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Section 1

Question 1

Quinn (1980) described strategy as a plan that incorporates an organisations goals, objectives and policies.  
 
It appears there are several benefits to long term planning, referred to as strategic planning. Benefits include creating one vision aligned with the organisation and shareholders, where all employees feel a sense of responsibility (Cote, 2020). This helps organisations’ HR create a more engaged workforce, working towards one common goal, and bringing high retention rates (Glassdoor, 2021). Consequently, an engaged workforce creates higher levels of productivity which is key to a company’s profitability and long-term success (CIPD, 2021a). 
 
Even though long-term planning is aimed to strategically plan and forecast the future, there are times when planning cannot make such predictions. An example of this is with the recent pandemic. Many organisations’ strategies changed, but Severn Trent’s strategy remained the same (Katsanos, 2019).   
 
Severn Trent highlighted that even though the pandemic was not forecasted, the organisation was still able to work towards its vision. JCP Solicitors (JCP) also adopted this mindset. As a law firm perceived as an essential business, employees were expected to work normally. Their strategy remained unchanged but was altered due to covid legislation. The firm’s strategy was to provide an exceptional client Journey, with a community-based approach, at a price both fair and transparent (Solicitors, 2018). Alternative methods brought online meetings and workshops. This highlighted that like Severn Trent, JCP were able to work with their pre-planned strategy through unprecedented times.   
 
Both firms show that even though long-term planning cannot forecast the unknowns, strategies can be adapted to maintain an engaged and productive workforce.  


Question 2 

PESTLE is a tool used to understand the political, economic, sociological, technological, legal, and environmental factors impacting a business externally thus aiding strategic planning (Perera, 2017). The framework of its five categories provides a simple guide for businesses to categorise the external environment, while assessing the impact on the business and HR. Considering the legal section of its framework, HR Professionals can categorise any changes to forecast any known or upcoming changes to contracts and policies. The simplicity of the framework however is a disadvantage when used to strategically plan. Having five elements may lead to insufficient data, with minimal narrative. Conversely, it may lead to data overload, and a ‘paralysis by analysis’ where data is overanalysed, and no solution achieved (CIPD, 2021e).
 
A SWOT analysis focuses on the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats, aiding organisations in strategic planning to understand external environments (Farnham, 2016). Similar to the PESTLE tool the framework can be seen as simple, with its four-box diagram. Unlike PESTLE, SWOT allows businesses to determine both the weaknesses and opportunities of the external environment. The PESTLE tool only highlights external factors, while the SWOT tool can be used by HR professionals to determine risk factors to employee relations. For example, implementing a hybrid working policy where most employees work in manufacturing, HR could forecast a threat to productivity and engagement in the workforce where not all can work from home. Unlike PESTLE, the SWOT tool may omit crucial data as not all avenues of the external environment are explored (CIPD, 2021d). 
 
It is clear both tools have strengths and flaws. Both can be used to strategically plan and it may be useful to adopt the two in ensuring all aspects of analysis are considered.  



Question 3 

The CIPD profession map highlights the importance for HR professionals to have a core knowledge of change (CIPD, 2022a). Such knowledge considers the key message that in the event of change everyone must be involved. In the uncertainty of the pandemic, it was important employees felt included in business decisions, and communication was a key tool used to communicate change. A lack of communication could result in a break down in trust and confidence between staff and the psychological contract. Within this area of knowledge there are several skills in which HR professionals should adopt. For example having a case for change, planning and delivering projects, and understanding how to engage. As aforementioned, change must include everyone, including managers. It was found employees are less likely to be engaged if managers are equally disengaged (Harter, 2019). To overcome the challenge of reaching all parties, HR professionals should demonstrate a core behaviour of the CIPD map of professional courage and influence. This encourages others to buy in. (CIPD, 2022b). A consequence of HR professionals not demonstrating the skill to engage, may lead to employees leaving. It is evident that staff are twice as likely to leave employment if they are not engaged (Harter, 2021). 

Depending on the change identified, organisations may deem it necessary to outsource professionals for their specialist knowledge. For example a specialist in organisational design may be needed if a HR professional is not familiar with this area (CIPD, 2022c).  

