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Human Resource management is no longer a purely administrative function concerned only with recruitment, contracts and compliance. In contemporary project-based organizations, HRM has become a strategic capability because organizational performance depends heavily on the ability to attract, orientate, develop, retain and redeploy people across changing projects demands. This is particularly important in sectors such as construction, engineering, consultancy, technology and infrastructure, where organizations operate through temporary teams, shifting client requirements, specialist knowledge and tight delivery deadlines. In such contexts, people management decision directly influences project quality, innovation, employee commitment and organizational continuity.
This report adopts a strategic HRM perspective, arguing that HR practices create value when they operate as a mutually reinforcing system rather than as isolated administrative activities (Boxall and Purcell, j. and Bartram, T. (2003). The analysis is informed by the AMO framework, which advises that organizational act rest on employees having the capability, inspiration and opportunity to contribute (Appelbaum et al, 2000). This is particularly relevant in project-based organizations because performance depends on temporary teams, rapid employee integration, specialist knowledge retention and effective redeployment of people across changing project demands. Therefore, the report evaluates HRM not only by identify good practice, but also by examining its limitations, implementation challenges and strategic relevance to Unilever.
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This report uses Unilever as the selected international company to examine contemporary HRM practices. Unilever is a multinational consumer goods organization with global operations across marketing, supply chain, finance, research and development, digital transformation and human resources. Its HR department is suitable for this analysis because it is positioned as a strategic function that supports employee development, inclusion, wellbeing, flexible working and business performance. Unilever states that its HR teams enable business performance by empowering approximately 12,000 colleagues across the world to thrive and perform at their best.
Unilever is also relevant to project-based organizations because many of its activities depend on cross-functional teams, innovation projects, sustainability programmes, digital change and supply chain transformation. These activities require HR practices that can attract skilled employees, onboard them effectively, retain knowledge and develop future leaders. However, Unilever should not be presented as a perfect organization. Like many multinational companies, it faces challenges such as maintaining consistent employee experience across different countries, balancing flexibility with business performance and ensuring that development opportunities are accessible to all employees rather than only high-potential groups. 
However, Unilever should not be treated as a model organization without criticism. A global HR policy may appear strong at corporate level, but employees may experience it differently across countries, functions and project teams (Guest, 2017). This creates a gap between intended HR strategy and lived employee experience. For this reason, the report evaluates Unilever’s HRM practices by considering not only whether policies exist, but whether they are likely to be consistent, inclusive, feasible and strategically useful in project-based contexts.
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High-performing workplaces are often associated with trust-based leadership, employee voice, wellbeing support, development opportunities and inclusive working cultures (Guest 2017; Appelbaum et al; 2000). Employer rankings such as great place to work can provide useful evidence of employee experience, but they should be interpreted critically (Great place to Work UK, 2025). Such rankings may show that employees report positive experiences, but they do not always reveal whether these experiences are consistent across departments, countries, job levels or project teams. Therefore, a high-performing workplace should not be judged only by awards, benefits or employer reputation. It should be assessed by whether employees experience fairness, trust, development and psychological safety in everyday work.
The AMO framework provides a stronger theoretical explanation of high performance. It suggests that employee performance depends on ability, motivation and opportunity to contribute. From these perspectives, HR practices such as training, flexible working, wellbeing support and employee involvement only create value when they operate as a connected system. For Unilever, this means that flexible working or wellbeing policies are not enough on their own. They must be supported by capable line managers, fair workload allocation, clear communication and opportunities for employees to influence decision. 
In the case of Unilever, high-performing workplace practices can be linked to its focus on employee empowerment, flexible work, wellbeing and inclusion. Its HR function is not presented simply as an administrative department, but as a function that shapes argument that employee commitment improves when HR practices operate as a coherent system rather than disconnected initiatives. In project-based organizations, this is important because employees often move between temporary teams. Without consistent leadership behaviors and communication routines, employees may feel attached to a project but disconnected form the wider organization.





