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As a result of the pandemic Viscose Closures Limited (VCL) has been forced to adapt to the changing working conditions (Worley and Claudy, 2020) – i.e., a workforce split between homeworkers and those unable to work from home.  Overnight, HR was thrust into the spotlight (Economist, 2020).  At VCL, there is one person in the HR department, that person is me.  I knew I had to step up, and I was ready. 
The CIPD professional standards (CIPD, no date) are instrumental in supporting my delivery of an effective HR service during the pandemic.  I’d like to draw on a few which have been critical.
Firstly, valuing people.  The pandemic made us realise how valuable our people are. The importance of instilling a feeling of value in our employees has gone way beyond the basics of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 2019).  Employee wellbeing plays a major part here too.  Our employees want to know that we care and support them, so I created and issued a Wellbeing Policy, a Covid-19 Vaccination Policy and a Menopause Policy to demonstrate this.  I also carried out an employee survey on employee voice at VCL (Parfitt, 2021).  One of the recommendations is to implement an employee forum which will form part of my objectives for 2022 ensuring all employees have a voice.  How an employee feels is incredibly important not only to their well-being but also for productivity (Krekel et al., 2019) meaning this is critical from a business perspective also.  An employee who feels valued is less likely to be affected by presenteeism (Hemp, 2004).
I’ll move on to discuss professional courage and influence (CIPD, no date).  There were several times throughout the pandemic where I was required to demonstrate this behaviour when carrying out situational decision-making (this is another core behaviour).  Our employees were looking to me for answers.  I gave regular shift briefings at the start of the pandemic when rules were changing regularly and anxiety levels amongst the workforce were high.  Clear, regular, and honest communications were critical to retaining their trust (Mendy, et al. 2020).  I remained calm, professional and was able to communicate with them on a level they understand – taking the messages from the government or the CEO for example and making them clear for all.  I also noticed my ability to influence decisions and subsequent behaviours which is something I hadn’t realised before.  
The final standard which has been crucial for me is one of the specialist knowledge standards - employee relations.  The pandemic has presented many twists and turns which could impact VCL from an employment law perspective such as the changes to Statutory Sick Pay (SSP) rules, the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (CJRS) (HM Treasury, 2020) or furlough, isolation requirements, Covid-19 risk assessments, shielding advice etc.  This was evident from a grievance raised by a worker returning to the workplace after shielding.  A solid foundation in key employment law and a transparent grievance procedure resulted in a successful outcome for the business. 
As we move on to what is likely to become an endemic (Torjesen, 2021) we need resilience and we must refrain from going back to old ways.  We should recognise that employees are tired and the risk of burnout is real (Gabriel and Aguinis, 2021).  But it’s not all bad news.  We have a “once in a lifetime opportunity to change” (Gratton, 2021) the way we work.  We should reflect on what we have learned during the pandemic, especially about our colleagues – those who stepped up and those who perhaps didn’t (Wedell-Wedellsborg, 2021).  The developments we have made with technology is also remarkable. 2 years ago at VCL we didn’t know what Teams was.  Now we use it every day.
The pandemic has left some HR professionals feeling in a worse position than before it first hit (HR magazine, 2021) and whilst this is not true for me, I would prioritise my wellbeing more in future.
I go into the new year confident that the professional standards support whatever future growth and development is required and will continue to provide the framework for me to deliver an effective HR service at VCL.
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Leadership means different things to different people and there are numerous definitions.  Most incorporate the concept that leadership involves achieving outcomes through the efforts of others (Yukl, 2012).  This supports one of the most classic definitions that leaders require followers (Grint, 2010).
Jackson and Parry (2011) criticise such traditional beliefs arguing that the roles of leaders and followers are interchangeable and not certain groups of people. 
Leading in the context of the pandemic would be considered leading in turbulent times (Ansell and Trondal, 2018).  Turbulence can be internal or external.  The VUCA model is commonly used to describe the external context. 
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Several types of leadership could be appropriate for leading in the context of the pandemic.  Perhaps two of the best suited are authentic and trustworthy leadership. 
Authentic leadership is sometimes described as “an expression of the leader’s true self” (Ladkin and Taylor, 2009).  Strengths of authentic leadership include:
· Authentic leaders are usually sympathetic, understanding and compassionate (Leroy et al, 2015).
· Whereas traditional leaders may be considered as leading with their egos, authentic leaders lead with their hearts. (Leadership Institute, 2020).
· Leading in an authentic style can assist with maintaining positive working relationships (Leroy et al, 2015).
· Authentic leadership can enhance trust, job satisfaction and job performance (Walumbwa, 2008).
Weaknesses of authentic leadership:
· Authenticity can be problematic for some due to personality traits; e.g. being overly critical and non-communicative (Harvard Business Review, 2011).
