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On average, human resource (HR) managers spend five of every eight hours doing administrative work, including everything from updating addresses and verifying records to answering employee and manager questions. That leaves less than half of each business day to attend to other important HR processes, such as payroll, benefits, tax filing, and more strategic activities.

Many financial institutions, including credit unions, are automating functions to enable their HR departments to pay closer attention to their most important asset--their employees. 

Because credit unions are nonprofit financial cooperatives owned and controlled by their members, organizing and maximizing the productivity of the HR function is necessary for efficient operations. But how do you know what HR solution is right for your credit union? 

Starting from scratch

Human resource management systems (HRMS) designed specifically for your credit union's needs can help all departments work more proactively and efficiently. An HRMS is a software application combining multiple HR functions into one seamless network of tools. Many vendors aggregate these applications into "suites" so HR departments can leverage the integration of the software.

All of the duties that fall under the HR umbrella--payroll, benefits, insurance, record keeping, tax compliance, reconciliation, enrollment, recruitment, training, retention, and performance review--can be included in the HRMS solution. More specifically, an HRMS solution encompasses all the technology behind each HR function and puts everything into one easy-to-use network.

An HRMS allows executives to be more responsive to employees and management with a work flow process that streamlines HR record keeping. It also helps maintain a competitive work force by simplifying and accelerating hiring, training, and retention programs with an accessible, integrated database. Most users find they gain greater control of their payroll processing at a fraction of the cost of outsourcing and can keep up with the latest payroll tax compliance issues and regulations.

Using an HR outsourcing firm is an approach many credit unions use to meet some or all of their HR needs. Some firms are generalists, offering a wide variety of services, while others are specialists, focusing on specific areas such as payroll or recruiting. 

While outsourcing is always an option, installing a complete HRMS often eliminates the necessity to use an outsourced firm, allowing you to bring in basic services. Regardless of whether you choose an in-house HRMS or an outsourced firm, look for a solution that addresses these basic functions: 

· Organizational structure and staffing; 

· Recruiting, training, and development; 

· Tracking department objectives, goals, and strategies; 

· Employee and manager training; 

· Benefits and payroll administration; and 

· Employee orientation programs. 

Mountain America's HRMS

Mountain America Credit Union, Salt Lake City, with more than 152,000 members and $790 million in assets, took action when it outgrew its DOS-based HR system. In addition, it wanted to bring payroll in-house. The credit union sought a software system to fully integrate its HR and payroll departments.

After a seven-month research process, Mountain America purchased Abra Suite™, an HRMS solution that controls and reduces the costs of building and managing a competitive, productive work force. According to Marshall Paepke, Mountain America's HRMS administrator and HR manager, Abra Suite provided the ability to proactively monitor work force compliance, certifications, policies, and costs. More specifically, it allowed the credit union to become more cost-efficient by moving its payroll functions in-house while standardizing and streamlining its HR processes. In addition, the system represented an affordable option compared with other HR payroll systems on the market.

In today's competitive economy, it's important for all companies to look for cost efficiencies by moving their payroll functions in-house, and financial institutions are no exception, according to Paepke.

"More important, these benefits aren't restricted to the HR department," Paepke says. "Abra Suite also gives managers easy, on-demand access to employee notes, salary, attendance, and other important information." 

The credit union followed its original HRMS purchase in 1999 with the addition of an employee self-service module in fall 2001. The self-service module empowered managers and employees to participate in HR processes online. Mountain America launched the self-service module in tandem with the credit union's intranet. The self-service module is expected to reduce administrative costs by offering employees online access so they can manage benefits, time off, training, and other information that once required a phone call to the HR department. 

Finding the perfect system

The challenge for finding success with an HRMS is finding a system that best fits your credit union's needs.

A variety of HRMS options are on the market today. To achieve success, invest in a solid, proven product, and don't focus solely on cost. Reviews or ratings from industry trade groups, publications, or analyst firms often can provide a comprehensive gauge of a system's usability and effectiveness. By performing due diligence, credit unions can find a solution best suited to meet their needs.

Avoid the lure of "bells and whistles," or those nifty features that perform highly specialized functions. Remember, employees typically will use only a portion of the system's total functionality, usually the most basic processes that allow them to finish a specific task as quickly as possible. 

For very large organizations with a budget to match, a client/server-based system can be the best choice. Smaller organizations should look for an integrated HR/payroll system that adequately satisfies the need of both functions. Other features to consider are: 

· Cost. HRMS costs vary widely. A basic low-end desktop system can cost as little as $300. The highest-end client-server systems for very large organizations can cost more than $1 million. Most desktop systems range somewhere in between. The more expensive systems tend to provide the most comprehensive and flexible solutions. 

