
YOU CAN’T PUT IN WHAT 
GOD LEFT OUT – Part 2

Visiting Professor Nick Holley
Co-Director, Henley Centre  
for HR Excellence  

POINT OF VIEW

www.henley.ac.uk/hrc

HR 
BE EXCEPTIONAL. THE HENLEY WAY.

http://www.henley.ac.uk/hrc


1

I recently wrote a piece called ‘You can’t put in what God left out’, highlighting 
that not everyone can be a strategic HR business partner (HRBP), and indeed 
not every business partner in HR needs to be strategic. As people have engaged 
with me over the last few months, some other thoughts have come to mind.

A rare commodity
In the first report I said that many organisations struggle to find people  
within HR who can operate at the level necessary to be true, strategic HRBPs. 
This shortage creates a double whammy. 

Firstly, because there are so few people who meet the standard, they are under 
so much pressure to perform that there is no time to train and develop them.  
In research for a report on HR careers that I wrote in 2011, when I spoke to 
talent managers in multiple organisations they all said that HR spent less on  
its own development than any other function:

•  ‘In terms of our development environment we’re like a hairdresser with  
a rubbish haircut.’

•  ‘HR professionals don’t like doing it to themselves, or in other words they  
don’t always practice what they preach.’ 

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

In my recent anecdotal experience this problem is getting worse rather than 
better. We have to be willing to invest in our best people and create time and 
space for them to learn and develop.

Secondly, where organisations are struggling to find these people internally,  
the answer isn’t always to go externally. Many of the HRDs I am talking to 
struggle to find good strategic thinkers in the external market. I recently spoke 
to an HR headhunter who said she dreads being asked to source these roles. In 
some cases organisations recognise that if they’ve got a good one, they clamp 
golden handcuffs on them. That means the ‘strategically capable’ are kept in 
their existing role. In other cases the people on the market aren’t strategic at all. 
One recent conversation went along the lines of: ‘I interviewed a lady recently 
for an HRBP role. She said she was a strategic thinker, but when I explored what 
she meant by the term strategic, for her it was reading the business plan every 
quarter. I asked her about a longer time frame, and she thought I was speaking 
in tongues!’ 

Indeed, being strategic isn’t enough. It’s being strategic within your 
organisation that matters – it is more important to have an understanding of 
your strategic context than to read some strategy guru’s latest masterpiece. 
Many organisations find that the time it takes to get people up to speed on this, 
and then on the culture and political context (the ‘fit’ as some people call it) 
which are critical to the ability to get things done, is simply too long.

As well as investing in developing our HRBPs, perhaps we need to look outside 
of HR, but still within our organisations, for people who:
• can operate at the right level

• have a passion about people

• already have the ‘fit’ and the requisite organisational knowledge  
and relationships

HR business partnering is one of the most fascinating, stretching, 
influential roles in a business. How many other roles operate across the 
whole organisation, delivering short-term performance and productivity 

‘when I spoke to talent 
managers in multiple 
organisations they all said 
that HR spent less on its  
own development than  
any other function’

‘Many of the HRDs I am 
talking to struggle to find 
good strategic thinkers in 
the external market’

http://www.henley.ac.uk/files/pdf/research/research-centres/PoV_What_God_left_out_NH_15_WEB.pdf
http://www.henley.ac.uk/files/pdf/exec-ed/Research_-_HR_Careers_Research_V3.pdf


2

improvements and building long-term sustainable capabilities? We need to 
sell this internally as a great place to build a career and a key stepping-stone to 
organisational leadership. We need to be willing to take some risks with people 
who might lack deep HR experience or qualifications, but who bring other 
critical qualities as well as organisational credibility. At the Henley Centre for 
HR Excellence we work with at least one organisation that will not promote 
someone to a general manager role without HR experience, or will not promote 
someone to an HRD role without line experience. Organisations should 
consider this as a way to fill the gap.