· A simplistic understanding of the meaning of authenticity can hinder a leader’s growth and impact (Harvard Business Review, 2015).
· Followers can never be sure that their leader’s portrayal of their true self is anything other than an illusion (Wenjin and Tymon, 2016).
Trustworthy leadership is based on a leader who is human, relational and personal.  It requires building relationships of reciprocal trust between employees and leaders as well as external stakeholders (CIPD, 2014)
Strengths of trustworthy leadership (CIPD, 2014 and Ouslis, 2018):
· Higher employee engagement and commitment.
· Employees feel empowered.
· The work climate is positive.
· Increased level of information-sharing and knowledge exchange.
· Increased levels of co-operation and problem-solving.
· Operational efficiency is improved.
· Reduced cost due to higher productivity and lower turnover.
· Increased individual, group and organisational performance.
It is difficult to consider any weaknesses of a leadership style based on trust, however, there are some drawbacks (Kester, 2020):
· Trust can be taken for granted.
· Trust must be maintained – this could be difficult in a situation when bad news must be delivered.  For example, redundancy, furlough, budget cuts etc.
It is clear from the above there is no single approach to leadership that best suits the context of the pandemic.  The characteristics of an authentic leader who is compassionate and understanding would be valued in times of crisis.  Equally, a leader who is trusted and who trusts their employees would be important.  A combination of approaches would therefore be most appropriate.  
At VCL, a new CEO joined in February 2020 a few weeks before the first national lockdown.  Their leadership style is one of trust and authenticity.  Regular, honest and open communications have taken place with all employees.  Overall, this has been a positive change and in stark contrast to the previous leadership style.  However, one member of the senior management team has left because of the CEOs leadership style. In general, employees feel more valued and loyal.  In an employee survey carried out in August 2021, 68% of the survey population reported their level of loyalty is the same as the pre-pandemic level, 30% reported their level of loyalty has increased, and no one reported being less loyal suggesting the pandemic has been handled well by VCL (Parfitt, 2021).  The highest-rated CEOs during the pandemic, as rated by employees in a survey by job searching site Glassdoor, can be considered those who communicate clearly with their employees and have employee wellbeing high on their agenda (Connley, 2020).   The evidence from the questionnaire suggests the CEO at VCL has performed well in these areas. 
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Formal structural aspects of an organisation include Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs), Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), salary, reports, organisational charts, job descriptions, employee handbooks etc.  Informal aspects are more to do with unwritten rules of an organisation, what the values are, what people assume and how people connect (Puranam, 2018).  
Key organisational systemic factors at VCL that influence people management (CIPD, 2014a) will now be considered in the context of the pandemic.  
1. There is very little hierarchy and bureaucracy at VCL which has helped with people management as this allows quick decision making.  For example, all staff who were able to work from home were fully equipped to do so within 24 hours. 
Moreover, new procedures and processes have been introduced throughout the pandemic with relative ease.  Examples include Covid-19 vaccination policy, hybrid working policy, work from home standards and menopause policy.    
Finally, an open and honest approach has been adopted whereby Directors are truthful about reasons why decisions are made even if it is not always good news which has helped build trust.  This will be important to build a stronger workforce in future (Brownlee, 2020).

2. A short-term, bottom-line focus at VCL has both helped and hindered people management: 
a. Helped:
i. The continued use of balanced scorecards which are completed and reviewed as part of the monthly management meeting allowing any potential areas of performance concern to be identified and acted upon quickly (CIPD, 2020).
ii. There is transparency amongst the management team regarding the financial performance of the business.  This has helped with understanding why recruitment of a certain position has not been authorised for example.  
b. Hindered:
i. Training/development of staff (outside mandatory training for the role and any regulatory training) is not prioritised as the operational aspect of roles is sometimes considered more important. This could be damaging to the future of the business and employees as a skilled workforce is arguably more important than ever from both business continuity and retention perspective (Agrawal, S. et al., 2020).
ii. There is a reluctance to “pay twice” for the same role. i.e. two employees would need to be paid to carry out the same role when one is training but there is a reluctance to do this. There is also then the issue of backfilling the role the "trainee" has vacated equating to more cost to the business to hire temporary staff.  This could have an impact on employee morale as well as business continuity (Smith, 1976).
iii. The business is running so lean at present that if one person on the shop floor is sick it has an impact that must be mitigated (using overtime for example) to prevent customer orders from being affected.  This can be difficult to manage from a people planning perspective and increased overtime can be detrimental to wellbeing (Golden, 2005).

