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It may not seem fair to pit small businesses against multinational firms 
when it comes to HR systems and processes, but there are ways for 
HR practitioners to successfully implement big fish strategies - it just 
takes guts and a good strategy. By Lee Xieli. 

•

hen it comes to the expertise 
level of HR professionals in 
Singapore, there is one major 

difference between those working in a 
small and medium enterprise (SME) 
and those who work for a multinational 
corporation (MNC). That difference is 
the degree of established HR systems 
and processes each business has, says 
Arthur Yeung, Philips Chair professor of 
human resource management (HRM) 
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and associate dean of China Europe 
International Business School. 

That's because MNCs here would 
usually base their HR practices on the 
policies their headquarters in the US 
or Europe have established for their 
regions. Take Ernst & Young. Its policies 
and procedures tend to be influenced 
by the prevailing practices of the US, 
says its former Asia-Pacific HR leader 
Caroline Lim, as the country is its big-

gest shareholder. So it's a matter of rep
licating the processes in the Asia Pacific 
region, but with a bit more relevance to 
the local geographies. 

Unfortunately for many HR practi
tioners working for SMEs here, they'd 
have to start from scratch because their 
companies' overall priority is "sur
vival" and "generating enough business 
growth'; says Yeung. "It's during this 
stage [of growth] where I find a lot of 



SMEs don't have the time and resources 
to formalise their human resource 
practices:' 

As for the sort of mindset a HR prac
titioner has, whether it be administra
tive or strategic, that is intricately tied 
to the current organisational lifecycle 
the company is going through. When 
a company is small, HRM wouldn't be 
a CEO's key priority. Instead, he or she 
would focus on being "fast and aggres-

sive'; says Yeung. "As a result, 
they don't expect much from 
their HR, as long as the HR profes
sional can take care of basic admin
istrative routine like payroll, benefits 
and attendance records:' 

But as the company becomes suc
cessful, growing both in size and man
power, CEOs will realise a new approach 
is needed in order to stay competitive 
and inculcate employees with similar 

corporate values. That's when the 
pressure to formalise an HRM system 
comes in, says Yeung, to "make sure 
many people can work coherently 
in the same direction''. Otherwise, 

the company will be afflicted with the 
"MNC syndrome'; where there would be 
plenty of resources available but it would 
almost certainly be hindered by insane 
levels of bureaucracy. 

"In that regard, you need to posi-
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SMEs could pick up a few tricks from MNCs. 

tion your human resources function in a more 
strategic level;' says Yeung. Because it's no 
longer about fulfilling your routine HR tasks but 
instead, it's creating an environment that will 
unleash the full potential of your human capital. 

The long and winding road 
Well, HSL Constructor is cer
tainly heading in that direction. 
In fact, nurturing strategic HR 
business partners for the com
pany has become something of 
a personal crusade for its ex-

Ouek ecutive director Charles Quek. 
First, a little back story about the local 

construction firm that grew from an employee 
population of 200 to 800 all within the last three 
years. Recruitment and development issues 
became even more pertinent for the business 
during the economic boom. Getting foreign 
talent into the company was easy enough but 
it was tempting home-grown talent through its 
doors that proved difficult. So a strategy was 
needed and it was obvious what the company 
was lacking. 

"Without a strong HR department to attract 
and retain good people, we can never progress 
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as a company. We cannot even dream of hav
ing good talent in the company;' says Quek. Its 
tremendous growth led to the formal redirection 
of the administrative HR function, previously 
set up in 2003. HR administrators were tasked to 
become strategic consultants for HSL. 

Now, the emphasis on HR is completely 
different at PSA International, a global leader in 
the port industry and yet both share the same 
stereotype that their industries are "backward 
and unexciting''. That makes its global head of 
human resources and corporate affairs Caroline 
Lim's job equally challenging, in terms of com
peting for talent at all levels, particularly so at 
senior management. But the truth is HR strate
gies and initiatives do not differ that greatly 
between organisations. 

"To succeed, it all boils down to making the 
right judgement calls at the right time," says Lim. 
Her statement may seem "redundantly sim
plistic" but it's undeniably a basic tenet for her 
achievements in her HR career so far. Dave Ul
rich, world renowned HR thought leader, would 
agree with her. As his book Human Resource 
Champions (1997) aptly says, HR professionals 
used to spend a large percentage of their time 
on administrative work, rather than strategic 
HR. But the pyramid is inverted now, with many 
striving to dedicate a larger portion of their time 
on HR strategies instead. 

