
Research

HR Careers  
A study by the Henley Centre  
for HR Excellence 
Written by Nick Holley

Interviews carried out by Nick Holley, Mark Hoyal, Nick Kemsley and Rudi Kindts





HR after the recession research: Nick Holley

1

Background
Every year The Henley Centre for HR Excellence completes two pieces  
of original research. In 2011 we are looking at how to build the capability 
of the HR function underpinned by an effective career proposition for 
individuals. We have already completed a piece of desk research which 
members received in July. Over the last few months we have carried out 
an email survey and a number of face-to-face interviews with HR leaders, 
head-hunters, academics and assessment experts to further develop our 
insights into this area.

Respondents to the email survey: profile

Of the HR professionals 65% have worked in HR for more than 15 years, 64% are HR Directors, 17% HR Business Partners 
(HRBPs), and 21% from an HR Centre of Excellence. Of the non-HR respondents 20% were CEOs, 15% Directors or VPs 
and the rest managers.

The interviews
Organisations:

Airbus, BAT, BP, British Airways, BT, Citi Group, Colgate, Deutsche Bank, 
Diageo, GSK, Ford, Fortis, HSBC, Inchcape, KPMG, Marks and Spencer, 
Merck, Microsoft, Morgan Stanley, Motorola, Nationwide, Nestle, NHS, 
Oracle, Prudential, Shell, Thomson Reuters, Vodafone.

Head-hunters:

Aretai, Boyden, Egon Zehnder, Heidrick and Struggles, Korn Ferry, Odgers, 
Strategic Dimensions.

Academics:

Prof Adrian Furnham, Prof Amin Rajan 

Assessment Experts:

Advanced People Strategies, Mike Leigh, Keinbaum, SHL

Private sector

Public sector

Charity sector
173 respondents

between 1,000 and 
10,000 employees

less than 1,000 
employees

more than 10,000 
employees

US

European

UK based
Rest of  
the world non-HR HR
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The interview questions
The interviews sought to examine issues raised by the data from the 
email survey – deepening our understanding. In particular we explored 
the following:

How does the organisation manage talent strategically within HR, for both 
short and long term needs?
Do they have an overall model of an effective HR professional or do they react 
to each role in isolation?
What do they look for at different levels in HR when deciding on career moves 
and promotions?
How do they assess capability (specific vs. based on performance) for internal 
moves and external hires?
What do they seek to develop and how do they develop it? How do they 
measure success?
Do they bring people into HR from outside HR? If they do how do they decide 
and what do they do in terms of induction? Do they second HR people into 
business roles?
How do they build joined up career paths that meet individual and organisa-
tional needs? How do they do this when faced with the disaggregation of HR?
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Overview:
HR faces enormous demands as development of the function to meet the 
four challenges we identified earlier this year, is becoming more critical 
and complex.

The HR Challenge

The Commercial  
and Strategic 

Challenge

The Political 
Challenge

The  
Personal 

Challenge

The four challenges
The HR Challenge: 

Beyond HR technical skills the current economic environment and 
pressure on HR dictates that HR needs to display greater pragmatism, 
judgement, flexibility and tolerance of ambiguity.

The Commercial and Strategic Challenge: 

There is a danger that HR becomes a ‘solution looking for problems’. For 
HR professionals to add value and be credible they need to ensure they 
are basing what they do on a deep understanding of the strategic and 
commercial goals of the organisation, translating them into HR activity.

The Political Challenge: 

Addressing the first two ensures you have something to say but without 
political savvy no one will listen! Our research shows that political savvy 
is a key driver of success for senior HR Executives. 

The Personal Challenge: 

Finally this is not just about the function but also matching the  
personal effectiveness of each HR executive to the level of work required 
in the role. 

In the post Ulrich world HR has promised a lot and has raised 
expectations in all four of these areas. Is it enough to sit back and promise 
these things without raising the capability to deliver against them? 
We will set out some of the issues in ensuring the function and the 
individuals within it are meeting these challenges, looking at an overview 
of career management and career-pathing and the elements within it – 
defining, assessing and developing people against the model, with specific 
reference to movement from and to non HR roles.
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Executive summary:
In our research we found that the critical success factor that differentiates 
the successful HR functions, in terms of developing their capability and 
individual career offer, is their long-term ethos and focus on sustaining 
their investment until it really bears fruit. This ethos is one of investing 
in the development of the function rather than simply leaving it up to 
market forces or individual initiative. Where there is a commitment 
to developing the capability of the function that is sustained across 
the economic cycle and linked strongly to a future vision of what the 
organisation requires from HR, we see much stronger evidence that they 
are building sustained and effective HR capabilities. 

Do you have, and have you sustained, this long-term commitment to  
developing the function and the individuals within it? 
This is often driven by the CEO’s view of HR. If she or he believes in 
the critical importance of HR as an organisational enabler and strategic 
partner, as opposed to being an administrative overhead, then there 
is more likely to be a sustained investment in the time and resources 
required. There is an interesting circularity here with time spent on 
developing the CEO’s views of HR being an important investment in  
creating the system conditions for the effective development of  
the function. 

How much time are you spending creating the system conditions, especially 
securing your CEO’s support, to generate the investment in HR capability 
building? 
It is also easier to invest in developing HR in larger organisations, where 
there is a greater depth of experiential growth opportunities and more 
room for learning and personal growth. On the other hand there is 
greater potential exposure for HR professionals in smaller organisa-
tions, at every stage in their career, since there is little room to hide and 
greater opportunities to operate across the full breadth of HR activities. 

‘Where there is a commitment to 
developing the capability of the 
function .............linked strongly 
to a future vision of what the 
organisation requires from HR, we 
see much stronger evidence that 
they are building sustained and 
effective HR capabilities.’

CEO’S view of 
HR stronger

Time and money 
spent on HR increases

More investment
available

HR performance 
improves
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Are you balancing the pros and cons of being in a large or small organisation? 
The disaggregation of HR into Business Partners, Shared Services and 
Centres of Excellence is creating a challenge in developing both breadth 
and depth. In the old model HR generalists by definition had a broad 
skill set balanced with the need, as the HR contact point, to have suf-
ficient depth of expertise in the areas where their partners depended 
on them for advice. In the new model there is a danger that HRBPs lack 
depth whilst the specialists lack breadth, resulting in ‘stovepipe’ careers, 
where people reach the level just below the top lacking a key driver of 
their success as an HRD.

The 3 box model

Generalists but no depth Specialists but no breadth

All in one
In old days we did it all and

knew more about it all

Are you creating experiential opportunities to develop depth and breadth? 
The pressure on HR development is also growing as the function down-
sizes and the focus on productivity increases. There is therefore an 
ever-growing struggle to fund development of the function itself and to 
find the slack to allow people to learn and grow. 

Are you managing these pressures to create time and space for people to learn 
and improve? 
In looking at what people are seeking to promote and develop we found 
the use of a number of phrases, such as commercial acumen, without 
people always being clear about what they mean, how to spot them and 
how to develop them. As a result many people are struggling to deliver 
the model. 

Have you spent time upfront really understanding what you are trying to 
assess and develop? 
It is interesting that even when these are clear the majority of organisa-
tions are not sophisticated in how they assess them both internally and 
externally, but especially at more senior levels,

Are you clear about how you will identify these qualities in your internal and 
external candidates and are you applying these rigorous predictive methods 
for both senior as well as entry level roles? 
We found the use of high-level strategic language but actually an under-
lying view, especially from the line, that core HR matters most. The 
vast majority of non-HR people we surveyed said HR was using the word 
strategy too much and it was impacting credibility. As a result there’s a 
muddle since not everyone needs to be or can be strategic so not every-
one actually needs to develop these higher-level skills. 

‘We found the use of high-level 
strategic language but actually an 
under- lying view, especially from 
the line, that core HR matters most.’
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Are you balancing developing strategic skills with building the fundamental 
underpinnings of HR? 
It’s interesting to note in our survey how the UK appears to be behind  
in addressing many of these issues.