Severn Trent highlighted how they used continual communication throughout the pandemic to communicate change. They also understood the importance of reaching all employees. A range of sources of communication were used resulting in employee engagement increasing by 2.5%. Similar to Severn Trent, JCP also understood the importance of communicating change through the pandemic. Communication came from the CEO via email and highlighted the changing legalisation and business statistics, for example if redundancies were inevitable. However, even though communication was evident, engagement was not. A survey sent to staff found that there was a lack of communication from line managers on departmental changes. JCP, like Severn Trent realised the importance to involve all and set up a community Facebook group where positive news was promoted. The interaction on the page, involving line managers too, highlighted the importance of making everyone feel included. With everyone working remotely and during a period when change was occurring it was vital to maintain its culture. Following these changes, a survey showed that engagement levels had increased as staff felt valued in decision making and communication was good. A higher percentage of engaged staff leads to a happier and healthier workforce, which in turn leads to fewer disciplinary and grievance procedures. Engagement also increases motivation leading to increased productivity (CIPD, 2021a). 

Through unprecedented times or a period of change it is clear the main skill to impact is communication. It ensures everyone is included and brings greater levels of engagement and several business benefits. 







Section 2 

Question 2.1 b) 


The pandemic has brought a surge in the labour market with an increase of job opportunities. It was reported that 1,318,000 vacancies were available from December 2021 to February 2022 (ONS, 2022a). 

This stark figure only highlights the recruitment issue facing the UK at the present time. This has led to many companies strategically planning with an intent to recruit the best talent. With covid legislation many organisations were unable to recruit face to face, meaning interviews were held online. This trend appears to now be the norm where organisations have decided to make the recruitment process virtual, thus making it more accessible to a wider talent pool. JCP like many organisations turned their recruitment process online at the onset of the pandemic. However it now appears the firm has reverted to pre-covid methods with face-to-face interviews. These interviews do bring benefits. They provide more in-depth responses allowing the interviewer to probe. However it does appear JCP may be missing opportunities on recruiting top talent from returning to their old ways and narrowing their talent pool (Marshall, 2016).  The pandemic has also highlighted the use of hybrid working which many organisations such as JCP have adopted. However, some organisations such as Admiral have taken a step further and allowed staff to work from home permanently (Hill, 2021). This has allowed those companies to recruit from a wider talent pool and not solely from those candidates who live in close proximity. JCP are yet to offer permanent home working conditions and are therefore restricting their talent pool and in doing so losing potential candidates to competitive rivals who are offering this benefit. 

Further to the effect flexible working has on recruitment, it also impacts on retention. As aforementioned, other firms such as Irwin Mitchel based in Bristol are promoting permanent home working, where employees are paid a high salary even if not residing in that area (Mitchell, 2022). In the last two years year JCP lost 29 employees initially and then a further 30 employees left.  Most exit interview responses reported a lack of flexibility in the dramatic shift in working methods. This therefore highlights the impact the pandemic has had on retention at JCP compared to its competitors offering enhanced benefits. 

Using Porters (1979) 5 forces model, competitive rivalry is a threat to JCP when considering recruitment and retention brought about by the pandemic. To recruit the best talent, and retain its existing staff to achieve its strategy to ‘provide an exceptional client Journey’, JCP should consider several recommendations. Firstly they must revert to an online recruitment process creating a wider talent pool. Hybrid working could be an option within job descriptions to highlight the firms view on flexible working from the outset. Such action could also widen the talent pool. To retain existing employees, if permanent home working is not an option, JCP may wish to compensate employees with additional benefits such as enhanced annual leave. This would position them more favourably when advertising roles in the job market as 70% of applicants were found more likely to apply if benefits were highlighted on job descriptions (ProWriting, 2022).   







