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N
o one can disregard the significant 
impact of the late Peter F. Drucker 
on contemporary organizations, 
on intellectual thoughts or even 
on working practices. He was 

named the ‘Father of Modern Management’, 
and a ‘Management Guru’, not only because 
of his writing on people, performance and 
management, but also because he inspired 
many management practitioners to think 
critically and be his followers.

Personally, I became acquainted with Drucker’s 
work in the early 80s when I was introduced to 
his concept of ‘Management by Objectives’ as 
a handy tool for creating an annual Business 
Plan. Later on, I simply followed the path and 
became a fan, addicted to his philosophy in 
managing the most costly, scarce and complex 
resource an organization can ever have – its 
Human Resources.

One of the greatest contributions Drucker 
made was his extreme conviction about 
Human Resources capabilities to move the 
organizations forward from where they are 
to where they want be. In his 1955 book, 
The Practice of Management, he identified 
employees as a specific resource – a ‘human 
resource’. Drucker, no doubt, has enlightened 
many other management thinkers and probably 
those who take care of Human Resource 
Management.

In his inspiring work, Drucker presents three 
broad managerial functions: managing the 
business, managing other managers and 
managing workers and work. It is in the 
discussion of the management of workers and 
work that Drucker introduces the concept of the 
worker as “the human resource”: “comparable 
to all other resources but for the fact that 
it is human” and, as such, having “specific 
properties” which must be considered by 
managers. 

Drucker argues that the human resource 
possesses a quality that is not present in 

Consider these four HR lessons from one of the greatest 
management gurus.

other resources: “the ability to coordinate, to 
integrate, to judge and to imagine”. Unlike 
other resources utilized by managers, the 
human resource can only utilize itself. “The 
human being has absolute control over whether 
he works at all”.

Drucker calls on managers to consider the moral 
and social needs of human beings in the design 
of work. He calls on managers to take positive 
actions to encourage worker motivation, and 
to create jobs that challenge and develop 
workers. In the process, Drucker disparages 
the personnel management discipline of his 
day, detailing its three basic misconceptions: 
(1) it assumes people do not want to work; (2) 
it looks upon the management of work and the 
worker as a specialist’s job rather than a key 
part of any manager’s job; and (3) its tendency 
to be a “fire-fighting” and “trouble-shooting” 
activity, rather than focusing on the positive and 
building harmony. However, Drucker expresses 
a hope for the improvement of the managing 
of workers. He answers his own rhetorical 
question “Is personnel management bankrupt?” 
with a, “No,” choosing rather to see personnel 
management as temporarily insolvent.

According to Drucker, the personnel 
management of his day was not meeting its 
promises of effectively managing workers; it 
had the necessary expertise and was aware 
of the right approaches; but had yet to apply 
them.

Drucker insisted on five major practices for 
Effective Executives, commencing with time 
management, setting of priorities, making 
people decisions, disposing of unproductive 
activities and ending with making effective 
decisions. That is why it is no wonder that the 
majority of renowned executives were able to 
adopt his lessons and models to the way they 
work. He was the most influential management 
thinker; he inspired the world with his wisdom.

Despite the infinite controversial arguments, 
Human Resource Management became a 

core function and strategic partner in many of 
today’s organizations. Its impact on the bottom 
line is clearly seen and can be measured.

FROM AN HR PERSPECTIVE
Drucker taught us about the fine art of current 
HR strategies and practices. He drew our 
attention to various concepts in handling our 
human capital. His clear vision manifested a 
new HR picture of the future. Moreover, he 
provided noteworthy suggestions to elevate the 
practices of Human Resource Management.

We are now witnessing a serious focus on HR 
practitioners’ and senior HR executives’ roles 
in their organizations. Today’s HR business 
world international awards are given to those 
contributing to the uplifting of HR practices 
and programs within their institutions. However, 
the lack of oversight from HR practitioners on 
Drucker contributions in the field of human 
capital and the practices is a real cause for 
depression.

