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The research

• 15 organisations 
• Not-for-profit, manufacturing, 

communications, retail, travel, 
pharmaceuticals, energy and technology

• 27 in depth interviews conducted by 3 
interviewers between April and June 2009

• 15 senior HR professionals and 12 senior 
line managers

The Organisations:

Every year Henley carries out two major 
pieces of research, under the auspices of 
the HR Centre of Excellence, based on 
feedback from our members on the issues 
that are foremost in their and their 
customers’ minds.  The first of these in 
2009 looks at how HR is reacting to the 
current economic climate.  After initial desk 
research which was released to our 
members in April we have carried out in 
depth interviews: 

P35Conclusion

P268. How do you measure this effectiveness?

P217. Have your people processes changed?

P196. Is HR responding effectively?

P165. What gaps does HR have and what new skills are required?

P134. What lessons have been learned from the previous 
recession?

P103. What should HR focus on?

P72. What is the role of HR in the recession?

P51. What is the impact of the recession on the business?

Our initial desk research focused the interviews on the following areas:
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Overall Findings
• Business wants HR at the moment more than ever but HR needs to get closer to the real 

business issues .  In a lot of cases HR didn’t seem to be where the line wanted it to be quiet 
yet.

• HR has taken the need to be ‘lean and mean’ and contribute to the bottom line to heart by 
saving costs but has sometimes lost ‘bandwidth’ and the ability to respond.  Is this the right 
time to divert HR attention on internal HR transfor mation in a period when business 
needs HR to be focused on business needs?

• There is a need to rebalance activities in favour of the short term but we shouldn’t drop the 
long term outlook or the need to be the corporate conscience.

• The relationship between Group and OpCos is tougher in a recession as central initiatives 
often don’t respond to very different issues facing  individual OpCos .

• It is important to look at consistency and delivery versus yet another new ini tiative that 
has the potential to confuse and divert attention from the business.

• There are pockets of good business partnering practice but it is not enough in many 
organisations.  We need to ‘up skill’ more HR people to be credible bus iness partners .

• There is a need for much better communication skills in HR.  
• A final point is that it was interesting to notice the contrast between the HR directors who 

talked from the perspective of the management team (us) first and those HR directors who 
talked about their good HR practices first and mentioned being part of the management team 
(them) almost as an aside.  Many line managers also talked about HR (‘them’) as if they were 
not full members of the team.  Perhaps we have taken the concept of business partnering too 
far and have lost track of the fact that HR is part of the business not a partner who sits 
outside it.
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Myths about the recession

We found some “givens” that aren’t true:
• The recession is affecting most organisations:
• Many organisations see it is as an opportunity and most see their response to the current 

situation driven by other factors not only the recession.
• The impact is the same everywhere:
• Some organisations have not been significantly affected, others have been, and for others 

the impact differs in different parts of the business.
• This recession is different to previous recessions:
• Even if it is which isn’t clear we have learned key lessons from earlier recessions and they 

are still very relevant‘.
• Not for profit’ and public sectors seen as safe:
• They are just as or even more likely to be directly impacted.
• The only reaction is to make redundancies:
• In some cases it has caused organisations to shed labour and for some it has led to 

restructuring or reorganisation.  In most organisations the key impact has been a strong 
focus on costs of which labour is one element but cutting headcount isn’t the only option.

Learning Point:
The challenge for HR is to be open about what is going on externally and then figure out what 
this means for their specific business.  As a function we talk about the importance of learning
but are we learning about what is actually happening or are we reacting to what we read in the 
press or anecdotes we hear?
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Q1. Impact of the recession
• “The impact on our business is both a positive and negative one. The current battle I’m facing is 

trying to convince the organisation to look for the  positives” (HR)
• “The main impact is on tone – line managers are working harder to help people understand what 

we’re doing and what makes it successful.  Giving them a level of confidence about the future of the 
business” (HR)

• “It’s like a phoney war, there’s lots in the media, but we haven’t seen  any signs and we didn’t really 
start to see signs until after Christmas, but I think we need to keep it in perspective” (HR)

• “From October it went down one business area after another” (HR)

• “In the last year we have spent an inordinate amount of time reorganising ourselves due to pressure 
from corporate HR. I think it would be fair to say that trying to remodel the HR function at relatively 
breakneck speed ….. hasn’t been a great experience” (HR)

• “We need to be careful that we don’t overplay the recession” (line)

• “In lots of parts of the business we are growing and our demand for HR is growing….for the recession 
provides opportunities that are greater than in a standard economy” (line) 

• “We’ve continued to maintain the momentum, so we perhaps haven’t been as adversely affected as 
many, but clearly there has been an impact” (line)

