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Executive summary

This comparative case study will contrast a large secondary school in Salisbury, South Wilts Grammar School (hereafter SWGS) which operates as a relatively traditional workplace setting, and The Methodist Church Connexional (Central) Team, a hybrid workplace, and their respective HR strategies. It will employ the CIPD definition of hybrid working (“where employees spend some of their time working remotely (usually, but not necessarily, from home) and some in the employer's workspace” (CIPD, 2022)) which accurately describes the working patterns within the Connexional Team where employees are expected to work for two days per week in the office, with three days per week at home. 

It will offer a brief overview of the organisations before assessing external factors affecting HR strategies using a PESTEL analysis in section 2. In Section 3, there is a comparison of the ethos (similar) and structure (different) of HR in the respective organisations, before an analysis of the key concerns of HR in the organisations, some shaped by the respective traditional and hybrid work environments, and some shared, in Section 4. Section 5 reviews the use of technology in the organisations, including AI. Sections 2 to 5 will then feed into the SWOT analysis in Section 6, which is used to make recommendations in Section 7. 

The different HR contexts impact the recommendations, with those for South Wilts Grammar focused particularly on recruitment, and those for The Methodist Church focused on reviewing wellbeing provision in a hybrid context. Both organisations, however, will need to focus on how AI will impact their HR provision, and how it can be leveraged to improve capacity and develop the organisations’ strategic aims.
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1 | Overview: the organisations

SWGS employs 152 staff comprising teaching staff (78) and support staff (67) (South Wilts Grammar School, 2023). Support staff roles include administration, finance and HR. It has a Senior Leadership Team (SLT) of seven including teaching staff, Business Manager and HR Manager, with a Governing Board who hold the school to account. (South Wilts Grammar School, 2024a). SWGS, a Single Academy Trust, is a limited company; the Business Manager is the Company Secretary and the Headteacher the Accounting Officer. (South Wilts Grammar School, 2023). The working environment is face-to-face.

In contrast, the Methodist Church Connexional (Central) Team operates hybrid working, with offices in London and Manchester. It is a charity, with around 160,000 members and 1,000 active ministers of religion. The Methodist Conference, meeting annually, are the trustees, directing the work of the Connexional Team (The Methodist Church, 2024a). Charity Commission figures show that the Connexional Team comprises 378 staff (Charity Commission for England and Wales, 2022) with departments such as ministry and learning, HR, finance, legal, and the Conference Office, the bridge between the Methodist Conference and the Connexional Team. 



2 | External factors affecting HR strategies

External factors have a bigger impact on the HR context of SWGS than the Methodist Connexional Team. The cumulative effect of external factors on SWGS makes recruitment difficult. Between 2020/21 and 2022/23, teacher vacancies rose by 40% (Whittaker, 2023). This trend has accelerated post-COVID 19. The opposite is true for the Methodist Connexional Team: its HR strategies are less affected by externalities, COVID-19 has created new possibilities for hybrid-working, making recruitment easier by opening jobs to a wider pool of candidates. It can innovate within a less narrow framework than SWGS; much of SWGS’s HRM strategy has been necessarily focused on recruitment. 


Political factors impact on SWGS’S HR context including government regulation (safeguarding and finance, and Ofsted which has a detrimental impact on the welfare of staff and impacts recruitment negatively) (Jones, 2023). The Methodist Church has regulatory compliance requirements, such as Charity Commission reporting, but these impact less on staff, and do not have a significant impact on recruitment and thus HR strategies. 




Economic factors have a negative impact on schools’ retention and recruitment. SWGS follows the national teachers’ pay scales and the National Joint Council support staff pay scales. Despite pay awards for teachers of 5% in 2023 and 6.5% in 2024, teachers’ salaries have fallen in real terms by 13% since 
2010 (Sibieta, 2023). Low pay impacts support staff recruitment, compounded by a delay in the national pay award for 2023/24, with an eventual flat rate increase of £1925 (The Key, 2023); Whilst inflation had 
an impact on Methodist employees, the Methodist Church was not bound by external factors, could be nimble and offer double-figure pay rises to most employees. 