Where are you looking for best practice including outside the UK ? 
Finally we found HR struggling with a number of paradoxes:

More change for/pressure on HR therefore no time to develop HR
Need for greater capability in HR vs. laissez faire approach to career  
development
The balance between individual and organisational needs
Moving people to develop them vs. disruption to organisational continuity 
and building contextual understanding
Business partners vs. experts
Specialism vs. proximity to the organisation
Strategic vs. operational
Need for commercialism vs. HR professionalism
Developing key non HR skills especially commercial awareness vs. developing 
specialisms
Who owns HR: line vs. HR

This raises a fundamental question: does one size fit all? 

We found that the key in answering many of these paradoxes is to define 
the capabilities against organisational needs rather than a generic model. 

Consulting  
Skills

Toughness Commercial 
Skills

Thinking 
Skills

Delivery 
Skills

Typically we found people looking at five common buckets of capability 
but the focus on, and content of, each depended on the organisational 
context and match to the culture of the organisation. In fact we observed 
that not enough organisations are using this situationally dependent 
approach with the result that they are not seeing the return on their 
investment and questions are being raised as to why HR is spending time 
and money on itself when it is perceived to be offering a less effective 
service relevant to the needs of its customers.

Are you developing an approach to career development that matches the 
future needs of the function in your specific organisation?



HR after the recession research: Nick Holley

8

Key questions for HR:
In summary we feel that, once you have read this report, you should ask 
yourself a number of key questions:

Do you have, and have you sustained, this long-term commitment to  
developing the function and the individuals within it?
How much time are you spending creating the system conditions, especially 
securing your CEO’s support, to generate the investment in HR capability 
building?
Are you balancing the pros and cons of being in a large or small organisation?
Are you creating experiential opportunities to develop depth and breadth?
Are you managing these pressures to create time and space for people to learn 
and improve?
Have you spent time upfront really understanding what you are trying to 
develop?
Are you clear about how you will identify these qualities in your internal and 
external candidates and are you applying these rigorous predictive methods 
for both senior as well as entry level roles?
Are you balancing developing strategic skills with building the fundamental 
underpinnings of HR?
Where are you looking for best practice including outside the UK?
Does one size fit all? 
Are you developing an approach to career development that matches the 
future needs of the function in your specific organisation?
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The characteristics of organisations 
that successfully develop HR 
capability and careers:
1. The ethos:
To meet these challenges the most successful organisations have a  
well thought through talent management process, which we will outline 
shortly, but more importantly a long-term commitment to using it to 
build capability and careers. They weather the short-term vicissitudes of 
the economic cycle and maintain a focus on their long-term commitment 
to building an effective HR function by developing the careers of their 
HR professionals. This commitment seems to depend on several system 
conditions:

The organisation’s and especially the CEO’s understanding of HR.  
The biggest differentiator seems to be the commitment of the CEO to invest in 
developing a strategic HR function as opposed to simply cutting the costs of 
HR. 

‘I am a strong believer that every organisation gets the HR function it   
deserves. You can’t create an HR function operating at a level the business  
isn’t ready for. If the business wants a £3 bottle of wine it’s no good bringing it 
a fine Rioja.’

‘It took time to convince the CEO of HR’s contribution to our growth strategy. 

‘You want people to operate differently it’s not going to happen because of a  
few speeches here and there’.’ 

‘It’s a two way process really, first you have to have the kind of HR person who  
can have that discussion and surprisingly they are rather rare. But secondly,  
once you engage in the discussion, the CEO will raise the bar for HR and begin  
to expect more contribution.’ 

Of course this raises a question around the willingness to operate within   
this constraint or move to somewhere where there is this commitment   
and how much effort is put into changing the business and the CEO’s view and  
expectation of HR. Is it a waste of time investing in HR development if there is  
no organisational commitment? There is a danger that an investment is made  
but without the long-term commitment it is reduced over time through  
‘death by a thousand cuts’. 
This in turn depends on the tenure of the CEO and the HRD and the  
sustainability of their vision. 

‘The key is a relentless commitment to the development of the function  
based  on a clear vision of how HR adds value and business buy in to where  
you’re going.’ 

We observed several organisations that have recruited high potentials into  
the function several years ago often in geographies where they knew future  
growth would come from. They have invested in their development especially  
moving them around the function, and into other roles and geographies. They  
are now reaping the benefit of these people moving into key HR leadership  
positions with great networks of relationships, a deep understanding of the  
organisation and a real commitment to the organisation. Unfortunately there  
isn’t a long-term quick fix!

‘The most successful organisations 
have a well thought through talent 
management process............but 
more importantly a long-term 
commitment to using it to build 
capability and careers.’
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Sustained commitment. Whilst long tenure provides a chance for a long-term 
commitment new investment in HR capability is often linked to a change in 
the HR leader who brings with them a new perspective.
The culture and confidence of HR itself. Many functions seem to operate in 
victim mode, which is not conducive to securing investment in the function. 

‘It’s a two way process really. First, you have to have an HR person who can 
engage in the discussion and they are few and far between. Secondly, once 
you get the attention, you raise the bar for HR so you create an expectation  
that the contribution will be higher. Not everyone wants that.’
Seeing this as part of an organisational transformation rather than being 
purely about HR itself. 

‘The focus of the HR department needs to reflect the business strategy.’ 
Where the organisation is not transforming itself it is part of a narrower HR 
transformation effort. 

‘The transformation has been an opportunity to get to the bottom of what  
talent really means.’
In many cases this has been the catalyst for a capability building exercise.  
It provides the chance to sit back and really define and assess what is required 
for future HR, to put in place a proper process and in many cases has high-
lighted that many of the existing HR team cannot make the journey. 

‘With the introduction of the new HR operating model came the realisation  
that there was insufficient depth of talent to support the model.’ 

There is a danger that HR sells the new operating model to the organisation  
without developing the capability of the function to deliver on this promise.  
Overselling and under-delivering is a big mistake in a number of HR functions.
Scale. Larger functions and organisations seem better able to provide the con-
tinuity and the developmental opportunities. Equally smaller organisations are 
easier to manage. 

‘Compared to the bigger organisations we don’t consider ourselves highly  
sophisticated but on the other hand the size of our organisation allows us to  
touch people and to know them pretty well.’

2. The process:
As mentioned these system conditions are conducive to running a robust 
embedded but simple talent and capability development process, which 
is the second key differentiator in the most successful functions. In many 
cases they are applying the same approach used organisation wide within 
HR, with the degree of sophistication varying depending on the overall 
culture of the organisation. We observed the following characteristics of 
these processes in the successful organisations:

A long-term ethos that drives a sustained commitment to development. 

‘The HRD gives his reports such a hard time over the capability of their teams.’
Forward back thinking – focusing not on the current state and iterating 
forward but spending time working up a clear vision of what the HR function 
will need to look like to support the strategic direction of the organisation. 

‘We are very good at establishing a process but not good at questioning how 
to optimise it. If we stopped and said what we need our business partners to 
be…Instead we have mediocre people and we are not replacing them with a 
real view of what we need.’

‘There is a danger that HR sells 
the new operating model to the 
organisation without developing 
the capability of the function to 
deliver on this promise.’



HR after the recession research: Nick Holley

11

The HR leadership team owns the talent agenda, which usually involves 
several elements both formal and informal – performance management, 
talent reviews, internal job posting, talent metrics and succession planning -as 
well as a regular review of people (the best do this monthly) and a disciplined 
follow through on agreed actions and outcomes. 

‘We’re on a journey, what we’re good at is never being complacent, never 100% 
happy, we can always do better.’ 

‘Our process has been in place for several years and actually works quite well. 
It’s because the understanding in HR is at a different level than the rest of the 
business. We have a good foundation from which to start.’
A more pragmatic networked approach where the focus is on dialogue to 
develop a collective understanding about people that involves talking a lot 
about lots of people. 

‘We have a nice template that feeds a dashboard but we don’t talk about 
people.’ 
These dialogues involve a lot of tough conversations about, and with,  
individuals. 

‘Hard conversations in the end produce a better talent management agenda.’
Looking to bring in a diversity of attitudes and ways of thinking, including 
people who appear to be disruptive but actually bring new ways of thinking. 

‘I like to have a variety of backgrounds; different sectors to bring in a different 
mix, not just developing the individual but developing the organisation. If you 
come from a different industry you come up with a different more creative 
solution.’ 

‘I believe we should aim for one third with more unusual profiles, quirky 
people with a passion for numbers and problem solving abilities and take a 
risk on them.’ 