Resistance is futile 
But it hasn't been a fairytale journey for the 
ten HR practitioners in HSL so far. The road to 
change was met with plenty of internal resis
tance. Especially when they suspect that the 
boss has a personal vendetta against them since 
he constantly rejects their proposals. Quek 
knows very well how rejection can cause ill will 
at times but his principles are clear. "I don't 
disagree for the sake of disagreeing. I have a 
responsibility to question, to know what you 
have in mind and to see if your plan is robust;' 
he says. "You must be able to address my 
concerns:' And Quek would be happy to give 
the green light once an idea proves sufficiently 
concrete to add value to the company. 

Yet whenever Quek puts his HR team on 
the firing line, they would fall to pieces. Not 
only because "they don't believe in their ideas 
enough'; but more importantly, his HR depart
ment is unable to grasp a bird's eye view of 
the business, the rest of the functions' and the 
senior leaders' perspectives. "When you want 



to play a strategic role, you must see beyond 
what you are good at doing:' 

Perhaps it would help if HR shows more 
finesse in seeldng approval for their proposals. 
It's, after all, to HR practitioners1 advantage if 
they improve on their salesmanship, rather than 
expecting senior business leaders to accept their 
strategies blindly. Even Quek has to sell his ideas 
to his board, peers and middle managers when 
he wants them to buy into certain business deci
sions. At times like this, it would most probably 
do HR practitioners good if they can observe how 
Lim lobbies for top management support in PSA. 

Look at what issue is of strategic impact and 
focus less on details, she says, but make your 
decisions snappy if you want to support your 
business counterparts effectively. "Sometimes 
it takes out-of-the-box (some would say uncon
ventional) thinldng and decision-maldng,11 says 
Lim. Don't forget though, it's still important to 
have excellent communication sldlls, as well as, 
the ability to build relationships with business 
partners. These sldlls are "essential to getting 
buy-in and collaboration within an organisa
tion'; says Lim. 

Suffice to say, Quek does get frustrated by 
the level his HR is at sometimes. He even admits 
that if he didn't push for the transformation, it 
was unlikely HR would request for it. Still, Quek 
remains passionate about giving his HR depart-
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ment a strategic facelift, spending two days 
every week with them on manpower planning, 
the company's strategies and his market predic
tions. There is still a long way to go before HR 
could build up its competencies though. 

K.l.S.S (keep it simple stupid) 
For HSL, HR transformation started from 
redesigning HR programmes for the entire 
workforce. Previously, the HR team would copy 

I don't disagree for the sake of 
disagreeing. I have a responsibility to 
question, to know what you have in 
mind and to see if your plan is robust. 

Charles Ouek, executive director, HSL Constructor 

off best practices from other companies they ad
mire, assuming they would work for HSL talent 
as well. Or if an employee requests for a certain 
training course, HR would approve of the appli
cation without questions. It's precisely the lack 
of thought clarity Quek detests. 

Sure, HR professionals worldng in SMEs 
can always take a "shortcut11 in the designing 
process by taldng the cue from MN Cs' best prac
tices, says Professor Yeung, because that saves . 

Ever wonder how much time and resources a global MNC spends on grooming and developing its HR 
team? Surprising/'» it 's not as intensive or as costly as you might thin k. 

Caroline Lim, global head of human 
resources and corporate affairs for 
PSA International, has a simple 

approach when it comes to building a team. 
"Always keep it optimally small and not 
create a huge structure that can be costly." 
And she means exactly what she says. For 
a global giant like PSA, Lim only has a 
team of six HR professionals taking care 
of global strategy work at headquarters 
and the direct HR management of tier one 
leaders around the world. 

Not only does a small team prevent 
"wastage of resources", says Lim, it also 
allows her to provide "sufficient challenge 
to team members to stretch and acquire 
the knowledge skill sets". Say if someone 
is away from the office either for business 
travel or leave, she could easily give 

another team member the opportunity to 
work on that person's portfolio. 

What's even better is because the team 
is lean, there is often project collaboration 
with other business functions so there is 
no bureaucracy in the way they work. 
"Conversely, there is a lot of synergy and 
teaming," says Lim. In fact, her employees 
are "highly motivated" individuals 
who are "very clear on their individual 
deliverables". For instance, both her HR 
and corporate affairs teams would work 
on many projects which require them to 
"work seamlessly across boundaries". 
That helped them "pick up new skills and 
exposure which they otherwise would 
not", she explains. 