Social factors affect the education sector negatively. Teacher workload is high: teachers work a high number of unremunerated hours (Adams, 2024); COVID-19 led to worse student behaviour in Scotland (Scottish Government, 2023) and England (NASUWT, 2023). By contrast, social factors have a positive impact on HR strategies in the Methodist Church. Pre-pandemic, all roles in the Connexional Team were in-person, in London. Now, almost all roles are hybrid, with two-days per week in the office; this has a positive impact on recruitment.


Technology can reduce workload in schools, but means that stakeholders have easy access to teachers. This leads to unreasonable expectations.  Many schools, including SWGS, have policies around this. (South Wilts Grammar School, 2023). High quality technology has been vital for hybrid-working within The Methodist Church.


Legal factors affect schools, especially Single Academy Trusts like SWGS, where legal responsibilities fall directly onto schools. For example, Subject Access Requests are delegated to the SLT. The Methodist Church has the same legal responsibilities but work is carried out by legal experts. There are implications for the wellbeing of senior leaders in education and for their learning and development with the need to become experts in new areas. 


Environmental factors have impacted more on the Methodist Church’s HR strategy than SWGS’s. Whilst all UK schools must have a sustainability lead and action plan by 2030, environmental responsibility is a core part of Methodist Church’s DNA; this has made a significant impact on HR strategy, forming part of its reasons for hybrid working.



3 | Approaches to HR

3.1 	Ethos

Both SWGS and The Methodist Connexional Team are strongly values-driven; this has a significant impact on the ‘ethos’ of HRM. SWGS’s values (being kind, involved and aspirational) (South Wilts Grammar School, 2024b) lead to a ‘soft’ approach to HRM. ‘Soft’ HRM assumes that “work is an integral part of life and should provide a fulfilling, empowering and positive experience for people. People will be attracted to jobs that provide opportunity for growth and advancement; they will stay in organisations that they perceive to invest in them as valued assets.” (Leatherbarrow & Fletcher, 2018, p. 63).  SWGS states in recruitment literature: “We believe that the measure of a school’s success must be that all staff feel respected and cared for” (South Wilts Grammar School, 2024c). This ‘soft’ approach is also true of The Methodist Connexional Team. Core values include ‘valuing wellbeing’, respecting others’, ‘having a generous spirit’. This leads to clearly articulated ways of working. In the Expectations for Managers document, one expectation is that managers should “Create the conditions in which their team members can flourish individually, and as part of a team” (The Methodist Church, 2024b). This is lived out by the HR team holding managers accountable for doing this.


3.2 	Structure

However, there is a major difference in the structures and role of HRM. Rotich (2015) outlines the evolution of HRM in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, demonstrating that HRM has developed from being process-driven to strategic, describing this as: “a dynamic specialisation in the process of refining its philosophies, practices and overall contributions to organisational effectiveness in response to external influences, including economic, demographic, legislative and social changes, as well as its own history” (Rotich, 2015). At SWGS, HRM cannot fulfil this strategic function because of capacity (the HR Manager is the only member of HR staff; whilst she is on SLT, much time is taken up with recruitment and individuals’ casework); also, the cultural approach to HRM in schools assumes that teaching staff lead CPD. Contrastingly, in the Methodist Connexional Team, there is an HR team, each with defined roles (wellbeing advisers (who have a heavy caseload), HR managers aligned to teams) and a Head of HR who shapes the strategic approach to HRM. 





4 | Key HR Concerns of SWGS and The Methodist Connexional Team


Differences between traditional and hybrid working shape key HR concerns. The Methodist Connexional Team is focused on employee engagement, and the environment; for SWGS, there is concern about flexibility within traditional structures to overcome external factors driving recruitment difficulties, and diversity, given the narrow geographical area from which it recruits. Nonetheless, both organisations share a concern for wellbeing, despite different ways of working.