• “I’m as lean as I can possibly get right now” (line)

• “It has hit us in two ways, not necessarily the shock horror stuff … what we didn’t see and plan for 
was the pound dollar exchange rate as most of our income is in pounds and most of our expenditure 
is in dollars” (line) 

• I find I am a lone voice saying I want more from HR as in a recession there are opportunities for me.  We do 
have to recognise where opportunities exists we have to focus on capability to catch them. (line)
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Learning point

Perhaps the key point is a quote we heard from several of our interviews and which came 
out several times in the desk research:

“Never waste a good crisis”

If you don’t panic, if you don’t react in a knee jerk fashion, if you really understand what is
going on at the firm and business unit level rather than at the macro level, then the 
recession provides opportunities to address underlying issues of cost effectiveness and 
underperformance by forcing people to “wake up and smell the coffee”.  The key is agility
to be able to respond to this changing environment in real time to maximise the 
opportunity.  Suddenly the why becomes obvious making it easier to address the what and 
the how but we need to do it at speed.  We loved one quote to the effect that now was the 
time to ‘take on an entrenched union power base in one of our European subsidiaries’.
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Q2. Role of HR in the recession
• In some organisations change and reorganisation was already underway.
• For some the recession has initiated or quickened structural reforms to reduce the fixed cost base.
• The demand for HR, and the involvement of the HR function has been increased.
• The recession has provided some HR functions with the opportunity to enhance or refine their role.
• The recession has given some organisations the opportunity to seek better quality recruits.

HR View:
• Most organisations are taking the opportunity of the 

recession to review costs, efficiency and value and to 
refocus.

• For some this also means reorganisation, to get closer 
to the business.

• Most are focusing on enhancing performance 
management.

• Other key areas of focus are talent retention, 
workforce planning, and engagement.

• In several organisations HR is taking a greater role in 
recruitment, staffing levels and communications.

• A few continue to invest in training and development.

• Key administrative activities have continued.

• Underpinning it all is the need for good quality data to 
support fact based decision making.

Line View:

• HR needs to get closer to the line.

• HR needs to be more creative. 

• HR should focus on skills, retention, and 
engagement.

• HR needs to provide the balance and 
remind people of the need to build future 
capability.

• HR has an increasing focus on costs.

• HR has been forced to refocus and to 
review what it does.

• Concern that there should be no mass 
redundancies and actions that will damage 
longer-term prospects.

• Need to focus on communications of the 
why not just the what and the how.
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Role of HR in the recession
Some things remain the same, with little impact fro m the recession:
• “the HR team are working in a cost effective mode anyway”
• “virtual meetings rather than flying, but apart from some obvious things like that, there’s not a huge 

amount of special HR activity going on here”
• “I’d be a bit worried if HR had suddenly changed”
• “I see my role as primarily to react to the business situation and proactively engage with the business in 

helping them make the right business decision to be successful. And I don’t think that process 
changes.”

• “If HR function is functioning well it shouldn’t change the role of HR at all.”
• “We are taking a balanced view of the actions we take. So while redundancies are a feature it has been 

disproportionately smaller than we might have expected and we’re saving costs through all sorts of 
routes”



9

Role of HR in the recession
Other things are different 
• “The recession helps HR to get higher up the agenda.”
• “I think in this recession HR has been given more authority over levels of indirect spend and staffing 

levels in the organisation”
• “There will be times when it’s appropriate to stop doing things or do things differently”
• “Outsourcing some aspects”
• “More use of e-learning and web conferences, more business meetings being run as web-conferences”.
• I think that what we are doing like many businesses is capitalising on the pressure exerted to see 

whether there are any more savings we can create”
• “In general in times of recession or underperformance HR becomes automatically more important in 

eyes of top management.  Because a lot of issues have to be done that aren’t nice, no one likes to do 
them, HR is natural executor.  Behind restructuring is complexity so business has to rely on HR as a 
mistake has a really big impact”.

• “In many organisations the recession is a great opportunity for HR if capability is behind it to promote 
HR’s role in contributing to the business.

• We are putting pressure on HR business partners to manage their schizophrenic role; to manage short 
term line management needs and the long term.”

Learning Point:
HR needs to have the mental discipline to respond appropriately:

Analysing what is happening, making decisions based on facts, legal and ethical 
considerations, proactively targeting the appropriate response and following through.
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Q3. What should HR focus on?
HR views:
• Engagement.
• Talent management. 
• Performance management.
• Identifying peoples’ strengths and needs.
• Refocusing the relationship with the line.
• Workforce planning. 
• Efficiency.
• Capacity issues.
• Leading change.
• Internal communications.
• Developing communication skills of managers 

to handle change and develop engagement.
• Up-skilling both HR and line managers.

