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1.1 The current Coronavirus pandemic has highlighted the need for businesses to plan for the opportunities and threats posed by external influences. Using an organisation you are familiar with, critically examine which tools HR and management could use to analyse its external environment, justifying your choice (10 marks). 

As stated by Palmer, (2020) the pandemic has emphasised the need for organisations to have contingency plans in place. External threats that influence the future of the organisation. Naissance had no contingency in place for the pandemic and overall, it was seen that they are extremely unprepared for any external issue that could affect them. Bennett & Lemoine, (2014) explained the volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous challenges organisations face demand the need to be proactive. Analysis of the external environment would have enlightened the situation and given factual insight into how these factors affect organisation strategy, HR strategy, and strategic direction (Farnham, 2015). These tools pave the way for companies to respond to changing trends within the environment, for example, #meetoo movement, palm oil scandal, or the current coronavirus pandemic. A STEEPLE or PESTEL analysis is the standard tool to use to outline possible political, economic, social-cultural, technological, environmental, legal, and ethical trends or issues (Farnham, 2015). Coronavirus is a vast issue that has implications for each of these categories, organisations must understand how planning can limit long term effects or implications on the business. Although not the only external scanning tool available to organisations, a PESTEL/STEEPLE covers all bases but does not allow for further analysis. CIPD, (2020) explained advantages of the PESTEL are it is a simple framework, allows an understanding of the wider environment whilst encouraging external and strategic thinking. Allowing organisations to anticipate and act on future threats and trends to minimise or avoid repercussions, allowing businesses to spot and exploit opportunities in the market. Although critics have noted that a PESTEL is an over-simplistic tool that may lead businesses to act on insufficient data, the risk of too much data overcomplicating a simple issue leading to what's noted as ‘paralysis of analysis’. The VUCA environment and pace of change details an increased difficulty to anticipate trends and act on them effectively, simply PESTEL must be repeated regularly. Organisations with limited time may come across difficulties with managing the repeat process leading to errors (CIPD, (2020); Turner, (2002); Bennett & Lemoine, (2014)). Using multiple tools for environmental scanning has proved most effective, allowing for the monitoring, forecasting, and assessing of information through a range of techniques, ensuring continuity, clarity, and consistency (Farnham, 2015). Porter 5 forces and SWOT analysis are used in addition to PESTEL for this purpose. A SWOT focuses on the strengths, weaknesses, threats, and opportunities within the external environment, its purpose is to match organisational goals with programs and capacities within the market (CIPDa, (2020) & Farnham, (2015)). Although again a simple framework it facilitates understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of the business whilst encouraging managers to focus on strengths and opportunities and think strategically. SWOT’s can become oversimplified in the same sense as PESTEL, managers need to understand the value of data collected. SWOT relies on internal and external information, internal can be limited and can impact the results (CIPDa, (2020) & Reed, (2013)). Whereas Porter 5 forces focus on competitive rivalries, buyers, suppliers, new entrants, and substitute products specific to the organisation. According to Porter cited by Dobbs, (2014) "the collective strength of the forces determines the ultimate profit potential in the industry”. The information gathered is specific but can be oversimplified (Porter, 2008). Data can be conflicted depending on sources used. It is paramount for organisations to understand the suitable tool for the organisation. Naissance has no contingency plans so using a mixed approach would give the best opportunity of acclimatising quickly to change in the VUCA environment.

1.2 Building on some of the points highlighted in the above People Management article, discuss the strategic priorities for businesses and HR departments in constantly changing environments (20 marks).