4.1 	Employee wellbeing: a shared concern for traditional and hybrid organisations

An evidence review of academic and ‘grey’ literature, alongside a survey of 1000 stakeholders, found the strongest predictor of poor wellbeing, regardless of the type of working pattern, was working hours and pressure (CIPD, 2023c). However, the practicalities between traditional and hybrid working are different, requiring different solutions. A review of 1930 papers on homeworking demonstrated that it is broadly beneficial to health, but that that this was also a nuanced picture (Tapper, 2024). For hybrid organisations, expectations have to be set around workload and time working. After the transition to homeworking in COVID-19, “most managers found their work as distance managers more demanding and worked longer hours” (Ipsen, et al., 2022, p. 1) with 57.3% working longer hours and 64.8% taking fewer breaks. Therefore, The Methodist Connexional Team has an HR system which automatically counts hours, ensuring that people take leave or time in lieu as appropriate. At SWGS, a problem is ‘presenteeism’: therefore, SWGS opens at 7.30 and closes at 17.30. This is an example of how traditional and hybrid working have similar problems (spending too much time on work) that require different solutions. 


4.2 	SWGS: traditional working and offering flexibility

For SWGS, the challenge was less about building teams – each team has its own office, interactions happen organically – as offering flexibility within the bounds of traditional working. Porter’s notion of competitors is helpful: the SWGS SLT decided that they had to be more flexible than the competition to retain and recruit the best staff. SWGS offered other types of flexible working outlined by the CIPD, (job-shares, including for senior positions, part-time working and flexible hours) (CIPD, 2022). Over 50% of staff work part-time, including 48% of teachers, staff choose the days they work, late starts and early finishes are offered, there is generous paid leave. 




4.3		SWGS: traditional working and diversity

The SWGS staff team is not diverse, partly because it recruits from a narrow area. As Noon (2017) points out, this is problematic for organisations from a social justice (equality and fairness) and a business view (more diverse viewpoints lead to more innovation) (Noon, 2017). Careers became one of four areas identified on the EDI strategic plan, involving wholesale changes to advertising and the language and processes of recruitment.


4.4 	The Methodist Connexional Team: hybrid working and employee engagement

In the traditional working environment, team-building and interactions are easier; in a hybrid environment, they have to be intentionally created. The CIPD, in its evidence review on developing virtual teams, states that “scientific evidence shows virtual teams deal with more challenges than face-to-face teams because they must rely on electronic communications, have less things in common and potentially less overlap of working hours” (CIPD, 2020). They recommend the use of rich media for communications, synchronising work schedules, effective training for leaders of hybrid teams and agreeing new ways of working (CIPD, 2023a). Pearson adopted many of these and, as with The Methodist Connexional Team, the HR team was pivotal (CIPD, 2023b). Pearson has an Intranet for sharing discussion, ‘all-hands meetings’ and face-to-face team days (two per annum). The Methodist Connexional Team uses 8x8, a cloud-based ‘phone and messaging system, an Intranet updated each day, weekly team meetings, monthly in-person team meetings, monthly Connexional Team meetings, and bi-annual residentials.  


4.5		The Methodist Connexional Team: environmental concern and hybrid working

A pressing internal strategic factor driving the HR policy is the institution’s commitment to be net-zero by 2030. In a recent review, McPhail et al (2024) point to the fact that “permanent work from home or hybrid working… may help to combat climate change by significantly reducing carbon emissions” (McPhail, et al., 2024). This was a consideration driving the adoption of hybrid working.






5 |The role of technology in HR

5.1 	Similarities in the use of technology at SWGS and The Methodist Connexional Team

(Florinou & Luchian, 2022) point to the critical role of technology in the development of effective HR, arguing that “the use of digital HR through social media, internet, AI and other organisational technologies can maintain or improve the recruitment process and improve standards related to employees” (Florinou & Luchian, 2022). They identify basic requirements for the digitalisation of HR including a digital workforce (with effective infrastructure), digital work and tasks, digital management of, for example payroll processing and performance management. In both organisations, traditional and hybrid, these trends can be seen. They give laptops to staff with Microsoft Office 365; both use automated systems for payroll and performance management. At SWGS, technology plays a vital role in reducing staff workload through online safeguarding reporting, with automated alerts and scanning for trends. Lubin’s prediction that “as AI advances, the ability to pick out the most important information will get better, making the process of sending out meeting notes easier, while keeping people aligned” (Lubin, 2021a) is reality: Zoom summarises and minutes meetings, freeing up administrative staff. Microsoft Co-Pilot has begun to transform work, especially around presentations, improving quality and impact in both organisations.