LESSONS FROM DRUCKER
The following lessons are what Drucker taught us:

LESSON 1: RECRUITMENT 
& RETENTION ‘TALENT 
MANAGEMENT’
Drucker said, “The ability to make good 
decisions regarding people is one of the last 
reliable sources of competitive advantage since 
very few competitors are good at it.”

With the increase in competition, locally, 
regionally and globally, organizations must 
become more adaptable, flexible, responsive 
and customer-centered in order to succeed. 
With the change in environment, the HR function 
has evolved significantly and rapidly. Human 
Resource Management is simply an ART. 

It is a process of having people and 
organizations come together so that the 
goals of each are met. This is mainly what we 
call a ‘Psychological Contract’ according to 
organizational behavior. Subsequently, the role 
of HR executives is also shifting progressively 
away from being a protector and policymaker 
to the role of being a strategic partner and 
change agent. HR executives are the new 
corporate champions. For today’s organizations, 
the name of the game is people and how we 
manage them.

Drucker on 
MANAGING PEOPLE

HR LESSONS
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One of the new themes that has emerged in 
the HR arena and evoked a high degree of 
discussion among HR practitioners is Talent 
Management. The War for Talent has intensified; 
it’s a war that will never end!

Many companies are now realizing the 
advantages of a diverse workplace to be able 
to compete. There is a necessity to employ 
diverse talent in order to understand the 
various niches of the market. Over the past few 
decades, recruiting those of the right caliber 
has become more important than before. 
Drucker wrote that the knowledge workers of 
1959 “… who worked with their minds rather 
than their hands,” became constitutive strategic 
assets of the organization.

HR practitioners and senior executives are 
facing fierce and increased global competition 
when it comes to hiring skilled employees who 
are able to move the organization forward. 
This became one of the most pressing topics in 
roundtable discussions, conferences and articles 
in professional HR magazines during the last 
decades. For many companies, it really means 
that people are the prime source of competitive 
advantage.

HR practices to acquire talented people have 
moved away and far from old traditional 
approaches. We are nowadays using (1) 
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specialized firms called Executive Search 
companies despite their astronomical costs, 
(2) psychometric tests to ensure that the 
right characteristics are present, (3) creative 
recruitment campaigns, (4) employment 
branding, both in an internal and external 
image so that the company becomes a must-
have in any respectable resume; and, (5) having 
educational cooperation agreements with 
institutions in order to hire the best graduate 
students. Such sorts of practices were not 
previously known to HR.

Organizations that do not put their emphasis 
on attracting and retaining talent may find 
themselves in terrible situations, because their 
competitors could have the opportunity to 
outplay them in the strategic employment of 
their human resources.

LESSON 2: TRAINING AND 
CONTINUING EDUCATION
Training is normally defined as the process 
of teaching, learning new skills and even 
enhancing current skills. The majority of the 
training efforts at the workplace is either 
tactical or operational ‘On-the-Job-Training’ 
and sometimes it is a blend of both. This 
approach has changed!

For organizations, training became an integral 
part of the employee’s responsibilities in order 
to enable him/her to achieve the vision, mission 
and organizational goals.  

In Managing for the Future, Peter Drucker 

stated that a manager’s 
job is to make the strengths 
of his people effective and 
their weaknesses irrelevant. 
Moreover, his writings 
about the responsibilities 
of organizations’ 
management for setting 
the company’s direction 
and making training 
available to its people 
have strongly contributed 
to the understanding of the 
training function within the 
organization. 

Drucker insisted on training 
people in every position 

by their organizations as a key determinant 
of success, and he understood that talented 
people are the essential ingredient of every 
successful company to be able to compete for 
survival.

Furthermore, he identified the rise of knowledge 
workers in the seventies. He added that 
knowledge workers are interested in personal 
achievement and responsibility and expect 
continuous learning and training. Therefore, it 
comes as no surprise that we have witnessed 
a major paradigm shift in the HR arena, 
particularly in the employee training and 
development function.

