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Perhaps you have heard the refrain proclaimed by many businesses that employees are their most important asset.  Authors Becker, Huselid and Beatty provide a variation on this theme in their book, “The Differentiated Workforce:  Transforming Talent into Strategic Impact”.  In this book, the third in a series about managing and measuring the impact of human resources policies and practices, they assert that the workforce should be differentiated by the relative contributions members make to an organization’s strategic objectives.  It is those who create the most wealth who should receive a disproportionate share of organizational resources.  Put another way, not all employees are created equal and the pie should not be divided equally among all employees.
The authors draw upon empirical data and from their work as consultants to many notable businesses to make the case that it is the business strategy that must take center stage rather than the people.  Too many businesses, in their view, embrace a generic, one size fits all approach, by adopting the best available practices for managing workforce talent.  In so doing, they fail to distinguish the workforce as a superior intangible asset because they merely duplicate the human resources practices implemented by their competitors.  In order to truly leverage the workforce as a source of competitive advantage, companies need to look first to their strategic capabilities - those business processes that are indispensible to realizing their strategic goals - followed by the development of a workforce strategy that ensures the necessary talent is in place to implement these strategic capabilities.  They further assert that it is a limited segment of the workforce that is responsible for directly generating wealth, which they label as “A” jobs.  It is by differentiating the workforce and identifying the jobs that contribute substantially to the business strategy that will enable an organization to realize competitive workforce advantages.  

Comprised of seven chapters in total, the authors spend the first two chapters establishing the importance of putting the business strategy before people and describing why and how strategic capabilities are linked to a differentiated workforce strategy.  In the third chapter, they present readers with guidelines for identifying high value, A positions and separating them from B and C positions. They state, for instance, that much as an organization’s strategic capabilities uniquely distinguish it from its competitors, so too should a workforce strategy be built around the human capital that is needed to execute those unique capabilities.  To take one example, they cite the sales counselors and fashion buyers at retailer Nordstrom, as positions that are directly aligned with their customer intimacy strategy – a strategy that requires the highest quality merchandise and expert, personalized service. They argue that it is these positions, the A jobs, that provide the opportunity for increasing shareholder wealth, and into which the greatest investment should be made.  By contrast, B jobs are labeled as support positions and C jobs are considered surplus positions that typically have little economic impact.  
Chapters 4 through 6 outline the respective obligations of line managers and human resource departments for creating and cultivating a differentiated workforce strategy.  Line managers must be made accountable for selecting, developing, and rewarding their talent by being rated on how well they execute their leadership responsibilities. Similarly, human resource departments have the challenge of shaping a culture that links the workforce philosophy and the human resources practices to strategic business success, and for demonstrating the results of their initiatives through the use of various metrics.  The authors conclude the book by providing a detailed practical illustration of their ideas as they were applied by the American Heart Association.  This last chapter nicely connects the previous chapters and provides interested readers with a road map for creating a differentiated workforce; it also issues a reminder that the management, evaluation and measurement of a workforce should be given the same attention as any other asset. 
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