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The human resources (HR) field is quite broad and covers various functions, including 
everything from recruitment, hiring, performance management, employee relations, 
organizational development, safety and wellness, training, compensation and benefits, and 
policy administration. 
 
Someone entering the profession interested in eventually landing a position in the C-suite may 
wonder which HR area to focus on. While all the different HR functions will interact with the key 
decision-makers, some positions may prove advantageous in paving the way to a corner office. 
Undoubtedly, however, a role in what is increasingly referred to as "total rewards" – a term 
describing not only compensation and benefits but personal and professional growth 
opportunities in an optimal work environment – frequently offers the best route into securing a 
senior leadership role. 
 
SpencerStuart, a well-known executive search firm, recently conducted a study that found more 
than one-fourth of those holding top HR positions had prior experience in total rewards, 
emphasizing the role's significance to creating access to the chief human resources officer 
(CHRO) role.  
 
What It Takes To Be a CHRO 
 
When businesses need to fill the C-suite position in HR, they are looking for a well-rounded 
individual adept at specific skill sets, which can likely be acquired in the total rewards space. 
While companies still think the management of people is essential, it's becoming more apparent 
that successful chief human resource officers can effectively develop and manage programs 
that impact a company's entire workforce. Specifically, they look for a CHRO to:  
 

● Develop a work culture that is reflective of the organization's core values and mission 
● Establish and implement policies, procedures, and programs 
● Recruit, retain, and create succession plans  
● Provide coaching and counseling to both employees and management  
● Navigate change management effectively  
● Possess a comprehensive understanding of federal and state law, even international law 
● Understand operations 

 
Emerging Trends In Total Rewards 
 
Job descriptions for the CHRO indicate that companies are looking for someone who can 
translate the organization's business objectives into a complete HR plan. They want someone 
who possesses a mix of unique knowledge of compensation and benefits, along with technical 
and analytical expertise.  

 



 

 
In their study looking at correlations between a career track in total rewards and landing a 
position in the C-suite, SpencerStuart made a key prediction: more total rewards professionals 
will increasingly move into the C-Suite. 
 
More total rewards professionals will increasingly move into the C-suite. Because they 
have experience in devising cutting-edge compensation and benefits plans that help create the 
right culture, retain talent, and meet the growing expectations of investors and the board; these 
professionals will continue to find themselves on the path of a chief human resources officer 
role. Their blend of unique skill sets and experiences will help elevate them and give them 
greater visibility to those who matter most. 
 
Why and How a Total Rewards Path Can Open Doors 
 
Individuals who pursue a career in HR often do so because they are extroverted and identify 
themselves as "people persons." However, those in compensation and benefits tend to be 
somewhat introverted, possessing strong analytic and technical skills, and are often seen as 
"backroom support." But those compensation and benefits professionals who can take 
advantage of customer-facing opportunities tend to have greater upward mobility. Why? 
 
To effectively carry out their jobs, total rewards professionals need to have a firm understanding 
of all aspects of the business. They should be able to tie business objectives and strategies, 
solve problems, and truly speak the chief financial officer's financial language and that of other 
operational leaders. Because they understand how the business works from the inside out, they 
become a much sought-after resource for leaders within the organization to provide insight, 
consultation, and offer solutions. 
 
Skills You Obtain Along The Way 
 
As a total rewards professional, you gain valuable skill sets and are exposed to a wide range of 
concepts that will help prepare you for an executive-level position. You not only learn technical 
skills such as data, analytics, human resource information systems (HRIS), and project 
management, but you also hone your soft skills through presenting to, communicating with, and 
making recommendations to senior leadership. 
 
In addition, those who choose this path have the potential to learn the nuances of mergers and 
acquisitions, how to operate during a reduction in force, and the ins and outs of executive 
compensation. Someone in total rewards interacts with all management levels and needs to 
obtain a solid grasp of the different departmental functions and responsibilities.  
 
Those who opt to take a different path to the C-suite may find it challenging later on to grasp 
compensation and benefits concepts as it can be very technical and obtained only through 
exposure and experience. You need hands-on experience to understand the material truly; it's 
not easily taught or absorbed through simply reading.  
 
Furthermore, according to the Society of Human Resource Management (SHRM), the scope, 
responsibility, and the necessary skills for these positions will continue to grow. As HR functions 
become more automated and data-driven, job roles will require knowledge in artificial 



 

intelligence, machine learning, and data analytics. Acquiring these proficiencies will further 
position an individual to climb the corporate ladder readily.   
 
Real-life Examples to Consider 
 
Experience in total rewards has the potential to fast-track a person's career and land them a 
coveted position in the C-suite in a relatively short time.  Here are some personal examples I 
want to share to demonstrate my point: 
 
- An HR professional that I know started in benefits and was quickly promoted to management 
and soon after to the director. She then moved to another company where she became Director 
of Total Global Rewards. From there, she was given additional responsibilities, including payroll 
and HRIS. A year later, she was promoted to Vice President of Global HR. This all took place in 
only three years. 
 
- On my career path, I started off working in a compliance role helping with government 
reporting. The job was highly focused on numbers, including analyzing HR data, trends, metrics, 
KPIs, and pay data.  Being that I was trained and proven to be successful at being “trainable” 
and analytical, I was recruited by many big human capital consulting firms. Once I landed a job 
in consulting, I was exposed to global conglomerates and their projects. I was given the 
opportunity to work very hard analyzing data, assessing and redesigning business processes, 
implementing new systems and technologies, and managing multiple global projects. 
 
From there, I went back in-house to work for Fortune 100-200 corporations in HR departments 
managing compensation & benefits. During that time, I was constantly exposed to the business, 
leaders, and systems. I was promoted and received many headhunter calls. When I decided to 
leave the corporate world, I was fully capable and confident that there wasn’t a problem in HR I 
couldn’t solve.  It has made me a good business owner, business consultant, and HR 
professional. Today, I work with the C-suite and top-level leaders as their trusted advisor. I view 
myself first and foremost as a business person lucky enough to be embedded in HR 
departments. 
 
Because a career path in total rewards offers the opportunities you don't necessarily have in 
other HR areas, you have a better chance of being promoted and heavily recruited because of 
your unique talents. Mastering compensation and benefits is a skill set you acquire with real-life 
experience, and is much more an art than a science. When you do land in the C-suite, you 
possess the skills that make you a more trusted advisor and leader. 
 
Total Rewards Holds The Key to the C-suite 
 
If you aspire to become a CHRO, starting and sticking with the total rewards path can pay 
dividends, either at your own company or a different one. The experiences gained and skill sets 
developed will position you well to be successful as a leader. 
 
Tam Nguyen is international business management & human resources leader possessing 
expertise and technical knowledge in the areas of strategic human capital management and 
execution, including business strategy, global compensation & benefits, human capital and 



 

measurement, employment law, global mobility, and HR information systems integration and 
deployment to stabilization. Connect with Tam on LinkedIn. 
 