Simply put, developing people is a 
constant for Lim. "I have the philosophy 

of nurturing the incumbent, to provide 
the opportunity for progression, and only 
when the skills are not available in-house 
do I go out and hire." 

There are also three main aspects Lim 
focuses on when building her team's HR 
capabilities and they are: 
• Having the right attitude - "People are 

often hired for their technical skills but 
fired for their soft skills," says Lim. "So 
attitude is very important." 

• Teaming - Since "no man is an island" 
and "no one person can possess all 
the necessary skills for success", Lim 
requires all her team members to be 
able to work well with one another. 

• Customer service - That's essential to 
the mission of group HR if they wish to 
serve the organisation well. 
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time, energy and investment. After all, these 
MN Cs have paid quite a fair bit of money in 
hiring world-class consultants to develop their 
HR best practices so they must be good. But 
the bigger challenge for SME is adapting these 
sophisticated processes to its environment. 
"Otherwise the line managers aren't going to 
do it because it takes too much time when they 

over-engineered, complex programmes and 
delivering them to their customers on a plate, at 
which point they consider their KPI met:' 

Remember, HR's customers are "laymen" 
and technical jargon wouldn't make sense to 
them. "Instead, make every effort to address 
their bottom-line needs;' says Lim. Take for in
stance PSA's succession planning process. Turns 
out an Excel spreadsheet can easily accomplish 
the programme requirements without having to 
upgrade its entire HRM system. 

HR professionals are sometimes 
perceived to be guilty of designing 
complex programmes and delivering 
them to their customers on a plate, at 
which point they consider their l(PI met. 

Besides keeping it simple, bolster your 
strategic credibility by identifying the critical 
skills the company would require in the future 
and the right talent who would qualify for the 
programme before requesting for budget dol
lars. Try doing it the other way around and you 
might get yelled at by Quek. While he's prepared 
to splash the cash, one thing he doesn't need is 
sketchy HR proposals which do not add value to 
his decision making. "I am willing to spend S$1 
million but you must let me see what I am going 
to get out of this S$1 million:' 

Caroline Lim, global head of HR and corporate affairs, PSA International . 

could be concentrating on getting more busi
ness," says Yeung. 

Always keep it simple. That's the rule of 
thumb, even for PSA. "Sadly, from the outside 
point of view;' says Lim. "HR professionals are 
sometimes perceived to be guilty of designing 

What HR should always do is put themselves 
in the CEO's shoes and speak his language, says 
Quek, because if he wanted a textbook solution, 

To find out more, please contact 
Ready Software 
at 68723287 or email to 
info@ready-software.com 
for an invitation to our software 
seminars. 
Or register online 
at our website: 
www.ready-software.com 
Our address: 
10 Science Park Road #03-01 
The Alpha, Science Park II, 
Singapore 117684. 
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Ready Software develops innovative and user-friendly software for 
small, medium and large companies. 

Ready Pay payroll system saves you time and ensures 
that payroll is processed accurately and promptly. Very comprehensive 
and yet flexible with user defined formulas, reports and screens. Links with 
timesheets/timeclocks/door access with cost center allocation. 

Ready Staff human resource system is an ideal tool 
for HR professionals to keep better employee information for management 
analysis, but lack the time. It comes with powerful query and reporting. 

Ready Email ePayslips and eForm IR8A, eFormlR8S 
and other confidential email to employees secured with passwords. It allows 
employees to save their payslips etc with passwords as well. 

Ready Leave eLeave system automates employee 1eave 
application and enquiry and managers to approve leave online. It includes 
employee self-service to update personal information. 

Ready Claim eClaim system automates employee 
expense claim and overtime claim online and for managers to approve and 
track claims online. It includes benefits and entitlements enquiry. 

Ready Asset fixed asset system calculates depreciation, 
capital allowance, tracks asset movements and generates accounting I audit 
reports. It has option to track assets with barcode scanners. 



he could always read business books and HR 
magazines. HR practitioners should ask them
selves: Would this solution help me see where 
we are going? How would it address the CEO's 
business challenges? What sort of talent are we 
going to have in three years' time? Have I con
sidered our organisational direction and size? 
What is the amount of resources we have? How 
much are we willing to invest? How much profits 
and losses have we made currently? 

The bottom line is, give your business lead
ers the overall visibility they need but take into 
account "sustenance''. Lim says, "Make sure the 
initiatives you design are always sustainable in 
order to ensure lasting change and no wasted ef
fort:' And most likely, you will find the stamp of 
approval for HR programmes easier to come by. 

