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Understanding the Business Context of HR
Activity One
Ateb Group is a not-for-profit housing association operating in the third sector as a cooperative community benefit society employing 130 staff; as a registered social landlord, Ateb is regulated by the Welsh Government, Community Housing Cymru (the membership body for housing associations in Wales) and the Financial Conduct Authority. Ateb has a voluntary Board of non-executive members with a range of skills to expertly govern Ateb operating within the Welsh Government’s Regulation Framework; the Board set and monitor strategic direction, assess and manage risk, and sit on several sub-committees to complement the Board such as Audit and Renumeration. 
Ateb’s business purpose is to “create better living solutions for the communities of West Wales”; as such the three strategic aims have been aligned to this (Ateb, 2018):
1. Increase Corporate Strength – ensuring Ateb has the right skills/competencies, finances and people.
2. Improve Service Delivery – always delivering the right outcomes by maximising property assets/investments and to attract/retain the right people.
3. New Business Growth – identifying how to expand existing services such as through complementary services, diversification, collaboration or acquisition.
Bluestone Resorts is a hospitality and tourism limited company in the private sector employing over 700 staff; as a limited company, it has limited liability whereby it is legally separate form from its owner therefore, in the event of bankruptcy or death the company will continue to trade (Taylor and Wilkinson, 2016). Similarly, Bluestone has a Board of Directors to support ongoing business development and guide strategy with their expert knowledge (Bluestone, 2017). Bluestone’s business purpose is “to be the UKs most loved and unique short break destination”; as a result, Bluestone is very cost-orientated in order to provide exceptional holidays to customers whilst focusing on profit making. 
HR in third sector organisations can be transactional in its approach and can often imitate PLCs (publicly limited company in the private sector) or public sector organisations (Taylor and Wilkinson, 2016). Whilst Ateb is third-sector, it is structured similarly to private sector organisations, as such its structure is similar to that of Bluestone; both Ateb’s and Bluestone’s HR function are centralised consisting of generalists providing HR service across the business but also outsourcing specific services including employment law and Learning and Development.
The culture of HR in Ateb and Bluestone differ in my opinion due to being profitable or non-profit making; both organisations take a compassionate approach as demonstrated in their practices such as wellness programmes. However, as a non-profit organisation, Ateb adopts a humanist approach to further support employees such as additional support during work absence, from sickness to grievance, before invoking disciplinary, capability or grievance procedures; humanist approach can reduce levels of stress and absence and retain good performers (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016), thus supporting Ateb’s strategic aims. As Bluestone are constrained by costs and profit-making, their HR function may not be able to support staff for longer periods of time as it would affect productivity and could impact profit opportunities therefore, their culture could be more disciplinary focused.
Taylor and Wilkinson (2016) describe the HR function in large private organisations as high profile and increasingly strategic which is an accurate representation of Bluestone; their HR function is involved at strategic level with the HR director sitting on the Board as an executive member leading strategic direction. As a result, Bluestone has the resources and facility to be entirely transformational in its approach. Third-sector organisations tend to have a transactional approach completing administrative duties with little opportunity to add strategic value (Wilkinson and Taylor, 2016); Ateb remains largely transactional across the organisation however it is developing a transformational approach as Ateb is undergoing a culture change process. The lack of resources, line management competencies and sophisticated ICT systems is a contributing factor to remaining transactional. 
Bureaucratic structures, characterised as mechanistic, rely on written policies to people manage by ensuring line managers complete documents to evidence the completion of tasks (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016); structures are hierarchical with strong defined levels of management, specialised and defined roles and departments, authority is centralised and slowly adapts to change therefore, best suiting stable environments. Organic structures are more pragmatic with less rules and written policies to enable managers to freely manage their teams as they see fit resulting in a dynamic and agile environment; it is less hierarchical and allows for cross-functional teams, improved communication and decentralised authority to empower managers to make decisions (Roberts, 2016). Bureaucratic structures tend to ensure staff are treated equally and reduces perceptions of unfairness and inequality however, the thought process in people management can be replaced by the documentation process; this could result in poor performance as teams are not managed effectively (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016). 
Ateb has a mechanistic, functional structure; it is hierarchical with a silo mentality and has a clear centre of authority in its Executive Management Team (EMT) which historically reprimands managers for incorrect decision making, as opposed to reflection and learning opportunities, therefore managers are reluctant to make decisions and take responsibility, instead directing decision-making to either HR or EMT. As a result, HR are often drawn into areas which line managers can support such as implementing policies and acting upon HR advice (CIPD, 2018). 
Non-hierarchical organisations have more agility and flexibility; matrix organisations have a contemporary structure and improve organisational agility by linking customer responsiveness and high control levels. Employees report to their functional lead or project lead and can be assigned to various projects however, having multiple managers and priorities can be stressful for employees therefore requires strong leadership skills (Roberts, 2016). HR in matrix structures should monitor absences especially relating to stress and ensure managers have the correct competencies. 
The flexible firm model is adopted to increase organisational agility. The model features three groups of staff; firstly, a core skilled group to complete the organisations main activities using skills which are hard to source; secondly a ‘first peripheral’ group who are full-time completing mundane repetitive tasks; and lastly a ‘second peripheral’ group who complement the core and first peripheral group during peak periods. The nature of the first peripheral group tasks plus having less career prospects promotes turnover however, this provides the organisation opportunity to adjust the number of employees and hours worked. For the HR function, ethical and legal considerations should be addressed where for example short-term or zero-hours contracts are used. 