Table 1: HRM Practices associated with high-performing project-based workplaces
	HR practice
	Example in High-performing workplaces
	Relevance to project-based organizations

	Trust based leadership
	Open communication, ethical leadership and employee voice
	Reduces conflict and support collaboration

	Flexible working
	Hybrid work, flexible hours and career flexibility
	Support retention and work life balance

	Wellbeing support
	Mental health, workload support and employee assistance
	Reduces burnout during project pressure

	Development Opportunities 
	Training, mentoring and career progression
	Build future project capability

	Inclusion and recognition
	Fair treatment, belonging and employee appreciation
	Improves loyalty and engagement



The table shows that high-performing workplace depends on a combination of structural and relational HR practices. However, the limitation of a ‘best practice’ approach is that it may assume the same HR practices work equally well in every organization. In project-based environments, this assumption is problematic because work is often temporary, deadline-driven and dependent on cross-functional collaboration. For example, flexible working may improve retention and work-life balance, but it can also create coordination problems if project teams lack clear communication routines or availability expectations. Therefore, Unilever should treat high performance as a system of aligned HR practices rather than as a list of employee benefits.
Common benefits such as flexible working, wellbeing support, recognition schemes and development opportunities can improve employee commitment, but their value depends on implementation quality. A benefit may exist formally but still fail if employees cannot access it fairly or if managers discourage its use during busy project periods. This is why Unilever HRM practices should be evaluated not only by policy availability, but by consistency, fairness and impact on employee experience.
For project-based organizations, the key lesson is that high performance depends on both formal HR systems and daily management behavior. Employees may feel motivated by Unilever corporate values, but their actual experience will often be shaped by project deadlines, line manager support and workload pressure. Therefore, an evaluation must recognize that high-performing workplaces are not created by benefits alone; they are created through the consistent alignment of culture, leadership, development, wellbeing and employee voice. 
















[bookmark: _Toc230524389]4.0 SCENARIO 2: EMPLOYEE ORIENTATION PRACTICES
Employee orientation, or onboarding, is the process through which new employees understand their role, workplace expectations, organizational culture and performance requirements. In project-based organizations, onboarding is strategically important because new employees often need to become productive quickly while also understanding project governance, stakeholder relationships, safety procedures and communication routines. Therefore, orientation should not be treated as a one-day administrative induction, but as a structured socialization and performance-readiness process.
Bauer’s onboarding model identifies role clarity useful because it identifies title role clarity, self-efficacy, social integration and social knowledge as important conditions for successful onboarding. This is more advanced than a traditional induction checklist because it considers both performance and belonging. However, the model should not be applied mechanically. A new employee may complete all induction documents but still lack confidence, informal knowledge or understanding of project-specific expectations. This is particularly risky in project-based organizations were mistakes in communication, safety or stakeholder management can quickly affect delivery performance.
 For Unilever, onboarding should connect corporate values such as sustainability, inclusion and innovation with practical role expectations (Unilever, 2026a). For example, a new employee joining a supply chain transformation, digital change or sustainability project should not only receive HR policy information, but also understand cross-functional decision, project milestones, reporting channels and expected behaviors. This would make onboarding more relevant to actual performance rather than simply organizational familiarization.







