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[bookmark: _Toc131162024]Executive Summary

The purpose of this report is to evaluate and give recommendations to the Google UK office concerning HRM and employee wellbeing. It was found that there is a current need for wellbeing support as employees are still likely to be facing mental health and other wellbeing-related problems in relation to the recent Covid-19 pandemic and recent events such as the cost-of-living crisis. The report found that Google employees were becoming increasingly unhappy with the company and its practices in relation to its recent work-from-home changes in addition to existing problems such as the lack of goals and promotion criteria. It is recommended that HR Managers focus on the areas of flexible/hybrid working, implementing change-management tools in order to assist with the transitions needed as a result of the recent pandemic restrictions now lifting, building the skills of the HR managers so that they can better meet the needs of employees, offering clearer guidelines on the promotion process and criteria, building emotional intelligence skills for a more cooperative workforce and continue to understand the needs of the employees to build a happy workforce. If Google were to implement these recommendations, it should allow Google to maintain employee performance and recruitment retention rates.  
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The purpose of this report is to critically evaluate the HRM functions in relation to employee wellbeing within Google and to give recommendations on how this can be improved to better serve Google, its employees and its stakeholders.

Armstrong & Taylor (2014) define Human Resource Management (HRM) as “a comprehensive and coherent approach to the employment and development of people.”. Armstrong & Taylor (2014) suggest that a function of HRM is to improve an organisation’s effectiveness through its employees, it is emphasised that as part of this, the organisation should be equally concerned with ethical considerations. However, some theorists would argue that HRM is manipulative, for example, Legge (1998, quoted in Armstrong & Taylor,2014, p. 8) has referred to HRM as “macho-management dressed up as benevolent paternalism”. Regardless of whether HRM is deemed to be manipulative or not, the intention of HRM assisting an organisation to gain a performance advantage is however something that many theorists seem to agree on (Torrington et al., 2002, quoted in Henderson, 2008, p.3; Mullins et al., 2007; Armstrong, 2011).  


The Chartered Institute for Personnel and Development (CIPD) is the Professional body for people practitioners. They suggest that the recent Covid-19 pandemic may have had a negative effect on the mental health of employees, which is one of the leading causes of long-term sickness (CIPD, 2021). In contrast to this, some experts and surveys suggest that the shift to working from home may have a positive effect on employee wellbeing (Wiest, 2020; Royal Society for Public Health, 2021). CIPD (2020) suggests that a larger percentage of employees want to continue working from home full-time in the future and when surveyed 22% of employees said that they would have expectations of working from home full-time, this has risen from 9% pre-pandemic (CIPD, 2020). 

Warr (1987, quoted in Armstrong & Taylor, 2020, p.565) defines wellbeing as “the overall quality of an individual’s subjective experience and functioning at work”. According to CIPD (2023), flexible working can have a positive effect on employee wellbeing, suggesting that although complete isolation during Covid-19 may have had a negative effect on mental health, an employee’s ability to decide for themselves when they work from home may have a positive effect on their wellbeing. According to WHO (2022), there has been a 25% rise in anxiety and depression worldwide in relation to the Covid-19 pandemic, they suggest that stressors relating to this could include loneliness, fear of infection, stress caused by isolation and financial worries (World Health Organization, 2022). For this reason, it might be advantageous for Google to consider allowing hybrid working options where employees can work from home some of the time but still have the option to connect with other employees in person in order to retain the social benefits and sense of belonging if they feel safe to do so. CIPD (2021) suggests that companies should encourage employees to decide for themselves as to whether they are more productive at home or working from an office when considering hybrid working options, implying that employees should be aware of their level of autonomy relating to hybrid working.  

In recent research, Mutebi & Hobbs (2022) indicate that UK-based employees working from home prior to the covid-19 pandemic were less likely to be promoted or to have access to training opportunities. It is suggested that this is due to there being a stigma around working remotely. However, this stigma may have been reduced through the pandemic where employers were required to allow employees to work remotely (Silva, 2020). In addition to mental health concerns, there are also physical health concerns in relation to the virus that might affect an employee’s ability to work. As isolation restrictions have now been lifted, employees can legally go to work if infected with the virus, although it is still required that employers properly assess and prevent the risks associated with this (HSE, 2022). 

Therefore, this report will focus on how employee wellbeing has been affected by recent events and the measures which Google can implement in order to support the wellbeing of its employees (Jain & Aggarwal, 2021).   

[bookmark: _Toc131162026]Organisation Overview

Google is a global technology company owned by the American holding company Alphabet (Orphanides, 2015). With over 156,000 employees and over 70 offices in 50 countries, Google is considered to be a desirable company to work for (Bianchi, 2022). Google has in the past been known for having a good workplace environment and has won a ‘Best Company Culture’ award (Forbes, 2018). However, recently employees have shown dissatisfaction with the company. In a recent survey conducted by Google, employees ranked the company low in factors such as compensation and execution, although the company continues to rank high in the areas of missions and values (Elias, 2022). 