‘We have had some really introverted geeks who have done some really 
interesting work.’

This implies a willingness to take a risk with people. 

‘If you put down on a page who we want to hire we talk about the best, fittest, 
smartest but actually we aren’t ready for them.’
Emphasis on growing from within, though this is often augmented with 
external recruitment to fill specific roles (there appears to be a roughly 50:50 
split in the ability of external people to integrate largely due to chemistry and 
cultural, rather than technical, fit issues). This emphasis on internal growth 
means looking to recruit people earlier in their career when they can be 
moulded and engage with the corporate culture. 

‘Talent attracts talent so in taking the function forward one thing I wish we 
had would be a stronger entry level programme which I’ve seen in many 
companies and I think is a catalyst for change.’
Hiring with the next role in mind. 

‘We define high potentials as future leaders in the organisation not just in HR.’ 

‘My most expensive lesson is to recruit the very very best people. You can 
never compromise. If it takes longer and is more painful so be it.’ 
A team based, joined up approach. 

‘We need to provide flexible roles to bring in skills that fit with the needs of 
the team.’

‘The focus is on dialogue to develop 
a collective understanding about 
people that involves talking a lot 
about lots of people.’
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Active identification of developmental roles that create the right level of 
perspective, breadth and stretch. In some cases these are even created to 
support specific development needs 

‘We have someone who owns HR talent who coordinates all important 
moves.’ 

‘Finding ways of selecting the right people is key. Then give these people great 
jobs…plan moves for them…don’t be afraid of constructing jobs which stretch 
great people. Give great people c**p jobs and they will leave.’ [SIC.] 
 
This should involve moving people into several different roles early in their 
careers including service centre type roles to develop an understanding of the 
guts of the organisation. 

‘First placement should be in HR Services to understand the processes 
employees go through, to understand data and reporting. You can’t be a 
successful HRD if you don’t understand the basics.’ 
Right metrics, looking at actions taken and outcomes as opposed to process 
completion. 

‘The metrics are cascaded in the function – one real successor for each top 
role, what are you doing with them? ‘ On the programme they are assessed so 
it’s obvious if they’re not up to it.’ The CEO will have serious conversations with 
their boss if they’re not.’ 

‘A number of metrics have been developed underpinning the strategic 
overview (e.g. succession ratios, talent flow across the business, diversity, 
attrition, high potential attrition etc.). Some of the data is reviewed on a 
monthly basis by the executive team.’ 

The use of hard data is variable. Some have it at the push of a button whilst 
others rely on their small size to be more intuitive but perhaps pretend that 
they ‘know their people well.’
Ruthless with the bottom left hand corner. 

‘The key is talent management with teeth.’ ‘It’s tough we may lose someone to 
make room for someone better.’ 

‘We’re still too nice as it’s clear who’ll succeed and who won’t, we’re not 
ruthless enough.’
Push vs. pull – leaving it up to individuals to drive their own career but provid-
ing a nudge for key people and a more proactive approach with the top HR 
roles, shared by the leadership team. 

‘We don’t own talent organisationally we encourage them (high potentials) to 
apply and help the recruiter see what they can do.’

Having identified these common themes some confirm they practice what 
they preach but other interviewees with responsibility for talent management 
within HR were often surprised that HR people don’t. In some cases HR even 
resists implementing within HR some of the processes that they have been 
introducing in the organisation. 

‘We have rather elegant process but HR is the weakest function in the 
organisation when it comes to actually doing talent reviews.’

‘Moving people into several 
different roles early in their careers 
including service centre type roles 
to develop an understanding of the 
guts of the organisation.’
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3. The application of talent management.
In our survey we found that there is a pretty even spread between those 
who do and those who don’t have an HR talent process with more private 
sector companies having one than public sector organisations. As you’d 
expect the bigger the organisation the greater is the likelihood of a 
formal process.

It is also worth noting how the UK compares with other geographies in all 
of these charts throughout the report. In general the correspondents from 
the UK tended, in almost every question, to be behind in their thinking. 
This might reflect reality or it might reflect some wishful thinking or 
window dressing on the part of respondents from other geographies but 
there is a common theme. I think this does raise a question as to how 
parochial and arrogant HR is in this country in thinking it is ahead of 
the game when perhaps it can learn a lot from other countries including 
emerging economies.

Question: Do you have a formal talent management process for HR?
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No one fills all their roles through the talent process but of those public 
sector organisations who do have a formal process, a higher proportion 
of HR roles are filled using it rather than not using it, probably due to 
governance issues. The opposite is true when it comes to size with the 
larger organisations less likely to fill roles through the talent process. 
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Question: What percentage of job roles is filled through the talent 
management process?
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Having looked at which organisations use the talent process we then 
found that most organisations do not fill the majority of roles for 
developmental purposes but rather fill them on a more opportunistic 
basis. Once again we found that the public sector do so more than the 
private whilst the larger organisations are less likely to. 

Question: What percentage of job roles is filled primarily to provide 
developmental experiences for the individual (as opposed to meeting the 
need to fill the role)?
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‘Most organisations do not fill the 
majority of roles for developmental 
purposes but rather fill them on a 
more opportunistic basis.’

These results are disappointing when the quantitative interviews 
indicated that the use of a formal talent process where roles are filled to 
provide structured development for individuals and the function is one of 
the most important differentiators in developing the capability of HR to 
meet its promises to the organisation.

Contra-indicators:
We also found a number of themes in organisations that are not as strong 
at developing the capability of the function:

A short-term opportunistic approach, lacking a strategic plan to close the 
gaps. 

‘Serendipity is the best way to describe it. We don’t really manage careers like 
that.’
A critical mass of legacy people who lack breadth.

‘The challenge is the majority of our people are a historical legacy, people who 
have not been through the spread of experience we are trying to build. We 
recognise there will be a gap between reality and the rhetoric.’
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The organisation itself rejects the diversity of thinking and is slow to change.

‘We bring in heavy hitters at senior levels but the organisation is slow to 
change.’
A tendency to hire an adequate average rather than taking risks.
An unwillingness to lose the good to provide room for the better.
Looking only at high potentials and ignoring the need to retain solid  
performers. 

‘Not everyone is aspirational.’
Not balancing development with disruption.
Silo based thinking.
Line managers holding onto their HRBPs for the wrong reasons.
Keeping HRBPs in these roles throughout their careers. 

‘Structure must provide roles which stretch people. My focus is on movement 
– it is unhealthy to have too strong an attachment to one part of the business. 
My role is creating some talent, and helping it move on if I can’t provide what 
they need. The more you have access to the big picture the more effective you 
can be.’
Allowing horse-trading to go in the background.
Not sustaining the commitment through regime changes. 

‘The stars and heroes of four to five years ago are the villains now.’ 

‘Often the view of people changes with the change of manager, who is to say 
what is right or wrong?’
A lack of balance in buy vs. build:

Externals aren’t always as good as they appear on paper.
Good ones who are willing to move are hard to find.
There is often an issue around fit and chemistry vs. technical expertise.
We ignore the huge amount of information we have on internal people.

It was interesting to hear from one head-hunter: 

‘We are getting fewer mandates from the big players as they tend to go inside.’ 

As one organisation characterised it: 

‘We are generally able to fill positions externally if we choose to. But rather 
than go with the best person, we often fill positions from inside the particular 
business or country because they are more affordable.’ 

Yet in that same organisation: 

‘All key HR positions have been filled from outside”

‘Often the view of people changes 
with the change of manager, who is 
to say what is right or wrong’
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The HR Model.
Having looked at how organisations build capability and manage people’s 
careers we investigated what they are looking to develop. We observed 
that this broke down into several camps:

Organisational – use the standard competency model deployed in all parts of 
the organisation. 

‘We have a global roles model which covers all functions.’
HR specific – develop a specific HR competency model.

‘We have an overall HR competency model.’

In both cases the best tended to be those that defined the model based on 
the strategic direction of the organisation not buying a generic model off 
the shelf or basing it on the historical state of the organisation and/or HR

 ‘Problem is we paid a consultant lots of money for the same old things.’
Hybrid – use a standard model but add some additional HR specific stuff on 
top. 
Intuitive – don’t use any formal model 

‘We don’t have an overall model we sort of know it when we see it.’ 

