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Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to share experiences from a recent Oracle 11i HRMS implementation and to assist you in your quest for e-HR.  The dialougue format chosen details a perspective on the challenges, organizational issues, and roadblocks you may encounter while on the way to e-HR.  Throughout this paper, primary focus is intentionally placed on the challenges, issues and roadblocks rather than simply reiterating that which is discussed in the 2001 Asia Pacific OAUG presentation.  For a complete 360 degree view, please refer to our presentation named Desination e-HR and Oracle 11i HRMS Tips and Tricks.  Nevertheless, whether you are starting from the ground up on e-HR initiatives, preparing for an upgrade to 11i, or simply adding additional functionality to an existing Human Resource Management System (HRMS) architecture, Oracle 11i HRMS is a firm platform to establish your e-HR infastructure upon.

Preface

In this paper, four assumptions are made: strategic partnership is a goal for all human resources departments, e-HR is critical to the effort of aligning HR with the strategic goals of the organization, integration to mainstream corporate applications is preferable, and tying all extraneous spreadsheets and databases into one core database is desireable.

As HR professionals, we seldom receive the fiscal leeway to investigate all options, regardless of cost, for more effective avenues in meeting our customer's informational demands.  Imagine if we had the ability to place accurate data at executives' fingertips with the click of a mouse- not our click but their own.  Executive dashboards are one example of an e-HR strategy that has been all the rage during the latter part of the '90s.  However, such technologies seem to still exist mainly in larger companies or those companies on the bleeding edge of technology.   For the rest of us mere mortals, the promise of e-HR seems to be a HR "want" rather than a organizationally accepted "need."    

I do not feel I am overstating myself in assuming most HR budgets are usually short of the necessary cash for such systems enhancements or upheivals.  Quite often, our implementation timelines lag behind our sister departments due to resource constraints, both fiscal and personnel.  We are always asked to do more with less, leaving no one to research, much less implement solutions.  Additionally, experienced consultants savvy at the art of systems implementations are costly and do not always guarantee you success.  We often face numerous roadblocks, such as support and cooperation from other departments (IT, Payroll, and Finance).  Upon implementation, finding post-live support is another challenge.  Rarely in mid-size and small companies does HR get its own in-house applications support.  Often sharing systems support with other departments in attempt to "keep the G&A down," HR frequently settles for someone skilled in non-HR applications in lieu of no support at all. 

As much as I hate to say it, we create much of the anguish ourselves.  Habitually, HR concludes its systems assessments and needs analyses outside normal corporate reviews.  We do not include ourselves in the IT steering committees that make corporate systems decisions.  Also, we have a tendency to stick with "best of breed" models saying that corporate-wide systems just can't meet our stringent requirements.  It is true that in the past, we had few choices.  Most acceptable HR systems were in fact stand-alone and the enterprise choices for corporate HRMS integration were poor.  Even when Human Resources participates, our systems wishes are often outweighed as the company moves forward with an application that met the "must have" wishes of the "business driving" constituents.  As a result, we attempt numerous, often futile interfaces between our cost-effective HRMS solution and mainstream corporate applications.  Then Newton's third law takes effect, "every action has an equal and opposite reaction," and we realize that interface maintenance is part of the deal.  To boot, when any of the interfaced applications receives upgrades or patches, here we go again.  Some realized earlier than others that interface maintenance sometimes outweighs the advantages of actually interfacing.  Yet, it still would not be so bad if that was the only concern or fear of integration.  Once integrated, we realize that the data had better be correct.  If HR is to drive payroll, management reporting, analytical decision making, or any of the numerous ad-hoc requests and external reporting needs, integration is nothing short of the "boogy monster" for an HR department without effective process.  With this epiphany, backtracking started immediately- what if PANs (personnel action notices) are not turned in on time?  Whose responsibility is it to notify Human Resources of personnel changes?  What if managers don't let us know of a termination or resignation?  Who can control the sales group?  Why didn't the Staffing Department tell us of these new hires?  Accurate international data…yeah right.