Many organizations have moved forward from 
the ancient role of training into a more strategic 
one in order to strengthen and elevate the skills 
of their employees. The traditional training is 
diminishing.

In Management Challenges for the 21st Century, 
Drucker mentioned that the most valuable asset 
in an institution will be its knowledge workers 
and their productivity. 

To this end, the training function has moved 
from being a rigid system to a corporate 
university approach in order to provide 
varieties of learning and training opportunities 
to employees. The corporate university 
is a strategic weapon designed to assist 
the organization in achieving its goals by 
conducting activities that foster individual and 
organizational learning and knowledge.

LESSON 3: COMPETITIVE 
ADVANTAGE AND EMPLOYEE 
ENGAGEMENT
“People are like electricity, of no use unless 
switched on.” Peter Drucker
Organizations used to compete through 
varieties of sources, such as finance, 
technology, product, service, etc, but such 
traditional sources of competitive advantage 
have become obsolete. With the increasing rise 
of both the modern economy and knowledge 
workers during recent years, the survival of 
every successful business will depend on the 
performance of its knowledge worker. Only the 
human capital is the most crucial factor in the 
competition arena.

In The Essential Drucker, he once more, affirmed 
the important role of HR saying, “A business 
enterprise has only one true resource: people. 
It succeeds by making human resources 
productive. It accomplishes its goals through 
work”. Thus, human capital evidently is a 
major; if not the only source for competitive 
advantage. As stated by Drucker, “Employees 
– the people who do the work – need to be 
treated as assets, as the critical resource in the 
organization”.

Therefore, and despite all factors that 
are involved in an 
organization’s productivity, 
it appears that people 
hold supremacy to 
create turning points and 
important changes to the 
survival of an organization 
and they are critical 
elements for competitive 
advantage.

HR has the mandate to 
create and promote a 
positive, prominent and 
coherent working culture 
that will encourage 
people to be involved 
in all aspects of the 
organization. It was 
Drucker who instigated 
and provided an objective 
and well informed 
perspective on varieties 
of HR issues. Talent has 

become the key differentiator for organizations 
for leveraging competitive advantage.

However, some HR practitioners don’t get it yet! 
Ask yourself, when was the last time we had a 
dialogue with a colleague in which development 
feedback was exchanged?

Engagement is a newly introduced business 
term, but Drucker, when talking about leadership 
advocated the necessity of HR to develop 
a responsible workforce and encourage its 
engagement to make collective contributions 
to the established objectives. He advised 
that successful enterprises should create 
the conditions to allow their employees to 
do their best work. Engaged employees are 
difficult to imitate and are usually unique to an 
organization. Employee engagement is the key 
to the retention of talent.

The HR function clearly has a key role to 
play in enabling and sustaining the cultural 
transformation of an organization that leads to 
these types of behaviors.

The essence of employee engagement is to 
establish a positive working environment where 
employees are free and longing to contribute 
more in ways that significantly and favorably 
impact the goals of the organization. It can be 
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seen as a combination of commitment to the 
organization and its values plus a willingness 
to help out colleagues. It goes beyond job 
satisfaction and is not simply motivation. 
Creating a work environment in which 
employees are productive is essential for the 
growth and development of any organization. 
Employee productivity usually centers around 
two major areas of focus: personal motivation 
and the work environment that includes 
infrastructural facilities.

In light of the above, employee engagement 
programs became one of the major programs 
within the HR function. Drucker said that in 
order to do this, the manager must create 
what he called “a responsible worker”. 
Examples of engagement programs include: 
communications activities, reward schemes 
and team building activities. Engagement 
is certainly critical to the success of the 
enterprise. Yet, for many HR practitioners, 
employee engagement remains a trivial 
goal instead of a core driver of market 
supremacy. The challenge for HR is to come 
up with innovative HR practices which will 
make employee engagement activities more 
interesting and also help us in achieving the 
objective of retaining people.

