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Resourceful and responsive: the role of HR 
in a recession
Now more than ever, as the recession bites, HR as a function faces great 
challenge but also great opportunity. Many commentators have reinforced 
the importance of the people agenda at this time but have questioned 
whether HR is up to the task. HR itself has often been accused of navel 
gazing and now collectively worries about what it should be ‘doing 
differently’ in 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 that there 
is a positive side to the 
negative’ 
HR professional

At the Henley HR Centre of Excellence we carry out applied research that 
helps out HR clients answer three key questions:

What does a business want from HR - particularly at this time?• 

What makes a good HR person?• 

How do you develop great HR capability?• 

This year a new piece of research has explored the question of whether 
HR should indeed do anything differently in the recession but fi rst, 
some context.

What does the business want from HR? 
Ten years ago Dave Ulrich coined the term HR Business Partner. In 
his book ‘Human Resource Champions’ he described a model for 
restructuring the HR function into what is popularly described as the 
three legged stool. He described how the function could be grouped into 
three key areas:

Business partners (also known as generalists or client consultants)• 

Shared services (focused on the ‘back-offi ce’ transactions)• 

Centre of excellence (the specialist functions such as recruitment, • 
compensation and L&D)
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Ulrich further suggested that HR professionals could add value to their 
business through four key roles:

Strategic Partner Aligning HR and business strategy: 
‘organisational diagnosis’ 

Administrative Expert Re-engineering organisation processes: 
‘shared services’ 

Employee Champion Listening and responding to employees: 
‘providing resources to employees’ 

Change Agent Managing transformation and change: 
‘ensuring capacity for change’ 

ULRICH, D. (1997) Human resource champions: the next agenda for adding value and 
delivering results. Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press.

Ulrich argued that in practice there is often overlap across some of 
these roles and each role requires the HR professional to act as a ‘business 
partner’ working closely with the business to deliver benefi ts in their 
area.

The ideas of Ulrich came at a time when many would argue HR was 
struggling to defi ne a role for itself and his thinking was picked up by 
many organisations. 

As individuals and functions have adopted the model the initial thinking 
has become more blurred until today it seems that HR Business Partner 
is a term used loosely to describe a wide range of roles. In the current 
economic uncertainty organisations are questioning the HR business 
partner concept and the idea of shared services and are challenging HR to 
focus on making a difference to the business rather than ‘doing HR stuff’‘I need HR, to 

a) understand my business 
b) understand my      
     challenges 
c) add value to those         
     challenges. 
They need to act both in 
an advisory role as well 
as a strategic role … but 
today it’s not forthcoming 
from HR, it’s the business 
prompting HR for that.’ 
Line manager

Ten years on from Ulrich, The Henley HR Centre of Excellence has just 
completed a piece of research to discover what organisations want right 
now from their HR function. The research, carried out in the fi rst few 
months of this year, revealed the challenge for HR is to provide the 
following:

Operational effi ciency in HR activities directly related to • 
the recession
HR should begin looking at how it can slim down its processes in line 
with the cutbacks that will inevitably have to be made. This might mean 
reducing bonuses, making non-essential events smaller or doing away 
with them altogether and fi nding creative ways of delivering on training 
objectives. The challenge is to fi nd lower cost alternatives that are not 
too different in quality from the processes and policies already in place. 
Speed is also of the essence – delivering on projects in the short rather 
than long term.

Balance between the short term and the long term  • 
Cash is king in a recession. With CEOs in survival mode, it’s hardly 
surprising that the focus is on reduced budgets. However, while current 
times require a shift in emphasis from strategic HR and future-proofi ng 
activities like talent attraction, leadership development, employee 
engagement and corporate culture to short term cost cutting measures 
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(usually headcount, salaries and benefi ts) this is only a partially sound 
strategy.  Eventually the economy will recover and it is imperative that 
HR manages the tension between the long term need to identify good 
people, place them in the right jobs, develop them and keep them and 
the short term need to save money. If it ignores the short term HR will 
not be credible but if it ignores the long term it is not fulfi lling its role.

A focus on what is important. Keep calm and carry on.•  
The turbulent external conditions can push companies to scramble to 
revise strategy or to deliver new messages to the organisation. Such 
poorly thought through responses are often counter productive.

HR must ensure decisions are fact based and not driven by anecdotal 
stories and myths. Whilst the business may need to be fundamentally 
different and the focus must be on business performance this must be 
balanced with maintaining business reputation both at the CSR and the 
employer branding levels.