From a critical perspective, effective orientation should balance compliance, socialization and performance readiness. A new employee may understand formal policies quickly, but it takes longer to understand informal expectations, stakeholder relationship and project-specific working norms. Therefore, onboarding should continue beyond the first day or first week.
A stronger approach would be to introduce a 30-60-90-day onboarding model supported by a line manager, buddy and project-specific learning plan. The first 30 days should focus on role clarity, organizational values and cultural integration. The next 30 days should focus on project contribution, stakeholder understanding and team relationships. The final 30 days should review performance, confidence and development needs. The risk is that managers may treat this process as paperwork; therefore, Unilever should link onboarding quality to manager accountability and early employee feedback. 
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Succession planning refers to identifying and developing people who can fill future leadership or business-critical roles (CIPD, 2025a; collings and Mellahi,2019). In project-based organizations, succession planning is not only about replacing senior managers. It also concerns project managers, technical specialists, commercial managers, planners, digital specialists and client-facing professionals whose knowledge is essential for delivery continuity.
From a resource-based view perspective, succession planning is important because leadership capability, technical expertise, organizational knowledge and client relationships can become valuable strategic resources (Barney, 1991). In project-based organizations, these resources are often held by specific individuals rather than fully embedded in systems. If these employees leave without knowledge transfer, the organization does not only lose a person; it loses project memory, delivery capability and client confidence.
Traditional succession planning provides stability because it prepares potential replacements for key roles. However, it can become narrow and exclusionary if it focuses only on visible senior leadership positions. High-potential lists may favor employees who already have access to senior managers, while overlooking technical experts, part-time workers, international employees or those with non-linear career paths. This creates a risk that succession planning reproduces existing privilege rather than identifying genuine future capability.
A more modern approach is to shift from replacement planning to capability planning (collings and Mellah, 2019). Instead of asking, who will replace these managers? Unilever should ask, what capabilities will the organization need in the next three to five years, and where are the current talent risks? This is more suitable for project-based organizations because future performance depends not only on leadership roles but also on digital skills, sustainability knowledge, stakeholder management, commercial awareness and technical expertise.
In a multinational organization such as Unilever, succession planning should focus on future capability needs across digital, supply chain, sustainability, marketing and leadership roles. This requires talent pools, mentoring, leadership development, project rotations, secondments and transparent career pathways. These practices can help Unilever build internal mobility and reduce dependency on external recruitment.
Workforce analytics can strengthen succession planning by identifying retirement risk, turnover patterns, skill gaps, promotion rates and diversity gaps. However, analytics should support judgement rather than replace it. If past performance data reflects unequal access to opportunities, talent analytics may reinforce bias (marler and Boudreau, 2017; Angrave et al. 2016). For example, employees who have already been given high-visibility projects may appear more ready than equally capable employees who lacked the same exposure. Therefore, Unilever should combine workforce analytics with transparent criteria, career conversations, diversity monitoring and calibration panels.
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Attracting and retaining diverse talent has become a major HRM challenge due to skills shortages, hybrid working expectations, workforce mobility and increased competition for specialist labour (CIPD, 2024). In project-based organizations, the challenge is intensified because employees may be recruited for specialist expertise and can move easily between employers, clients or contractors. Therefore, resourcing and retention should be analyzed as a connected cycle: attracting talent creates little value if the organization cannot retain and develop that capability.
Psychological contract theory provides a useful explanation of retention. Employees form expectations about fairness, development, flexibility and career opportunity, even when these expectations are not written into formal contracts. If Unilever promotes itself as an inclusive and flexible employer but employees experience excessive workload, limited progression or inconsistent management, the psychological contract may be damaged. This can reduce trust and increase avoidable turnover. 
Effective attraction begins with a credible employer brand (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004). However, employer branding must be authentic. If organizations advertise flexibility, progression and inclusion but employees experience long hours, poor management or limited development, retention will weaken. This is especially risky in project environments where deadlines and pressure can normalize excessive workloads. For Unilever, the HR challenge is not simply attracting talented employees but ensuring that its global employer brand is matched by employees lived experience across different countries and functions.
To attract diverse talent, organizations should use inclusive job design, transparent pay ranges, structured interviews, diverse shortlists and flexible working arrangements. Job descriptions should focus on essential capabilities rather than unnecessarily narrow experience requirements. This matters because over-specific criteria can exclude candidates from different industries, career breaks or international backgrounds. In project-based sectors such as Organizations, inclusive attraction also requires challenging the idea that high performance depends only on long working hours or constant availability.
 Retention requires more than preventing resignation. It involves creating reasons for employees to stay, contribute and develop. Key strategies include fair reward, career development, manager quality, wellbeing support, workload management, recognition and employee voice. Employees often leave not only placed onto stressful projects without recovery time.
Unilever should priorities retention strategies that combine fair reward, meaningful work, career visibility, workload management and manager capability. A dual career ladder would be particularly useful because it allows technical specialists to progress without being forced into people management. However, this requires clear criteria, investment in development pathways and senior support; otherwise, it may become a symbolic policy rather than a real retention mechanism. 
Overall, resourcing and retention should be viewed as a connected cycle. Attracting talent without retaining it creates cost and instability. Retaining talent without development can create stagnation.  For project organizations, the strongest approach is one where meaningful work, fair reward, development, workload control and employee voice reinforce each other.
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Talent insight refers to the use of data, assessment tools and employee feedback to understand workforce capability, potential, motivation and retention risk (Marler and Boudreau, 2017). In project organizations, talent insight is valuable because managers need to form teams quickly, identify skill gaps and match employees to project requirements. However, talent insight should be understood as a decision-support tool rather than a replacement for human judgement.
Evidence based HRM argues that people decisions should be informed by reliable data, professional expertise, organizational context and stakeholder values (Rousseau and Barends, 2011). This is useful because recruitment and retention decisions are often affected by bias, habit or managers preferences. For Unilever, talent insight tools such as skills inventories, engagement surveys, 360-degree feedback and stay interviews can support more consistent decisions across global teams.
Talent insight tools may include psychometric assessments, skill inventories, performance data, engagement surveys, career preference tools, 360-degree feedback, learning analytics and retention-risk indicators. For recruitment, structured interviews and work-sample tests can provide stronger evidence than informal interviews because they reduce reliance on gut feeling. For example, a project manager role may require stakeholder communication, risk management, planning capability and emotional resilience. A combination of scenario-based assessment and structured interview questions may therefore predict suitability better than an informal conversation.
For Unilever, talent insight tools can support recruitment, internal mobility and personalized retention by identifying employee’s skill, career interests, development needs and engagement risks. This is useful in a global organization where employees may move across functions, regions and project teams. Talent data can help HR understand where capability exists and where future skills gaps may emerge.
However, talent analytics is not neutral (Angrave et al, 2016). Data can reproduce historical inequality if some employees have had less access to mentoring, development or high-profile assignments. There is also a trust risk if employees believe that analytics is being used to secretly label them as low potential or likely to resign. Therefore, Unilever should use talent data transparently, explain what data is collected and ensure that analytics supports employee development rather than surveillance.
Ongoing employee feedback mechanisms, such as retention surveys, pulse surveys and stay interviews, are also important. HR should not wait until exit interviews reveal problems because, by that stage, the organization has already lost knowledge and capability. Retention surveys can identify early warning signs such as declining trust in leadership, workload pressure, limited career confidence or dissatisfaction with reward.
The strongest approach would combine quantitative and qualitative evidence. For example, retention data may show that early-career employees are leaving, but stay interviews may reveal whether the cause is workload, unclear progression, weak mentoring or reward dissatisfaction. This combination would allow Unilever to design targeted interventions rather than relying on generic retention policies.
Overall, talent insight can support strategic recruitment and retention, but only when used ethically and critically. For Unilever, the aim should not be to replace human judgement with data, but to improve the quality, fairness and consistency of HR decisions.
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This report has critically evaluated HRM practices in project-based organizations using Unilever as the selected international case organization. The analysis shows that employee orientation, succession planning, resourcing, retention and talent insight should not be managed as separate HR activities. Instead, they should operate as an integrated strategic HRM system that develops employee ability, motivation and opportunity to contribute.
The key argument is that HR policies create value only when they are implemented consistently and experienced fairly by employees. Unilever demonstrates several strong HRM features, including flexible working, development opportunities and talent insight. However, the report has also shown that these practices have limitations. Flexible working can create coordination challenges, succession planning can reproduce bias, retention strategies can become generic, and talent analytics can damage trust if used without transparency. 
Therefore, the most effective HRM approach for Unilever and similar project-based organizations is one that combines strategic alignment with critical implementation. HRM should support not only employee satisfaction but also project continuity, knowledge retention, inclusive progression and evidence-based workforce planning. This requires stronger manager accountability, ethical use of data, transparent career pathways and continuous employee feedback. In this way, HRM becomes a source of organizational capability rather than a purely administrative function.
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Appendix A: Integrated HRM framework for Unilever and project-based organizations