Our Prayers Are Answered…

Hopefully, the above discussion is for dramatic effect only and everyone has his or her ships straight and duckies in a row.  Well, you may be happy to know that many of these frustrations can be things of the past.  How you ask?  Because HR professionals finally have the option to participate in enterprise systems solutions that include acceptable HRMS packages.  Besides numerous third party applications and the smaller HRMS vendors adding e-HR solutions to their repertoire, it appears that the Tier 1 applications providers finally heard the cries of the diligent Human Resources folks.  Over the past several years, Human Resources professionals, combined with an intense labor market, have proven the point that Human Resources is a strategic contributor to the organization.  We can do more than administrivia by golly.  The next step in our metamorphosis is to provide value-added information to employees and management.  To better align Human Resources with the strategic objectives of the organization, it is time to remove the 300 pound gorilla (the arduous role of being a data maintainer) from our back and get on with more valuable services to the organization such as, building management credibility, developing employees as next generation leaders, aligning our compensation strategy with shareholder interests, and coaching executives. Oracle 11i HRMS is one such toolkit that offers us the opportunity to do just that.  However, be forewarned that delivering e-HR has its own challenges and demands. You know the old adage - be careful what you wish for.  Case in point, remember the days before the fax machine, cell phones, and Palm Pilots?  Life seemed well-paced and simple back then.  Work time and personal life were easily separated.  On the bright side, the reward of successful implementation can leave you wondering how you did without e-HR for all these years. My advice is to accept the bad with the good early on.  This will help you prepare for the many forces at work when embarking on an e-HR initiative, all which differ with your organizational structure, culture, fiscal situation, and need for electronic delivery.  Going paperless, although the goal of most 21st century Human Resources organizations, is not as easy as the decision to or the desire to get there, nor is it the only defining attribute of e-HR.  Most processes will need re-engineering.  Most managers and employees will need re-training.  Many hidden HR secrets will be exposed to those who we grant access to see them.  Data integrity will become a 24 hour a day, 7 day a week quest.  With this new age for HRMS systems is upon us, the catch is that to be effective in automating the grunt work, we have a prerequisite that some may not be accustomed.  Human Resources must now, more so than ever, hold ourselves accountable.  Accountable for accurate headcount reports, accountable for good HR processes that make business efficient, accountable for hiring at reasonable costs in reasonable timeframes, accountable for providing good compensation analysis, accountable for implementing e-HR and focusing on becoming the strategic partner of epic proportion.  

Why e-HR?

In a Fortune magazine article printed sometime last year, Oracle CEO Larry Ellison, stated that before Oracle implemented its very own HRMS and Business Intelligence applications, "I can't go to my PC and get exact headcount of how many people work at Oracle.  That information is scattered among more than 70 databases around the world, and my PC doesn't have the software or the access to pull it all together.  And I'm the CEO for crying out loud."
Defining e-HR

The term e-HR may mean many things to many people and is ubiquitous throughout this paper.  To Mr. Ellison and other executives, e-HR gives them quick access to real-time organizational data through means such an "executive dashboard."  Bill Gates has it, why can't they?  Also, executives neither have the desire nor the time to care about the difficulties associated with receiving accurate data, they just want it yesterday.  To HR management, it could mean going paperless, electronic approvals, self-service, or even "enterprise" HR- being part of a true enterprise-wide corporate system.  My belief is that e-HR is neither confined to these choices nor limited by the imagination.  The only assumption, though, is that "e" means "electronic."  That being the only caveat, e-HR is anything meant to drive efficiencies through technology and that link together the loose ends of your current scattered HR systems architecture into one functional system.  e-HR delivers worldwide access and 24/7 availability and helps managers and employees help themselves.  e-HR helps in cutting costs, reducing administrivia, and eliminating duplicate input.  e-HR can allow an HR department to replace paper based employee folders with cd-roms (where legal).  It is as much as we want it to be coupled with the available recources to make it happen.  It is our new cause and rallying cry as HR professionals. It is something we can finally hang our hat on to validate our strategic partnership quest.  I believe Jill Bryan states the function of e-HR appropriately in her white paper Improving Human Resources Strategic Value Using Oracle HRMS which she wrote for the 2001 Europe OAUG.  Jill states that, "implementing e-HR is about transforming the Human Resources function from transaction and activity based management to strategic and value added processes."         

e-HR as an Alignment Tool

If executed effectively, any HRMS architecture can help tie in the multitude of spreadsheets and extraneous data sources rampant in most HR departments.  The next logical step is to transform the activity based management to strategic.  A doubting Thomas might still ask,  why is e-HR so important when we already have acceptable levels of respect and alignment in our organization and a solid HRMS system?  Answer: because if we want to move on to even greener pastures of HR strategic partnership, our systems architectures need to leap into the digital century.  Whatever our level of comfort is with our current system, if it still takes take a week of effort to pull together a headcount report or if you scramble each week to make payroll, you are not aligned.  If your review/focal process gives you the hives because you do not trust what data you have in your system, you are not aligned.  If benefits, HRIS, payroll, finance, and any other department all need to input the same data into separate systems, you are not aligned.  If an executive's request for cost per hire or turnover rates causes a flurry of "fire-fighting"activity amongst the entire department, you are not aligned.  The struggle with seemingly mundane human resources tasks is not that uncommon for any of us, no matter how large or small.  Until recently implementing an 11 version of Oracle HRMS and Business Intelligence applications, the mighty Oracle Corporation had the very same issues with these seemingly routine requirements. 