Line views:
• Developing engagement.
• Managing talent.
• Dealing with poor performance.
• Identifying the best people.
• Getting more involved with line 

managers.
• Using the recession to bring in good 

people.
• Retention.

Learning Point:
HR needs to focus less on HR driven concepts, especially its own delivery models and more 
on the needs of the business.  That is not to say the model isn’t important, the key is where 
HR needs to focus its time and energy during a crisis in a coherent joined up way.  Is it 
redesigning the décor in the first class lounge or manning the lifeboats?  
Only then will HR deliver what the line are looking for.
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HR focus – HR views
• “This is not a time for doing things for the aggrandisement of HR, this is the time for doing the things that 

matter, that have a clear line of sight to business requirements for saving or revenue opportunity, or 
customer service improvements that’s where our focus is ...”

• “HR organisations have got to constantly and consistently ask themselves, do we add value? This is as 
relevant in a recession as it is in boom times”

• “All about future proofing the business, right cost structure to be ahead of the curve.  It’s about supporting 
the line in reducing numbers, looking at organisational design, job structuring, looking at ways to achieve 
more with less. “

• “They want us to up-skill the business partners even more in supporting new strategies in the business, so 
we can be even more skilled in understanding the business and what drives strategy”

• “We have high level HR objectives which haven’t changed as the overall business strategy hasn’t changed”
• “What this economic crisis gives us is absolute need to focus “
• “Performance management is the key issue for us at the moment”
• “The other area is the thoroughness of performance management even more important to get the most out 

of people and keep best performers in the business so perhaps harsher on someone who is below 
standard or who is not delivering what they should.”

• “With this massive change in priorities internal communications have come up very much because of the 
many impacts on the business and the need to get people behind what we are trying to achieve”

• “Looking to the future I’m focusing more on workforce planning with a focus on productivity”
• “Looking at how many benefits we can give staff at no cost to the business … everyone buries their head in 

the sand and puts the shutters up, actually you can still do things, it doesn’t have to cost anything and staff 
still feel they are valued.”

• “I was really concerned that we were accompanying and supporting but we weren’t nannying or taking it off 
them - line managers have to own it at the end of the day”

• ‘we can guide you (line managers), advise you, support you, but you know, you have to take ownership of 
these guys, these are your people and that’s what you get paid for as a manager.’ ‘but we have our day 
job,’ ‘if you get this right, your day job will actually slot in quite nicely,’ and they’ve seen it and they realise it 
now.”
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HR focus – line views
• “I need HR, to understand my business, understand my challenges, add value to those challenges, they 

need to act both in an advisory role as well as a strategic role … but it’s not today, it’s not forthcoming 
from HR, it’s the business prompting HR for that.”

• “I want them to help me do what I need to do not imposing on me what HR thinks.  My biggest issue is 
they impose on me rather than understanding my business needs. I look at the HR person I love and he is 
pretty much part of my team not just doing HR stuff but acting as my adviser and sounding board 
constantly being a dip stick for how the team is feeling, their motivation, coming up with ideas.  That’s the 
model for what I want.”

• “I would have liked [HR partner] to sit down with me at the end of it and.review what we’ve done, an 
independent evaluation, a review process”

• “Someone to help me run my  business and for that to be effective and efficient they need to understand 
my business.  We’re not quite there yet in our organisation, because I think HR are spread very thin”

• “So it really is about, certainly appropriateness of process and policy and appropriateness of 
implementation and execution against that. To build consistency into a model like that, I appreciate is a 
heck of a challenge, but that’s the challenge HR have got to step up to”

• “While not exclusively something which the HR guys do, they ought to be the corporate conscience to 
make sure that our people are properly engaged with what with we’re going through and to understand the 
context and their role in it.”

• “My first thing would be HR work closely with us, to make sure we don’t make irrational decisions.” ‘Here’s 
where we are, here’s where we want to get to, what are the processes actually needed to follow in the 
interim?’

• “There’s a lot of uncertainty that comes with change and HR are part of helping us to manage not just the 
process, but more the sentiment, the environment, some of the messaging that goes round that”

• “It’s obviously an opportunity to find the lowest 5% performers and move them out, which we probably 
would have done anyway, but it’s an easier time to do it”
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Q4. Lessons learned from previous 
recessions
HR views
• Need to involve HR in management 

decisions and communications.

• Need for open and transparent 
communications – impact on survivors. 

• Don’t have a hire and fire mentality.

• Develop innovative ways of meeting 
business requirements.