‘Hardly anyone is using capability frameworks these days, just a shopping list 
of HR experience and softer skills – which they will not compromise on.’ 

In the survey the majority of organisations have formal profiles for 
good HR people with it being more prevalent in the public and charity 
sectors. As one would expect the larger the organisation the higher is the 
likelihood of a profile. 

Question: Do you have a clear, formal definition (written down) of the 
characteristics of a good HR person?

‘The best tended to be those  
that defined the model based  
on the strategic direction of  
the organisation’
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It was interesting that the biggest struggle was in defining the ‘table 
stakes’, the technical HR competencies, especially for the technical 
experts and specialists. The biggest gaps here were in definitions of OD  
or OE. These specialist HR skills are vital but very few organisations could 
get their head round what they are.

This also raises issues around the balance between HR skills and more 
strategic skills. This was also a key finding in the desk research. As one 
respondent said 

‘HR doesn’t need to be strategic often. Many roles are called strategic but they 
are really just operational/commercial’ whilst a head-hunter added, ‘There are 
not many forward thinking HR people out there.’ 

It was interesting in the survey to note how HR felt strategic skills were 
more important whilst the line clearly thinks that operational HR skills 
matter more. As you’d expect CEOs and Board Directors value the strategic 
more than operational but never as much as HR. 

‘Often HR is just not getting the basics right. If you can’t be trusted with what 
you supposedly know, why should the business trust you with anything else?’

For HR people the question asked: What percentage of your time do 
you spend on operational HR activities and on longer-term, strategic HR 
activities? For non HR the question asked: In your opinion, what percentage 
of the HR team’s time should be spent on operational HR activities and on 
longer-term, strategic HR activities? 
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It’s interesting that in the private sector there were a number of people 
who were either 100% strategic or 100% operational, whereas private sector 
organisations always had a balance. As one would expect HRDs spend 
more time on strategic work than HRBPs and this is also true in the larger 
organisations. 

‘HR felt strategic skills were  
more important whilst the line 
clearly thinks that operational HR 
skills matter more. ‘
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It is very apparent that many of the things HR thinks matter aren’t the 
same things that the line thinks matter. It was especially interesting that 
the line thinks that commercial acumen is less important (Is this because 
there is a lack of clarity about what this means or they simply haven’t 
seen it?). Whilst both value judgement as the most critical skill, line 
people see HR skills as the second most important where HR see them as 
fifth. Indeed we would view these as the table stakes that must be present 
whilst the other competencies are the differentiators. 

Question: What do you look for in a good HR person? 
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When comparing sectors the key thing to note is how important political 
skills are in the public sector, as one would expect, though it is surprising 
that the ability to deal with ambiguity is less valued in the public sector.

‘The things HR thinks matter  
aren’t the same things that the  
line thinks matter’
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Probably of even more importance is how the model is used. This varied 
from using it in a purely directional sense to one of the best examples; 
a more sophisticated approach that recognised the need for a different 
model at different career stages:

<5 years: technical HR mastery, analytical skills.
6-10 years: networking capability, credibility (can I sell things to my stakehold-
ers?), advocacy, change, financial understanding.
>10 years: shaping the future.

In most organisations the focus was on defining the competencies of a 
good HRBP, especially as the line tend to see this as the real value added 
HR role. In all the models we observed some common buckets, whose 
importance varied by organisation: 

Consulting 
skills

Stakeholder management, political savvy, influencing, 
collaboration, employee insight, contextualising HR 
interventions, engagement

Delivery 
skills

Process management, data analysis, project management 
(and in larger organisations global programme 
management skills), follow through, discipline, solution 
orientation

Commercial 
skills

Thinking beyond HR, commercial acumen, understanding 
issues from a leadership perspective, contributing beyond 
HR, linking HR to the organisation. Increasingly the 
financial downturn has turned some people’s attention to 
efficiency and productivity interventions, which are being 
added but have been absent in the past.

Toughness Challenge, self confidence, credibility, respect, personal 
brand, courage, taking responsibility

Thinking 
skills

Judgement, dealing with ambiguity, pragmatism, able to 
helicopter up and down into the detail and the strategic 
overview

 
In the interviews whilst there were differences we couldn’t argue with 
most of the models. The problems were more around how they were 
being applied. The issue we found was that whilst many organisations 
had these definitions they weren’t doing anything with them. The most 
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‘A more sophisticated approach 
recognised the need for a different 
model at different career stages’

‘Whilst many organisations had 
these definitions they weren’t doing 
anything with them.’
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interesting aspect here was how the model tended to be used at junior 
levels. The more senior the role the less likely it was to be used and the 
more likely that issues like ‘do I like him or her?’ or ‘does he or she fit?’ 
become the deciding factor. When searching at Group HRD level head-
hunters reported that they were often negatively surprised by the number 
of CEOs who didn’t have a clear view of what to expect from HR and what 
good HRDs look like. Indeed many head-hunters said they don’t see much 
evidence of these models being used in practice. 

‘Most CEOs don’t know what to look for they rely on us for the first sift then 
they use very cursory interviewing skills. Do I want someone to get costs down 
or someone to stimulate change in which case I need a very different person? 
Most CEOs don’t understand that.’

Another surprise was how many organisations that would be seen as 
role models for building HR capability had already begun to implement 
a new structural model but were still trying to agree their functional 
competency model.

The final issue was how with regime change there tended to be a change 
in the model. The question needs to be asked in these cases; 

‘how much difference did the new model make when set against the 
disruption of changing something that people were used to?’

These quotes bring more colour:!
Consulting 
skills

‘Real self-awareness in order to navigate the politics’

‘Clear effective and disciplined management of 
stakeholders’

‘Not a single search that I have done which has not 
required stakeholder management and relationship 
building skills…not so much the technical skills’

‘My ability to understand what makes them tick, how I 
can make common cause with them to get traction for 
what we’re trying to do’

‘From a survival perspective you need to build 
relationships across a number of vested interests’

‘I want an HRD who doesn’t want my job. Not as skilled as 
the CEO but knows the dynamics of the top team and can 
hold a mirror up to the CEO that this person isn’t good 
enough’

Delivery skills ‘Must have the basics – project management, face time in 
front of people etc’

‘Comfort with data – using it to get ahead of the game’

‘Have to be able to operate at the pace required by the 
business’

‘Being able to prioritise and allocate resources in the 
context of organisational needs and effective HR 
delivery.’

‘A differentiating factor is credibility ‘when you say you 
are going to do something you do it.’

‘How much difference did the new 
model make when set against the 
disruption of changing something 
that people were used to?’

‘Being able to prioritise and 
allocate resources in the context of 
organisational needs and effective 
HR delivery.’
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Commercial 
skills

‘Commerciality – knowing how your business works, 
more than P&Ls – this is so obvious that you shouldn’t be 
in business if you can’t do it’

‘Commercial orientation, which means contributing to 
the commercial conversation in the business.’

‘They understand the value drivers of the business and 
how HR can contribute, or in other words how we make 
money as a business.’

‘Understanding business dynamics’
‘Commerciality is key – more people moving into HR 
from outside. Doesn’t really matter which function’

‘Coming into HR from outside is a great route, but not 
many are prepared to take the risk’

‘My post is a board post so need to be able to do both 
– head of function as professional lead but being board 
director your responsibilities are wider’

‘As I’ve got older I’ve noticed two groups those who went 
into HR because it paid better than social work and those 
who have a more commercial outlook.’

‘Those who did an MBA seem to have a different 
trajectory to those who did a masters in psychology. 
They are the ones who could go into the business who 
have credibility with the business. They notice that not all 
activity has impact.’

‘Find me someone who’s been in customer service,  
who’s managed a P&L, who’s managed a budget; provides 
90% of what I need. But I can only find them in 30% of 
searches. There’s a massive gap between supply  
and demand.’

‘CEO once said I never realised the stuff a CHRO could 
talk about that isn’t HR.’ 

‘Good HR people can transcend their profession’

‘A main capability is to suggest solutions to a business 
problem or challenge not HR b*****ks.’[SIC.]

Toughness ‘Don’t wait to be told what to do’

‘Confidence to change the game – if they have this I don’t 
really care where they come from’

‘It’s about identifying who the real movers and shakers 
are irrespective of the organisation chart.’

‘We’ll always be hated by at least ten people. If you’re not 
you’re not making those difficult decisions.’

