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Managing People as Assets
People is the most important assert for our organization.” – Almost every manager says this but only very few had taken it seriously, even fewer had seriously “walk the talk”. First of all, most top management teams spent significantly less time and effort in managing their people assets than they spent in managing their financial and tangible assets. They also often entrust their “most important assets” to managers who are not well equipped with “people management” competencies, which they would surely not do if they really feel it is the “most important assets” to managers who are not well equipped with “people management” competencies, which they would surely not do if they really feel it is the “most important”. Secondly, very few really apply the principles and disciplines of “Asset Management” in managing their people in the organization. Hence people issues remained the most common problems for managers in most organizations. 

In this new era of knowledge-based economy, more and more workers are “knowledge workers”, they cannot be managed as laborers like the old days, and the organization’s success is heavily dependent on the levels of competencies, engagement, and synergies of it’s people. Managers need to really treat and manage their people as most important assets, so that they can engage their people’s hearts and minds with clear vision, values and strategies, and maximize the collective performance and potential of their people. CEOs and his/her top management team must visibly demonstrate their personal conviction in this and lead by example. Top management must also make all line managers aware that their people responsibility is the most fundamental differentiator between them and other individual contributors in the organization, and hold them accountable for this. 

People-centric is not about “nice and soft”; it is about leveraging people as the most fundamental competitive differentiator to win in the fast changing and fiercely competitive market, by maximizing both individual and collective value of this most important asset. Managers will have different perspectives in managing people in an organization if they view themselves as “asset managers” managing “portfolios of assets”.

Asset Acquisition 

Recruiting the right people is just like acquiring the right assets for a portfolio, it is vital and will save a lot of corrective or maintenance efforts latter on. The focus is on “right fit” as each organization (or “portfolio”) has different needs. What is “good” for one organization may not be good for others. Even the same organization will have different needs with changing time, or other changing internal or external conditions. The search process for the “right fit” is mutual for the organization and the candidates and the needs of both parties must be met. This has to start with knowing clearly what you need, as well as what the targeted talents need, and knowing how to package the “right” value proposition to attract them. Building a good and clear “Employer Brand” will be important in attracting the right candidates. Like acquiring assets, both the employers and the candidates are often “dressed-up” and may be “inflated” in value, making the “search for fit” process very challenging, especially with the added limitation of time pressure. Hence, the ability to see through the “misleading packaging”, and increasing transparencies in the interview process is vital to reduce the risks of “false fit”. 

Asset Utilization 

The purpose of acquiring asset is to create value. It is the manager’s responsibility to put the right people at the right places, create the right environment, provide clear directions, allocate appropriate tools and resources, so that people in the organization can each do their best and collectively their performance is maximized, just like the asset managers creating maximum value for their portfolios of assets. The difference is that people has feelings, so the manager not only has to engage his/her people rationally, but also emotionally, so as to win both their minds and their hearts, and then they will be willing to go the extra mile in achieving the organization’s vision and objectives. Effective communication is the most vital in employee engagement; managers must invest the time and effort in reaching out to their people’s minds and hearts, so that they are well informed on where the organization is heading, what is their role and how it relates to the big picture, what is in it for them, and that they feel wanted and respected, hence they volunteer their best efforts and take initiatives wherever and whenever they can contribute and impact the collective performance of the organization. 

Asset Appreciation 

Another important role for asset managers is proper maintenance and appropriate investment, so as to preserve and enhance the value of their asset portfolio. A well-managed asset portfolio will appreciate in value over time, and a good manager should maximize the collective potential value of the portfolio. This would mean not just “use” or “squeeze” their people, but alos care about maintaining their well being and regular “servicing” through timely evaluation, feedback, and corrective actions on on-going problems; and investing in their continuous learning and development, so that both their individual and collective asset value “appreciate” over time. It is also the manager’s responsibility to create value through optimal synergy with good governance, appropriate structure, and effective work processes. Conventional wisdom believes that employees’ value to the organization grow proportionally to their years of service. Research had shown that this is true only for a small percentage of good organizations that really invest in engaging their people; this is just like most old assets without proper maintenance will naturally decay and depreciate in value, only those few that are well maintained with care and love by good “asset managers” will appreciate over time. 

Asset Disposition 

A good asset manager must constantly review and renew his/her portfolio. He/she must take decisive and timely actions in disposing weaker assets, and create rooms for stronger assets. Similarly, a manager must constantly evaluate and renew his/her team members in response to the ever-changing environment and dynamic challenges. It is the most dreadful part of a manager’s job to confront the cold reality of disposing team members who no longer fit the challenges. The fact is you are not doing the person a favor by dragging, as his/her asset value will further depreciate if he/she can’t perform in that misfit position. The reluctance in taking timely actions would also hurt the overall effectiveness of the organization, and may even squeeze out high performers. It would be a different psychology if the manager look at this as helping them face the reality of “misfit” and helping them move on to find a “right fit” where they can perform, in the long run this will maximize their individual asset value and minimize the pain of “wear and tear”, as well as the organization’s portfolio asset value. “Misfit” from the employer’s view would be “wrong person”, but from the employee’s view it could be “wrong job” or “wrong organization”. Getting the right people on the right bus is very important, helping them get off at the right time and catch another right bus is equally important for the organization as well as the employees. It is also important and beneficial for both to work together on regular “maintenance and servicing” and “reinvestment” so that the “right fit” status can remain “right” for a longer period, even with the ongoing dynamic of changes. 

The Strategic Human Resources Management Course at the IMBA program is designed to help participants understand the key concepts and principles in leadership, organization behavior and people management. The focus is on individual and team dynamics in business organizations, and on leveraging people asset as an important competitive advantage for the business. This course aims to help participants become effective people managers and team leaders, so as to win in the intense war for talents, and to build and lead a strong organization with a high performance culture. 

