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“Functional stupidity is an organised system that stops people from reflect-
ing seriously about what they do at work.” (Based on Mats Alvesson) 
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Beyond The Bottom Line 
Changing HR To Change The Future Of Work 

 

  

In a world where the average person 
spends over 100,000 hours working, 

where more than 80% of adults deeply 

identify with their job roles, and where 

employment creates significant unhap-
piness, the imperative is clear—we 

must ensure that work becomes a pos-

itive force for as many people as 
possible. 
 

We firmly believe this requires leader-
ship. In an era marked by complexity 

and polycrisis, leaders across the 

board must acknowledge their com-
plicity in perpetuating suffering within 

organisations. In order to reshape the 

future of work, they not only need to 

deepen their understanding of what 
constitutes good work, but also dare to 

challenge the status quo and actively 

contribute to its realization. It is time 
to heed the call of both personal and 

institutional transformation. 
 

In our short essay we turn the spotlight 

on a pivotal group of leaders – those in 

HR. Why HR? Because, more than 
any other leaders, we believe HR lead-

ers should be the custodians of good 

work. After all, HR is all about people, 

isn’t it?  

Here’s the twist: when we delved into 
the data, we didn’t really see that. 

Hence, we argue that in spite of its 

ever-growing popularity the future of 

work is looking increasingly bleak, be-
cause leaders – particularly those in 

HR – are increasingly stuck. 
 

Of course, a call for the transformation 

of HR is not new. Over recent years, 

we have witnessed an explosion of 
proposals for novel roles of HR. HR is 

truly world-class at inventing new po-

sitions. Four out of the top five new 
"job roles on the rise in 2023" belong 

to HR! The lone outlier? A 'truck 

driver.' Yet, despite this feverish crea-

tivity, genuine transformation seems 
to be extremely rare. 
 

Hence, our hypothesis is that all this 

variety masks a deep and unexamined 

identity crisis. If we want to make real 

progress, we must understand our own 
history and dare to explore the root 

causes of HR’s immunity to change.  

 
This essay first develops a short histor-

ical analysis of the evolution in HR. 

We will argue that throughout the last 
decades HR has willingly surrendered 

to the bottom line.  

 

Thereafter, in the second part, we ex-
plore how HR could free itself from a 

deliberate stagnation and promote 

good work. We contend that change is 
possible, but there are no simple fixes. 

It demands substantial investment, de-

termination and, above all, the 

willingness to face ourselves. 
 

It will need courageous HR leaders to 

embark on a truly transformative jour-
ney together! 
  

Antoinette Weibel is Professor at the 
University of St. Gallen, a top 10 

business school in Europe. She has 
more than 20 years’ experience of re-
search and teaching in areas of trust, 

positive organizational scholarship, 
motivation, change management and 

institutional design. Antoinette has 
published more than 100 articles, 

and several books. She is an ac-
claimed Top 10 HR Thought Leader 

in Europe. 

Otti Vogt is a global executive with 
over 20 years’ experience in imple-

menting strategic business change in 
cross-cultural, complex businesses 

and in crafting human-centric Agile 
learning organisations. Most re-
cently, Otti was COO and Chief 
Transformation Officer in ING 

Group. He is Associate of the Glob-
ally Responsible Leadership 

Initiative (GRLI) and a global Top 10 
Thought Leader on Agile. 
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A Curious Beginning 
 

Let us start with an important ques-

tion: If you are an HR leader, why did 
you venture into HR? Thinking back 

to that very first day on that very first 

job – what attracted you to the wonder-
ful world of “human resources”?  

 

There are many different reasons why 

individuals join HR. However, three 
motivations consistently stand out: a 

passion for working with people, a 

commitment to defending workers' 
rights, and a pragmatic drive to seek 

viable solutions when workplace con-

flicts arise. Assuming these reasons 

resonate, at least to some extent, here 
comes the pivotal question: consider-

ing these goals, how successful has 

HR been? 
 

The answer is of course complicated. 

A lot of it depends on circumstances. 
However, across all the surveys we 

have examined, three points crucially 

stand out: 

▪ HR, regrettably, has often be-

come the least trusted function in 
the organisation, except among 

executives (Edelman 2022). Yet 

even they are not always con-
vinced that HR contributes 

significantly to the bottom line. 