‘Key is ability to work with tough operators.’

‘Good HRBPs stand nose to nose with operators; they can 
be nice with great influencing skills or serious when they 
won’t broke any nonsense.’ 

‘We’ll always be hated by at least 
ten people. If you’re not you’re not 
making those difficult decisions’
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‘Nice guys come second. It’s tough up there. It means 
ducking and weaving’

‘Needs a dose of narcissism and a touch of the 
psychopath’

‘Issue is about conscience. A touch of it is important but 
you don’t meet many of these people in HR’

‘Confidence in their ability – good specialists are 
acceptably arrogant. With skill comes humility’

‘Demonstration of courage in an environment 
of achieving tangible value or in other words the 
demonstration of strong beliefs.’

Thinking skills ‘Demonstrated learning and perspective’

‘Must be able to handle ambiguity’

‘Confidence with ambiguity and judgement. Perspective 
is key’

‘In our business it’s all about pace and shades of grey.’

‘Intellect is a key differentiator’

‘EQ and IQ in balance’

‘You need some very bright people in the right roles’

The classic three-box model of HR:
The final question is around the structural model. In moving to the 
three-box model there is a danger we have created a gulf between 
generalists and specialists without asking some fundamental questions:

1 Do we really know what we mean in each case?

2 How specialist do specialists need to be? 

 ‘HR has dumbed itself down technically…here we train people to a level that  
 they will never need, purely to make them completely unafraid at operating  
 below this level.’
3 Are good HR people in fact generalists with specialisms? 

 ‘Good HR people are generalists with specialisms’
4 If we push specialists into generalist roles to develop breadth how long  
 before they are no longer specialists? 

 ‘You should not spend more than 3 years in one go either as a specialist or a  
 generalist.’
5 If we push generalists into specialist roles to develop depth are they real  
 specialists? 

 ‘We prefer not to have too many specialisms in the front line. Have the odd  
 specialists role to add value. To ensure they work together well they each have  
 a functional ownership element.’ 

 ‘Breadth is key. The type of person who is willing to spend five years in an   
 admin role is not the kind of person who is likely to be strategic.’

‘In our business it’s all about pace 
and shades of grey.’

‘Are good HR people in fact 
generalists with specialisms?’
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Assessment:
The differentiator here was the presence or absence of a well thought 
through assessment strategy. In many organisations there tends to be a 
more opportunistic approach: 

‘we have a role to fill, what are we looking for, how do we spot it’. 

Good organisations are mindful of exactly what they are looking for and 
how to assess it. This minority see the ability to judge talent as a key 
capability expected of their senior HR people and invest in developing it 
so it is embedded in the organisation. They have really thought through 
not just the interview for the role but the whole approach, not only to 
ensure competence but also to build the culture they aspire to. 

‘One of our drivers in identifying our behavioural competencies is as a  
language for assessment.’ 

‘We hire for attitude not for technical ability.’ 

‘For promotions we have a commitment to use them to reinvigorate our 
values, how people behave will play a greater role in promotions.’

In our survey in assessing internal candidates there is comparatively 
less use of more objective assessment methods such as psychometrics 
or assessment centre type exercises primarily because there is greater 
reliance on evidence of actual, historical performance. It’s interesting 
to note the difference in the usage of performance ratings as opposed 
to potential ratings. In many organisations there is confusion around 
the difference. In addition whilst managers are often subjective in their 
assessment of performance against tasks they are responsible for, they 
are even more subjective when it comes to assessing someone’s potential 
to fill senior roles that they often have little direct experience of. There is 
very little difference between levels of seniority. CBI refers to competency-
based interviews where each question is designed to assess a particular 
competency, asking the interviewee to provide objective evidence of the 
competency. 

Question: What tools do you find most useful in assessing people for 
internal moves within HR?
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‘This minority see the ability to 
judge talent as a key capability 
expected of their senior HR people 
and invest in developing it so it is 
embedded in the organisation.’
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Most organisations rely on the quality of performance conversations 
and through dialogue and collaboration they try to build a collective 
knowledge about people in the function. This is often reinforced by 
systematic exposure to high potentials during visits by senior HR leaders 
and regular leadership team talent reviews. 

‘An important way to get to know people is during market visits when 
meetings are planned very systematically.’

‘People are selected for specific roles based on their track record and what’s 
known about them in the organisation.’

‘We are a relationship based business and understanding the business and the 
relationship with the leader in question is important.’ 

‘We review the talent in HR in a similar fashion as we review the talent in the 
business in general. The HR leadership team monitors talent in HR (bench 
strength and succession plans) as a functional leadership team.’

Equally the basis of this assessment is often judgements made by their 
line manager. This isn’t necessarily objective since not all managers are 
good judges of the drivers of performance as opposed to observers of 
the performance itself. In some cases especially when assessing HRBPs 
organisations use additional data from their line customers, which in one 
way is good as they then own the appointment rather than it being forced 
on them. The danger is they value behaviours that help them personally 
(highly responsive to their immediate needs) as opposed to the types of 
behaviours the HR function values as it might be trying to change its 
operating model.

For external candidates there isn’t a long history of performance and 
potential ratings so there is more reliance on more objective assessment 
tools. It’s interesting to note how effective the more sophisticated tools 
such as assessment centres are but they are used less, presumably due to 
cost issues. 

Question: What tools do you find most useful in assessing external 
candidates?
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‘It’s interesting to note how 
effective the more sophisticated 
tools such as assessment centres 
are but they are used less.’

In many cases organisations are also looking for subtly different things for 
internal as opposed to external candidates (these can be picked up from 
external candidates though you don’t have the same objective record) that 
go beyond the competency model such as:
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Performance trajectory
Breadth of experience including the intellectual appetite to develop their 
career by going through both specialist and HRBP roles
Past delivery of results
Degree of trust built in the organisation
Real expertise in expert roles
Proof of effective deployment of HR products and processes
Understanding, and speaking the language of the organisation
Allegiance and commitment to both the organisation and the HR function
Clear sense of ownership
Aspirations and willingness to make sacrifices to achieve their career goals

In the model of what people are looking for many organisations are 
looking for skills that are difficult to access in areas like consulting and 
thinking skills or for commercial skills that haven’t been fully defined.

‘How to collaborate more effectively in a global environment.’ 

‘How do you develop a commercial orientation has not been cracked yet and 
is a question that we often re-visit.’ 

In the more subjective areas there are tools available to assess them 
including assessments of cognitive ability (depending on the instrument 
these can go beyond simple IQ tests to ones that can assess things like 
judgement or problem analysis) or instruments such as Hogan that 
provide very rich feedback and which we found are being used by more 
organisations. 

One academic noted that, based on proper academic studies of predicting 
future success, the best predictors are emotional stability, being bright 
enough to learn and the absence of neuroses, but we found almost no one 
looking for these. 

In the more sophisticated organisations, or in some cases where there 
has been a major reassessment of the whole function as part of a 
transformation programme, external assessment organisations are used 
to provide a more objective and rigorous process. These provide a much 
more challenging total assessment methodology but there is an issue in 
ensuring ownership remains with the organisation not with the external 
assessor.

So there is a major question mark over how HR assesses its own people, 
which is counterintuitive when HR itself owns assessment for the whole 
organisation. 

‘We’re not into psychometrics don’t know if it’s a US legal issue but we’re 
averse to using it for assessment’ 

‘We’re not sophisticated in giving people objective assessments plus there are 
cost issues so we mainly interview. As a result our track record of recruitment 
at senior levels is mixed.’

Even where more sophisticated tools are being used there seems to be an 
inverse relationship between their use and the seniority of the role. It’s 
interesting here to reflect on the reverse value relationship:

‘The best predictors are emotional 
stability, being bright enough to 
learn and the absence of neuroses’ 

‘Where more sophisticated tools 
are being used there seems to be an 
inverse relationship between their 
use and the seniority of the role.’
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Junior role – less value – higher cost.
Senior role – higher value – lower cost. 

We noted earlier that qualities such as judgement, thinking skills and 
toughness are key differentiators, especially in more senior roles, and yet 
the use of intelligence/judgement and emotional stability assessments  
is low. 