· Flexibility. No system comes out of the box in exactly the right configuration to meet an organization's unique needs. It will require some customization for optimal use. The more flexible the system, the easier it is to customize. 

· Support. The system will be easier to support if it uses a popular database platform and operating system. Determine the quality of support the software vendor can provide, what in-house support is available, and what support is needed to install and maintain the system. 

· Compatibility. Consider whether the HRMS can be integrated with your current payroll software, as well as other information and accounting systems. 

· Functionality. The system should contain all or most of the modules your organization requires. Consider the following areas: benefits tracking, flexible benefits, COBRA (Consolidated Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act) tracking, applicant tracking, recruiting, job requisition control, time and attendance, position control, skills inventory, Equal Employment Opportunity Commission/affirmative action tracking and reporting, health and safety, tax law changes, compensation, and retirement plans. 

· Report writing. The ideal report writer is both easy to use and can adapt to your credit union's particular format and deadlines. 

It's important to remember that even the best system won't completely replace the people in the HR department. Choose a system that helps HR executives take care of functions and tasks, while still being cost and time effective. By searching the Internet, you can find consultants and value-added resellers (VARs)--vendors who not only sell the product but help with installation, implementation, and often training, to help customers use the system. 

There are additional "people" questions to consider in selecting the right system. First, the credit union should examine whether employees are accustomed to using computers to obtain answers. Employees who use computers daily or have access to the Internet from home or work will be better prepared to use the HRMS. 

Second, the credit union must determine whether it has the bandwidth, time, and experience to train employees on the HRMS product. The answers will help determine whether you should outsource training, or whether it can be completed with the system's self-service capabilities. If the HRMS has well-developed self-service capabilities, minimal training should be required for both introducing the system and using it on a continual basis. 

Self-service features

The idea of "self-service" is being applied to almost every aspect of today's hyper, technology-driven world. Self-service is spilling over into the modern workplace with self-service HR functions that are easy to use and completely portable. 

Today's self-service software applications are most effective when used in tandem with a World Wide Web-native HRMS, which is a system built from the ground up specifically for Internet use. Self-service applications allow employees and managers alike to securely and cost-effectively access and edit information via the Internet and a standard Web browser. As a result, self-service software has become a popular addition to HRMS.

Using an HRMS with self-service features, a credit union's HR department can custom-design Web pages to determine the information employees can view and the functions they're able to perform. They can use the Web to access information ranging from simple address and phone number updates to attendance balances, benefits, salary, and training history. 

Employees can retrieve and update this personal information anytime, anywhere. What used to take several telephone calls, e-mails, and faxes, now takes only a few clicks of the mouse. But the big gain for employees lies in broader company access. With self-service, employees can browse their records, plan their benefits for the upcoming year, manage 401(k) funds, and select training courses. 

Managers also gain new abilities, such as monitoring and updating staff information by simply pointing and clicking from any terminal with a Web browser. Managers can view real-time updates of each employee's performance reviews, prior positions, and salaries for career-path discussions. During performance reviews, managers can click on a mouse to access employee notes and comments entered throughout the year for a comprehensive look at an employee's progress.

HR departments can use self-service products to allocate time and staffpower for strategic work force planning and activities, such as conducting salary surveys and pulling and reviewing trend data from the HRMS to assess the larger scope of employee information. 

More than just efficient, these flexible, convenient, and reliable self-service applications empower employees and their managers to share intelligence. 

Reallocating resources

Implementing an HRMS solution that streamlines HR and payroll processes also frees up time and resources for concentration on more strategic tasks. 

That's why taking a step back to truly look at the inner workings of your credit union is an essential part of the search for an HRMS that complements your organization. Look closely at your organization to find the administrative areas within HR that need assistance. A well-designed HRMS will take the weight off the shoulders of overburdened HR staff, so they can more efficiently accomplish various duties. 

	Finding HRMS Vendors

	Associations, publications, and other credit unions may be the best providers of valuable information on HRMS vendors, but here are some others: 

The Computing Technology Industry Association usually called CompTIA, includes resellers and consultants.

Network Professional Association is a group of network computing professionals that includes some resellers and consultants. 

VARBusiness, another leading trade magazine, features the VAR 500, a list of the top 500 value-added resellers (VARs), integrators, and consultants in North America.
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