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This briefing paper has been developed to help the recently formed People Practice Team to understand Evidenced-Based Practice (EBP).  It includes practical examples of data and analysis tools that people professionals use to make principles based and evidence led decisions. The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) Profession Map, commands and supports an approach that does just that, ensuring decisions are outcome-driven, not influenced or made using unverified, gut-driven instinct, personal experience or historical and entrenched behaviours.   

Part One of this briefing paper delves into how to critically think and evaluate using EBP tools and diagnostic practices which leads to the ability to make moral choices through an ethical lens. This empowers People Practitioners to move forward using dependable theory. 
Part Two provides examples of how practical interpretation of quantitative and qualitative people data analytics can be used to identify benefits, risks and financial implications. This data can also support to make quantified recommendations.  

The ability to capture and measure robust evidence can improve decision making and provide meaningful insights to help people professionals approach and influence business scenario’s requiring critical thinking.  


The Concept of Evidence-Based Practice (EBP)    

Evidence-based practice is an approach that’s been designed to improve the quality of organisational decision making.  Living and working in a world overwhelmed with information, data (both unverified and reliable), AI driven fake news, misinformed human perspectives and subjective views, People Professionals must ensure they are acutely critical in their approach to evidence.  This means, ensuring evidence being used and evaluated is credible, good value and not flawed by conscious or unconscious bias.    

Reaching wrong decisions based on flawed evidence can have long-term and significant negative implications on people, morale and culture. Relying solely on personal judgment is highly susceptible to systematic errors, as cognitive and information-processing limits make people prone to biases that negatively affect decision quality (Kahneman,2011).   When managers make decisions based on unfounded beliefs rather than robust data, it can lead to ineffective practices that are costly and harmful to the organisation and its employees (Barends, Rousseau and Briner, 2014).   Using evidence from reliable sources develops knowledge, understands challenges and creates the opportunity to ask the correct questions.  

The Centre for Evidence-Based Management (CEBMa), defines EBP as a “conscientious, explicit and judicious use of the best available evidence from multiple sources” and recommend before making important decisions people professionals ask, ‘what is the available evidence?’ and, seek multiple sources.  Eric Barends, MD, Centre of Evidence Based Management advises HR Professionals “need to feed their brains with good quality evidence, and not one source” (CEBMa, 2014).  Taking the following 4 pillars into account bestows a completely evidence-based approach to thinking and decision making:

· Scientific Evidence:  Published scientific research that’s  been peer-reviewed such as academic studies on industry, management, human behaviours and practice. 

· Organisational Evidence:  Data gathered from organisations such as attrition, retention,  financial reports and  employee surveys. 

· Experiential Evidence:  Professional experience and judgment of people/HR practitioners who possess strong situational judgment and lived experience to assess risks and benefits in decision making processes.   

· Stakeholder Evidence: Expectations, concerns and values of colleagues affected by decisions. 

Combining this with following the CIPD’s 6 steps to address workplace issues: 

Asking: 	  Defining the problem or issue to create an answerable question.  
Acquiring:   Sourcing evidence (Scientific, Organisational, Experiential, Stakeholder). 
Appraising:  Review, critically assess and judge trustworthiness and relevance of evidence. 
Aggregate:  A patterns emerging? 
Apply:  Bring evidence into the decision making process
Assess:  Evaluate the outcome of the decision, how can what’s been implemented or decided be assessed?  

This EBP philosophy and practice helps People Professionals to reach clear and quantified explanations. Possessing this intellect not only supports potentially challenging conversations with People Leaders and Executives, but provides empowerment to influence and present quantified findings with business leaders who may intrinsically be highly analytical.  

An example scenario of how the People Team can implement these steps, could be to explore why early career employees (aged 22-30) are leaving within 18 months of employment.  

STEP 1 – REVIIEW AVAILABLE EVIDENCE 

	
	Suggestions: 

	Scientific 
	Academic journals like Work, Employment and Society: A British Sociological Association journal publishing high-quality scientific research on shifting workplace dynamics and employee experiences.  CIPD Research Reports and Evidence Guides for employee and leadership insights and impacts. Information and reports from The Chartered Management Institute (CMI).