Organisational and HR strategies can be formulated using three basic approaches; rational/classic, emergent/logical incrementalism, and symbolic/radical. Rational approach is characterised as being classic and mainstream; decisions and strategy are developed by senior managers who analyse the internal and external environment using analytic tools such as PESTLE, to formulate business objectives. Using this approach, different strategic plans are evaluated so the organisation can make an informed decision on strategic direction. Emergent approach recognises that intervening factors may disrupt strategic direction therefore, strategy is determined incrementally as the organisation responds to its environment. Lastly, the symbolic approach argue that organisations move forward naturally and will try different methods before adopting what works well, therefore, a strategy is written in response to existing business operation (Taylor and Wilkinson, 2016). Successful organisations have the ability to turn strategy into action thus implementing strategy quickly; implementation of strategy is a key feature of a successful HRM function (Torrington et al, 2002) therefore, HR should be aware of the approach the organisation takes when formulating strategy so HR can effectively support and embed the strategy. 
The provision of organisational insights will complement and contribute to the formulation of strategy. HR can draw attention to ‘management through measurement’ which establishes a clear correlation between HR interventions and organisational success thus evidencing the HRM view that human capital is an asset and not only a cost, furthermore, using HRM strategies to create value through people to achieve organisational goals (CIPD, 2018). 
The use of HR analytics can support strategy formulation and evaluation. HR analytics report key workforce factors such as performance, productivity and alignment enabling HR and their major stakeholders to make evidence-based decisions (CIPD, 2018) which is key during strategy formulation. Similarly, HR analytics can support strategy evaluation as it can assess the impact HR policy implementation has on organisational performance and return-on-investment therefore, using analytics to evaluate and enhance organisational performance (CIPD, 2018).
People should be managed within a comprehensive framework which reflects business strategy to ensure that the range of people management activities are cohesive to develop the performance and behaviours required for creating value and contribute to the business strategy. HR should understand organisational stakeholders including customers, employees, board members and the wider society, and develop sustainable relationships with them; stakeholders are contributors to the created value of business activities therefore, they should not be considered as only input in the value chain. Similarly, HR need to participate with employees throughout the organisation to drive business performance (CIPD, 2018). 
Alexander, 1985, (cited in Li et al, 2008) emphasised the importance of communication during strategy implementation; his research in strategy implementation found that communication is noted more than any other item in his research as a successful strategy implementation tool. Communication content during strategy implementation includes explanation of new responsibilities and why there are changes and importantly, why the new strategic decision was made. HR communicating and consulting staff on new strategic direction promotes a culture of trust and transparency and opens a flow of communication across the organisation; collaboration between employer and employee is becoming a key to an organisation’s success (CIPD, 2017).
HR practices and policies need to support organisational goals and strategy by having an external fit and be vertically integrated with business strategies; vertical integration is the link between organisational strategy, HR practices and the external contexts. Alongside external fit, internal fit is required having a horizontal integration between the different elements of the HR strategy; horizontal integration is creating harmony and compatibility of the different HR strategy aspects therefore, avoiding conflicting policies. For example, a pay policy which does not allow incentive rewards may conflict with a recruitment policy which seeks to attract talent who value performance related rewards. HR strategy will likely be more effective when there is a greater degree of vertical and horizontal integration (Farnham, 2015).  
HR strategy and policy must be integrated with organisational strategy to achieve success. Best practice and best fit thinking are two different approaches used to align HR strategy with organisational strategy. Best practice argue that certain HR practices and approaches will support the organisation to achieve competitive advantage therefore, demonstrating a link between HR practice and organisational performance when the correct HR practices are applied. Best practice activities include advanced recruitment methods, comprehensive L&D investment and individualised rewards. Whereas, best fit still identifies a link between HR practice and competitive advantage however, this is not achieved through universal practices but through HR practices and policies that fit the organisation; this will differ between organisations depending on individual circumstances therefore, what works for one organisation may not work for another (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016). 
Alignment of HR and organisational strategy can be achieved through contingency thinking and contingency models. Michael Porters model is highly influential and focuses on three core alternative strategies to achieve competitive advantage; cost leadership, differentiation and focus. The model argues that to effectively compete, organisations should adopt one of the three strategies in order to either produce goods or services cheaper than competitors; or of a higher quality thus being more expensive; or that are more innovative. Porter argues that organisations must choose one of the three strategies and strongly apply it, however critics argue that in the modern environment it is necessary to pursue all three strategies to be effective (Taylor and Wilkinson, 2016). 
Resource-based view (RBV) is a leading framework in strategic management; where contingency and best-fit models tend to take an ‘outside-in’ approach by looking at external competitive factors, RBV takes an ‘inside-out’ approach when analysing strategy. RBV focuses on an organisation’s range of resources which produces its individual character and factors which can produce performance improvements (Marchington et al, 2016). 
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Activity Two
PESTLE Analysis
The PESTLE analysis was undertaken by Kate Houston and Joanne Thomas of Ateb Group, and Lowri Davies of Bro Myrddin Housing Association, as allowed in the assignment criteria. Additional analysis for Ateb Group only was completed at a later date by Kate and Joanne and updated accordingly. 
	Area
	Description
	How affects organisation
	Impact on HR Function