During the pandemic, Google was at the forefront of allowing employees to continue working from home even after restrictions had lifted, suggesting that prior to this, remote working within Google was more uncommon (Kelly, 2020). In 2021, Google announced plans for workers to return to the office, limiting remote working to just fourteen days per year. (Kelly, 2021). In May 2021, Google reversed the decision to limit remote working to fourteen days to allow workers to work remotely for up to four weeks per year with the option to apply to work from home full-time, although it was also noted that there would be adjustments to pay depending on where an employee was working from (Novet, 2021).

For the purpose of this report, there will be a focus on the UK Google office, although the recommendations can be adapted for other offices. 
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[bookmark: _Toc131162028]Why is the area of employee wellbeing a priority?
 
According to CIPD (2022), wellbeing and mental health have become less of a priority for company managers post-pandemic despite there still being a need for support, particularly in the areas of mental health and long Covid as Covid-19 will continue to impact employees post-pandemic.

It could be argued that if Google were to successfully meet the wellbeing needs of employees, this could equate to a productive workforce as research conducted by Oxford University in collaboration with BT found that employees were 13% more productive when they were happy (University of Oxford, 2019).  The Oxford English Dictionary (2023) defines happy as “The state of pleasurable contentment of mind; deep pleasure in or contentment with one's circumstances.”, suggesting that if an employee is content with their job this could equate to happiness.

As the retention rates for employees within technology companies are low compared to other sectors (Peterson, 2017), it is important to try to maintain employee happiness in order to retain employees for a longer period of time as employee happiness can also affect retention rates and the recruitment process can be costly (Petrone, 2018). In 2017, Google had one of the highest retention rates when compared to competitors such as Amazon, although recent surveys indicate that employees are becoming increasingly unhappy with certain areas of working for Google, for example, the lack of criteria for promotions, this could have a direct impact on both employee happiness and retention rates (Elias, 2022). 

The World Health Organisation (WHO) suggest that the workplace can have both a positive and negative effect on employee mental health (World Health Organization, 2022). Britain’s workplace safety regulator The Health & Safety Executive (HSE) suggest that a poor working environment has the potential to aggravate existing mental health conditions (HSE, 2023). According to a survey conducted by mental health charity Mind (2023), one in five employees admitted that they had called in sick and 14% had resigned in relation to workplace stress. This suggests that by taking care of the mental wellbeing of employees, there would likely be fewer workplace absences and resignations.  Haymes (2013) proposes that organisations which focus on the wellbeing of employees are likely to have operation margins up to three times higher than those who are less engaged with employee wellbeing.  

It is suggested that by following the ABC framework, organisations would be better able to identify whether the needs of their employees are being met. This framework is broken down into three sections, autonomy, belonging and contribution (Vigor, 2022). Similarly, according to Pink’s theory of motivation (Sodexo, 2023), motivational influencers can be broken down into the categories of autonomy, mastery and purpose suggesting that where employees have control of their own work schedules and tasks, there are clear goals with achievable tasks for an employee to work to and the employee has their own personal goals, they will be more likely to engage with the work required. By using such tools, the organisation could identify the needs of its employees in order to support their wellbeing.

Carnevale & Hatak (2020) recommend that HR departments are adaptable to any unforeseen changes which could affect workforce performance. However, it is also stated that because Covid-19 is an out-of-the-ordinary circumstance, HR departments will need to produce new solutions to this unforeseen event. CIPD (2022) suggest that building resilience in the workplace on both an individual and organisational level will help employees better adapt to adversities. This can be achieved by planning resilience interventions, supporting line managers to increase resilience in their teams and by providing training which supports individual resilience (CIPD, 2022). Teams with high emotional intelligence skills are likely to be more effective as they are more cooperative and help each other and when leaders and a team both have high levels of emotional intelligence, it can contribute towards efficiency and effectiveness (Drigas & Papoutsi, 2019).

Studies suggest that companies that consider corporate social responsibility (CSR) within their HR practices are likely to see an increase in wellbeing among their employees, with trust in management and job satisfaction being the highest impacted areas of responsible HR practices (Celma et al., 2018).  
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When assessing the reviews on Glassdoor, there appears to be a theme of long work hours, lack of opportunities to work from home, too much pressure and problems around personal goals with it being a large company and employees not feeling like they are making an impact. Whereas, recent surveys conducted by Google indicated that current employees are dissatisfied with issues regarding pay and promotion, with fewer employees currently satisfied that their effort is reflected in their pay,  previous surveys had a slightly higher rate of satisfaction in this area (Glassdoor, 2022; Elias, 2022).

