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Income Disparity
Deepens Divide

By Jock Finlayson

HE PAST YEAR WITNESSED CONSIDER-

able public and media interest

in the issue of inequality, as evi-

denced by the emergence of the
“Occupy Wall Street” movement in the
United States and its counterparts in sev-
eral other countries. A recent study by the
Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD) confirms that
income disparities have indeed widened
in many affluent nations, including Can-
ada.! The trend is especially pronounced
in the United States; there, the richest per
cent of households have almost six times
as much income as the bottom per cent.
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The ratio in Canada sits at four, putting
us in the middle of the inequality pack
among advanced economies. In many
OECD countries, a rising share of all
income seems to be accruing to the top
one per cent of earners.

Multiple Factors Influence Disparity

Academic research points to a number of
factors that have increased inequality and
boosted incomes at the upper end of the
distribution: globalization, the impact of
technological change, competition from
low-wage emerging economies, and (until
recently) rapid growth of the financial

sector. Fast-climbing compensation for
chief executives, professional athletes,
entertainers, and some successful business
owners has also played a role in driving
income gains at the very top. But the most
important contributor to greater earnings
inequality is increases in what economists
refer to as “the education wage premium”
—the economic returns to individuals who
possess one or more university degrees (or
other high-value work-related creden-
tials). Continued growth in the demand
for better-educated workers has noticeably
raised earnings for people in the top 25-30
per cent of the income distribution.



Another phenomenon that has fos-
tered larger gaps in household (as opposed
to individual) income is “assortative mat-
ing.” This awkward term captures the real-
ity that marriages today increasingly occur
among individuals drawn from the same
socio-economic strata. Thus, people with
university degrees are more apt to marry
other degree-holders than to wed some-
one with lesser educational qualifications.
It is striking how often one encounters
couples where both spouses are lawyers,
physicians, accountants, finance profes-
sionals, professors, or MBAs. Combined
with the fact that a large majority of work-
ing-age women are now full participants
in the labor force, “assortative mating”
has significantly accentuated divergences
in household income.

Employment Polarization Widens Gap
Also affecting income inequality are other
forces that are impinging on the quality
of jobs and recasting the earnings distri-
bution. One key trend, operating on the
“demand side” of the labor market, is
employment polarization. Across many
advanced economies, more job opportu-
nities are tending to concentrate at the two
ends of the skills spectrum: skill-intensive
positions that demand high-level cognitive
abilities and formal educational creden-
tials, and a plethora of less skilled jobs that
offer substantially lower compensation.
American economist David Autor has
explored this topic in detail.? Looking at
patterns of job creation and employee com-
pensation in the US, he finds three broad
groups of occupations. The first consists
of managerial, professional and technical
occupations that require several years of
post-secondary education and pay well
above-average wages/salaries. Most house-
holds in the top 10 per cent of the income
distribution have one and sometimes two
members in these kinds of occupations.
The second group is made up of what
Autor refers to as “middle-educated, mid-
dle-paid” occupations; these include sales,
office, production, and repair occupations
along with fabricators and operators.
Workers in these fields commonly have

some tertiary education, but not usually a
university degree. In the past, such occu-
pations formed part of the bedrock of the
American middle class and often provided
a pathway to upward mobility.

A final set of occupations spans a
diverse mix of service-related jobs in
which employees generally don’t have
any formal post-secondary qualifications.
Workers in many of these jobs are engaged
in performing manual or other “in-per-
son” tasks that can’t easily be replaced
with technology, or out-sourced to juris-
dictions with lower labor costs. Examples
are food preparation, cleaning, home and
building maintenance, basic retail ser-
vices, and a wide range of personal care
services.

Occupational Grouping Insights
Autor’s research shows that job creation
differs across the three categories of occu-
pations. Since the early 1980s, employ-
ment in the US has grown briskly among
both managerial, professional and tech-
nical occupations, as well as in many
relatively lower-skilled service positions.
But the picture is different for middle-
educated, middle-paid occupations. Here,
employment gains have lagged the econ-
omy-wide average and actually trended
down over time. And these shifts in job
creation among occupational groupings
are expected to continue for the rest of the
decade.’