	Organisational 
	Internal organisational data providing key diagnostic points like salary, L&D, onboarding satisfaction surveys, absence, time and attendance. 

	Experiential 
	Collaborative evidence from People Professionals, HR Leaders, HRBP’s,  L&D specialists. 

	Stakeholder 
	Capture psychological insights from cross-section focus groups or meetings with managers.



STEP 2 – Applying CIPD steps to support EBP in the 18 month early career issue 

	
	Suggestions: 

	ASKING 
	Translating the ask, What’s driving early career departures within 18 months?  to an answerable, diagnostic question to look for explicit reasons and answers.   What are the specific internal factors driving early-career turnover in 18-months of tenure? What interventions could improve retention?

	ACQUIRING 
	Academic literature to support Psychological Contracting, UK Benchmarking reports.  Organisational leavers data captured from internal tools and records.  Experiential gathering of valuable, lived experience and knowledge.  

	APPRAISING
	Critically evaluate reliability of evidence, checking for bias. Judge the trustworthiness, validity, and relevance. 

	AGGREGATE 
	Seek patterns and emerging themes, what’s showing as drivers for retention issues? 

	APPLY 
	Introduce a targeted 90-day onboarding plan, manager training and 6–12-month Career Conversations.  To mitigate risk, pilot in an identified high-turnover department before introducing to the wider organisation. 

	ASSESS 
	Monitor and track manager satisfaction though touchpoint surveys at key stages measuring effectiveness and risks (like attrition). 


Practical application of EBP can face operational challenges. It takes significant time to source evidence that may not align with real-life demands.  Data quality in organisations is often poor, restricted, tacit or flawed by institutional perspective and inconsistently recoded to be able to provide honest reflections. This doesn’t stop EBP empowering practitioners from making highly informed decisions based on probabilities and indicators, this model forges rational decision making without intuitive influence. 
 
Analysis Tools and Methods   

There are a range of tools available to recognise and diagnose issues, problems and challenges.  These include Environmental Analysis Tools such as PESTLE, SWOT, Porter’s Five Forces.  External influences have a huge impact and determine what People Professionals should focus on. 

PESTLE is an acronym for an analysis tool used for environmental scanning.  It’s used in a range of different scenarios to guide people professionals and senior managers in strategic decision making (CIPD, 2025).  

Practitioners can proactively identify threats, impacts and external influences by diagnosing the following areas: 

Political 	Government / Policies 
Economic	Cost of living
Social 		Lifestyle choices, work-life balance 
Technology 	AI, tech advances, social media 
Legal 		Legislations, working practices, changes 
Environmental	Ethical practices, goods and services, sustainability  	

In the early career leaver scenario, PESTLE could be used to determine if this is being driven by external factors/.  It could reveal economic findings such as competitors offering better salary/benefits.  Or, Social indicators indicating more flexible working arrangements are desired.  The advantage of PESTLE is that it offers HR Practitioners to anticipate external threats as opposed to being reactive. A key point to note is that PESTLE only focusses on external not internal impacts.  

Internal methods and tools to diagnose issues could include Interviews, observations, Job Analysis/Surveys, Work Sampling, Organisation Analytics, Salary/Benchmarking, progression and promotion data. 

Interviews, particularly Exit Interviews are effective in capturing reasons and patterns relating to early attrition.  The intervention of having leaver conversations enables HR or Managers to gather first-hand feedback on why they are exiting. It also offers the opportunity to capture information relating to internal issues that PESTLE can’t such as a poor onboarding experience, broken psychological contract and/or poor leadership experience.    

Exit Interviews are often driven with highly subjective content making its use limiting as a diagnostic resource.  Information imparted can be marred by emotions like fear or anger making the information influenced by defensiveness, detachment or frustration.  As highlighted by the principles of EBP, data heavily influenced by personal bias or emotional judgment is highly susceptible to systematic errors and cognitive limits, reducing the trustworthiness of the evidence (Barends, Rousseau and Briner, 2014). A (sometimes) prolonged period between resignation to exit can be highly emotive and influence exit conversations. There is a question if earlier exit conversations would provide more authentic insights into leavers reasons and qualitative information?  Capturing genuine employee voice through proactive communication helps organisations move away from blame-heavy practices and towards a psychologically safe, restorative workplace culture (Marchington et al., 2020).

