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Background

In the second half of 2009 we carried out extensive desk research and interviews 
with a number of organisations (see next page) to look at how HR is organised, 
explore why these organisational models (see page 4 for a definition of the classic 
HR model) aren’t always delivering the intended outcomes and explore what can be 
done to make them work more effectively.

Our main conclusion was that the model itself isn’t wrong it is how it is implemented, 
and what is driving the thinking behind it, that is often the problem.  It is not about 
implementing a theoretical model it should be about creating a holistic approach to 
HR that is being implemented proactively, not in response to cost pressure, to meet 
the needs of the business.

In February we presented this research to a number of our members and explored 
the key lessons with them.  Based on the research and the insights from the 
meeting we have created five checklists intended to help HRDs and line managers 
think through how to organise HR more effectively.  These checklists look at the 
overall model, the three elements of the model (HR Business Partners, Shared 
Services and Centres of Expertise) and how to ensure these elements work 
together more effectively.



We would like to thank the following organisations 
for sharing their insights with us:



The classic HR model

Business Partners Shared Services Centres of Expertise

Establish relationships with 
customers - line/ business 
units

Deliver HR services Create HR frameworks

Contribute to business unit 
plans

Manage routine processes 
effectively and efficiently 

Develop and introduce 
strategic HR initiatives.

Develop organisational 
capabilities

Often using a single HRIS, 
intranets, portal to provide 
basic information and call 
centres for specific queries

Specialised areas such as 
compensation and benefits, 
employee relations, learning 
and development, talent 
management, OD, staffing, 
diversity, workforce planning, 
etc

Implement HR practices May be outsourced

Represent central HR Back Office
Often depend on the 
business partners to roll out 
programmes to the business. 

Log needs and coordinate 
HR services

Front Office



Defining the model

Are you starting with a deep 
understanding of the business 

model/drivers and the role HR is 
being asked to perform?

Are you starting with what HR is 
doing, a theoretical model  or what 

the business needs and then 
exploring how it could be done 

differently?

Are you building credibility up 
front?

Director of the business who 
happens to work in HR

Contributing to business strategy

Getting the basics right

Knowing the numbers

Proactive not defensive with ratios 
and cost pressures

Confidante to business leader

Role model for leadership

Do you have clarity about business 
issues you are addressing?

Are you a slave to business 
outputs not HR inputs?

Are your HR tools there to help or 
do they dominate?

Are you measuring the right 
things?

Value creation vs. HR processes?

Aligned to business not HR 
priorities/processes?

Are you talking to the right people 
and having the right 

conversations?

The people with real power and 
impact on bottom line vs. the 

people who rate HR?

Selling them HR things or 
engaging with their business 

agenda?

Do you have a people plan central 
to the business strategy vs. a 
disconnected HR strategy?



HR Business Partners

Is the model less important than 
the people in it? Are you matching ‘level four’

people with ‘level four’ roles?

Do HRBPs relentlessly pursue 
improvement across HR?

Do the role definitions take into 
account complexity/ levels of 

work? Be realistic about the size 
of the ‘ask’

Have you identified what it means 
if the individual is above or below 

what the role demands?Are your HRBPs business 
leaders? – different to HR 

generalists

Do you recognise the importance 
of HRBP attitudes?

Assessing and recruiting against 
them

Supporting development against 
them

Performance managing against
them

Is reward related to value added of 
role?

Does one size fit all?

Have you defined the role 
requirements against the current 
model or against future needs?

Do HRBPs understand the needs 
of the business they are partnering 

with?  Don’t assume.

Do HRBPs work with CofE/SSC to 
deliver solutions or just blame 

them?

Are HRBPs independent or part of 
‘1 HR’?

Do HRBPs challenge as true 
partners?

If HRBPs aren’t being listened to 
are they trying something 

different?

Communicating them and 
expectations against them

If they are business partners are 
you looking beyond HR for the 
right attitudes and experience?

Have you communicated the 
model and its implications to HR 

and the line?

Are you clear with everyone where 
accountability for people 

management sits?



Shared Services

Do you have a realistic view of 
your current state – data, systems, 

processes?

Look at shared responsibilities 
SSC and HRBPs

Do you have the fact base to 
manage the relationship??

Look at end to end processes

Can your outsourcer prove they 
have done what you require in 

HR?

Do you recognise SSC 
management is a distinct skill set? 
– requires data, detail, discipline

Beware too many metrics

Measures from users’ perspective

Measures of end to end processes

Measures of shared accountability

Are you taking ownership of 
design?

Outsourcing may cost more – are 
you doing if for the right reasons?

Are you balancing speed, cost, 
quality in designing SSC?

Do you recognise key differences?

Are you outsourcing pure admin or 
things that require judgement, 

contextual understanding?

Do you have right incentives in 
place?

Are users blue collar or white collar 
professionals?

Are users IT literate?

Measure service delivery 
outcomes

Does everyone speak English?

Regularly reviewed vs 
assumptions/volumes

Regularly reviewed vs. changing 
business demands

Do all users have access to IT

But avoid customisation where 
ever possible

Are there cultural/legal differences 
that matter?

Are you appointing the right person 
with these skills who may not be 

from HR?



Centres of Expertise

•Are you using control of 
budgets/procurement rules to 

avoid duplication/customisation

•Are you focusing on a robust, 
involving, design phase to prevent 

customisation later

Are you focusing on simple 
solutions to business issues before 

opening up the complexity? 
Credibility is critical

Focus on rigour, simplicity, value 
for money, standardisation, speed

•Not a consultant but someone 
who fixes things

•Focus where critical risks are vs. 
creating a cumbersome process

Are you defining excellence 
against a theory or business 

needs?

•Make sure CofE see themselves 
as a service to the business and to 

HRBPs 

•CofE and HRBPs communicate 
and meet constantly 

•Constant feedback to create trust

Real expertise

•Recognise pressure on HRBPs 

Talking in real language not jargon

•Bandwidth to really listen and 
understand not sell 

•Work with HRBPs to help them 
understand how to get best out of 
CofE so they become a delivery 

resource 

•Willing to analyse data from 
HRBPs and SSCs to find trends

Are you working hard to make 
relationships between CofE and 

HRBPs work?

Are you limiting CofE resource to 
ensure it focuses on what matters 

not on creating ‘stuff’?

•CofE doesn’t have to be at Centre

•CofE doesn’t have to consist  of 
centralised direct reports, it can be 

virtual 



The ‘white space’ – it isn’t the elements of the mode l 
alone that define success but also how you manage 
the interrelationships between them

Is the HR leadership team a team 
or representatives of their part of 

the model?

Is there an equal focus on the 
behavioural?

Have you focused on the structural 
elements?

Defining the interfaces, hand offs, 
interdependencies

Programme Management Office

Reporting lines and budgets

Customer Boards

Clear governance

Roles and responsibilities

Does the leadership team come 
together to solve problems or 

report on process/performance?

But flexible and adaptable, a start 
point, not something to hide behind

Cross silo secondments, work 
shadowing

Relationships are more important 
than processes – processes do 

matter when there are no 
relationships

Taking time to build trust and 
confidence Face to face communications, 

continuous engagement, real 
listening

Focus on rewarding and 
recognising collaboration, 

ownership, responsiveness, 
respect, trust

Cross silo working on projects

Addressing issues internally not in 
front of business

Structure matters less than how 
team interacts

Must exit blockers quickly

Working together to create ‘1 HR’

Holistic HR measures that 
encourage collaboration