Question 2.2 a) 

In 2019 research showed that 27% of the working population worked from home.  A study taken in the year after the pandemic emerged highlighted that 37% of the working population were now working from home (ONS, 2021). These statistics highlight that flexible working is not a new concept but the pandemic accelerated the trend (Mckinsey, 2021). This trend appears to be rising with 85% of the working population wanting to use this hybrid approach (ONS, 2021). A shift in priorities and values because of the pandemic also highlighted the implementation of a four-day week (Stahl, 2022).
Flexible working has several benefits for both the organisation and the employee. If organisations adopt flexible working and a four-day week, they could reduce costs on work space and additional office necessities. In introducing flexible working JCP were able to save costs of £15,000. The firm became more sustainable from introducing paperless working. Flexible working alongside a reduction in working days and hours such as PWC, also brings benefits to employees. Higher levels of productivity creates a more engaged employee and higher job satisfaction which in turn leads to higher retention rates for organisations (CIPD, 2021). Many organisations such as Canon and Atom Bank have taken advantage of these benefits (Carrick, 2022).
However, there are disadvantages to a four-day week which would need to be considered if flexible working was to become the norm. Some employees may feel periods of isolation and loneliness if there is a lack of communication. Even one day away from the office may heighten these feelings for those living alone. This issue may only become worse as a recent study shows that by 2039, 1 in 7 people will be living on their own (Hill, 2019). Leading on from issues of poor communication, if the importance of having work breaks and taking time away is not communicated because companies are fitting 40-hour weeks into 4 days, staff could experience burnout. Such a situation could lead to a decrease in productivity, impacting employee engagement and businesses profitability (Wakeling, 2017).
It is important that organisations realise both the benefits and disadvantages flexible working and a four-day week brings. If flexible working was to be the norm organisations should overcome the obstacles that emerge. To ensure employees feel engaged and to reduce the risk of high turnover, line manager skills must be developed. This includes the key skill of communication ensuring employees feel valued and supported, and minimising the risk of isolation and loneliness. Communication will also inform staff when to take timeout, resulting in fewer absences linked to burnout. Such action helps create a healthier working environment. Organisations may need to consider using mental health champions in the workplace as evidence identifies a link between working from home and poor mental health (Foundation, 2021). Creating a culture which promotes the need to talk can help reduce any problems flexible working may bring (Foundation, 2021). 
When considering the success in any organisation utilising a four-day week, it is important that obstacles impacting either the business or employee are rectified.









Question 2.3 a) 


In April 2022 the chancellor Rishi Sunak, outlined his Spring statement which included an increase in National Insurance, an issue with the cost of living and a consideration of the skills reform (Powell, 2022). HR has several government policies impacting business in the future, but some companies have already experienced such impact, as seen at JCP. 

In 2012 it became mandatory under the Pensions Act (2008) for employers to make pension contributions for employees. In relation to costs this impacted JCP negatively as it meant a minimum of 3% of contributions had to be made. This resulted in a freeze in recruitment to ensure the company was still making a profit, in addition to a skills gap across the organisation. However, ten years on, even though the costs are substantial, the utilisation of the scheme has allowed JCP to list its pension scheme as a benefit by offering above the mandatory requirement of 3% thus enticing more applicants to the firm and ensuring there are no skill gaps (Gov.uk, 2021b).  

The Data Protection Act (2018) implemented the General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR). This Act led to several obligatory changes being made at JCP. The first change was how Solicitors would dictate attendance notes. Before the Act came into place Indian based companies were used to type notes on client details. However when the Act was introduced this had to change. Whilst the Act had a somewhat detrimental financial impact on the business, with having to purchase voice recording software, appoint a data protection officer and implement systems where clients could opt out of marketing, there were positives. The rigidity of the policy meant fewer data breaches made by staff because of possible substantial fines for both the employee and the company. When considering data security it produced higher productivity from staff (ICO, 2022). 

In 2011 the Liberal Democrats announced a commitment to review IR35 from its implementation in 2000 (Calculator, 2011). The legislation was not fully issued until April 2021. However prior talks on the legislation led to businesses preparing for the change. The implementation of IR35 has aided many businesses in determining if employees are an employee or contractor. This legislation has had a positive impact on JCP when strategically planning. With the ageing population increasing there is a clear trend where people are no longer retiring at the age of 65, possibly due to the increase in costs of living (ONS, 2022b). JCP reached a solution allowing Solicitors to retire if they so wished but using IR35 to retain their specialist knowledge in becoming consultants. This has allowed departments to continue to run smoothly, retaining the specialist knowledge of older employees who have vast experience in their field at JCP. However, it is important to be aware that IR35 hasn’t had a positive impact on all businesses (Gov.uk, 2021a).  

Government policy has negatively impacted JCP in the last 5-10 years, but has also created positives. This gives the company more optimism with changing policies in the next 5-10 years. 
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