▪ In many cases, HR is perceived 

as ineffective in addressing or-
ganizational tensions, let alone 

deliver reliable services. And 

many employees would not even 
recognise HR leaders at the wa-

tercooler (Cezanne 2022). 

▪ When it comes to employee wel-
fare, the reality is disheartening: 

irrespective of the applied stand-

ards, the majority of workers 

have been losing out (Eurofund 

2018; EPI 2022; IMF 2017). 

So, to put it into scientific lingo: 'on 

average we did not fare very well!’ 

That is puzzling, isn’t it? HR claims to 

put people first, but the perception of 
HR is quite the opposite. What drives 

the disconnect? 

We first analysed a lot of popular 

HRM literature, and there we found 

one resounding message: ‘It wasn’t us! 
HR is innocent, we swear! It’s the line 

managers who give us a hard time, it’s 

the vendors who can’t run their sys-
tems, it’s the workers who lack a 

growth mindset – and don’t even get 

us started on those Gen Z folks who 
just don’t want to work! Change is im-

possible because everybody around us 

is standing still!’ 

Going With The Flow 

 

That explanation seemed too simple, 

so we took out our shovels and dug a 

little deeper. 
 

Without burying you with lots of data, 

we suggest HR has essentially navi-

gated through four distinct phases 
across the last century (see also Kauf-

man 2014; Watkins et al. 2019): 

▪ Paternalism: At the beginning 

of the industrial revolution, HR 
emerged to support early indus-

trialists and family patriarchs 

striving for better health and liv-
ing conditions in their factories. 

▪ Power: Amid deteriorating work 

conditions and growing unions, 

HR pivoted to manage industrial 
power relations, ensuring orderly 

production. 

▪ Process: Post-World War II, HR 
expanded rapidly to facilitate 

ever larger-scale of business with 

professional selection, training, 

and management. Shortly after-

wards, when social democracies 

demanded greater worker protec-
tion the human relations 

movement emerged, seeking to 

balance performance and well-
being. 

▪ Profit: Finally, when neoliberal-

ism and global corporate 
expansion surged in the '80s, HR 

enthusiastically embraced high-

performance cultures and a profit 

narrative. 

By and large, it seems HR has readily 

conformed itself with all the trends in 
the evolution of modern capitalism. 

Starting undoubtedly with a strong fo-

cus on humanistic values, it gradually 
drifted with the currents toward ever 

greater instrumentalization.  

 

That is a paradox, is it not? We have 
all learned that culture change is 

rooted in underlying assumptions and 

values, below the surface. But if HR 
harboured strongly humanistic values, 

how did it drift off course? 

 
Complexity Of Social Change 

 

Unfortunately, it turns out the fashion-

able ‘iceberg’ model of social change 
is as popular as it is simplistic.  

 

It is time to upgrade our toolkit: as it 
happens, in complex business environ-

ments when we dive beneath the 

surface, we seldom find a neatly or-
dered set of shared values and 
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assumptions that we can plug into a re-

gression analysis or bake into some 

culture change programme to create 
the future. Conversely, the water is of-

ten dark and murky and we face 

dangerous sharks and treacherous cur-
rents.  

In more technical speak, within com-

plex social systems, we encounter 

three essential entities: people, culture, 
and social structures, each with its 

unique powers. Their combined inter-

actions generate complex mechanisms 
that might, under certain conditions, 

translate into certain constellations, 

that we might detect above the water-

line.  
 

What does this mean for HR? Simply 

put, it means that we cannot just pick 
and choose our roles in complex social 

systems. There is no action without 

context. Often roles predate us and our 
character and identity emerge dynam-

ically from the interplay between 

dominant narratives, our evolving 

agency, and relational dynamics. This 
also implies that the popular idea that 

we can change culture by simply 

changing “mindsets” is utterly sim-
plistic. It takes evolution of all these 

interconnected elements in an organi-

sational system to generate sustainable  

transformation.  
 

Additionally, it sometimes needs a lot 

of courage to fend off the lurking 
'sharks' of orthodoxy and tradition. 