Principles of Critical Thinking  
(Armstrong and Taylor, 2017), define critical thinking as a process of analysing and evaluating the quality of ideas, theories and concepts to establish the degree to which they are valid and supported by the evidence and the extent to which they are biased. It involves reflecting on and interpreting data, drawing warranted conclusions and recognising ill-defined assumptions.  The nature of the word ‘critical’ can evoke ‘negativity’.  In EBP it’s completely opposite, it represents a logical, considered and unbiased judgement used to analyse evidence.  Rather than accepting information at face-value, Practitioners should follow the core Principles of Critical Thinking: 

Objective, rational thinking, removing emotional influences and bias from ideas and theories
Questioning and checking the validity of sources and credibility of evidence. Separating fact from subjective data and opinions.  
Have awareness of bias both conscious and unconscious. Regardless of the strength of personal opinion it’s important to remain balanced in approach and research. 
Hold well-reasoned arguments bridging gaps between understanding theory and data and being able to differentiate between fact and opinion with professional conviction.  
Bias is one of the most powerful and disruptive influences in decision making that everyone is able to possess which makes following the Principles of Critical Thinking and EBP invaluable.  According to Cottrell (2024), foundational critical thinking requires continuous questioning, checking the structural validity of sources, and maintaining a high awareness of both conscious and unconscious bias.  
Applying these Principles and EBP manages heuristic and cognitive shortcuts.   When pressured to be the ‘solution-giver’ brains can take mental shortcuts to make decisions without having all relevant information.  Common heuristic behaviours include thinking what’s worked in the past will work in the future.  Heuristics can unquestionably lead poor decision making.   Different perspectives are always important, insightful and valuable. Consulting at an early stage to bring employees and people leaders along with you on the journey can increase engagement and heavily influence and management perspectives.    When considering group decision making it’s important to ensure you have the ‘right people in the room’, will they represent a balanced cross-section of colleagues?  Practitioners should also be aware that reflectors may not be heard and thoughts captured and therefore remain astute in noticing who’s not actively engaging and contributing and bring them into the conversation.  

Decision Making Processes for ensuring effective outcomes
According to the Chartered Management Institute, CMI (2021), some of the most effective and ethical decision-making models that bring consistent, structured and objective outcomes include, Kepner and Tregoe’s model, Tannenbaum and Schmidt leadership continuum, Stakeholder analysis, Force field analysis, Deming’s PDCA Cycle “the Deming Wheel” (Plan, Do, Check, Act) and, De Bono’s Six Thinking Hats.  

Developed by Dr Edward De Bono in 1985, it’s a powerful technique to approach collaborative and individual brainstorming, that looks at decision making from different perspectives.  It’s effective in gaining a pragmatic understanding of the issues faced, allowing collaborators in the process to be fully involved and actively contribute to the thinking process.  It encourages looking at an issue from the same perspective simultaneously avoiding disruptive and counterproductive arguments.  In a You Tube archive, Edward de Bono discusses Six Thinking Hats (De Bono, 2010) illustrating how a range of information gathering can be carried out across a wide spectrum of emotions in parallel.  Instead of people attacking each other facts are explored in a clear, managed and objective manner

Each thinking style is represented by a different hat in a unique colour to analyse problems and solutions: 

Blue– PROCESS focuses on control, organising, process, next steps and actions.  Green – CREATIVITY generates innovative ideas, serving as the platform bringing alternative approaches and perspectives.  Red – FEELINGS, gathers emotions and feelings from stakeholders with clear expectation set of not immediately finding the solution.  Yellow - OPTIMISM drives logical optimism, forcing collaborators to identify hidden value, systemic benefits, and opportunities for small wins.  Black – CAUTION,  where critical thinking can be applied to look at risks, barriers and weaknesses.  White  -  FACTS focuses on data, metrics, and information completely detached from subjectiveness. 