LESSON 4: PERFORMANCE 
MANAGEMENT
In 1954, in his book The Practice of 
Management, Drucker introduced a 
new philosophy of management named 
‘Management by Objectives – MBO’. He wrote, 
“What the business enterprise needs is a 

principle of management 
that will give full scope 
to individual strength and 
responsibility, and at the 
same time give common 
direction of vision and 
effort, establish team 
work, and harmonize the 
goals of the individual 
with the commonweal. 
The only principle that can 
do this is management by 
objectives and self-control 
…” But management by 
objectives and self-control 
may legitimately be 
called a “philosophy” of 
management.

In spite of the debate on 
the MBO’s philosophy, 
it has become widely 

adopted and well-accepted in organizations 
and evolved especially in the human resources 
area of performance appraisal and feedback. It 
has become a prominent system and a vehicle 
for motivation, evaluation and control for 
many organizations, regardless of their nature 
of business and size. The MBO system is a 
philosophy or even a way of living. It encourages 
and inspires teamwork and coordination. Drucker 
believes in people and their abilities.

There are numerous employee appraisal 
systems around the globe. However, when 
it comes to paying for performance and 
rewarding achievements, we find that many 
of those systems that incorporate MBOs are 
able to critically measure what has been 
achieved. MBO is included in human resources 
management textbooks to this day.

The principle behind ‘Management by 
Objectives’ is to create empowered employees 
who have clarity of the roles and responsibilities 
expected from them, understand their 
objectives to be achieved and thus help in the 
achievement of organizational and personal 
goals as well.

MBOs provide a comparatively objective 
base for performance evaluations. While no 
performance evaluation system is without 
disadvantages or even difficulties, the MBO 
system approach very clearly seeks to link 
evaluation to performance and later to rewards.

Such a system leads to other many happy 
endings such as participation, higher levels 
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of job satisfaction, reduced turnover and 
absenteeism, helps in gaining acceptance of 
decisions, and improves communication and 
understanding.

In the heart of MBOs Drucker stated, “Any 
business enterprise must build a true team and 
weld individual efforts into a common effort. 
Each member of the enterprise contributes 
something different, but they must all contribute 
towards a common goal. Business performance 
therefore requires that each job be directed 
towards the objectives of the whole business. 
And in particular each manager’s job must be 
focused on the success of the whole”.

CONCLUSION
It has been said that human capital is a 
fundamental resource of any organization and 
employees are the core corporate assets which 
are integral to an organization’s success. Thus, 
it becomes inevitable for an organization to 
attract and retain an efficient workforce by 
using innovative tools for binding employees to 
the organization. Furthermore, for organizations 
to stay competitive, they need to be committed 
to the value of investing in their human capital 
to ensure their competitiveness and future 
success.

Therefore, HR executives should view Drucker’s 
works as an opportunity to enhance their 
strategic presence in their organizations, and 
also to be aware of global 
trends and interpret these 
for best practice HR in 
their specific context.

Our ability as senior HR 
executives to interpret 
trends and translate these 
into factors impacting 
people is crucial to our 
role in providing input into 
the strategic objectives of 
the business.

Human Resource 
professionals have to 
give input to the business 
strategy by bringing the 
people factors, strengths, 
competitive advantages 
and constraints to the 
meeting table. It has 
been widely stated that 
a business’s competitive 

advantage depends in the capacity of its 
people – but it is our role as HR practitioners to 
ensure that our human resources are organized 
and enabled to achieve the business strategic 
objectives.

Finally, such shifts in Human Resources 
Management and the contemporary thoughts 
wouldn’t have happened without the light of 
Drucker being shone on these areas. He paved 
a path for effectiveness and provided us with 
recommendations for better thinking on our 
human capital; creating a new agenda.

In closing, all credits that we owe definitely 
belong to the genius brain of the man who 
invented management and foresaw tomorrow, 
the late Peter Drucker. Thank you Mr Drucker.

This article provides perspectives on the 
contributions of Peter F. Drucker in relation to 
current Human Resources practices. The real 
challenge for HR in organizations is to be able 
to comply with the challenges they are facing in 
the era of globalization and stiff competition. 
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