• Recognising and keeping talent.

• Don’t cut too deeply (3 months later we 
were re-hiring some of the people we’d 
laid off).

Line views
• HR needs to be involved with the line.
• HR needs to be flexible.

• Think of the longer term.

• Don’t slash and burn. 

• Communications.
• Top management needs to be visible.

• Talent management.

Learning Point:
In many cases people hadn’t been around in the 90s but even for those who were the 
most disturbing aspect was the number of people, both line and HR, for whom this 
question was a revelation.  They simply hadn’t reflected on the lessons from the previous 
recession; they were too busy reacting to this one.  This reduces their ability to be 
resilient in the face of change.  Three themes from the desk research, and the better HR 
people we interviewed, were the importance of reflection, of planning for the worse case 
scenarios and being proactive before you are in the middle of one.
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Lessons from previous recessions: HR
• “The key lesson is to be involved in management decisions at a very early stage.  Don’t 

suddenly get surprised.  Have an impact on decisions about timelines, realistic outcomes, 
cost implications, negotiation strategy.  We really learnt this time much better than last time.  
This time worked really well.  HR involved really early.”

• “There’s no golden nugget but two big lessons. One is the absolute necessity of constant 
communications with employees, not just in good times…The second is to remember that 
those who survive will judge you by how you deal with people who leave”

• “Have to be schizophrenic, have to cut costs and invest in the long term, became a natural 
behaviour to deal with both at the same time.”

• “Have to be in detail of understanding key facts to support decisions part of analysis of data 
with line to ensure we make right decisions. “

• “If you want to recession proof you need to look at innovative ways of meeting business 
requirements.  Where I’ve added most value is overcoming skills shortages by finding talent 
from within without paying over the odds to poach from competition.”

• “I think the importance of communications…”
• Second issue although we have the technical skills to run restructuring – consultation with 

unions and individuals - we also need to have understanding of necessary communications 
process.  So not only focus on technicalities but also focus on story of why.  If people don’t 
understand why company has done wrong.  If the majority are unhappy and not respecting 
our decisions then we have done wrong.”
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• “HR are important to balance the enthusiasm and decisiveness of management to ensure 
it’s properly evaluated and appropriate”

• “It’s don’t stop doing good things - it’s simple things like training, they will not be as skilled 
as you need them to be at a time when you need to differentiate yourself on their 
abilities.”

• “We’ve hired lots of new heads in, really good talent, some of them at the time cost less 
than they might have been worth because of the down turn”

• “Businesses managed themselves out of business very effectively, you can keep on 
cutting costs and hit all of your metrics but you’ll go down the plug hole”

• “Spent more time on the people going than on the people staying”

• “Consistently the message has been about protecting the people and the organisation”

Lessons from previous recessions: Line
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Q5. What gaps has HR and what new 
skills are required?

• In many cases the recession has not created a requirement for new skills as such but has 
highlighted the need for greater business understanding and commercial acumen – often 
expressed in terms of a detailed understanding of business drivers – this was a common 
view of HR and line.

• A view from many line managers was the need for HR to become more involved with the 
business, and to learn the ordinary language of employees to communicate more clearly.

• Organisational development, design and review were increasingly on the agenda of HR.
• Another skill gap was the ability of HR to coach and facilitate line managers (HR and line 

view).
• Finally there was a skill that many felt had been lost, of detailed data based workforce 

planning.  Perhaps it isn’t sexy or strategic enough but it is worth remembering how 
important fact based decision making is when you are faced with a crisis.

• One final point was almost a disappointment from a number of line managers that whilst 
they really valued HR’s role as a confidante, a challenger, a moral compass, they felt too 
few HR people had the confidence, the skills and in some cases simply the bandwidth to 
fulfil these roles effectively.

Learning Point:
The gap is less around the softer or HR specific skills but more around confidence and the 
harder commercial and quantitative skills that ensure HR keeps its feet on the ground.
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HR gaps and needed skills: HR
• “The critical skill is understanding the business, not being a good HR craftsman 

alone…..The recession has had no major impact on skills”
• “The missing skill is business acumen”
• “It needs a more strategic approach from HR, away from problem solving on an operational 

level”
• “Real need to develop financial acumen, pragmatism or whatever we call it.  Real need to 

bone up that part.”
• “The other area I consider important which not many HR people get formal training on is 

coaching.  Way I see HR interacting with business true participation in business meetings 
where HR plays a facilitator role to work through a process so one thing is our ability to add 
value to team discussions and strategy development is about facilitation skills, strategy 
development skills.”