Widely respected as a powerful decision-making tool across diverse groups including children, De Bono’s approach can be time consuming.  In instances of crisis or reactivity this may not be the most effective tool.  It’s success also relies heavily on strong facilitation to manage the thinking process. Someone who’s strengths include high emotional intelligence and ability to generate psychological safety is essential to prevent resistance and create a platform that welcomes insightful and valuable contributions.  

In business-critical situations, Deming’s PDCA Cycle “the Deming Wheel” (Plan, Do, Check, Act) may be more effective and accommodating with managing operational and commercial risks, essentially providing action quicker with long term solutioning whilst still using a structured decision-making process.  PDCA follows a 4-step framework created by Dr W Edwards Deming, designed to minimise risk and maximise learnings.  The 4 Steps are:

Plan  	Identify the problem, what are the objectives and how will success be measured
Do 	Introduce the plan on a small scale, such as pilots to capture and monitor with low-risk impacts
Check 	Review data collected in the ‘Do’ stage, has it achieved the goals? 
Act	Introduce the solution piloted to the wider organisation.  If it hasn’t reached the desired result, make necessary adjustments and repeat the PDCS Cycle. 

As the framework is a circular process it seamlessly works as an ongoing project.  This is particularly beneficial looking at recurring problems and testing new ideas.   


Ethical Perspectives in Decision Making   

The CIPD Code of Conduct includes Ethical Standards and Integrity guidelines and HR Professionals are expected to exercise social responsibility, look after the wellbeing of, and act ethically with regard to needs  of colleagues. (CIPD 2024)   Ethical Behaviour means, making decisions based on Equality, Equity and Justice.   HR are role models and often guardians of ethical behaviour ensuring business decisions and actions are morally, socially and ethically led. It often requires professional courage to make decisions and take action based on this high level of conduct and integrity.   The Eight Ethical Lenses (CIPD, 2015) used to evaluate Ethical decisions are: Fairness, Merit, Markets, Democracy, Wellbeing, Rights and Duties, Character, Handing Down 

Every colleague (at every level) is unique, these lenses support HR to challenge perspectives and decision making of senior managers and stakeholders.  Being supported by the CIPD ensures that actions fulfil business and commercial requirements without compromising human rights and dignity.   Ethically driven perspective provides significant benefits to employees and in turn to organisations.  Embedding Operational Guidelines in processes and functions such as L&D, Performance Management and Recruitment offering fairness, transparency, diversity and inclusivity enhances engagement, motivation and wellbeing.  Operating with a commitment to transparency, structure and clarity in how decisions and actions are determined also brings a higher level of protection to organisations from a legal perspective with the potential benefit of fewer Tribunal Claims in the worst case scenario.    

In contrast to other EBP principles that are heavily data-centric, an equal requirement is to make ethically and morally sound decisions.  Two Ethical Frameworks that help HR to navigate through challenges and evaluate actions are Deontology and Utilitarianism (Crane and Matten, 2021).   

Deontology (Duty-Based Ethics), is linked to Kantian principles.  This framework is dictates that actions are inherently right or wrong, guided by moral, legal and procedural compliance.  This approach in certain business scenarios can be a significant challenge to HR Practitioner.  In business decisions where senior leaders are focused in a blinkered outcome direction such as fast-tracking a hiring or redundancy process or a performance management this framework can be challenging for HR to uphold and persuade moral and ethical decisions.  Conflicting views where treating colleagues with the necessary dignity, respect and adherence to legislative requirements can be perceived as a hinderance and operational blocker. 

Utilitarianism (Consequential Ethics), focuses on outcomes and consequence liked to Benthamite and Millian Principles    This Framework can be more favoured by operational mindsets and senior leaders.  It prioritises the “greater-good” and will look at commercial and collective benefit over individual impact.  In a scenario where there may be a need to make a small amount of redundancies this may be seen as more logical as this would secure jobs for the majority and allow the company to continue. 