Real emotional support to the organisation • 
Whenever an organisation encounters trouble or enters a slump, morale 
is certain to take a heavy hit. Whilst employees are resourceful and fi nd 
ways to help one another HR has to step up and implement sound, con-
sistent strategies to help everyone through the lows of the recession.  

Our research showed that there are HR professionals who are stepping 
up to the challenge of the recession though they are in the minority. 
These people aren’t agonising over their role they are simply getting 
on with adding value to the business. They are typifi ed by a highly 
commercial outlook combined with genuine HR content expertise and an 
unusual amount of emotional intelligence. The business doesn’t question 
their right to be at the Board table, neither side spends time debating 
‘the role of the business partner’ – they just focus on adding value to 
the business and dealing with people with integrity and respect during 
extremely diffi cult business conditions. 

There is no one right answer to what organisations expect from HR – 
whether in the current economic situation or in general.  Our research 
shows that context is everything. HR’s role varies by business, sector, 
geography, etc.  This has a major effect on HR’s effectiveness and the skills 
required to be successful.  

‘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 manager
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‘… don’t stop doing good things - 
simple things like training or they 
will not be as skilled as you need 
them to be at a time when you need 
to differentiate yourself on their 
abilities.’ 

Line manager

In a business going through a tough turnaround HR may be seen as 
adding real value by dealing almost exclusively with short term issues 
such as identifying and managing out under-performers and blockers. 
In another, HR may need to focus on longer term issues such as learning 
and development and talent management. Sometimes HR’s role is just to 
deliver the basics (offer letters, relocations, resourcing, reward activities) 
outstandingly well. Unless HR does these basics well it will not have the 
credibility to take on the more strategic elements.  

The key is to focus on the HR activities that will fundamentally support 
business strategy and to be agile about determining and delivering this. 
Line teams will have little time for HR functions who focus on internal 
HR transformation activities (for example, launching a ‘new business 
partner approach’) rather than initiatives focused on business needs.

What does a good HR person look like?
So we know what the business wants from HR as a function but what 
does a good HR leader look like? The answer is perhaps best summarised 
by reviewing the responses we got when we asked just that question:

HR Context Business Context

Firm context Cultural context

Growth context:
• Start-up
• Maturity
• Decline
• Turnaround

Change context:
• Stable
• Dynamic

CEO 
expectations:

• Confidante
• Top team 

facilitator
• Leader of HR 

Function

Scale:
• Small
• Medium
• Large

WHAT’S REQUIRED FROM THE 
HR LEADER

Strategy context:
• Innovation
• Cost leadership
• Service/Quality

Sector:
• Private:

• People/knowledge business
• People peripheral to success

• Public
• NFP

Geographic:
• Domestic
• Regional
• Multinational

Ulrich:
• Top
• Bottom
• Specialist

National HR 
culture :

• Professional 
Mechanic

• Guarded 
strategist

• Pivotal
• Archipelago

Context is everything
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If this is what the business wants from its senior HR people what qualities 
make a good HR person? The chart below shows what our research told 
us.

The number one differentiator is a sound commercial understanding. 
The best HR people start with the business agenda and drive the HR 
agenda from there. There are a number of aspects to this:

‘HR is important to balance the 
enthusiasm and decisiveness 
of management - to ensure it’s 
properly evaluated and appropriate’ 

Line manager

What does a business want from a HR leader?

…are 100% committed to 
the person or organisation 

not themselves

….can work with a 
CEO and influence 

him or her

…are all very 
different people

….understands the business 
at the level of the CEO

...can develop 
relationships where 
people trust and tell 

them things

…can link what 
they do to the 

bottom line

...have an instinctive 
understanding of people 
and how they react and 

behave

…have enough IQ but 
an unusual quantum of 

EQ

…have a deep interest in 
and understanding of 

people

…can clearly articulate the five things 
that need to be done to develop the 

business

…have a razor sharp 
focus on the critical 

issues

…are flexible enough to 
respond to reality

…have a strong dose 
of courage to say 
what needs to be 

said

COMMERCIAL
UNDERSTANDING

EMOTIONAL
INTELLIGENCE

RESILIENCE
COURAGE

DRIVE

POLITICAL
SAVVY FOCUS

UNDERSTANDING OF 
THE SCIENCE OF HR

What makes a good HR person?
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They have the intellectual capability (IQ) to understand the commercial • 
issues.

They can clearly articulate the business objectives; whether they are to • 
lower cost, drive revenue, achieve greater innovation or enhanced cus-
tomer service and identify what HR needs to do to deliver this.

