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A Ringing Endorsement of HR

As one of the world's largest mobile communications providers, Vodafone's business is keeping people connected - and not just customers. Rebecca Martin speaks to the head of Vodafone Australia's Brand & People division about how transforming HR is helping transform the business.

Anyone who has not been to Vodafone's main offices in Sydney should consider a visit. The lobby is beautifully designed and equipped with a Formula One simulation machine, as well as several computers providing Internet access - all ample entertainment for waiting appointments to enjoy, while jovial employees purposely wander by. It does not take a huge stretch of the imagination to believe tales of staff enjoying a quick game of cricket in the office corridors for a bit of light relief.

But don't be mistaken. This light hearted, fun environment is something Vodafone has worked very hard to achieve. Over the last 18 months, the Australian arm of the international communications company has undergone a serious transformation, one that was apparently well needed. Deborah Howcroft, manager of Vodafone's new Brand & People division and a member of the executive team, has been along for the ride. She claims the change in the Vodafone culture from its previous incarnation cannot be understated.

"We had an environment that was very difficult. It was an organisation that was really challenged around finding its way," says Howcroft. "It was quite bureaucratic and hierarchical. It was not a fun place to be."

Vodafone's solution was to undertake a huge cultural change, not made easier by the decision - at the same time - to restructure the company. Over the last 12 months, Vodafone has shed some 900 staff. But it has also been stripped of its hierarchical structure, which has been replaced by a 'values-based' system designed to enhance relations with customers via an improved employee experience.

"No matter what we do in the organisation, it's going to affect our customers," says Howcroft. "And we only do things through our people. So if we align the experience that our people are having with the brand, then they in turn will deliver that to the customer."

The values Vodafone adopted were broken down into two categories. 'Foundation values', or "how you and I interact", explains Howcroft, and 'Excellence, Supportive, Fair Dinkum and inspirational values' - "how we differentiate ourselves from other businesses" - of hungry, gutsy and different. Howcroft says these values have become the focal point for all operations and decision-making at Vodafone.

-It's about using the values as a context and a framework for every decision that we make," she says. "It's about being incredibly explicit about them, understanding that they are not negotiable throughout the organisation... knowing at whenever we've got a critical decsion to make, that it's absolutely grounded ,i the essence of those values."

If step one was to change the fundamental make-up of the company, step two was to put in place a framework to support it. HR, says Howcroft, seemed the logical caretaker for the new values system, and so the Brand & People department was born.

"What we hold internally in Brand & People is the essence of our brand in the marketplace," says Howcroft. "People understand the link, and as an organisation we really focus on people, and the difference that our people make to our customer experience."

The end result is that Howcroft's portfolio now embraces nine functional

areas: Sponsorship, Customer Insights, Resourcing & Remuneration, Business Support, PR & External Communications, OD & Value & Leadership, OH&S & Wellbeing, Learning and Internal Communica tions. These are functions Vodafone considers to be heavily reliant on each other.

The question is, how is it working? Howcroft agrees that many organisations commit to a 'values-based' structure, but have difficulty realising those values at a practical level. She says although the new look Vodafone is still emerging from its crysallis, there are clear indicators its new approach to culture building is translating into success for the business - for employees and customers alike.

"We paid a bonus to our staff for the first time last year, based on the corporation's performance," she says. "That gives you an indication [of performance] and if we look at where we are this year, we're tracking well [around] being able to deliver that again.

"Our employee turnover has also reduced from around 25% to 14% over a 12-month period... there's also a lot of anecdotal stuff about how our customers are feeling about the organisation."

Interestingly, employees at Vodafone's Mulgrave call centre are helping to put themselves out of a job. Vodafone made the decision to close the centre in Victoria, and transfer its operations to the Hobart centre. Mulgrave currently has 150 employees who will, at the end of the transition phase, be either redeployed to Hobart or offered a redundancy package. Howcroft says that, thanks to the prevalent values culture at Vodafone, the transition is being successfully managed by the very employees who will be most affected by it.

,,There's a whole range of ways that you can manage that [decision to close the call centre]. You can do it behind closed doors and walk in one morning and close the centre. But that for us is not operating within our values framework," says Howcroft. "We consulted with the people and gave them the strategic view of where we needed to go, and said: 'This is going to be a big impact for you guys; we are giving you 12 months notice. We want you involved in that process and we want you to help us work it out.' They have now formed a working team and are running the transition." To Howcroft, this is evidence of the values-based culture at work and of staff who are committed to their customers - and to Vodafone.

"To me, that's really about an environment of excellence and 'fair dinkum' - although it isn't much fun. It's about creating an environment where people feel they can really take ownership of what is happening." 
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