There are positives and negatives to both frameworks and it takes an astute HR Professional to assess and navigate situations that dictate using both to balance operational and human impacts.  









PART 2 – Quotative and Qualitative Analysis Review 


Satisfaction Ratings from managers of the People Practice Function. Sample size = 428 managers
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Recommendations Based on the Data and Evaluations    

Evaluating the data provided using the visual indicators on the Heatmap, it is evident there are extremely positive and visibly well-appreciated strengths in a number of People Practice Areas.  Conversely, there is a significant need to improve on ineffective and low-value areas.  To use experiential evidence, the People Practice Team needs to transform rapidly from being a transactional ‘administrative and process’ provision and support to a strategically minded ‘Partner’ that adds value from proactive and informed conversations.  By being operating as a Partner there will be a significant improvement in drawing together and linking common people practices to commercial and employee success. 

This assumption is based on Pay and Reward having 97% effective /  100% value, Employee  Development 94% effective / 99% value, Resourcing 88% effective / 94% high value.   The further investigation and an opportunity to explore further is that Workforce Planning has 96% ineffective and 99% little value.  This indicates that strategic, planning and ‘connected’ conversations covering the full scope of Talent Management are not happening.  Support and guidance appears to be provided in isolation and is completely disconnected from the full employee journey.  Here is where EBP can support in understanding why. 

Further findings of the Functions perception and overall value is supported by the General Administration 84% effective, 78% high value.  Does this indicate that people leaders are not ‘self-servicing’ in basic people tasks and seeking the support from the People Team for this?  

To use EBP and the first step of the CIPD Framework  ‘Asking’ targeted, answerable and commercially focussed questions: 

Why is there a clear disconnect between transactional support (Reward / Resourcing / People Development) and proactive activities (Workforce Planning)? 

Why are People Leaders so dependant on the People Team for General Administration, what are the restrictions and challenges they face to carry out these tasks in a ‘self-service’ autonomous way? 

EDI has a visibly neutral response – 50% effective, 52% high value.  This is an indication that EDI is not fully embedded with People Leaders and the organisation.  It is critical to understand why this is when balanced with the same medium response for HR Policy Guidance – 56% not effective and 71% little value.  This is an immediate risk to the business and employees as flags in Equality, Equity and Justice and exposes risk on multiple human, commercial and reputational levels.  

Overall, when looking at the 10 areas of People Practice combined, on average 49.5% of people Managers use the services regularly.  66.8% find them effective and 66% find the support highly valuable.  This leaves the question and further investigation into why is the usage so low?   

By putting together a Management Focus Group of 15 Section Leaders the People Team have been provided with invaluable and qualitative insight into the data and findings. 

13 out of 15 Leaders find the People Team helpful and provide advice and support on employee matters.  This is complimented by 11 out of 15 viewing the People Team as Legal Experts.     The challenges of how to access or find Policies and Procedures on the system supports the HR Policy Guidance score of 56% ineffective and 71% of no value.  It provides clarity but also reassurance to the People Team that their knowledge and expertise is valued by People Leaders.  The challenge reflected in the low responses are attributed to poor structure and accessibility of Policies from a systems perspective. This indicates that there needs to be action and developments made to ensure Policies and Processes are easily accessible to allow People Leaders to source essential people centric information independently.  This will provide confidence to People Leaders who can source basic, factual information independently and quickly.  Investigating a collaborative project with IT to create AI navigation tools and search prompts can be a rapid resolution to overcome initial challenges when looking for information and policies. 

Concerningly, 9 of the 15 leaders do not believe that the people professionals understand the business, displaying a clear disconnect between HR being highly valued partners who are embedded into every area of the leadership teams. This indicates that despite being highly regarded in being able to deal with reactive situations and issues, HR are not operating with a ‘Business Partner’ mindset where they work as trusted collaborators and sparring partners with people leaders, operate as an ‘extension’ of leadership teams.  There is an opportunity with the insights from this data to carry out a ‘re-contracting’ process, showing that People Leaders have been listened to and this HR want to operate in a highly collaborative and partnering manner. However, this needs to be supported by clear expectations of mutual collaboration to enable this.  By ‘re-contracting’ and setting a new relationship distinctly different to a transactional and administrative support needs to be carried out to ensure the success of the new ways of working.  