• “I see herds of people coming into HR with an altruistic mission. One big new skill HR will 
require, and I live it every day, is the skill to understand the whole productivity equation of 
organisation. Much more quantitative than qualitative, more science than art, understanding 
what levers are to drive productivity.”

• “The future of HR and added value of HR won’t come from doing great leadership 
development practices we can get this from any consultant.  CEO will pay HR function for 
knowledge of business and how to combine this to give competitive advantage.  Won’t be 
leadership.”

• “I sense that the ability to support managers to do organisational reviews is the biggest gap”
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HR gaps and needed skills: Line
• “Have more presence is the real key to it, but of people who are experienced and additive 

rather than another round of well intentioned juniors “
• “Somebody who’s really succinct and clear, got loads of experience, what questions am I 

not asking about this?...That would have been really good, somebody to get inside these 
strategic decisions and really tussle them over and I didn’t get that from HR”

• “It is an operational habit not to involve HR in anything commercial and the HR guys need to 
be as commercial as anyone else”

• “The HR guys could be more progressive commercially and actually offer a seniority and 
breadth of support that is consistent with the nature of the challenges”

• “I have to be honest, that I don’t get it today, I doubt that the lady I’ve got hasn’t got the 
ability, or capability, I don’t think she has the capacity. That’s the real challenge”

• “HR has to recognise need to be flexible to survive.  Not about being dodgy but must be 
flexible, as important for HR as for line.  It’s about having guiding principles and then I 
expect people to manage not follow the book.”

• “Have to become professionals HR isn’t something you fall into if you fail at everything else.  
Historically HR jobs predominantly taken by admin type people just following instructions.  
They need to be trained professionals as in any other part of the business. It’s about their 
awareness of business, understanding situation line managers find himself in and ability to 
empathise with it.  Can’t give guidance if you don’t empathise with the situation he finds 
himself in.”

• “Some more analytical skill sets.  I think other thing is probably thinking more creatively 
about how to change practices.  HR tends to typically do things the way they’ve always 
done them. “
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Q6. Is HR responding effectively?
• The general view of HR seems to be that broadly it is responding effectively to the recession.
• In many cases HR has acquired an enhanced role in the recession and in the view of HR managers 

this enhanced role has had a positive impact on perceptions.
• For line managers there were few strong views: where HR managers were involved with the 

business and where there was a recognition that HR are seeking more creative solutions they were 
seen to be effective.

• Equally there were often divergent views on the value HR brings. An underlying theme appeared 
to be a difference in the views of operational HR and corporate centres of excellence.  In the former 
case their direct connection to the business meant they had the credibility and were able to 
respond to reality.  The challenge for the later was the feeling that they can be disconnected from 
the business, dropping initiatives, that had been under development for months, onto a business 
where the short term needs had changed dramatically.  People in these roles need to think very 
carefully about the need to be schizophrenic.  

• We are not saying ignore long term capability building.  What we are saying is be mindful of how 
important your credibility is in driving long term agendas.  If people see you as being disconnected 
in a central ivory tower, if people see you as simply adding more complexity to their jobs, if people 
see your initiatives as having no relevance, then your role is in danger of being seen as irrelevant.

• Perhaps the top leaders in HR also need to think about the balance of resources between 
corporate and operational HR (rationing corporate HR resources may ensure greater focus), 
rotating corporate HR people into operational roles (and vice versa) so they understand the realities 
the business is facing and the types of people they need in HR (commercial, practical, connected, 
data rational, hard edged)?

Learning Point:
HR needs to be seen to be having an operational impact, bringing effective creative solutions at 
the sharp end.
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HR responding effectively
• “At least on a European level the expectation is that HR takes a stronger role than in the past”

(HR)
• “The perception is there has been a very positive response to the way HR is helping to address 

business needs in recruitment, development and resourcing” (HR)
• “Now, you don’t get anything except praise - this is a great initiative - very different.” (HR)
• “I think the line here don’t see any difference” (HR) 
• “First is maybe most important is the speed or responsiveness.  As speed goes up outside so 

business needs to be responding so again if we want to be a credible partner we need to be 
responsive so we need to look at how to be fast.” (HR) 

• “Our business partners are very business savvy, they tailor their HR support to that business, if 
we take some of those people away and they are not as savvy and they don't understand that 
business as well and they're sent to do a piece of work the perception of the line may be that we 
are weakening the support that we are giving them.” (HR)

• “They do bring a lot of value, and I think also they bring an objective insight, that sometimes those 
of us, who are close to the business and to some of the people, sometimes get too close to 
situations and issues and having somebody who has, a distance and objectivity can be very, very 
helpful.” (Line) 

