the real world, these workshops are for you. Check them out on the HRINZ website. 

10. Skills building
For other weird and wonderful suggestions on building your general skills check out the book FYI: For Your Improvement, published by Lominger International. It has suggestions on how to improve yourself in every Lominger competency (although don’t try and do them all at once!!).

We’ve also put some HR skills builders on the Elephant Training website which have suggestions for ways to develop yourself. Or ask others in your team for suggestions on how to get experience or skills in each different area of HR. 

Angela Atkins is an HR Manager and facilitator for Elephant HR & Training. She is also the author of Management Bites. For more see www.elephanttraining.co.nz 