The problem at senior levels is that the non HR assessors:

Don’t follow the competency model
Rely on more subjective measures based on whether they like the person
Have no experience of proper interviewing techniques
Do all the talking 
Don’t work together as a team and share insights. 
‘At least one head-hunter noted that their senior candidates had been put off 
by the lack of what appeared to be a professional approach to assessment.’ 

‘Most of our searches are at Group HRD level and the client is the CEO. Most of 
them don’t have any models in mind. We often have to work hard to tease out 
what really is important.’ 

‘The problem is that GMs don’t plan the interview they’re reading the CV as 
they walk in.’ 

‘By the time they see senior people they assume competence assessment has 
been done so they are actually assessing ‘do I like you’’ 

‘It’s frightening the higher up you go the less rigour there is in assessment. Lots 
for management trainees but looking at new Group HR Director they meet 
the top three board members. I bet that what these three guys know about 
interviewing can be written on a postage stamp. Most of these guys have 
never been through any recruitment training.’ 

‘I know a lot of CEOs who go to pieces when they interview HR people. They 
are nervous of HR people, they find them a bit odd and find it difficult to 
interview them.’ 

‘I would say the very senior people are the least assessed. Track record is the 
key – it’s actually personal brand vs. personal credibility.’ 

‘I am astounded at how many candidates go to the interviews and they are all 
asking the same questions. They don’t brief each other.’

In several organisations we found the use of complex assessment 
centres for graduate entrants though less at more senior level. The use 
of assessment centres is no guarantee of predictability. Indeed there is a 
danger they are seen as fully objective whereas even they are as subjective 
as the assessors. 

‘Assessment centres are helpful but not gods.’ 

‘The jury is out on assessment centres. When we reflected back on their  
statistical validity it’s questionable and they are not cheap. The key issue is 
how good the assessors are.’ 

‘We consciously don’t use assessment centres (except at graduate level where 
there is no internal mechanism) they are time and money intensive.’

Indeed we found limited evidence that people were assessing the 
predictive validity of their assessment tools and approaches. Very few 

‘Senior candidates had been put 
off by the lack of what appeared 
to be a professional approach to 
assessment.’
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seemed to be going back and looking at the correlation between the 
assessment and the performance of the successful candidate.!

In many cases they were using good competency based interview (CBI) 
techniques but these are heavily reliant on the skills of the interviewer. 
There is also a problem that many of the HR professionals being 
interviewed are experts in their use, knowing what is being looked for 
and hence what is the right answer. This is not to say we don’t believe 
in them but we have to be realistic about their predictive validity. Even 
the best organisations in the field of assessment accept that 30% of 
their decisions will be wrong. The issue is that no matter how objective 
the assessment process claims to be it is dependent on the design and 
particularly the quality of the assessors and interviewers.

In many cases this isn’t only about competence but also about fit to the 
team and the organisation. Indeed most people mentioned the importance 
of compatibility with the boss, reemphasising the importance of 
reputation and personal credibility, something that most HR professionals 
underestimate.

The key in CBI is to be crystal clear what you are looking for and then 
seeking evidence that they have actually done this not just read about it: 

‘In hiring we look for commercial experience – have they made money? This 
gives a grounding you wouldn’t get anywhere else.’ 

‘The first question I ask when interviewing is ‘why do you want to work in HR?’ 
If it’s because they like people I automatically put them into a box.’ 

‘Anyone who says I like to work with people I tend to turn off at that point.’ 

‘I will ask the basic questions, how many read the FT, what has share price 
done over last ten years, only one in ten can answer them.’ 

‘…what they’ve done in the last six months to help raise prices, increase sales, 
reduce costs – if not what are they there for?’ 

‘…If you were CEO what three things would you change – do they come out 
with HR or business issues?’ 

‘Most people in HR I interview don’t understand HR. In training and 
development they can source it but they don’t understand the principles of 
adult learning or Kirkpatrick. In ER they rely on external lawyers. In comp and 
ben they have an LTIP but they can’t say why beyond everyone else has one.’ 

‘We have noticed that you need to build on skills foundations e.g. you can’t  
do career coaching if you can’t give feedback, you can’t assess if you can’t 
interview, you can’t go up two floors without going through the one in 
between. There are too many facilitators who can’t hold a room.’

One final issue is looking at assessment as an on-going developmental 
process not a one off decision and providing an overview of organisational 
capability and gaps at a macro rather than simply individual level. Good 
organisations look not just at the decision but also at the detail and use 
this to drive the induction and on-going development of the person. ‘A 
farmer doesn’t fatten the pig by weighing the pig.’ Equally many were 
critical of their own lack of follow up on development actions though not 
just on their delivery but also on whether they are actually addressing  
the issues.

‘No matter how objective the 
assessment process claims to 
be it is dependent on the design 
and particularly the quality of the 
assessors and interviewers’ 

‘Anyone who says I like to work with 
people I tend to turn off at that 
point.’
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Development:
There is a clear philosophical divide here between organisations that 
provide structured development for their HR professionals (often related 
to the same issues identified at the beginning in terms of the ethos 
of the organisation and support of the CEO) and those who leave it up 
to the individual, often citing cost and capacity issues (there is always 
something more urgent than investing in long term capability building). 
We have a philosophical issue here. With the pressure on HR to perform 
and HR’s constant evolution to meet the needs of the organisation how 
can we leave it up to Darwinian forces to ensure we have the capability to 
perform? If we add HR’s functional responsibility for development surely 
HR should be investing in its own development whilst acting as role 
models. Instead we often observe HR people are cobblers’ children when 
it comes to investing both collectively and personally in development (I 
would personally observe, in a very subjective, non scientific way, that HR 
are the worst people at dropping out of development programmes at the 
last minute because something urgent but unimportant comes up).

‘In terms of our development environment we’re like a hairdresser with a 
rubbish haircut. We spend 12 hours a day making sure everyone else has a 
good barnet.’

‘HR professionals don’t like doing it to themselves or in other words they don’t 
always practice what they preach…and consider themselves top end anyway.’ 

‘The hardest function to get buy in from is HR.’ 

‘The HR function has generally been reluctant to seek or listen to feedback.’

Some organisations are looking at programmatic development using one 
or a combination of:

The organisation’s generic leadership programmes to develop HR profession-
al’s general project management, commercial and leadership skills.
Functional HR programmes, sometimes generic, but increasingly built around 
what the function is focusing on. In some cases these are wrapped into an HR 
Academy. 

‘…have developed our own generic programme portfolio through our HR 
academy…the programme consists of external input and internal  
validation through sessions facilitated by internal HR leaders.’
External programmes including short programmes and sponsoring longer 
masters programmes.

With the inevitable pressure on budgets people are looking at more 
cost effective solutions involving non-programme based learning. These 
types of learning are effective in developing some of the qualities such as 
judgement that we saw were so critical in more senior roles:

Stretch roles (we often observe a disconnect between the deployment of  
the best people and the critical roles) which require an upping in the  
person’s game 
Moving people around to build broader experiences whilst balancing this with 
the disruption in building contextual understanding and key relationships that 
this entails. 

‘With the pressure on HR to 
perform and HR’s constant 
evolution to meet the needs of the 
organisation how can we leave it up 
to Darwinian forces to ensure we 
have the capability to perform?’
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‘OD people should be rooted out and put into generalist roles and generalists 
put into OD roles.’ 
Project based learning (both HR and wider organisational projects looking at 
key organisational challenges) though this brings potentially greater pressure 
on the day job. 

‘I don’t believe there is a better way to develop HR careers than by actually 
getting involved in major change.’
Job shadowing
On the job learning. 

‘Learning on the job will be the cornerstone, the job becomes the learning.’ 
‘Most of the development is on the job.’ 

This sounds good but we would question here how much, when reflection is 
absent, is real conscious learning and how much is simply doing the job?

Job swaps and visits:
Within the organisation 

 ‘In order to develop commercial understanding there is no better way   
 of doing it than a (short) stint in an operational line role. All of this is to   
 understand the pressures and the needs from a managerial capability point  
 of view.’

Outside the organisation, both within the same sector, but also into charity 
or the public sector or with customers and suppliers (including outsourcers). 

 ‘HR hipos were once a year taken to non competing companies with similar  
 people challenges outside of the UK to investigate what these companies  
 were doing to tackle these challenges.’
Remote learning using technologies such as ad hoc WebEx sessions around 
specific issues. 