 

The Heroic Failure Of HR 

 

So, perhaps we could say that HR was 
indeed a victim of circumstances… 

▪ Right from its inception, HR oc-

cupied a marginal leadership 

position. That is a nice way for 
saying that despite businesses’ 

relentless proclamations that 

"people are at the heart of our 

business" HR had very little 
power. Its profession was loose, 

its authorisation uncertain, and 

its influence limited, sparking 
existential anxiety and a deep de-

sire to carve out a role that was 

both recognised and effective. 
▪ Initially, that was not a big issue 

until the context shifted towards 

massive instrumentalization. Be-

cause then, HR got trapped by 
those powerful currents below 

the surface. In order to wield in-

fluence within the business, HR 
basically had to justify its exist-

ence by instrumentalising itself. 

▪ That is exactly when the idea of 
the business partner discourse 

was born, which seemed truly 

brilliant at the time. 

Research shows HR's extraordinary 
effort to ascend to strategic signifi-

cance as a genuine business partner 

over the past three decades (for an 
overview see Cayrat et al 2023; Kee-

gan 2023). Yet truth be told, it always 

was, in essence, a dangerous game of 
swimming with the sharks: 

 

1. Instead of getting closer to the 

people, HR found itself discon-
nected from the very individuals it 

aimed to serve. The imprudent 

separation between strategic ad-

vice and day-to-day people 
operations led to HR management 

by “remote control” and algo-

rithms, booming HR outsourcing 
and increasing depersonalization. 

This is why HR often goes unrec-

ognized in the organisational 
corridors. And, of course, vendors 

absolutely loved it! It is no coinci-

dence that 90% of HR "research" 

today is sponsored by suppliers 
(Capelli et al. 2024). 

 

2. Instead of championing labour 
rights, HR often operated as a sub-

sidiary of the finance department. 

Its original humanism faded away 

quickly when the emphasis shifted 
towards numbers, KPIs, perfor-

mance-based pay, and the 

relentless construction of "busi-
ness cases" to support Human 

Capital-ism. 

 
3. Finally, HR inadvertently under-

mined its own capacity to tackle 

real-world issues, because the 

‘three-tier’ model, excessive out-
sourcing and a single-minded 

focus on rolling out systems grad-
ually chipped away at HR's core 

competencies and flexibility, erod-

ing both its unique knowledge and 
its capacity to customize its ser-

vices. And it also lost valuable 

allies. 
 

Of course, you might counter, 'hold on 

a second! That’s too pessimistic! What 

about COVID? Did not the whole 
world embrace human-centric values, 

Anatomy of a Crisis
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purpose-led organizations, and a 

global drive for planetary well-being?' 

Well, that is true. Or better: that is truly 
what people claimed. 

 

Unfortunately, it was not necessarily 
what they did. Sure, a few solar panels 

went up on head offices, Chief Pur-

pose Officers were appointed, and 
CEO bonuses were tied to (rather 

meaningless) ESG targets. Lots of 

businesses became excellent in green, 

white or blue-washing and we created 
a 1.5 trillion-dollar well-being market, 

mostly selling quick fixes and quack-
ery. But substantive change was 

stunningly absent across most boards. 

 
As for HR, that initial revival of hu-

manism was swiftly overshadowed by 

a focus on the technicalities of remote 
working to increase agility, and per-

formance. Once the COVID-tech 

bubble subsided and vendors stopped 

celebrating, we saw thousands of 
layoffs to catapult stock markets to all-

time highs. And HR continued to en-

dorse and even accelerate a plethora of 
toxic practices that are neither ethi-

cally nor scientifically sound. This is 

exactly what Mats Alvesson calls 
'functional stupidity’. Lots of highly 

intelligent people end up doing re-

markably foolish things. 

 
All this is really not to discount the 

genuine efforts of numerous organiza-

tions, particularly smaller ones, and of 
wonderful colleagues who every sin-

gle day seek to make a positive 

difference. Rather, it is an urgent 

recognition that our businesses still too 
often cause human suffering and 

squander human potential. We believe 

HR has not yet faced that critical self-
reflection necessary to keep those 

'sharks' at bay. Let us be honest: unless 

we shift, the future of work will only 
amplify the troubles for our people, 

and HR might quickly become obso-

lete. 