Why Oracle 11i?
"In reviewing trends and the directions that HR is taking, Oracle's e-business suite for HR functions can provide the technology to streamline HR administration and, at the same time, track and integrate the necessary data to assist line managers, HR managers and corporate managers in evaluating the corporate value-added of HR."  Jill Bryan, Arinso International.

Oracle e-HR as a Paradigm Shift

I can see three types of users who could/should implement 11i: those who already are using Oracle HRMS and need to upgrade for fear of losing support on legacy versions, those who work in an organization that runs on Oracle applications without the HRMS and desire to integrate with 11i HRMS, and finally those who are part of a completely new corporate-wide implementation and consider e-HR delivery and integration to be priorities in the decision making process.  Harmonic happens to be in the latter category.  However, I am not sure if it truly matters which category you find yourself in as I am confident that one must conduct the same due diligence in  researching available e-HR options based upon an effective needs analysis to conclude if the return on investment (ROI) is appropriate.  Just so you know, the last sentence contains the highest density of ninetees business jargon throughout this paper.  I couldn't resist the temptation.  Anyway, as HR, we are always in the "hot seat" to justify any and all costs, so most of us have to perform such justifications anyway.  However, unlike many past ROI's, my challenge to you is to consider upfront the cost of all process re-engineering, training and cultural change that will be necessary to drive forward with to implement effective e-HR.  e-HR effects the entirety of the organization.  You will see people who didn't care diddly squat about HR before suddenly change their tune.  Why?  Because their bosses now have easy access to information sometimes held more intimately before.  Patterns, such as turnover ratios and termination reasons become that more available and that more evident.  In the past, it has been relatively easy to shrug off HR opinion and analytical data.  Now it will be staring them in the face everytime they log on to approve a purchase order or to check an employee's salary compared to others in the group.  Before, people often did not ask the right question or demand the right data and we all get into routines.  After a while, a compensation report becomes something that seems to change little month to month.  Or, one seems to hear about organizational change ahead of the headcount report.  So, when the report comes, the manager files it away with all good intention of reading it in his/her spare time that never seems to come.  Sound familiar?  I hope not. 

Building a Case for Oracle 11i

Harmonic actually began researching non-HRMS e-Hr applications well before engaging in the corporate investigation for an ERP solution.  At this point, we too were still happy in our "best of breed" world and totally unaware of the efforts of the Tier 1 ERP vendors.  While reviewing third party solutions for web based applicant tracking and benefits enrollment systems earlier that year at the HR Technology Conference in Chicago (www.hrtechconference.com), I came across Oracle 11i for the first time.  At the conference, it became apparent that e-HR was the buzz and there certainly was no shortage of vendor hype on how they could deliver it.  Upon my return, I began my formal research by reading white papers on SHRM and other professional association websites, as well as taking advantage of several Gartner Group publications and their Magic Quadrants of HRMS providers.  Alongside the Gartner Group studies, I also found the Hunter Group's, now known as Cedar (www.cedar.com), study very applicable in helping define our e-HR strategy.  The same two studies also assisted us in developing our ROI argument.  Do not feel that you are limited to these recommendations as I can honestly admit there is a plethora of resources and documentation on e-HR.  However, the most crucial and timely step in your research is to network with other HR professionals to witness their solutions and how they like it.  Although, in my opinion, the promise of "e-HR" is abused by many vendors, doing some networking with actual users will help cut through the chase.  Often you find the promises vendors are making are based on beta tests of their products and how you can get a great deal by helping them "perfect" the system.  Regardless, by networking with others, you can discover what is actually being deployed successfully.  Although  it may make sense to choose the beta route in some situations, my suggestion is to start with the Tier 1 Gartner Group vendors when seeking a system to bedrock your e-HR platform.  

Decisions, Decisions

Once considering vendor choices and capabilities, we conducted a formal needs analysis inside the organization that included HR users and a select group of managers.  After identifying the gaps between what was available compared to our requirements, we narrowed the field to four vendors.  This is where the true "legwork" began.  After engaging in detailed product demonstrations from the four vendors, we then turned to other HR contacts for feedback and advice.  What I found to be quite interesting was that many users of older Oracle HRMS versions were frustrated with the system and the chagrin imminated strongly.  This did create some concern and even began steering us away from Oracle when first hearing of the issues.  However, we were very impressed with 11i functionality up to that point and called Oracle to discuss.  After conferring with Oracle, we found that Oracle was the first to admit the weaknesses of past HRMS products.  This realization, I was also told, came alongside a significant investment by Oracle to enhance future HRMS products and 11i HRMS was the "crown jewel."  Although we nervously accepted Oracle's latest admittances, Harmonic would soon announce an acquisition with a company that recently implemented Oracle 11.03, without the Oracle HRMS.  Knowing this would more than likely promote Oracle ahead of its challengers for Harmonic's ERP solution, our focus turned to positioning the HRMS as an integral part of the infastructure.  Just prior to this acquisition announcement, HR began to actively particiate in the IT Steering Committee both to educate the members on HRMS integration and to get e-HR in the panel members minds.  Knowing well that we could piggyback on the corporate coattails, we jumped onto the Oracle 11i bandwagon and advocated e-HR, e-purchasing, e-travel, and e-everything else as the future for Harmonic.