Equal footing 
But it helps that the entire HR department in 
HSL has realised the need to play a strategic part 
for the business and they are coming to terms 
with their new roles. Perhaps, including HR in 
the board of directors' meetings would boost 
their confidence further. Not true, says Quek. 
It's more important for HR to recognise their 
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strengths and weaknesses first. "Do you have the 
quality of people who can understand the busi
ness, the credibility, the commitment and who 
is able to articulate to the management to gain 
acceptance?" he says. "It's honestly difficult:' 

But surely the possibility 
that all HR practitioners could 
one day be more than a bit 
part player in a CEO's decision 
making isn't far off? That would 
really depend on the "credibil-

Yeung ity" of the HR professional, says 
Yeung. Once you are trusted by the CEO, you 
could easily advise him or her on most business 
issues. The question is what you should do to 
stay there once you have earned that trust. 

As a member of PSA's senior management 
council together with the regional CEOs, group 
CFO and business heads, Lim is assured that HR 
is accorded an equal footing with other strategic 
functions in the company. Lim's approach is 
being collaborative. She would always introduce 
and implement HR initiatives in consultation 
with her peers in the senior management coun
cil first. Next, provide transparency in informa
tion and address logic and rationale when mak-
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Bottom line is, it may well be all about the bottom line. 

ing recommendations concerning their teams. 
Use persuasion and help others see the merits of 
HR's value proposition and build relationships, 
camaraderie and trust. "By doing all this, my ob
jective is to gain management support, commit
ment and the all-important buy-in," says Lim. 
And of course, worldng in close partnership with 
PSA's unions has helped her achieve even more 
"win-win outcomes''. 

Imagine what would Quek achieve if he has 
someone of Lim's strategic business experience 
head his HR department now. Surprisingly, it 
wouldn't make his job any easier. "You may have 
a very strong strategic HR leader but if the rest 
cannot follow [the person's lead], you will have 
big problems," says Quek. He would much prefer 
the current HR team to "transform from admin
focused to strategic business partner" together. 
But it might take a while, says Quek, "So we have 
to give them the space, the trust, the support to 
transform:' 

Time is of the essence 
But one question remains. How long exactly 
would senior leaders be willing to wait for HR 
professionals to catch up with them? Indeed, the 
challenges HR faces now are different from ten 
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or twenty years ago. It isn't due 
to a different era though, says 
Lim, but more of the nature of 
the business and an organisa
tion's maturity. It's clear an 
organisation the size of PSA 

Lim would undoubtedly have an 
impact on the consistency of HR practices and 
processes across the 16 countries it has port 
projects in. 

HR should demonstrate its worth so it could 
be "accorded more weighting by senior execu
tives and boards'; says Lim and so far, she has 
personally observed an evolution in HRM. 
"In HR, I have found that it has its strengths in 
that there are learning points we derive from 
successfully worldng through the diversity:' 
She adds, "When there is a successful buy-in to 
initiatives proposed, it reaffirms the merits of 
the strategy adopted:' 

With that much emphasis placed on HR from 
the beginning, one can't help but admire the 
steady progress of HR's evolution in HSL since 
2006. Within the last three years, the construc
tion firm has implemented a leadership devel
opment programme, performance measure
ment system and a training framework for its 
employees. It's about evolving at the right times, 
Quek says. But he isn't entirely satisfied yet. 

There are, of course, more changes needed 
and Quek is looldng at outsourcing some non
core HR functions, which are taldng up his HR 
managers' time in looldng at strategic issues. 
But excuses have been rampant, "We can't 
find a vendor that we like'; "It doesn't ease our 
workload at all" or even "You don't understand 
our problem at all''. And Quek has rejected them 
all. He's insisting on them finding a feasible 
outsourcing solution somehow, even though he 
understands the real reason behind their hesita
tion. 

"It's the subordinates' jobs they are con
cerned with," says Quek. Committed as they are 
to their work, both his director and manager 
of HR are ultimately "very protective" of their 
people. No doubt, they can always look at re
designating their team members' job responsi
bilities or if need be, introducing lateral moves. 
But for now, Quek is exercising patience, hoping 
that his HR team would see the practical side of 
restructuring eventually. "Deep down, I know I 
cannot rush. The company has to grow at a rate 
that everyone can follow. But they are catching 
up now:' Cl 