 
Reconstructing leadership  

 

What can we do? Where do we lead 
from here? How can we progress to-

wards a new “horizon” for work - to 

borrow the theme from the recent 

global HR Congress - where “the well-

being of individuals and the nurturing 

of humane workplaces have taken cen-
tre stage”. Is it even possible? 

 

We believe it is, but it will not be easy. 
Our first step is to gain clarity on 

where exactly we want to lead our or-

ganizations. Not: what is the “future of 
work”, which is descriptive, but what 

should the “work of the future” be? 

Sadly, while there are endless ideas, 

proposals, and leadership models scat-
tered across social media and 

academic publishing, the simple ques-

tions of “what is good?” and how to 
operationalize “good work” are not 

very fashionable these days. 

This is why in 2021 we embarked on 

an inquiry to figure out what exactly 

makes organizations “good”. One fact 

became immediately evident: most of 
what is being proposed as “new” and 

“revolutionary” today remains en-

trenched in an instrumentalist 
paradigm. Concepts like agility, net 

zero, net positive, sustainability, ESG, 

SDG, mostly centre around "doing less 
harm" while essentially maintaining 

the status quo. 

 

If we are not careful, the “Future of 
Work” narrative becomes itself instru-

mental, by emphasising the necessity 

for people to submit themselves to in-
escapable external changes without 

questioning where our work is going 

and why. Yet, reducing bureaucracy, 
becoming agile or offsetting co2 emis-

sions is not the same as good work. 

Genuinely good organisations centre 

on who we are and how to bring to life 

the best in ourselves at and through 

work.  

 
Good Organisations 

 

Our simple idea is that we need to re-
embed our organisations, as the vital 

link between a fulfilling life and a 

prosperous society. Organisations at-
tain excellence by enabling people to 

develop - internally - while contrib-

uting collectively to a good economy 

and society - externally. And let us be 
clear. We are not arguing against mak-

ing organisations more efficient, 

customer-centric or adaptive, but we 
do suggest to do it for a different pur-

pose. Profit is not an end in itself, but 

must serve to enable social flourishing 

and justice on a larger scale. 

  

That clearly takes more than new nar-
ratives or polished purpose statements. 

 

Firstly, as we have seen, we must cul-
tivate all those elements below the 

organisational surface, from the under-

lying cultural foundations—like 
language, symbols, metrics, and poli-

cies—to the structural frameworks, 

routines, and systems, and the holistic 

development of individuals and com-
munities. 

 

This calls for a new model to look at 
organisations. In our work, we empha-

size the intentional development of 

virtuous social practices, which we 
call 'micro-organizations,' alongside 

the refinement of corporate institu-

tions and governance, which we frame 

as 'corporation', and of course people. 
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Here our focus lies not just on compe-

tencies, but character, virtues and 

wisdom. 
  

However, it is not just about each com-

ponent, but also about the connection 
between them. Truly human-centric 

organizations need to nurture a moral 

environment that combines care, in-
tegrity and justice with a genuine 

commitment toward mutual elevation 

for the greater good. To do so, we must 

continue to evolve organizational de-
sign, striking a more progressive 

balance between local affordances 

within those ‘micro-organizations’, in-
dividual growth, and the need to foster 

shared learning and a coherent exter-

nal value proposition.  

 
That is difficult. In our research, we 

clearly see that with growing scale 

most corporations turn instrumentalist. 
To counter this, we believe that we 

must overlay the existing dominant fi-

nancial governance with disciplines 
for collective reflection and participa-

tion, essentially creating a living 

organizational constitution. For in-

stance, at ING, HR sponsored a so-
called leadership council that collec-

tively steered its ongoing 

transformation. 
 

The ultimate goal is to first connect 

people, structures and culture, thus 
nurturing organisational wisdom, 

identity and character, and then to en-

able a reflective equilibrium that 

continually actualises the potential of 
the organisation to create social flour-

ishing. 