A duty of care.
So far we have established that these truly strategic HRBPs are a rare 
commodity – so if you have them, look after them. In one case, at the Henley 
Centre for HR Excellence, we worked with an organisation to upskill their 
HRBPs. Yet of the 12 we worked with, three are now off work with stress-related 
conditions. We see this happening more frequently, as cost pressures grow 
and organisations remain fixated on HR ratios rather than HR value added. Real 
strategic HRBP roles are highly stressful. The danger is that, because we can only 
find a few of them, we put the ones we have under unreasonable pressure to 
perform (or in some cases they put themselves under pressure, because they 
constantly feel the need to prove themselves). 

The stress comes from several directions, including:
•  the sheer volume of work

• the complexity and ambiguity of this work; HR business partners need  
to be comfortable with this ambiguity, as they have to deal with issues and  
situations where there are no simple answers

• the need to balance being strategic with doing the basics. I have come  
across many HRBPs who say ‘I get your point about being strategic but I simply 
don’t have the time as there’s so much operational “stuff” [they actually use 
a different word!]’. I would ask them, if that is their view, will they ever be 
strategic? If they were strategic they would find a way to prioritise what is 
strategic at the risk of not delivering what isn’t

• the need to balance multiple stakeholders:
•  the HR function itself

• the often conflicting needs of local, regional and global HR agendas

• the demands of centres of expertise who, in many cases, seem to be 
insulated from the realities of the BP role, or who are driven by their own 
view of best practice and what the organisation needs, rather than working 
through the BPs to understand what the business actually needs

• the demands of the leaders they are ‘partnering with’, who in many cases 
want a ‘gofer’ who simply fixes things for them rather than a true strategic 
partner 

• the multiple and often conflicting needs of the organisation and its  
employees and their representatives

We have a duty of care for our HRBPs. HR leaders need to:
•  understand the pressure, and prioritise what we are asking them to deliver 

• support their HRBPs in navigating the conflicting demands of multiple  
stakeholders 

• deal with the political issues that often sap their HRBPs’ energy 
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• help HRBPs to be ‘leader agnostic’, and support them when line leaders  
make unreasonable demands 

• ensure their HRBPs have the resources and the support of centres of expertise 
who, as we noted in our research into HR models in 2010, need to ‘see 
themselves as a service to the business and to HRBPs’ and should not  
engage in ‘hobbyism’

In my earlier piece (You can’t put in what God left out) I questioned whether  
we should ‘throttle back’ the promise. This isn’t always an option, but neither  
is staying where we are. We need to invest in our HRBPs, both in  
their development and their well-being.
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Nick has a unique background including army officer 
experience, ten years as a successful futures and 
foreign exchange broker with Merrill Lynch and sixteen 
years in senior organisational, leadership and people 
development roles in large global organisations. This 
extensive commercial experience and customer focus 
provides a strong link between organisational change 
and bottom line performance improvement.

Nick has created and managed large scale 
organisational change, leadership and people 
development programmes and performance and 
talent management processes and systems but his 
real expertise lies in embedding them in day-to-day 
operations.

Nick is a visiting Professor and has been Director of 
The Henley Centre for HR Excellence for nine years. 
His recent research includes employee engagement, 
HR and big data, HR careers, HR in the recession and 
recovery, HR leadership, HR organisational models, 
leadership development, performance management, 
talent management and what CEOs want from HR.

Professor Nick Holley  
Co-director of The Centre for HR Excellence

The Henley Centre for HR Excellence is a group of 
leading national and international organisations that 
share a common interest in achieving excellence in 
HR. It is led by highly experienced practitioners with 
outstanding records in taking a pragmatic, results-
driven approach to organisational development. The 
Centre has been operating since 2005 and has built a 
strong reputation, both for thought leadership in the 
HR arena and for supporting the development of HR 
functions and individuals.

The Centre operates on a corporate membership 
basis and offers a wide range of activities. These 
include: applied research carried out twice a year, 
events on topics chosen by the Centre’s members, 
open programmes that focus on specific capability 
areas in more depth, bespoke customer solutions 
using practical and pragmatic ways to upskill HR 
teams and deliver change within organisations, and 
networking and community benefits.

To find out more about the HR Centre of Excellence  
and the topic please contact Nick Holley  
nick.holley@henley.ac.uk

The Henley Centre for HR Excellence 
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