• “You can’t give that to the kind of the factory function that HR’s got, you need to involve the 
people that have an intimate real understanding of our business, and the capacity to quickly get 
an appreciation of the intricacies of the acquired company’s business, to the point where they 
become, certainly an influence and often a decision-maker” (Line)

• “The more senior corporate people I find to be disconnected.  Some people at business level 
definitely get it.  Is it to do with leadership at top or a function of where they sit and who they talk 
to?  If they sit in HR talking to HR people not in business then things you hear people talking 
about are so different.  May also be for more senior what is their philosophy of HR; deliver good 
HR or help deliver business objectives?” (Line) 
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Q7. Have your people processes changed?
Often difficult to disentangle the effect of the recession on process change
• For HR people, the key impact seemed to be in change management and communication 

to build engagement levels.  The involvement of HR has increased here.
Other key process changes:
• Refinement and tightening of performance management.
• Processes to bring HR and line managers together especially as line managers question if 

they should be doing HR admin to save costs when they need to be focused on 
responding to the recession.

• For line managers there is a widespread perception that some HR processes, such as 
performance management, require further simplification, and a view that the role of HR is 
to support the line to manage change, communication and performance but not to take the 
lead.   

• Greater need for accurate information to support workforce planning and talent 
management.  The biggest gap seemed to be in workforce planning with a greater need 
for the necessary skills/data  In the past there were often large manpower planning 
departments who used to do it well but there was a feeling that it has grown unfashionable.  
In addition there was an issue around organisational complexity and shorter life cycles so 
the challenge is how to do it faster whilst retaining rigour.  No one felt they had cracked 
this area. 

Learning Point:
The underlying processes aren’t necessarily changing but there is a greater emphasis on 
providing accurate simple information to drive business decision making.
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People processes: Change
• “In a couple other big restructurings it was hard to get people to understand why their friends 

were losing their jobs …this time in a funny sort of way, I hate to say its easy, these things 
never are, but its much more obvious why we are doing it” (HR) 

• “Managing change is easier to me it’s a real world burning platform which creates the 
opportunity to inject change in a context that people naturally get’ (HR)

• “People are quite clear what the message is about, they feel supported even if they know 
that money/finances are a challenge, it’s feeling appreciated and listened to, communication 
across the piece is clear to them and they get a chance to ask questions” (HR)

• “I think we’ve had a recognition increasingly that you can’t communicate too much” (HR)
• “We never used to be as transparent, we’re quite open with them, we tell them as it is” (Line) 
• “Painting the future picture with the half full rather than the half empty” (Line)
• “HR people should communicate a lot more often about current status of what’s going on 

and engage team leaders to communicate more regularly.  Some managers have very 
irregular meetings and HR should be harsher in promoting this.” (Line)

• “HR should be more focused on employee communications and engagement 2 things sit 
together.  Although they are very supportive I think their knee jerk reaction to 
communications is to send an email when the best route is face-to-face or voice-to-voice 
depending on where the employee sits. In terms of skills they need to learn to speak ordinary 
language the employees speak.  People don’t like to be referred to as a human resource.”
(line)
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People processes: Workforce planning
• “Redundancy was the last alternative,... we did have to reduce our headcount” (HR)

• “We try to re-deploy rather than make redundancies.” (HR)

• “Have clear strategies for our planning.  Ability to identify skills has to be good.  HR and line 
managers work very closely together.  Business model insists you are good at it or you die. “
(HR)

• “I’m focusing more on strategic manpower/workforce planning with focus on productivity, more 
proactive view.  What capabilities do we have vs future needs what is core vs non core, what 
will organisation look like in the future, expect to offshore or outsource in IT area” (HR)

• “Looking for very analytical person, data driven, ideally looking for previous involvement in 
workforce planning, experience leading/supporting outsourcing; changing existing model of an 
organisation.  Don’t typically have these skills readily available in organisation. So, much more 
analytical than you would typically find.” (HR)

• “Challenge is a step / maturity model.  First HR needs to put systems in place to get robust 
data.  Then this data needs to link with / agree with data from others e.g. finance systems so 
we have one set of robust data and then once the data is there the challenge is to analyse it 
appropriately to get useful insights that lead to action” (HR)

• “Really questioned if they were focusing enough on critical skills i.e. could they really forecast 
what these were and did they have appropriate planning in place around this area.” (Line)

• “One of the things the HR team need to be addressing is how we can handle cross business 
opportunity to look at skills and make sure we place them in best part of the business.” (Line)
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People processes: performance
management

• “Consequence for HR initiatives found issue of performance management key – rebranded 
initiatives from talent management to performance management. More focus on improving 
productivity and individual performance levels and thereby company performance.” (HR) 