Autor argues that an important conse-
quence of “rising demand for both highly
educated workers... and less educated
workers performing manual or service
tasks is the partial hollowing out or polar-
ization of employment opportunities.”
If he is right, we can assume that similar
occupational dynamics are unfolding in
Canada. Looking ahead, this may well
herald a “partial hollowing out” of mid-
dle-income employment opportunities in
our own labor market, a development that
would serve to magnify concerns over
income and earnings inequality. ®

Jock Finlayson is the executive vice-president
of the Business Council of BC.
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peopletech

Digital 1Q and Social Business:
Seven HR Hotspots

By Christine McLeod, CHRP

HAS NOT TRADITIONALLY
been known for its pro-
pensity towards ‘early
adoption’ and while HR

has come around to game-changing tech-
nology like email, cell phones and the
Internet, the human capital side of the
organization tends to lag behind other
innovators in the business world. Whether
stymied by legal fears, swayed by gloomy
stories from their peer networks or simply
because of technophobia, HR has always
taken a more cautious approach to new
technologies.

However, lagging behind is no longer
an option in this time of unprecedented
change in the workplace. Today's array of
technology resources are so simple to use
and readily accessed that everyone can use
them - transforming how, where and with
whom we work. These technologies now
directly impact and indirectly define the
workplace with which HR is entrusted. HR
can no longer afford to look at technology
as anything other than both a reality and
an opportunity to achieve the goals of
their organization.

“The talent management world is
being rocked by emerging social learning
practices that leverage the wisdom within
us all,” said Chuck Hamilton, social learn-
ing and smart play leader, IBM Center for
Advanced Learning. “Our new social tech-
nology thinking is the glue that bonds the
HR organization to its key business driv-
ers, meaning HR can now be the enabler
of game changing crowds everywhere.”

Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIN, YouTube:
business is increasingly, for lack of a bet-
ter word, socialized. Today, we talk about
‘social’ media and ‘social’ business because
we need to have a name for this new way
of conducting ourselves. Most likely, five
years from now ‘social’ will drop from
the vocabulary and these tools will be
recognized as just media that helps us do
business.
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As a profession, HR is facing a tsunami
of technology issues it could have barely
dreamt facing 10 years ago, all of which
are impacting business, culture, employ-
ment brand and organizational strength.
Social media interest becomes a social
business mandate at this point.

“Social business is the blueprint for the
transformation of an organization—bridg-
ing the external communication initia-
tives with internal operations and change
management, which creates shared value
for all stakeholders - customers, partners
and employees,” explained Michael Brito,
SVP, social business planning at Edelman.
“And, human resources should serve as
the enabler and change agent for such
transformation to occur.”

While chief information officers
(CIOs) are immersed in the technology
24-7, HR has an opportunity to add a valu-
able employee perspective through tools
and social best practices to help transform
the organizations. This all starts with rais-
ing the HR professional’s personal level of
Digital IQ.

Price Waterhouse Cooper defines
Digital 1Q as an assessment of “how well
companies understand the value of tech-
nology and weave it into the fabric of
their organization. Growing your orga-
nizational Digital IQ entails more than
merely adopting the latest tools or having
a large IT budget—it is about integrating
technology into the way a company plans,
innovates, measures results, interacts with
customers, and ultimately creates value.”

So what kind of issues is HR being
bombarded with that require a greater
level of tech savvy? Here are seven impor-
tant topics that 10 (or even five) years ago,
we would never have thought would enter
into an HR professional’s daily conversa-
tion.

1 Mobility: We are leaving the age of
the tethered consumer and the teth-
ered employee. In 98 countries of the

world, cell phone penetration exceeds
100 per cent of the population. Every
possible aspect of communication has
already been impacted and will con-
tinue to do so. Leveraging mobile in
every aspect of the employee life cycle
will be paramount.