Their focus is on adding value – not on what HR does.  They can link • 
what HR is doing to turnover, profi t or some other fi nancial measure or 
to a step change in business capability required to deliver the business 
strategy.  

Where there is a clash between the purist HR view and the needs of the • 
business -  the needs prevail.   

Good HR people also have a number of core skills which are essential to • 
reach the top:

They are great at selling.• 

They are strong negotiators.• 

They are good at planning.  They can think through issues from need • 
to solution not the other way round.

They have strong project management skills and a record of delivery.• 

They can react at the speed required by the business. HR needs to be • 
good at ‘fast and fl exible’.

The second differentiator is emotional intelligence (EQ). HR is, after all, 
about people and good HR people have an instinctive understanding of 
what drives people’s behaviour and what matters to them. 

Good HR people combine this unusual quantum of EQ with a strong 
ethical element. They have a clear set of personal core values. Their 
integrity means they can develop relationships with key people based on 
trust.  Their peers know they will never abuse that trust. They adopt a 
‘coaching mentality’ where they are 100% committed to the other person, 
team or the organisation. This requires a high degree of self confi dence 
and self awareness.  They think about wider concepts - not because they 
are looking for things to do but in order to add to their understanding of 
what drives human behaviour.  

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

Line manager

Daniel Goleman
identified the five 
'domains' of EQ as: 

Recognising and 
understanding 
other people’s 

emotions. 

Managing 
relationships i.e. 

managing the 
emotions of others

Knowing your 
emotions. 

Motivating 
yourself 

Managing your 
own emotions. 

Daniel Goleman
identified the five 
'domains' of EQ as: 

Recognising and 
understanding 
other people’s 

emotions. 

Managing 
relationships i.e. 

managing the 
emotions of others

Knowing your 
emotions. 

Motivating 
yourself 

Managing your 
own emotions. 
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Increasingly CEOs are turning to their senior HR people as confi dantes 
and value the role of a ‘corporate conscience’.  CEO’s need someone who is 
neutral and willing to push the ethical point where others may not.  

There are a number of other elements the research showed as important:

Great HR people are • politically savvy.  They are tough but in an 
acceptable way. They have an instinctive understanding for the message 
and how to give it. They get around the business talking and listening to 
people at all levels.

They have a high degree of • resilience, courage and personal drive 
that allows them to challenge in an acceptable way.  

They can • focus on the vital few facts and initiatives, seeing the 
overall umbrella as well as the key parts.

Finally, they do have an appropriate level of • understanding of the 
science of HR. It is those who combine business knowledge with sound  
HR skills who will be able to operate at the highest level.

How to develop great HR capability?
Developing capability in HR is similar to developing capability in most 
other functions. There are no short cuts and you get out what you put in! 
Businesses who maintain investment in developing their HR teams will 
see the return.

Research shows that HR can help to deliver competitive advantage 
through its roles, resources and practices. We have already touched on 
the debate around the best way to structure HR (Ulrich’s model and the 
surrounding issues) and a thorough review of HR processes is beyond the 
scope of this paper. Our focus at Henley has been to look at how best to 
drive the capability of resources ie: how to support the development of 
people within HR.

Our research shows that if organisations are serious about developing 
HR capability then they have to practice what they preach and implement 
effective talent management within the function. 

‘The critical skill is 
understanding the 
business, not being a 
good HR craftsman 
alone….. ‘
HR professional

Recruitment, 
coaching, 
development
programmes,
career 
moves to 
close gaps

Context:
• HR
• Firm 
• Business 
• Cultural

Clearly 
defined
picture of 
relevant 
HR 
capability

Performance
management, 
assessment 
vs the picture

Talent 
reviews, 
succession 
planning 
to identify 
gaps

How do we 
fill the 
gaps?

Where 
are the 
gaps?

What have 
we got?

What do we 
need?

HR Talent Management

Recruitment, 
coaching, 
development
programmes,
career 
moves to 
close gaps

Context:
• HR
• Firm 
• Business 
• Cultural

Clearly 
defined
picture of 
relevant 
HR 
capability

Performance
management, 
assessment 
vs the picture

Talent 
reviews, 
succession 
planning 
to identify 
gaps

How do we 
fill the 
gaps?

Where 
are the 
gaps?

What have 
we got?

What do we 
need?

HR Talent Management
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This looks simple enough but there is underlying complexity. As we 
have discussed earlier, in HR one size does not fi t all . Many businesses fall 
into the trap of not spending suffi cient time and focus on defi ning the 
skills and experience to succeed within their specifi c business. Without 
clarity in this area any actions to assess and close gaps start from 
unsafe foundations.