The article in question is already deemed outdated in the current pandemic (Palmer, 2020). Advice and guidelines change daily, Given the VUCA environment we operate any strategic plans which were in place or under consideration have likely changed in recent weeks (Bennett & Lemoine, 2014). However, this does not mean that organisations can stop, to maintain a competitive advantage and minimise the ongoing threat they must remain current. The approach they take is dependent on whether they are deterministic rationalists or emergent thinkers (Farnham, 2015). The definition of strategy is directly linked to organisational success, whether it be HR or business strategy (Kew & Stredwick, (2013) & Farnham, (2015)). In the current climate in connection with VUCA understanding survival and uncertainty-based theories is paramount, noted by Whittington, (2001) & Stacey, (1993) efficiency and structure are key fundamentals of controlling external factors. With focus given to HR strategy development, Mintzburg, (1987) & Quinn, (1980) agree on the need to harmonise departments and strategies, linking past knowledge with present and future trends. An analysis of the external environment remains the best tool, either through a mixed-method approach or specifically using PESTEL/STEEPLE analysis (Farnham, 2015). The Harvard Model by Beer (1984) is also considered to understand the link HR has with the rest of the organisation (Kew & Stredwick, 2013). 
Palmer, (2020) discusses strategic priorities in the current climate, the main point being contingency planning or lack of. A contingency plan is a plan outside of usual business plans, usually linked to risk management and exceptional circumstances (Kew & Stredwick, 2013). Isolating and implementing a contingency plan if needed has become an HR issue. Fiedler, (1967) explained it was a two-prong process. There is no best practice and using goal concepts with the environment and human relations concepts to regain control of the external environment. These views are widely argued by authors such as CIPD, (2020), Kew & Stredwick, (2013), Farnham, (2015), Mintzburg, (1987) and Mullins, (2010), the list is extensive. 
Other strategic priorities for managers include the health and safety implications, whereas HR issues such as communication throughout the crises have taken priority. Working from home, sick pay, holidays, childcare, self-isolation concerns, and wellbeing of staff policies have all changed within weeks. Laws and guidelines changed overnight and the fight for HR to keep up with the changes has been difficult for companies to comprehend (CIPD(b), (2020) & Swan & Chamorro-Premuzic, (2020)).  Managing employee wellbeing and communication is key, informing staff of rights, policies, and up to date organisational strategies. Palmer(a), (2020) & Palmer(b), (2020) argue the effect returning to work early or fostering the wrong culture could have, leading to mental health issues, anxiety, and time off work. Although working from home has brought its concerns surrounding mental health and health and safety, the employer has specific responsibilities when allowing staff to work from home reminding staff how to work effectively but leaving time for rest (ACAS, (2020) & Mind, (2020)). Mental health is protected as disability discrimination under the Equality Act 2010 (ACAS(a), 2020). Laws have changed considering the pandemic to protect employees from redundancies, health and wellbeing and monetary concerns. Although not law it is the employers' duty to understand and advise staff of any changes relevant to their roles or lifestyle (GOV.UK, 2020). In the VUCA environment the lack of figures, facts, advice from government, and political agendas it is important that organisations function and understand furlough schemes and grants if necessary. 
In agreeance with these views, a recent survey of HR professionals outlined the main responsibilities of HR during this crisis, specifically what they should be prioritising. Overall Bersin, (2020) summarised the findings and consensus of HR’s main priorities; remote working, personal safety is paramount, digital skills and training if necessary, empathy, support, and wellbeing, contact with direct management, work together with less, work in real-time and effective Leadership.

1.3 Using your own organisation, or one you are familiar with, discuss how HR departments can best organise themselves to support the business to be more resilient during such unpredictable times (10 marks).