2 Social Media: The lines between per-
sonal and professional, communica-
tion internally and externally, as well
as what to do and how to react when
things go sideways, are all hot topics
right now: understanding which plat-
forms make sense, how to listen, what
to listen for, how to measure, how to
monitor, how to train employees at all
levels to use it in a business context is
now a critical skill.

3 Social Business: A generic defini-
tion for “social biz” is a company or
business that leverages social com-
munications and the social graph to
accomplish a business goal: sales (chat-
ter, Salesforce), talent management and
retention (UpMo), team collaboration
(yammer), recruiting (JobVite), perfor-
mance management (Rypple, Work-
simple)... to name a few. Right now all
this is so new, one of the challenges for
HR is how to help raise the digital IQ of
the whole organization- externally and
internally.

4 Cloud Computing & Business
Intelligence: How can HR and the
companies they work in leverage appli-
cations that are cloud-based? This will
influence how flexible, collaborative
and nimble an organization might
be. The landscape of traditional HRIS
is changing drastically; we need to
understand what expertise is required
to navigate these waters?

S Multiple Personal Devices: The
effects of a 24-7, plugged-in culture
have yet to be fully evaluated, but
there are certainly a host of HR issues
on the radar — some are positive while



other issues may raise red flags. Mobile
apps, texting and emails pushed to
smart phones increase the need to be
responding immediately to commu-
nication. What is that plugged-in cul-
tural norm doing to our lives outside of
work? Is it enhancing them because we
are not tethered to a desk or depleting
them of time to pause and process the
flood of info?

Content Curation: HR is experienc-
ing a flood of information. It will be
critical to have an effective means of
filtering necessary and relevant infor-
mation. A new term in the digital space
is ‘curation’'— suggesting you are going
have vast collections that you need
to curate. For recruiters, the ability
to sort through loads of information,
including applications from various
platforms and employment data, will
be a skill worth honing. Even within
an organization, how content can be
accessed, processed and used will be
critical to productivity. Simply opening
the floodgates and having MORE is not
the answer. Can HR play a bigger role

in the management of information?

7 On-demand self-service: More
than ever, HR is faced with a growing
appetite for on-demand, tailored learn-
ing and information. Whether it be
company orientation, sales training,
or benefits program details, employ-
ees want bite-sized learning content
that is accessible to them as needed, —
content that adds value, solves a need
or answers a question on demand.
HR need no longer be the bottleneck
where programs and communication
get held up.

By taking an interest and setting aside
time to increase their own Digital IQ, HR
leaders position themselves to stay abreast
of the monumental changes sweeping our
workplace.

There is a quote I love in The Business
Wisdom of Steve Jobs: “You've got to start
with the customer experience and work
back towards the technology - not the
other way around.” If you replace the word
customer with employee, then I think
you have a pretty compelling case for why
HR should care about understanding the

technology around them: to design the
best employee experiences possible.

As for the future? Dan Pontefract, head
of learning and collaboration, TELUS said,
“The future of HR is to act as the simulta-
neous translator of social business intel-
ligence for the organization. If HR doesn’t
get in front of defining and embedding
new behavioural norms and expectations
of social technologies into the workflow
of business operations, it may result in an
unproductive workforce downstream.”

Tech tools will not CREATE a culture,
but if your organization values creativity,
innovation, and collaboration, and recog-
nizes the value of feedback and the impor-
tance of “connection to team and fellow
colleagues”, these resources will enable HR
to impact the people who impact results.
Jump in! What are you waiting for? @®

For those interested in all things innovative
with HR feel free to ask to be included in
the closed facebook group Innovative HR
run by Christine McLeod, CHRP or visit www.
impact99.ca to find out about Canada’s only
HR “Connected Workplace” conference.
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voice and vision

an exclusive PeopleTalk interview

Jeremy Gutsche:
Exploiting Chaos, Embracing Culture

Calgary-born Jeremy Gutsche, MBA, CFA has his finger on the pulse of

innovation. As the founder of Trendhunter.com and the award-winning

author of Exploiting Chaos, he has been described as “a new breed

of trend spotter” by The Guardian, "an eagle eye” by Global TV, an

"oracle” by The Globe and Mail, and an “intellectual can of Red Bull” by Association Week. Equipped with a

website that collects cutting edge trends and has attracted more than 840,000,000 views, his insights have

already made him one of the most sought after keynote speakers in North America. Gutsche’s presentation at

BC HRMA's 50th Annual Conference and Tradeshow is a surefire catalyst for organizational change.