This transactional behaviour and current remit of the People Team also has its own internal business area risks.  What is the return of investment of time spent on reactive, transactional support and is this a truly effective use of the People Teams skills and experience?  By not utilising the People Professionals to their full capacity could lead to stagnancy, lack of motivation, professional development and growth and essentially result in highly skilled members of the team to leave.  This information can be highly insightful in approaching job satisfaction surveys within the People Team.  Do the People Professionals feel that they are operating at their full potential?  What are the development and training needs within the team and an evaluation of what valuable skills are being underutilised or benefited from is a key area to investigate. 


[bookmark: _Hlk232779051]The ways organisations measure finance and non-financial performance  
How to measure the impact and value of people practices and methods

Akin to how HR Professionals need to look at more than one source of evidence in EBP, organisations cannot only use one source of data to provide an encompassing picture of operational and business performance.  They need to measure 2 areas – Financial and Non-Financial, both requiring distinctly different interpretation of data and metrics.   

Financial Measurement provides critical, financial data to business leaders and decision makers that clearly show costs, profitability and financial risk that can influence budgetary decisions.   Those decisions will only be based on, and reflective of the financial status and data.   This measurement holds no insights into past or present human, behavioural, operational or cultural influences, It can only offer cold financial data that cannot include future and impacts outside of budgetary and financial gain.  This data cannot provide human impacts or future trends.   A common Financial Measurement tool is Return on Investment (ROI), which calculates Financial Gain v Cost.  In a real-life scenario, if an organisation is facing high staff turnover (such as the early-leavers of under 18 months) there will be immediate financial impacts involving re-recruiting, advertising, agency fees and training costs.  This frequent turnover means that there is a negative ROI for the organisation.

Non-Financial Measurement is the balance to the financial data providing indicators which may become a discussion point in the Financial Data.  This type of measurement should be intrinsically proactive in its approach as the distinct contrast to the reactive nature of Financial Measurement.  By gathering insightful but often subjective information it can be harder to influence and defend people centric decisions with the clash of opposing thoughts in discussions around budgets and costings.  An effective tool for balancing hasty decision making can be to carry out Pulse Surveys. These gather real-time sentiment which can be used to support conversations to balance the ‘cold’ financial data.   A longer-term investment with highly beneficial insight is eNPS (Employee Net Promotor Score) which puts employees into categories of Promotors, Passives or Detractors. eNPS are invaluable in identifying cultural risk and impacts of this.  A common question used in this tool is “would you recommend friends or family to work at this company”.    By tracking modern, data-driven HR metrics alongside employee sentiment, organisations can accurately map how people practices directly influence overall business performance (Armstrong and Taylor, 2020).

(Barends, Rousseau and Briner, 2014) maintain that, to evaluate overall organisational health and determine the true efficacy of commercial decisions, businesses must look past simple accounting metrics and balance financial indicators with non-financial performance measures.  

This supports a balanced and quantified approach to human and financial capital.  
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performance 34 66% 142 20%| 199 aze| 229 [sa%| 19 [a%| 29 |sew
Employee Development 268 63% 160 a7%| 404 |oam 2 6% | a2 |oo% 6 1%
ER related issues 112 26% 316 7a%| 319 [75%| 109 6% 300 [70%| 128 |a0%
Pay and Reward 313 73% 115 | a7 |omw 1 3% a% |i00%] 2 1%
[ Workforce Planning 2 6% 404 sa%| 16 |a% 12 [o6%| 4 1% | 420 |99%|
|General Administration 415 57% 13 3% | 358 [sa% 70 16%| 333 78| o5 |20%]
ol a7 11%| 381 s9%| 213 |sow| 215 |sow| 223 [s2%| 205 asw
| wellbeing advice 269 63% 159 37| 367 [so% 61 1% a0 [o6%| 19 |a%
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