Affinity Health at Work, (2011) report found that resilience is difficult to define, using diversity and complexity concepts they found that Windle, (1999) explanation was a close definition ‘the successful adaptation to life tasks in the face of social disadvantage or highly adverse conditions’ (p163). The basic consensus is that resilience is a way to adapt and change through adversity and challenges (CIPD(c), 2020). At the business level any combination of events or issues can lead the organisation to adversity, how the organisation overcome the challenge depends on their preparedness to deal with uncertainty. Risk management frameworks give a strong framework for managers to follow, giving the information for them to be proactive and deal with the uncertainty as it happens (Affinity Health at Work, 2011). Kaplan & Mikes, (2012) explained that not managing risk effectively can have dire consequences to the business. They describe a three-category framework for organisational survival. Preventable risks – managerial conduct, inappropriate actions including illegal or unethical activity, Strategy risks – a voluntary risk to gain better competitive advantage or organisational development/growth, External risks – outside company influence or control (Kaplan & Mikes, 2012). 
Naissance have no formal resilience strategies in place, the risk of this has been noted on previous occasions as their failure to adapt left them open to a lawsuit and managerial disciplinary issues. Resilience is managed by individuals and it is key for shareholders to isolate whether the managers dealing with issues have an exploitive or explorative mindset, either one will lead to outcomes for example whether they are positive or negative in their response to issues (CIPD(c), 2020). With these views in mind, HR departments must organise themselves in a positive manner where resilience is an opportunity for the organisation to grow. Specifically, for Naissance, given the current pandemic they need to remain open and reliant on the HR team to lead managers through an increasingly uncertain time.
Understanding the VUCA framework is key in these matters, supporting and communicating change as and when it occurs (CIPD(d) podcast, (2020) & Bennett & Lemoine, (2014)). Woodward, (2017) explained that the pace of change of the external environment could leave businesses behind, with the rate of growth of technology and threats such as coronavirus taking priority in the economy. Further noting the need for flexibility and agility to allow businesses to evolve (Woodward, 2017).  
2.1 b. Critically examine the need for employers to fully embrace social trends such as the emphasis on well-being and mental health, for the long-term sustainability of their businesses.
Deloitte, (2018) trends report outlined the importance of understanding social trends to shape the organisation's purpose, guide stakeholders and influence company success. The generic workplace has changed dramatically in recent years giving priority to understand trends such as mental health, Artificial Intelligence (AI), or Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). These issues can have repercussions for every level of the organisation including shareholders, staff, and customers/clients. Transforming the way organisations work is how they achieve a higher level of complexity and competence in their market. Jones, et al., (2007) noted 5 main drivers to transform work, markets, regulation, work organisation, labour markets, and expectations. Further explained that in the current VUCA economy businesses should create their own business models to adapt to their specialised fields (Deloitte(a), 2019). 
[image: ]Deloitte(b), (2019) describes the link between sustainability and wellbeing of employees, how the company's brand and culture are critical to their future. Although there are some complex arguments with what is deemed important by each employee. The talent market has changed and a job is worth more than financial gain (Boxall & Macky, 2014). As result organisations have made reward and wellbeing programs to entice potential talent into creating a relationship that can be mutually beneficial to both employee and organisation. Promoting wellbeing gives employees a sense of ownership and direction over their work whilst improving business relations. However, for organisations who are playing catch up with this trend reports show they may believe wellness is what employees expect, however, this is only the beginning of what employees want, value and expect (Boxall & Macky, (2014) & Deloitte(b), (2019). Table 1 explains the change in expectations. 
Table 1 - Deloitte Wellbeing Growth - (Deloitte(b), 2019).
Wellbeing is directly linked to employment relations and therefore sustainability. A positive employee relations strategy leads to employee involvement, commitment, and engagement (CIPD(e), 2020). Culture is an important factor in motivating employees to contribute to business strategy, aligning employment relations strategies with the organisational purpose and values are a positive way to maintain retention and productivity (Craig, 2018). On the other hand, generational divides and other factors decide on how effective wellbeing strategies become. Millennials, boomers and gen z all have different expectations, its this level of uncertainty that demands organisations research their workforce or target workforce before implementing strategies to improve sustainability (Mullins, (2010), Farnham, (2015) & Kew & Stredwick, (2013)). 

2.2  a. Discuss how the competitive environment shapes HR’s agenda, using examples from an organisation you are familiar with and recommend ways the organisation could improve its position as an employer in a tight labour market.