	Political
	Pembrokeshire has been allocated circa £1.5m for the year and draw down 58% of SHG for each development (Cole, 2018).

	Pressure to secure financial lending to make the difference between SHG and lending rates. Uncertainty with Brexit and higher interest rates in the future (Ateb, no date).

	Could lead to building less therefore redundancies in the development team, redeployment could be likely.

	
	Potential of merging housing associations (Ateb, no date; Barker, 2018; BBC, 2016)
	To add value to be competitive.  
	Redundancies, redeployments, organisational design exploration.  


	Economical
	Introduction of Universal Credit (UC) (Ateb, no date; Hickman, 2018).
	As all new claimants will be migrating to UC, most of our residents will receive their housing payment directly into their bank accounts. Previously, Housing Benefit has been paid directly to the HA and this amount of money was expected monthly. HAs will need to chase this directly from the tenants as there is potential for increased rent arrears.
	A new system has been developed by the Department of Work and Pensions, HR need to ensure that Housing Officers and Customer Services are fully skilled in UC systems. 

Job creation of debt collectors, extensive training for current Welfare & Benefit Money Advisors and potential expansion of the team’s resources long-term.

	
	Current economy
	The position of the economy can affect the organisations hiring pool. Workers don’t want to leave secure jobs and others may not have the correct set of skills and abilities to meet the job role (CIPD, 2018)
	HR needs to be prepared for downfalls in the economy and have a plan in place to overcome it. HAs to put a strategy in place for workplace planning.

	
	
	Brexit – Welsh Government receiving European Funds for training and fixed term positions. HAs unsure of the future (Ateb, no date; Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, 2018) therefore may need to factor increased costs of training and funding for fixed term jobs currently created by EU funding or be willing to pick up surplus costs for training/employment received in this way themselves.

	Time to be dedicated to locating training providers that can provide training at affordable prices. Working collaboratively with HAs to share training costs and develop a relationship for other potential areas.

	Economical
	Current economy
	Brexit – uncertainty can see increased interest rates which will affect lending rates (Morris, 2018), increased competition for land and increased costs to the supply chain of primary materials when building new developments and contractors’ tenders.
	Could lead to building less therefore redundancies in the development team and across the entire organisation is likely.  Redeployment options should be explored.  HAs will need to retain employees (as they are likely to seek secure employment elsewhere) therefore the HA will need to ensure they are offering competitive and comprehensive benefits and employee engagement initiatives. 


	Sociological
	Flexible working (Ateb, no date).
	With the increase of working parents/grandparents (BBC, 2017), the HA is having to be increasingly flexible to meet family-friendly demands and to be able to compete in a competitive market.



Work-life balance is a top priority for many people when seeking employment especially millennials. Applicants may overlook other benefits and prioritise flexible working (Kohill, 2018). HR function has had difficulty when recruiting some vacancies as many have requested flexible working but the HA has been unable to approve this request.  

	Re-evaluate culture of organisation and adapt procedures and policies in line with flexible working.  Specifically, look at family friendly policies for families with caring responsibilities.  Ensure fairness and consistency is maintained.