‘E learning that is cross border and facilitated.’
On line portals 

‘There is a training portal that is multifunctional.’
Lunchtime sessions run by the senior team
Mentoring and direct access to senior leaders 

‘An HR mentoring programme was introduced throughout the function.  
‘At more senior levels the mentors are cross functional.’ 
External coaching 

‘Someone had a conversation with him – his capability, what level he can get 
to, what experience gaps, what roles can he aspire to. In his case he lacked 
political savvy so they discussed three options.’
Individual development plans often as part of a developmental process involv-
ing an assessment centre, 360 or feedback from a psychologist 

‘Most development is on the job along development plans derived from 
performance management and talent management reviews.’

Many of these are connected to a high potential or graduate entry scheme 
open to all but subject to rigorous assessment to gain entry in an effort to 
‘build and bind.’

‘To develop commercial 
understanding there is no better 
way of doing it than a (short) stint  
in an operational line role.’
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In the survey we asked what type of development was provided and what 
was the most effective.!If you compare the two you see that those who use 
them rate country rotations and non HR Rotations as the most effective 
but they are some of the least used. 

Question: What tools do you use to develop your HR people?
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In the survey we also asked what do you do to help people think about 
the next steps in their HR career? The majority relied on the line 
manager through the annual performance management process or 
more informally as coaches. This is heavily dependent on the quality 
and commitment of the line manager and therefore unreliable. It was 
interesting to note that three respondents stressed the need to connect 
people to the outside world. 

‘The other obstacle for grads is we’ll have to kick them out of the organisation. 
It’s dangerous if they’ve only worked for us. I had a hipo who’d been here eight 
years. I had to advise her to go elsewhere.’

We noted that only a minority offered support for formal qualifications. 
In general we found that this support was at entry and lower roles and 
less so for higher-level roles. 

‘You don’t need…(a formal HR qualification)…gives rigour and shows 
commitment to the function but we don’t value the content of it. Did I 
develop as an HR practitioner by doing it – no.’ 

‘… qualification is useful at a transactional level but that is all.’

There is a final philosophical question – how much is developable? 

‘This is why when you are sent on a finance for non financial manager course 
you hate it – you don’t like it because you aren’t good at it. ‘Things you haven’t 
chosen are weaknesses, that’s why you avoid them. You need vocational  
guidance, building on strengths.’ 

‘The problem is you send them to Harvard but they come back to the same 
s***hole so nothing changes.’ [SIC.] 

“I put her on a project to be more strategic. It was a debacle. She couldn’t get 
her head around how to frame the conversations in a political sense or bring 
in a higher level of thinking.” 

‘Those who use them rate…non HR 
Rotations as the most effective but 
they are some of the least used.’



HR after the recession research: Nick Holley

32

We agree with these views which were supported by the academics that 
once you get past a certain age ‘what you see is what you get’ so the 
focus should be on fitting round pegs in round holes and helping them 
do what they do well even better. There is an old maxim; ‘the problem is 
the problem.’ What this is saying is that you can’t be made strategic by 
going on a course. ‘ You must be able to get your head around strategic 
complexity in an intellectual way in order to add value in the strategic 
space. In a world of ever-tighter budgets do we have to be more rigorous in 
identifying who really has potential as opposed to sheep dipping everyone 
in the hope some unexpected nugget will emerge?

‘Focus should be on fitting round 
pegs in round holes and helping 
them do what they do well  
even better.’
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Developing the function by moving 
HR people into Non HR roles and 
vice versa.
Earlier we noted how a non-HR rotation was seen as an effective way 
to develop HR people but in our interviews when asked about this the 
majority said they hardly ever did it and that it was becoming rarer. The 
survey showed that most organisations will recruit non-HR people into 
more junior roles but fewer into senior roles and larger organisations will 
take more of a risk here. As one large organisation puts it: 

‘We do it when their competencies warrant it. Most already have business 
understanding, so if the soft skills are strong, it can work quite well’ 

Question: Do you recruit non HR professionals into HR roles?
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We have noted that commercial acumen is a key driver of success in HR 
so why do so few HR functions encourage movement in and out of the 
function? We heard many arguments:

The need to professionalise (or in some cases re-professionalise) the function. 

‘Up to ten years ago we appointed operational people with no HR experience. 
We saw a steady decline in HR professionalism. When I joined my eight direct 
reports were all outsourcers with no expertise.’ 

‘We don’t like the dogma that good HR can only be delivered through people 
who have business experience.’ 

‘I’m sceptical of the value. It tends to encourage the degrading of HR.’
‘Avoiding HR becoming a home for failed line managers. 

‘Commercial acumen is a key driver 
of success in HR so why do so few 
HR functions encourage movement 
in and out of the function?’
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‘We have to be vigilant that the line doesn’t offload their substandard 
performers to HR.’
Line people see it as temporary role and are anxious to get back to their line 
roles undermining their HR credibility. 

‘HR is simply not an attractive place for high performing line people. HR is not 
attractive enough yet. What needs to be done first is HR being perceived as 
contributing to the business, moving in pace with the business, speaking the 
language of the business.’
De-motivates HR people when they see key roles, especially at senior levels, go 
to non-HR professionals. 

‘…can do it because she has really strong people below her but they need 
to be willing to wait. It needed the CEO to explain to them the HR agenda 
needed to be changed.’
It’s not needed since once HR people reach a certain level (hopefully) they are 
in influential positions 

‘Our people are in the business and are not disconnected’
Many HR areas are too specialised ‘You wouldn’t put a marketer in treasury’
The increasing complexity of HR and more specialisation. 

‘Most of what HR does good managers do – good at engagement, spotting 
talent. The difficult part is the technical bits like comp and ben, employment 
law.’
If pure HR issues such as IR or recruitment are at the top of the agenda it is 
often difficult for more commercial people to put these pure HR issues at the 
top of their personal agendas. 

‘The GHRD is non HR. She has brought great credibility and operational 
discipline and pace but we are suffering from her lack of understanding of HR. 
The pendulum has gone too far.’
With increasing pressure on budgets and heads organisations simply can’t 
afford to take the risk and in a leaner function there are not enough HR profes-
sionals to support the non-HR person.

Equally we noted the number of senior HR people we spoke to who had 
started their career outside HR, whilst an equally large number had 
benefited from moving outside HR at some stage in their career. We 
believe that these types of movement have enormous benefits:

Managers from the line bring organisational and customer perspectives to the 
function. 

‘Pure HRBP model does not require extensive HR expertise it requires the 
ability to network in the HR expertise.’
Line managers bring instant commercial credibility. 

‘At the top level they knew him. With this commercial background and 
credibility he can say I’ll take $20million off but here’s the stuff you’ll have to 
do yourselves.’
Line managers build their own understanding of the role and value of HR, 
which they take back into the organisation forming a highly supportive alumni 
network. 

‘We took the commercial head into HR. Now he’s the GM in Australia and a 
huge supporter of HR.’

‘We noted the number of senior 
HR people we spoke to who had 
started their career outside HR.’
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Short stints in the organisation help HR professionals develop their  
commercial acumen (defined as understanding what matters, understanding 
the commercial world and its pressures and developing capability to ground 
HR initiatives in the context of the organisation), and this is far more embed-
ded than course based commercial programmes. 

‘You absolutely have to have some sort of business experience early in your 
career. Don’t think people who have come 100% through HR ever have that.’ 

‘I was seconded into HR as a line manager from the business - 11 years later am 
MSc FCIPD and Head of HR - so it worked for me and the organisation!’

 ‘Actually there isn’t that much difference between a good business person 
and a good HR person. We are careful about who we send into the business 
but, when we do, it has worked out well. The Head of HR is actively trying to 
promote the idea of HR people working outside of HR.’

In the survey we looked in some detail at this. 63 out of 173 respondents 
had recruited non-HR people into HR roles. Of these 62% said it had been 
very successful, 23% OK and 15% a bit hit and miss. The key benefit had 
been the high degree of acceptance by the line that they brought with 
them. Of those who answered the question ‘what have they done to 
ensure they succeed?’ the answers were: 

Structured formal HR study 13

Building on transferable skills from their line role 6

Buddying with an experienced HR professional 5

Direct line manager’s coaching 4

Proper formal induction (though one also noted ‘As for induction 
we should but we don’t’)

3

Feedback on their strengths and weaknesses and an individual 
programme to address them

2

In the interviews we also observed the need for a couple of key things 
at HRD levels - a strong HR framework and a strong team at the next 
level. There are also a number of hybrid roles emerging combing HR 
with marketing or brand where HR experience isn’t the combining thing 
required to succeed.