• “Performance management and reward processes have changed course, more about quality of 
performance, tougher measures, much more quantitative and we have started process of 
ranking.” (HR) 

• “With only your best in the top boxes able to significantly differentiate reward, use scant 
resources in remuneration and incentives in a much more discriminatory way.” (HR)

• “Had systems in place to identify and track high potentials. Some challenge as to whether tough 
enough judgements were being made e.g. case of high potentials that never make the jump to 
the next level but remain classed as high potentials for a number of years. Also challenge as to if 
we can effectively measure longer term how many roles are actually filled by individuals tagged 
as high performers.” (HR)

• “Senior managers will receive no bonus and no salary increases – for the normal manager grade 
there is no bonus and we will soon negotiate whether or not we’ll have an annual salary review”
(HR)

• “Debate was around the ability to differentiate and really reward exceptional performance. Felt 
this was something that was critical to do well in a recession when key talent needs to retained 
and motivated but felt in many cases that this was still an issue they hadn’t cracked.” (Line)

• “We’ve seen HR and operations working more closely to come up with a lot more creative ideas 
to move remuneration forward and align it more closely to business strategy, good performance 
and doing the right thing” (Line) 

• “it’s obviously an opportunity to find lowest 5% performers and move them out, which we 
probably would have done anyway, but it’s an easier time to do it” (Line)
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People processes: L&D

• “We’re doing a lot, we’re training our people, we’re developing them during this downturn .. 
using that time to do that in the most cost effective ways of doing it, we’re bringing in a 
new recruitment system, everyone in HR is working on it across the world and when we’re 
up and running with recruitment again, then we’ll have a new system in place, So there’s 
things like that we are doing, because we can focus on it” (HR) 

• “Even more than when you are not in recession, you need to invest more time in 
development, to make sure that they are staying - they can move more easily than most 
folk, invest more time: give them more access to senior managers; give them confidence
that they are being developed; give them stretching and challenging appointments” (HR)

• “They wanted the senior HR team to be better coaches for the business … they wanted 
this much lower down the business and they wanted it to be a core competence of HR to 
be a coach”. (HR)

• “No continuity it’s like stop start, stop start, start a new leadership programme, it’s starting 
next week so drop everything in your diary and go on it for three days, where did that 
come from; the next thing you know it’s been dropped.  Stop start stuff is a little crazy, 
best of intentions but if it’s not sustained over years it’s no good.” (Line)
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Q8. How do you measure this?

• While some organisations have adequate measurement systems some do not.
• All the HR respondents talked of the need to improve measurement, a position reinforced 

by the impact of the recession and the need to demonstrate the value of HR and 
organisational effectiveness.

• Recognition that measurement systems should be simple and the need to focus on what 
the business needs.

• For line managers, most did not know how HR measures its effectiveness (or in many 
cases care!).

• Interestingly measurement of HR was not seen as an issue by any of the delegates when 
we presented the initial findings of the research in June i.e. they hadn’t been asked to 
provide additional data / justify investment.

• Perhaps we need to stop to think why we are measuring, to justify HR’s existence or to 
measure impact on business strategy and performance? It was clear from the line that 
they weren’t really interested in the first and held their own views on this no matter what 
numbers HR shows them.  

Learning Point:
The line don’t fret about measuring HR they just want HR to be there as a partner providing 
them with the right data and insights to support their decision making.
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Measurement (HR)
• “We constantly ask and check; are we working on the right things? Are we adding value?  Are we 

making a difference?”
• “Context big changes in governance over last few years means nobody questions Group HRD’s 

metrics.  It’s assumed he will run HR in best way.  Nobody allowed to question how finance does 
it, seen as business professionalism.  Strength of governance means HRD doesn’t have to go 
with data to prove he’s good.”

• “We benchmark with other global multi-nationals, obsession with ratios but nervous as they mean 
different things to different people and everyone interprets them differently”

• “The key issue is building a performance indicator system…I feel we’re not measuring it 
appropriately…it’s too subjective”

• “The short answer is HR doesn’t measure. I’m kidding of course but we don’t yet have a proper 
measurement system in place”

• “For me there are 2 main areas; your impact on overall organisational effectiveness, market 
share, growth in net sales, profit improvement. We then go back to personnel cost vs. net sales 
and benchmark other companies and other organisations within xxxx. Then we can look into HR 
things; number of international promotions, number of top talent we can identify, attrition of 
people, organisational effectiveness and healthiness and the level of capability.  Then we try to 
measure ourselves more directly relative to our activities; time to recruit, quality of new recruit 
after 1 year, what % survive probation period. Need to look at direct measures for us.”