Re-evaluate job roles to increase flexibility in departments where appropriate ensuring equality. This will add value to the HA and HR practices and attract and retain the right talent. 

	
	Flexible working (Ateb, no date).
	Due to the nature of the organisation, it is difficult to offer flexible working for staff as there is a dedicated Customer Services team that are required to work the opening times (Nutland, 2018).

	Perceptions of unfairness may arise therefore HR should work with the department to develop a flexible working system to accommodate their service. HR to meet with similar sectors and organisations to gather best practice.


	Sociological
	Flexible working (Ateb, no date).
	Aging population (ONS, 2018).
	Data analysis to assess who in the HA has young families or aging families which would require alternative options.  Run projects and gather comparative data from other HAs. 

Succession planning in readiness for retirement spells and being internally focused through promotion/development opportunities. 


	
	Residents living longer (ONS, 2018).
	By having residents staying in properties for longer, there are fewer turnovers of homes for those on the Common Housing Register for Housing.
	HR need to look at the business strategy and consider if there is a greater need for sheltered housing, if so this would lead to an increase in recruitment for Scheme & Community Coordinators (wardens).


	Technological
	Automation, artificial intelligence, cloud technologies, self-service systems, exploring modern technology (Ateb, no date; Yarlagadda, 2017).
	Costs associated with keeping up to date with the latest technologies.

Introduced mobile technology for mobile-based staff i.e. Maintenance Operatives. No longer need to speak to Customer Service staff for ‘jobs’ as information sent directly through software.
	ICT department to attend relevant training and keep up to date with technological advances.  

Recruitment considerations for additional ICT support to support new systems. 

Training for staff to use new systems. 

Look at human capital verses virtual applications and how this will affect current workforce.  Would they need upskilling? 

Run projects to identify potential redundancies and re-evaluate job roles to ensure limited job losses.  Possible re-structuring and organisational design.

	Legal
	Brexit – employment laws (Ateb, no date).
	Employed/ employing non-UK national staff.


Removal/changes of European Directive laws following Brexit i.e. EU framework directive on discrimination

	Recruitment and retention may be necessary. (Non-UK nationals currently not employed by Ate).

HR to stay up to date on changes to employment law by attending seminars/training. If changes occur, ensure policies are updated and implemented effectively. 

	
	National, local and devolved regulations (Ateb, no date).
	Constantly changing; changes can affect how HA can operate.
	HR to stay up to date on regulations to be aware of any impacts on the HR function.

Developing the HR strategy to meet the requirements of the ever-changing business strategy.


	Environmental
	Global warming.

	Switching to sustainable resources and consider ethical sourcing whilst maintaining cost efficiency (Cole, 2018).
	Adequate training for the development team on sustainable and ethical options.

	
	Affordability
	Welsh Government have scrutinised Housing Associations on how they’re able to ensure that their housing is affordable to all their residents. This includes sustaining homes by fitting efficient heating and solar panels on new developments to reduce fuel poverty. This leads to a higher cost to the organisation at the beginning, which requires more funding but will lead to reduced bills for residents (Cole, 2018).


	HR to invest in seeking advice from consultants that can provide sustainable advice to the organisation. 



	Environmental
	Corporate environmental responsibility
	Ateb’s duty to be environmentally ethical and abstain from damaging natural environments (John, 2018).
	Ethical and environmental implications should be considered in relation to HR practices and policies. Changes to environmental priorities to be updated in policies i.e. use of plastics. HR to be role models of being environmentally friendly.



















SWOT Analysis
The SWOT analysis was undertaken by Kate Houston and Joanne Thomas of Ateb Group, and Lowri Davies of Bro Myrddin Housing Association, as allowed in the assignment criteria. Additional analysis for Ateb Group only was completed at a later date by Kate and Jo and updated accordingly. 
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	· Supporting the Welsh Government target of developing 20,000 affordable homes (Sargeant, 2016) between May 2016 – May 2020, by developing 245 homes from May 2016 to date.
· Achieving regulatory standards 
· Good partnership with stakeholders and customers
· Comprehensive learning and development programme
· No other housing associations operating in Pembrokeshire
· Low staff turnover 
· Comprehensive and competitive benefits including flexible working
· Financially credibility
· Well established housing association with excellent track record
· Regularly benchmarked salaries at median range, including yearly CPI increase. 
· Achieving KPIs across departments

HR Impact
Continue to ensure the L&D programme, benefits and benchmarking is delivered effectively to maintain morale and engagement. 
	· Staff are generalists, covering a range of areas.
· In a small geographical area
· IT infrastructure is unable to develop and grow at the Ateb’s changing culture. 
· We do not promote our strengths enough
· We do not build our brand reputation on social sites enough
· Analytical data needs exploring to produce better reports to Board in the future.
· Communication between departments needs improving


HR Impact
Consider training opportunities for social media.
Assess the potential to recruit a Marketing/ Communications role. 
Assess if specialists role are required in-house or if outsourcing would be more relevant. 
Consider team building opportunities to improve communication and interaction between departments. Work on communication style during change culture process. 