‘63 out of 173 respondents had 
recruited non-HR people into HR 
roles. Of these 62% said it had been 
very successful.’
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Career Paths:
We should start with an important definition. Career Paths can mean two 
different things:

1 A formal map that tells you exectly what role you need to take, and 
when you need to have taken it, to move up the HR ladder.

2 Ensuring that over their careers HR people build a wide variety of 
experiences that increase in complexity and geographical scope that 
supports a more collaborative way of working within HR and facili-
tates the development of the individual’s skills and personal brand and 
hence marketability. The focus is on networking, sponsorship, nudging 
rather than telling. 

 ‘We have career pathing which is modular and skills linked. Generalist rather  
 than specialist driven. ‘Sacks of experiences’ – you will get some of them but  
 not all of them e.g. for HRD must have done a couple of specialist roles etc.  
 We do work around people i.e. hire them and work out what to do with   
 them afterwards.’ 

The majority of organisations have moved to the second model and aim 
to build careers in partnership with individuals. In some cases they have 
a central person who acts as a guide and career navigator who pushes 
the individual to think about and act on their career needs, looking at 
the opportunities to build breadth, exposure to different cultures and 
complexity and even the possibility of moving outside HR. 

‘Having an aiming point is key, then try to match against capability and  
oppportunity. No right answer the only constant is moving people around…to 
build a wider perspective.’

‘Transition coaching – If you want to get here this is the experience you’ll 
need.’

‘There was someone in the diversity team. There was an opportunity in the 
OD team. Without the push she wouldn’t have considered it.’ 

‘We’ve replaced maps with job clusters, broad levels and skills. We provide 
opportunities but it’s up to the individual to plan their journey.’

‘The earlier you understand the complexity of the global matrix the more 
effective you are.’

‘If they don’t get it we apply the nudge.’

‘There is an open forum where senior leaders talk about their careers, the 
turning points, the insights.’

In our survey the majority of organisations do not have a formal career 
pathing tool. Fewer public than private sector organisations do whilst 
larger organisations are more likely to have one. 

‘The majority of organisations .... 
aim to build careers in partnership 
with individuals.’
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Question: Do you have a formal career pathing tool for HR?
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Whilst very few use the more formal style the more organic model creates 
tensions:

The need for deeper expertise and at the same time the need to get closer to 
the organisation. 

’To be a Group HRD you must have had RemCo experience.’ 

‘The BP role is critical. To do the HRD role you must have nailed it at some 
point in your career. You must have won the medals in the front line.’

‘Can’t just have generalists.’

‘My fear is about the generalisation of HR. Good old fashioned intuition about 
people is not enough. The value we create is through bringing deep specific 
analytical approaches to the area we own.’
The disaggregation of HR that makes movement across HR more difficult.
Some people want to make a career in HR whilst others want to remain 
experts. 

‘You can go too far down the specialist route but this should not be a rule 
since not everyone is cut out to be a business partner.’ 

‘The real issue are the comp and ben specialists who mostly have only done 
comp and ben.’

‘We need serial specialists. We have good generalists, but most don’t really 
have a speciality and in the long run, that limits their ability to progress.’

‘The disaggregation of HR…  
makes movement across HR  
more difficult.’
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The lack of patience amongst Gen Y to gradually build the fundamentals of 
their careers. 

‘The worry is that HR people don’t have the patience to build the foundational/
analytical skills.’ 

‘Management of expectations is astonishingly bad, being good at the job isn’t 
enough you need something else.’ 

‘There’s an educational piece for the generation who want everything handed 
to them on a plate.’
The lack of opportunities when few people leave – the stability of medicocrity. 

‘The problem is no one leaves. The opportunities are limited, you have to wait 
a long time.’
The steps are simply too big or the organisation is changing too quickly. 

‘Roles are changing too fast.’ 

‘It’s a big step from the UK to the EMEA role.’
There is a danger that it becomes too laissez faire so that in moving responsibi-
ity onto the individual the organisation isn’t building its required long term 
capability. The problem is the issue will probably arise when those responsible 
have long since left the scene. 

‘The dilema is role clarity with ambiguity when some want certainty.’ 

‘Perhaps it’s not a career map but a maze.’
A lack of clarity about what is actually required so when people are told ‘you 
haven’t got what is required’ their response is ‘well you never told me’. 

‘We are not clear enough about the expectations or the consequences.’
The need from some people for detail and certainty. 

‘In our technology organisation if it’s that simple it can’t possibly be correct. 
Getting them to accept 20 competencies when they’ve had 200 even though 
they’ve never used them!’
The reliance on the line manager to act as career coach when they might not 
have the skills, perspective or desire. It is critical that they see this as part of 
the job and are held accountable for the model to work. Indeed conversations 
between the manager and individual become key but are only as effective as 
the level of trust between them and the manager’s credibility. 

‘We need to have managers out there pushing people to think abut their next 
job.’ ‘It’s part of your job as a manager to develop talent.’
What do you do when you don’t have the scale to offer the opportunities? 
An overly bureaucratic approach. 

‘There’s too much information, too many sign offs; so it’s not being used.’ 
‘We’re good at writing plans but rubbish at helping people grow.’
Actually sticking to it when making appointments. 

‘We don’t stick to it when we make appointments. We don’t need a manual 
but we should be true to it and stick to it.’
Balancing developmental moves with the need to fill a role with someone who 
is instantly up to speed.
Easier to move out than across. 

‘We have to accept we’ll lose some. We have to be honest we don’t have 
routes for everyone.’

‘Conversations between the 
manager and individual become 
key but are only as effective as the 
level of trust between them and the 
manager’s credibility’ 
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There is perhaps a need to build dual career paths to allow this. Equally 
to get to the most senior roles you need the breadth especially the 
experience of working in sizable HRBP roles.

In terms of what experience people look for in a career the survey 
showed some differences between HR and the line in what they look 
for. The key difference is that the line values our broader experience 
outside HR and systems understanding more than we seem to. Overall 
formal qualifications seem to matter less than experience and continued 
development.

Question: What experience do you look for when deciding on promotions 
within HR?
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The public sector clearly values more formal qualifications. As you would 
expect they value geographical experience less.

‘The line values our broader 
experience outside HR and systems 
understanding more than we  
seem to.’
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Conclusion:
HR has promised a lot but in many cases still fails to deliver. HR needs 
to either step up to the plate and deliver, or stop promising what it 
can’t deliver. We strongly believe that HR would be letting down the 
organisation, of which it is part, if it doesn’t step up to the challenge. 
Stepping up to the challenge depends on many things but above all it 
depends on the capability of people in the function at every level to 
deliver individually and collectively.

We are fundamentally optimistic as we observed a number of 
organisations that are grasping this challenge. In each case we observed 
a small but key set of things these organisations are doing that sets them 
apart:

They have a long term commitment to developing the capability of the HR 
function and the people within it.
They have a talent/capability process that is:

Developmental in its ethos
A partnership between the organisation and the individual
A balance between buy and build
Owned by the HR Leadership Team
Applied consistently over time 
Rigorously followed through

They have a clear model of what will be required to be succesful in the HR 
function, in their organisation, in the future, that is:

Applied rigorously using proven predictive tools in all assessments, internal 
and external, senior and junior
The basis of a menu of development opportunities including

Communicated clearly so people understand what they need to learn and do 
to succeed

The challenge is finding the time and resources to implement these 
things whilst being under increasing pressure to deliver within a smaller 
budget. This is perhaps the biggest challenge of all because if you don’t 
find the time and resources the danger is you won’t meet the challenge. 
At best the function will underperform, at worst they will find someone 
else who can develop the function to meet the needs of the business.



HR after the recession research: Nick Holley

41

White Paper
 For more information, please contact:

Executive Education
Henley Business School 
Greenlands 
Henley-on-Thames 
Oxfordshire, RG9 3AU
exec@henley.com 
Tel +44 (0)1491 418 767
www.henley.com