 
A Necessary (Leadership) Transfor-

mation 

 

To put it more simply, we must learn 
to care and be intentional about our 

Organisation's moral climate exactly 

as we have learned to care for the en-
vironmental climate. 
  

How does all of this translate into ac-

tion? Firstly, we must focus more on 

our people. This involves character-
based selection and promotion, per-

sonalized development plans, and 

strict adherence to that famous 'no ass-

hole' rule. Secondly, we need to much 

more deliberately evolve management 
structures and practices to craft a re-

flective holding space for mutual 

growth and creativity. Thirdly, we 
must revise corporate governance 

structures and institutions - like suc-

cess measures, reward and recognition 
policies, or team affordances, to em-

bed virtuous principles and actively 

develop and foster positive impact. 

 
The key is to evolve people and organ-

izational practices holistically and at 

the same time, across various levels, 
avoiding fragmentation between spe-

cializations or vendors. 
 

Hence, there can be no doubt that HR 
is in a great position to foster positive 

transformation. It holds many critical 

levers to influence the context, both 

within HR and across the policies, 
structures, and success metrics of the 

broader organization. 

In this context, however, an important 

qualification is due: from our experi-

ence, the maturity of an organisation 
can never transcend the wisdom of its 

leaders. Therefore, we must also delib-

erately develop leadership. 
 

Undoubtedly, there is a lot to do: a re-

cent study by the CMI (Chartered 
Management Institute) found that 52% 

of leaders lack professional qualifica-

tions and 50% of new leaders fail 

within the first year.  
 

This of course brings us back to our in-

itial question. HR possesses some 

power, but it might be unwilling or un-
able to wield it effectively: which of 

the many roles that have been pro-

posed during the last decade should 
and can HR assume to lead towards 

positive change? 

 

In essence, we believe it boils down to 
only three viable options: 
 

▪ Business Partner: Whatever the 

exact naming, HR in essence 

sticks to the conventional 'busi-

ness partner' narrative. This, 
frankly, encompasses all those 

fashionable trends from AI to 

DEI. 
▪ Excellence Broker: HR culti-

vates its capacity to empower 

and unite selected good leaders 

within an organization, in order 

to systematically create ripple ef-

fects throughout the business. 
This demands more focus on 

L&D and change management, 

and a radical empowerment of 
virtuous teams. Think of it as an 

undercover mission aimed at 

eliminating barriers to excel-
lence, from the bottom up, one 
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More technology, more 

adaptive, more innovative, 
less work

FUTURE ECONOMY
Less rules, less tax, less 

employment, more 
capital, more ROI

The Future of Work discourse
underscores the "inevitability" of
technological progress and
increasingly flexible contracts as
a veneer for instrumentalising
workers and prioritizing interests
of shareholders.

Morality: Utilitarian

Place: Conformist

Stance: Instrumental

Space: Dependent

“FUTURE OF WORK”
Freedom As Control

BUSINESS 
PARTNER

A

GOOD SOCIETY
More justice, more care 

for the planet, less 
inequality, less growth

GOOD ECONOMY
More responsibility, more 

reciprocity, more 
employment, less profit

GOOD WORK
More flourishing, more 
accountability, more co-

creation, less harm

“WORK OF THE FUTURE”
Self-Control as Freedom

The idea of a good society
creates a discourse of tempe-
rance that incentivises organi-
sations to strive for excellence
and promote individual and
collective flourishing.

GOOD (HR)
LEADER

Morality: Ethical

Place: Challenger

Stance: Humanistic

Space: Interdependent

C

Morality: “Care”

Place: Connector

Stance: Psychological

Space: Independent

EXCELLENCE
BROKER

B
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team at a time - until the whole 

system shifts. 

▪ Good HR Leader: Where feasi-
ble, HR could step up its position 

in the boardroom to actively 

steer the organization towards a 
new, more humanistic narrative 

for the good of all. This would 

require a human-centric overhaul 
of all HR policies and processes, 

the intentional development of 

governance and organisational 

design, and a meticulous vetting 

process for all leaders. 

Here is the thing: If everybody 

chooses the first option, you might as 

well stop reading this article right now, 
because we'd be anchoring HR's future 

exactly where we stand today. We can 

discuss wellbeing, DEI, analytics, and 

talent forever, but in substance little 
will change! 