	Opportunities
	Threats

	· Automation of job roles
· Job creation
· Latest technology advancement. 
· Agility in the workplace
· New board members with a fresh mind set and key skills
· Continuous stream of new development opportunities
· Rent increase set by Welsh Government
· Developing a strong group structure to enhance competitive value
· To explore acquisitions and shared services contracts.
· Collaborative working with housing associations and local authority i.e. L&D.
· Building reputation by achieving awards.

HR Impact
Redundancies may be necessary in the event of job automation.
Explore shared services/ outsourcing opportunities.
Explore HR awards available to apply for.
Network with housing associations and local authority to engage in collaborative working i.e. L&D.




	· A small HA in Wales. Many others in the area have merged.  This is being encouraged by the Welsh Government (Barker, 2018; BBC, 2016).
· UC – housing payments being made directly to residents therefore potential for increasing rent arrears (Hickman, 2018).
Increased competition.
Changes to Social Housing Grant and Private Funding 
Brexit – uncertainty in financial and housing markets – changeable environment.
New Welsh Government regulations
New H&S regulations
Insufficient measure (data and insight) failure to understand operating efficiency


HR Impact
Redundancy, TUPE and redeployment may occur in the event of a merger. 
Training for welfare reform updates i.e. Universal Credit. 
Change management process in event of re-structuring. 





PESTLE and SWOT tools were utilised to analyse external factors affecting Ateb; the analysis was conducted with a representative of a neighbouring Housing Association (HA) as many external factors would affect both organisations due to the regulated industry. 
PESTLE analysis analyses key external factors namely; Political, Economic, Sociological, Technological, Legal and Environmental. The framework provides valuable insights into external factors which could affect the organisation (CIPD, 2018). SWOT analysis is a planning tool to identify organisational strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats. Both PESTLE and SWOT analysis are flexible, simple and develops strategic thinking however, it runs the risk of over-simplifying data and capturing too much data to accurately analyse (CIPD, 2015; CIPD 2018).
Globalisation is responsible for increased competitive intensity due to international markets and some organisations have responded by reducing costs, outsourcing work overseas and embracing new technology. Technological advances have increased globalisation and competitive intensity as developments in transport and ICT saw more international trade. Technology is likely to advance at the same fast pace as previous decades so organisations should prepare for investment into new technology and increased competition (Taylor and Wilkinson, 2016). 
Taylor and Wilkinson (2016) argue that leading organisations are unable to maintain dominance of a market therefore, it is important that competitive factors were considered. Competitively, Ateb is in a strong position as the only operating HA in Pembrokeshire however, the Welsh Government are encouraging HAs to merge; a HA in Ceredigion was merged with a larger organisation in 2016 (BBC, 2016), plus another Ceredigion HA is considering merging (Barker, 2018). HR should consider redundancy, redeployment and TUPE events if mergers occur. 
Work-life balance and increased flexible working opportunities are increasingly becoming a priority for employees and potential applicants; work-life balance is a priority for millennials who are expected to take up 75% of the workforce by 2025 (Kohill, 2018) therefore, HR should re-evaluate organisational culture and adapt policies reflecting flexible-working.
An aging population could result in Ateb tenants living longer therefore, the demand for social housing could increase especially sheltered schemes. If more sheltered schemes are developed, HR should consider appropriate recruitment campaigns for additional Scheme Managers. 
Ateb’s IT infrastructure is not developed enough to adopt new technological development without increased investment; failing to adopt new technology and technological breakthroughs will affect an organisation’s ability to compete effectively and can destroy businesses therefore (Taylor and Wilkinson, 2016). HR should assess investment in the IT team with additional training to stay up-to-date with technology advances and potential to recruit more IT staff. 
Brexit could affect Ateb in many ways including increased lending and interest rates for developments, loss of EU funding which is currently used for training and funded employment, and changes of European Directive laws i.e. discrimination legislation. The HR function should; be aware of Redundancies or changes in the Development Team possible as developments may decrease due to increased lending; explore other training options and stay up-to-date with employment law through literature and attending seminars. 
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