5.2 	Differences in the use of AI between SWGS and Methodist Connexional Team 

However, there are significant differences in the ways the organisations use AI. Generative AI can be employed in all aspects of the employee lifecycle from attraction, selection, onboarding, induction, wellbeing, learning, talent management and career progression (CIPD, 2023d). Whilst the organisations’ approaches to advertising are similar there are differences once a job application is submitted. Murngesan et al (2023) show the ways in which AI can have a significant impact on HR productivity; one way is in the recruitment process. (Murugesan, et al., 2023). At SWGS, applications are completed electronically, read by the recruiting team; applicants are then called for interview. Contrastingly, at The Methodist Connexional Team, applications are submitted via a third-company online portal, screened via an automated process. In The Methodist Church, automation releases members of the HR team for a more strategic approach, breaking what Ramachandran et al (2022) call “the human efficiency bottleneck” through decreased repetitious labour” (Ramachandran, et al., 2022). Interview processes also make different use of technology, reflecting traditional and hybrid working approaches: at SWGS, interviews are in person; at The Methodist Church interviews are on Zoom. There are differences in the onboarding process which is in person at SWGS, from document presentation to safeguarding training, to induction. In The Methodist Connexional Team, there is a mix of in-person and online learning and induction. As the CIPD (2022) states: “Be sure to have an effective balance of office and remote work in learning plans for new starters” (CIPD, 2022). 


6 | SWOT analysis

Using the above analysis, a SWOT exercise can be completed to identify recommendations. 

6.1 	SWGS

Strengths: 
· Strong values drive its HR policy
· Opportunities for flexible working
· Strong wellbeing offer
Weakness: 
· Lack of capacity for strategic HRM.
Opportunities: 
· AI to streamline HR and improve staff wellbeing.
Threats: 
· Recruitment difficulties.
· Lack of diversity.

6.2 	Methodist Connexional Team 

Strengths: 
· Strong values
· Strong wellbeing offer
· Hybrid working
· Staff diversity
     Weakness: 
· Large caseload of some key HR staff (such as wellbeing staff).
     Opportunity: 
· AI to streamline AI and continue to build effective teams.
     Threat: 
· Employee engagement falls; balancing the needs of organisation and individual in a hybrid environment.


7 | HR recommendations

7.1 	Recommendations for SWGS

Add capacity to HR
The HR team has only the HR Manager, whereas the Finance team has three FTE staff. Given the equal importance of both – it could be argued a triumvirate of CEO, CFO and CHRO should run a company (Charan, et al., 2015), SWGS should build capacity by re-envisioning the role of HR from process-based to strategic. This will involve AI, but might include recruiting additional staff.

Address the threats related to recruitment by reviewing processes, exploring further flexibility, reviewing the careers sub-strategy within the EDI strategy. As more staff work part-time, it must give consideration as to building teams when staff are less frequently in the office.

7.2 	Recommendations for Methodist Connexional Team

Review wellbeing provision with a focus on high levels of wellbeing referrals and whether a re-structure of the HR team might be needed to ensure that staff are not overloaded.

Employee engagement: review all aspects of this to ensure methods continue to drive high engagement.

7.3 	Recommendations for both organisations

Embrace AI, ensuring its use is closely aligned to principal HR concerns: 
AI will play a key role in HR strategy in forthcoming years. Both organisations must invest in AI; 63% of companies are investing so not to do so would be to lose competitive edge (HR News, 2023). At SWGS, a five-year digital strategy is being developed with a focus on HR and generative AI. The wellbeing of staff could be improved through the use of generative AI in the classroom and for other tasks, such as assemblies (OpenAI ChatGPT, 2024). Capacity could be created by using generative AI to undertake tasks including assigning learning and administration. Already, a Headteacher has appointed an AI assistant which uses deep learning and generative AI to draft policies and offer advice (O'Sullivan, 2023). The Methodist Connexional Team must develop its AI use. For example, the wellbeing team’s capacity is finite and their caseload heavy; the use of chatbots as the first contact might be useful. Similarly, the use of deep learning to predict wellbeing problems (what Lubin calls looking at data to predict a flight risk) (Lubin, 2021b) and using AI to develop training, identifying gaps in knowledge and developing microlearning (HR News, 2023) are potential developments.	
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