Harmonic's e-HR Architecture

The year prior to kicking off an 11i implementation, Harmonic implemented third party solutions for e-benefits, as well as, an application service provider (ASP) version for applicant tracking.  Integration capability with Tier 1 ERP vendors was highly weighted in the decision to move forward with these applications and human resources management felt it worthwhile to implement both prior to rolling out Oracle.  We did then and still do continuously monitor the costs and benefits of keeping the interfaces versus implementing the full 11i HRMS.  We feel that our current strategy of utilizing 11i HRMS as the "Mothership" application and the remaining systems as "bolt-ons" gives us cost containment, systems flexibility, and performance.  As we continue to grow, the expansion of other 11i HRMS capabilities is imminent.  See Appendices A and B for more information on our current and future systems architectures.

Go-Live Goals

Setting realistic goals is a very important step in defining your implementation plan.  Harmonic's intent was to replace an existing HRMS with Oracle, execute on interfacing with third party payroll and e-benefits applications, and add subsequent functionality where possible during the initial rollout.  We are currently piloting the self-service features in HR while expecting to roll out limited self-service functionality shortly to a pilot group of employees and managers.  The next step is to start connecting all this self-service through one medium.  We have choices, such as our e-benefits page, an Oracle portal, or intranet.   It is amazing how fast you can reach e-HR overload.  

Conclusion

Keep in mind that the level of e-HR that we truly achieve will always be dependant on company culture and resources, it will never be as perfect or as functional as we want it to be at the time we need it, and even second-guessed by some on why we are spending critical company dollars on HR rather than new product research.  That is the nature of the beast.  Unfortunately, even as the dot-coms (who were stealing all of our key employees with their cool, new economy pizzaz and e-everything promises) seem to have come and gone, we embarked on this journey and it is in our best interest to continue.  Whatever the cause for e-HR may have been, we all received an eyeshot of the potential for electronic signature routing, self-service, and other e-HR efficiencies.  So, add e-Hr to the list of all our other addictions, because we are hooked.  Yet, unlike our other addictions (except a good cup of java), it truly can have a positive effect on our human resources careers, and it is not limited to Fortune 100 companies any longer.  More so now than ever, having a solid HR systems backbone can contribute to the organizational objective of happy employees.  Happy employees work better, are more creative, and make happy managers.  Happy employees usually have happy loved ones.  We all need happy, smiling faces at work.  Our competitiveness as a company may depend upon it.  Our ability to hire and retain such happy people will be enhanced when offering them the technological tools to manage their careers and personal lives.  All that said, not all will want e-HR.  Those who know little about e-HR will be adament in their protest of the idea that we expect managers and employees to help themselves.  Even some us in HR will question if we are implementing ourselves out of a job.  Worst of all, you meet up with those who have no idea why we chose Oracle and strongly swear we are making the biggest mistake by not going with Peoplesoft or SAP. Your challenge will be to make them your allies, not your enemies.  Bottom line is that there are pros and cons of every system and converting the heretics to believers will catapult your cause for e-HR.  So get ready for a fun ride with e-HR, no matter which avenue you intend to take.  I would be remiss in my duty to not tell you that the journey is the destination.

APPENDIX A - Harmonic's e-Infrastructure Today
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As seen on page 11 of the presentation, we set very achievable goals for Phase One, although the temptation to rollout self-service was high.  Initially, we set out to make all interfaces from Oracle two-way; however, we backed off from that idea after restructuring our future architecture.  As you can see, Oracle acts as the "Mothership."  It is the primary and overriding source for employee data.  It pushes the data out to all other bolted-on systems.  In order to ensure employees did not change information in other systems without HR knowledge, we disconnected the employee demographic self-service capabilities.  Online enrollment is still conducted via the e-benefits tool; however, all personal information changes are made first in Oracle and sent to the other modules.    

APPENDIX B - Harmonic's Expected Near-term e-Infrastructure

In this scenario, we have Manager and Employee Self-service driving all employee information changes in every other system.  The only exception is that benefits enrollments are still done via the e-benefits system.  Two-way interfaces will be written with Oracle for the third party stock and payroll systems.  Our reasoning is that we want the employees to only visit one site for their data.  Continuously, we make assessments on whether or not to convert to Oracle payroll, self-service benefits, applicant tracking, etc.
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