When referring to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Human Needs (Pichère et al., 2015), Google appears to meet several of the basic human needs of its employees such as physiological and security by offering competitive pay, medical health care and family support and care. Google fulfils the need for belonging by offering community groups and culture clubs to its employees (Google, 2023). However, the organisation appears to lack in the areas of esteem and personal accomplishment, as employees stated they were dissatisfied with the lack of achievable goals and personal development opportunities. With 64% of employees stating that their performance reflected their pay in a recent employee survey, which is down 3 points from 67%, it appears that Google employees are starting to feel underappreciated, a need that would be referred to as self-actualisation when referring to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Human Needs (Elias,2022). It is thought that in order for people to be able to grow, they must reach the top of the Hierarchy of Human needs pyramid and so by not doing this, employees might begin to feel stuck and seek this fulfilment within another company (Mcleod, 2022). According to Soni & Soni (2016), the most effective leaders are those who can fulfil the self-actualisation needs of their employees.  

[image: ]

(Mcleod, 2022).


Negative Impacts and how they affect the company

CIPD (2022) suggest that the main causes of workplace stress include high workloads, Covid related anxieties and a poor management style. If Google ensures that employees are properly managed in a way that their needs are met, this could prevent workplace stress which could contribute towards short-term and long-term absences (CIPD, 2022). 

Due to changes around working from home, amid the Covid-19 pandemic, US employees have been protesting around the refusal to work in the office, which is likely to have a reputational impact as employees make physical demonstrations around this. This also has the potential to have an impact on employee retention, as if the UK-based offices are equally as disappointed with this, failure to satisfy the needs of the employee could mean that they seek employment elsewhere.  In a survey conducted by the professional social network Bind, 34% of employees said they would consider seeking work elsewhere due to Google’s new hybrid policy of working from the office three days a week (Chen, 2022). It could be suggested that the reluctance to return to work could relate to the outbreaks of Covid cases within Google offices, although this mainly appears to be a problem within larger offices such as Los Angeles (Elias, 2022).

According to Henderson (2008), employees who are not in a leadership role are likely to resist change. Leatherbarrow & Fletcher (2019) suggest that by using a change management tool such as Lewin’s three-step model a company can minimise employee resistance to change, making transitional changes such as the move from remote working to office working easier to manage.
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As Google operates in multiple countries worldwide, each country will have their own workplace culture and so the HRM strategies should be adapted accordingly to that of each office. This strategy should permit managers to ensure the quality and effectiveness of organisational control systems (Adekola & Sergi, 2016). 

As there is currently a cost-of-living crisis which has thought to have been triggered by a mixture of the recent Covid-19 pandemic and Britain leaving the European Union (Brexit), it is thought that mental health issues will rise as people are feeling anxious, stressed and hopeless due to their financial situations (Partington & Kirk, 2022; Mental Health Foundation, 2023).
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Some experts would argue that HRM is manipulative, but most would agree that it is beneficial to support company performance. Due to recent crises such as the Covid-19 pandemic and the cost-of-living crisis, it is important to support employee wellbeing in order to retain both performance levels and recruitment rates. Both physical and mental wellbeing should be considered within the HRM strategy, although as Google already has health plans in place, a focus on mental health would be beneficial as the recent pandemic and cost of living crisis have meant that those living in the UK are likely to feel isolated, anxious and hopeless due to lockdowns, social distancing regulations and financial restraints. 
By giving employees more choice of flexible working hours and control over whether they work from home or the office, Google would likely see an improvement in employee performance as if an employee is happy, they are likely to perform better. The Covid-19 pandemic revealed the benefits of working from home to employees, with some preferring to do so. Google could consider allowing more employees to work from home if this will see an increase in their happiness and performance. It is important that HR staff are trained in various skills needed to effectively support employees through testing times in order to maintain the performance of employees and retain staff who may be considering leaving the company. 
[bookmark: _Toc131162032]Recommendations

Short- Term

1. Use change management tools to help with the transition of those still unsure about switching back to an in-person role.
2. Offer work-from-home or hybrid working opportunities for those who would be happier working from home some or all the time.
3. Continue to train HR managers to enable to support employees with their current needs. Consider using tools such as Pink’s theory, ABC and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Human needs to measure how fulfilled employees are feeling.

Long-Term
1. Offer clear guidelines on the promotion process and criteria. 
2. Offer emotional intelligence training to leaders and employees for a more cooperative workforce. 
3. Set up focus groups regarding flexible working to gain a better understanding of employee preferences and adapt the Google business model accordingly. 
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