How has HR trended over the past
decades? What do you view as the
key evolution of HR in recent years?

I think the new role of the HR is one of
culture manager. Culture has become
extraordinarily more important. If you are
with a company like Google, Apple, Red
Bull or Trendhunter, culture is not passive,
but extremely proactive.

Fifty years ago, traditional HR was fairly
fundamental hiring and firing. Where
things are shifting now is towards devel-
oping a culture of innovation and foster-
ing that connection to the customer.

I think the key evolution is the
realization that organizational culture
trumps strategy. There is a quote that sits
outside Ford's strategy war room that says
it best: ‘Culture eats strategy for break-
fast.’ It does not matter how brilliant your
strategy is; it will break or succeed on the
basis of how your organization gets things
done. That comes down to culture and
that brings us back to HR's ability to cre-
ate culture.

There are four ways I break down
culture: perspective, failure, intentional
destruction and customer obsession. One
big role that HR plays is grounding an
organization’s vision and bringing the
mission into focus for a team. By encour-
aging people to experiment and destroy-
ing those aspects of the status quo that
prevent innovation, HR creates a culture
that understands more deeply what the
customer wants. It also keeps the organi-
zation focused on the big picture.
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What is driving the constant change
that now defines the workplace?

I think the ubiquity of information created
by the Internet has given us a glimpse into
how the world works: what other compa-
nies are doing, what the opportunities are.
On a whole, we are more mobile, more
connected and share more knowledge. We
have a wider view of what is out there and
as a result, there is more competition to be
that “Best Place to Work”.

HR teams compete to become that best
place and, as a result, workplace culture is
continually evolving. There is a lot of one-
upmanship in the culture category.

We think of our own office at Trend-
hunter as a culture machine. At any given
time, half of our 25 people are new; we
set them up with a four month program
that explores and explains the new social
media. We call it ‘The Academy’ and
everyone in it knows they are the heart
and soul of Trendhunter. We have our
Friday beer party where we shares per-
sonal and professional updates and once
a month we go further with a fun day;
that can be anything from improv to jet
boating to Powerpoint karaoke. When the
perks come into the office, we distribute
those to the most junior as opposed to our
senior editors.

These sorts of things are how organiza-
tions compete. It’s also how we manage to
take away some great talent from stuffier
companies - and we're not the only ones.
Smart HR is making it happen in all sorts
of industries.

How can organizations adapt

quickly enough to exploit

chaos successfully?

The way I like to think of it is that we put
in place rules and procedures to preserve
the status quo. That works well when all
is well. However, with the world pivoting
chaotically, that status quo needs to go.
Right now, we see that chaos within our
economy, consumer mindsets and technol-
ogies. That status quo structure is not going
to help; you need to intentionally destroy it
to liberate the speed of an organization.

Back when I was with Capital One, we
managed to grow a billion dollar portfolio,
but the money wasn't the coolest takeaway.
Interest rates were skyrocketing, so we
needed to reinvent how we approached the
customer. That crisis situation raised a flag
and demanded we reinvent, so we did. If we
had not used that sense of urgency to cut
through the red tape and force ourselves
to reconnect with our customer, we would
not have succeeded. I think that experience

lends itself to other organizations.
These are chaotic times. We need to cut

out a few steps to focus on what keeps us
moving forward. [ remember listening to
a professor talk about car companies and
what was the most important part of the
business. The only thing that really mat-
tered was the car. Despite all of the organi-
zational policy, procedure and legal flags
thrown up, the car was the only thing
that really mattered. As consumers, we get
that. Bringing that same focus to our own
organizations is the opportunity. ®
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