 

So, it might be a good time for a little 
self-check. Whom do you aim to serve 

with your leadership in the coming 

year: employees, shareholders, the 
greater good, or all of them? Are you 

firmly committed to the business part-

ner model and intend to remain there? 

Or are you willing to up your game, 
actively promoting the right people 

and structures? Or, finally, are you 

daring to dive straight into the board-
room to lead from the front?  

 

It is certainly intriguing – and no doubt 

necessary - to take the grand challenge 
of a better future of work back to our 

own small doorstep. But perhaps, it 

still is not quite the right question. 
Even if we might personally be willing 

to step into a new role in our own or-

ganisation, as we have seen earlier the 
real challenge is how together we can 

create the contextual conditions for a 

systematic shift in the role of HR 

across as many organizations as possi-
ble. This will not be easy. Marginal 

leaders must always reckon with the 

deeply instrumental organisational im-
mune systems everywhere. 

 

Professionalising Leadership 
 

This leads us straight to the end of our 

essay and our call to action. It is our 

firm belief that the time is ripe for a 

better future of work. The urgency of 

climate change has rattled our con-
science. New narratives are fast 

emerging, challenging the status quo. 

And increasingly leaders are willing to 
step up. But in order to succeed, HR 

practitioners require more than just 

moral courage. 

They need competence, determination 

and wisdom to lead against the odds. 

They must collaborate to develop new 
HR practices to cultivate such good or-

ganisations. And, above all, they must 

feel supported by their peers in asking 

the important and often inconvenient 
questions, proudly upholding their 

dual loyalty, as partners of the organi-

sation and as honourable ambassadors 
of their profession – a profession that 

not only deals with the mundane intri-

cacies of the management of “HR”, 
but also embodies an essential spirit of 

humanity. That is why we believe we 

must invest heavily in HR as a profes-

sion. Every senior leader in HR should 
make a strong commitment to a pro-

fessional mandate. 
 

But as we said at the beginning, our 

contemporary leadership crisis ex-
tends far beyond HR. If we are serious 

about achieving good work, we need 

all senior leaders to step up. 

 
That is why we have recently inaugu-

rated a new initiative aimed at 

professionalising leadership, called 

the Global Society for Good Leader-

ship. Our objective is to stimulate a 

humanistic ethos of good leadership 
and to systematically support marginal 

leaders across all functions with con-

tinual development, a strong 
community and our collective best 

practices. 

Because let’s face it—the challenges 

that society encounters today cannot 

be resolved by any single company 

alone. As responsible business execu-
tives, we must insist together on the 

advancement of better leadership 

within and across Organisations.  

 
Perhaps by forging a broader coalition 

of leaders committed to the highest po-

tential of both people and 
organizations, we stand a tiny chance 

to foster the necessary shift in the char-

acter of business to defy an 
increasingly dehumanized financial 

capitalism that encroaches upon our 

enterprises. 
 

The Future Of Work Is Now 
 

The simple truth is: Excellence in 

business is not just about what we 

produce, and certainly not simply 
about how much money we make, but 

ultimately, about who we become. 

Our work is always also a mirror im-

age of who we are, capable of 
creating boundless joy or bottomless 

sorrow. The future of work? It is al-

ready here. Let’s not waste it! 

Good Leadership is a systemic process of generative and deliberate collective development 

and action across an interconnected ecosystem - catalysed by good leaders

Guardian 
of the 

Institution

Community 
Development

Partner

Good
Corporate 

Citizens

Progressive 
Global

Alliances

Generative 
Communities

Just Society

Sustainability

Organisation

Meaningful
Work

Stakeholder 
Ecosystem

Society

Planet

PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT ORGANISATIONAL CHANGE

Good
Leaders

INDIVIDUAL EXCELLENCE

Individual

Good Society

Good Organisations

Good Leadership
“Good leadership” is a systemic process of generative and deliberate 
collective development and action across an interconnected ecosystem –
catalysed by “good leaders”.
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Further information 

www.leadershipsociety.world (beta) 

hr.leadershipsociety.world (video and 
full presentation) 
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