• “On positive side expecting to see productivity improvement.  Problem is not sure what we 
measure is a true measure of productivity. That’s one of the challenges we have is when you ask 
people to set metrics they think about inputs.  I drive my team to ask why we are doing it what 
difference we are trying to make and measure that.  My problem is productivity as a metric can 
drive wrong behaviour.  I could sack half the people to drive up productivity but that wouldn’t be 
right thing.”
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Measurement (Line)

• “I don’t know how they measure their effectiveness. I know they use output from the survey 
and see improvement but other than that I don’t know other than getting feedback 
biannually from their business leads”

• “I don‘t know.  Only if there’s an issue I pick up phone.  If I talk to them less then I know it’s 
working.”

• “Don’t think we've got right things on measurement.  I know wrong thing which is training 
days I don't think HR knows what is right”

• “I suppose the simple answer is I don’t.  I do have KPIs related to my people but how do I 
measure the effectiveness of HR?  There’s the informal measures, ‘well I’m having to do 
more work as a result of whatever’.  It’s kind of one of those things that’s just there.”
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The Challenge for HR
When we reflected on the the key points from each of the questions and the insights from the 
desk research we identified five challenges for HR that are brought into closer focus by the 
recession but which are relevant at any time.  

Learning:
Being open to what is 

actually going on in the 
eternal world, external to 
HR and external to the 

organisation, and reflecting 
on the implications

Agility:
Responding rapidly to 

this changing 
environment

Resilience :
Seeing the change as 

an opportunity and 
responding to it flexibly

Coherence:
Responding to the 
change in a holistic 

way that mobilises the 
whole HR team

Discipline:
Following through with 
the response in a cost 
effective focused way
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The challenge for each of us
The report has primarily looked to provide insights at an organisational and functional level but 
our reflections have also highlighted five things for us, as individuals, to think about in how we 
behave during the recession. The following five slides highlight these challenges and we would 
urge readers to think through how they and their teams match up against each of them:

Learning:
Being open to what is 

actually going on in the 
eternal world, external to 
HR and external to the 

organisation, and reflecting 
on the implications

Realism about what is 
actually happening

Listening vs 
waiting to speak

Outside/In 
Future/Back 

thinking

Challenging and a 
willingness to be 

challenged

Modesty vs 
having to be 
proved right

Time spent 
on reflection

Analysing the data not 
relying on anecdotes

Time spent with 
customers



31

The challenge for each of us

80:20 fit for 
purpose vs 
gold plated

Balance speed 
of response with 

rigour

Hold a strong 
opinion weakly

How to turn on 
a sixpence

Challenge why 
things are done 
before deciding 
how to do them

Lean processes
Beware the 

tyranny of e mails

Agility:
Responding rapidly to 

this changing 
environment Clear but simple 

governance
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Resilience :
Seeing the change as 

an opportunity and 
responding to it flexibly

The challenge for each of us

See change as an 
opportunity

Adapting to reality 
rather than worrying 

about it

Always keep the 
end in mind not 
just the means

Flexibility vs 
this is how it 

will be Positive 
thinking

Influence vs 
control
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Coherence:
Responding to the 
change in a holistic 

way that mobilises the 
whole HR team

The challenge for each of us

The power of trust

Focusing on adding 
value vs ownership

No limit to what I 
can achieve if I 

don’t have to take 
the credit

Building 
common 

paradigms

Joined up, 
systemic 
thinking

More face to face 
communications

Breaking up 
silos

A common vision 
and operating 

model
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Discipline:
Following through with 
the response in a cost 
effective focused way

The challenge for each of us

Mindful execution

Measurement and 
follow through

Constant 
prioritisation

Credit for those 
who stop doing 

things

Cost focused

Operational detail

Valuing doers as 
much as thinkers
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Conclusions 

Key requirements for HR activities:
• Strategic holistic workforce planning : but this needs robust data and HR people willing 

and able to analyse it.
• Much tougher on performance management especially really differentiating highest 

performance.
• Focus harder on retention of high performers and high potentials and even more on 

critical skills .
• Critical importance of communications but must be two-way, open and honest, and in 

ordinary language. 
• No difference in leadership skills required but need to focus more on people and 

communication skills.
• L&D more top down in delivering cost effective solutions to key business issues and 

more creative in cost effective delivery.
• Measurement - line don’t care if HR measures its effectiveness.  They are more 

interested in business outcome measures .
• HR needs to put pressure on the line to stand up and be counted in terms of people 

management but in return HR needs to focus on giving them the skills and simple and 
consistent processes .

Where is your focus?