	Priority
	Recommendation
	Strategic value
	Risk or limitation
	Control Measure

	1
	Introduce 30-60-90- day onboarding for project-based employees
	Improves role clarity, confidence and early productivity
	Managers may treat it as paperwork
	Link onboarding quality to manager review and new-starter feedback

	2
	Shift succession planning form replacement planning to capability planning
	Protects leadership, technical and project-critical knowledge
	May favor visible employees
	Use transparent criteria, calibration panels and diversity monitoring

	3
	Develop dual career ladders for technical and managerial talent
	Retains specialists who do not want people-management roles
	Can be costly and complex to design
	Pilot first in business-critical functions

	4
	Use stays interviews and pulse surveys alongside exit interviews
	Identifies retention risks before employees leave
	Employees may not speak honestly
	Ensure confidentiality and show visible action

	5
	Apply talent analytics ethically and transparently
	Improves workforce planning and internal mobility
	Risk of surveillance culture or data bias
	Use human judgement, data governance and employee communication



These recommendations should be implemented gradually rather than introduced as a single HR transformation. This is important because project-based organizations already operate under time, cost and workload pressures. A phased approach would allow Unilever to test practices, collect employees feedback and refine the model before wider implementation. The recommendations also respond to the need for stronger feasibility and implementation awareness, rather than simply listing ideal HR practices.
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