Equally HR needs to assess the capability of current and potential 
recruits into the function using an objective assessment methodology. HR 
professionals are well used to applying this sort of rigour to their clients 
but some ‘miss the opportunity’ to apply it to themselves. 

Finally HR must invest appropriately to close the gaps. In the best 
companies HR development focuses on building both the HR content 
knowledge and commercial ability referred to earlier. This is often 
achieved through judicious use of learning and development interventions 
(such as HR programmes, qualifi cations, coaching and mentoring) and 
longer term career development. HR people spend time in line roles 
to develop awareness and appreciation of commercial and operational 
agendas as well as (where possible) being moved into secondments in 
both country and regional units. These secondments develop the skill sets 
required to operate in very different environments. It takes real ability 
to succeed in the matrix environments that operate in many of today’s 
businesses where there is a requirement to balance the need for local 
responsiveness with the centralising drive for operational effi ciency and 
varying cultural sensitivities. 

During our various research activities we come across a surprisingly 
small number of organisations who have managed to maintain this 
focus over time. In the current climate with its increased cost sensitivity 
and turmoil caused by restructuring we are seeing these longer term 
investments put on hold or cancelled. Some organisations are potentially 
reducing capability in HR at a time when the people agenda of the 
business is more important than ever. 

One of the key fi ndings from our research into HR in the recession is 
that HR must challenge the business to balance the long term and short 
term and cut with a scalpel rather than a knife. HR must also apply these 
lessons to itself.

‘The bottom line is that HR 
are an integral part of the 
team, as simple as that, and 
they bring a specialisation 
and an emphasis that we 
absolutely need and even 
more so in tough times’ 
Line manager
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Nick Holley

Nick is Director of Henley’s HR Centre of Excellence where he has worked with 
organisations including BT, Cadbury Schweppes, Canon, Centrica, GSK, M&S, Microsoft, 
Ministry of Justice, Nestle, NHS, Oracle, Oxfam, Panasonic, RBS, Shell, Siemens, Smiths, 
Travelport, Unilever and Vodafone to advance current thinking around HR.  He has 
recently carried out research on employee engagement, HR in the recession, HR 
leadership and talent management.
Nick has also consulted to a number of major global businesses including Barclays 
Capital, Celtel, Centrica, DHL, Draka, Ericsson, Honeywell, ING, Liverpool Victoria, 
Merrill Lynch, Morgan Stanley, Nationwide, NetJets, Rosneft, Royal Mail, Safaricom, Sony 
Ericsson, StatoilHydro, Truphone, Virgin Nigeria and Yahoo in the UK, Germany, Hungary, 
Kenya, Malaysia, Netherlands, Nigeria, Norway, Portugal, Russia, Sweden, Switzerland 
and the US on a number of projects looking at change management, HR strategy 
and capability, leadership development, performance management and strategy 
implementation, as well as providing one to one coaching for a number of senior line 
and HR leaders.
Nick is also a consulting partner of Dave Ulrich’s RBL Group and a member of the 
editorial advisory panel of Personnel Today for whom he has judged their HR Awards 
in 2007/8/9.  He was voted 12th on Human Resource Magazine’s list of most infl uential 
thinkers in HR in 2009.

Alison Doyle

Alison Doyle is now Director, HR Capability at Henley Business School and an associate 
member of Faculty. She is a highly experienced and business-focussed Learning & 
Development expert with in-depth experience of delivering at every level, from business 
unit to global during her 18 year career at Cadbury Schweppes. During her career Alison 
has developed strategic interventions to drive business performance during mergers, 
acquisitions and global reorganisations, her last role at Cadbury’s being Learning & 
Development Director with a team of 8 managers and a global remit.

The Advanced HR Business Partner Programe

If the issues raised in this paper are something you would like to explore further 
you may be interested in this open programme. The Advanced HR Business Partner 
programme is targeted at senior and high potential HR business partners who 
are about to, or have recently, moved into their fi rst HR director role. Participants 
are usually working as part of a senior business team where their commercial and 
infl uencing skills are critical to their own, and their team’s success.

The programme enables participants to:

integrate HR strategy with the overall business strategy of the organisation

understand the role of their own HR function in supporting, and driving, business

understand their role as a full member of a senior team and how to support other     
senior executives

enhance their ability to infl uence and challenge business decisions

improve personal effectiveness by developing coaching and facilitation skills
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