A business’s competitive environment shapes the decisions HR make, organisational alignment is imperative in the current climate allowing HR to support decisions rather than remaining apposed or unaware of changes. Globalisation has dramatically affected how organisations operate, globalisation refers to anything in the external environment that affects the organisation (WEF, 2020). Given the current GIG economy, it can be difficult to fill full-time roles as individuals move towards wanting flexibility within their roles (Everett, 2016). Naissance is an online retailer, specialising in manufacturing and distributing its products globally. Currently using Amazon and its own website to distribute, global issues are a factor in managing change including but not limited to public opinions, cultures, labour markets, and political/economic crises. For HR, the CIPD(g), (2020) noted that what happens in the macroeconomy has direct links to product and labour markets, this determines recruitment and retention practices.  
Current issues for Naissance are the coronavirus pandemic and the increase in corporate social responsibility (CSR). Naissance works both within the tight and loose labour markets, however, the tight labour market has proved more difficult to manage, specifically due to the niche job roles available and the lack of talent to fill them (CIPD(f), 2019). Functioning in a tight labour market means high demand for suitable employees (Farnham, (2015), CIPD(g), (2020) & Kew & Stredwick, (2013)), Taylor’s labour market model gives the closest comparison to Naissance strategy (Taylor, 2005). Dealing with unemployment or recruitment depends on the filling the organisational skills gap’s, the varied roles within organisations demands understanding of role requirements. The biggest challenge for Naissance is to fill the digital skills gap within the organisation, as an online company having skilled staff is paramount (Weston, 2019). The war for talent has shown that recruitment processes have become a negotiation between employer and candidate, for employers to gain the best talent they must isolate the needs and expectations of that candidate and offer adjustments or additions to the role where possible, including career progression, flexibility, training, financial, health, and wellbeing programs (Weston, 2019). These benefits can also attract gig economy workers whether they work as contractors, job share, or part-time. Offering flexibility to employer and employee. 

2.3  a. “We’re in the midst of a climate emergency, yet research from London Business School and recruitment consultancy Harvey Nash has shown that the boards of UK businesses are the least likely to feel responsible for their impact on the environment (Palmer, 2020).  
Using organisational examples, critically analyse the need for businesses and other organisations to focus on the issue of environmental sustainability.

Palmer©, (2020) statement is controversial given the response from trend reports, company’s need to be more environmentally responsible (Deloitte, (2018), Deloitte(a), (2019) & CIPD(f), 2019)).  Long term corporate social responsibility (CSR) has benefits for the workplace, marketplace, community, and environment (CIPD(h), 2020) to promote sustainability for the organisation. Sustainability refers to acknowledging natural systems, remaining diverse, and choosing to produce and use ethically sourced materials in an attempt to protect the environment for future generations (Mason, 2020). CSR is a matter that clients, employees, and stakeholders/shareholders to take seriously, not having the correct level of CR can affect company brand and employee engagement. It can also affect retention, recruitment, and motivation levels. The argument between whether CR is purely a way to advertise or an ongoing external issue for businesses is ongoing and remaining controversial (CIPD(h), (2020), Farnham, (2015) & Mullins, (2010)). Microsoft notably has a positive CSR reputation from initiatives they have in place, they pride the relationship they have with their stakeholders on a range of wider issues (Smith, 2012). On the other hand, Bosch invested in conservation and environmental protection to lower CO2 levels annually (Payseno, 2018). Other companies such as Ben and Jerrys, BMW and Dell all have their own initiatives to improve company brand globally whilst helping various campaigns and schemes worldwide (Payseno, 2018). Naissance has various CR schemes in place for similar reasons however, as a supplier for essential oils and healthcare products ethically sourcing and giving back to communities who supply these goods is key for employer brand. Likewise they have introduced a vegan range in recent years. 
Environmental sustainability and CSR have become topics for activist groups, whether it be recycling or carbon emissions (Deloitte, 2018). The environment bill 2020 brought environmental protection and recovery as a legal requirement for organisations, notebly the government has their own policy which outlines how and why they act responsibly (UK Parliament, (2020) & Gov.uk, (2020)). Another controversial point for businesses - political agendas can change CR regulations, therefore it is key  to understand the political views of parties and their economic intentions. To stay competitive CR is seen as a way to minimise the risk, giving a level of sustainability to the organisation and impacting public opinion before other companies, generating good publicity and company brand (Farnham, 2015). 
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