3. Individualism has both helped and hindered people management.  It has helped because the use of Microsoft teams has enabled frequent one to one contact allowing successful remote management for home workers.  Also, Individuals are encouraged and empowered to lead on tasks.  If mistakes are made there is no blame, rather learning to be taken from it (Anderson, 2013).  However, it has hindered people management at VCL because there is tension between operations and sales. Sales sometimes overpromise (to win the sale) meaning operations are under pressure to meet the target set. It can sometimes seem like departments have completely different priorities.  HR can assist here with promoting the overall values of the organisation and encouraging cross-functional interaction (CIPD, 2014). 

4. The “us” and “them” mentality does exist at VCL, but it is not prevalent.  This has helped people management at VCL as an appraisal system has been rolled out to a pilot group during 2021 and will be rolled out to all in 2022.  This reinforces fairness across the business (CIPD, 2016).  Conversely, people management has been hindered by the reluctance of some line managers to deal with poor performance.  HR has assisted here by promoting and supporting managers to develop skills to carry out challenging conversations while remaining within the boundaries of the collective agreement (VCL is a unionised organisation). HR is also considering whether less formal methods of performance management such as mediation may sometimes be appropriate going forward (ACAS, 2013). 
Overall, the structures in place at VCL have helped with people management throughout the crisis.
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I will use the six stages of Gibbs’ reflective cycle (1988) to reflect on the actions of the HR department when planning the return to the office after the crisis.  
Stage 1 – Description
When planning the return to the workplace for office staff I decided to create a detailed document outlining what was required of them in line with covid regulations, and what had changed since they had last been onsite.  I did this with the help of the Head of Operations (who had been onsite throughout the pandemic).  The document was then approved by the CEO before sending to all relevant staff via email before their return to the office.  I received no feedback on the document provided and staff returned to the office.  Comments from returning staff included they felt alienated and unwelcome and staff who had been onsite throughout felt nervous and anxious about returning staff. 
Stage 2 – Feelings
Before receiving the feedback following the return of the office staff, I felt confident that I had covered all areas of potential concern, I was proud of the document and was not expecting negative comments.  I initially felt quite angry and hurt that the comments had been made despite my hard work on the document.  I then did feel a little guilty that my colleagues had experienced the feelings they voiced as this was not my intention.  I also felt annoyed that my colleagues were not glad to be back in the office with the routine and interaction it brings especially since some colleagues had stated they wanted to come back.

Stage 3 – Evaluation
Things that worked well from the production of the return to the office document include:
· A robust review of H&S procedures and Covid-19 safeguarding measures (social distancing, one-way system etc.) was completed and illustrated in a Covid-19 specific risk assessment which is a legal requirement.
· The collaboration between the Head of Operations and HR strengthened the working relationship between the two departments.
What didn’t work well was the fact that none of the homeworkers were included in the preparation of the document when they were the intended users.
Stage 4 – Analysis
The production of the document itself went well because it was something I was familiar with doing and something I enjoy doing and something it is I would have liked to receive had I been a home worker.  It was informative and told me everything I needed to know from a logistical perspective about coming back to the office so I thought it would be received that way by everyone. This was not the case, and I realise this approach does not work for everyone due to different learning styles (Doloriert et al, 2014 and Shackleton-Jones, 2019).
What was missing from the planning was a consideration about how people would feel about coming back to the office and how they would be accepted by those who had been onsite during the pandemic.  As mentioned in the case study regarding social distancing people have different ideas of “how close is close” (Wedell-Wedellsborg, 2021).  The rules were outlined in the document, but the perception, in reality, was different. 
Stage 5 – Conclusions
I learned that when creating a document intended to be used for a wide range of employees it is important to consider the ways people may want to receive the instructions.  i.e. written lists, visual, face to face discussion.  I also learned that there is unlikely to be a universal approach to suit all and I may have to adjust my preferred methods of communication to suit the way the intended audience learn / process information (Gibb, 2002 and CIPD, 2021).
Stage 6 – Action Plan
When preparing instructions in future I will ensure I have relevant stakeholder involvement from the start.  I am confident that this wide range of participation will mean any potential issues will be identified before any materials are released to the workforce.  This may be a challenge for me as I like to do things a certain way, but I will keep in mind that this practice will give the project the best chance of success. 
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Precarity is fast becoming a major concern for leadership in organisations due to its uncertain nature and the increasing size of the precariat (Standing, 2016).  By definition, precarious work involves insecurity, danger and risk (Prosser, 2016).  The number of working people in the UK living precarious lives is between 7 and 10 million (Butler, 2017).  
The impact of precarity on employee motivation and engagement can be detrimental because precarious workers may feel less valued and unfairly treated by an organisation.  According to the TUC, insecure workers are almost 10 times more likely to receive zero sick pay than permanent employees (TUC, 2021).  This is significant because an unmotivated, disengaged employee is more likely to be affected by presenteeism (Nielsen and Daniels, 2016).   In my organisation, which is an SME manufacturing tamper-evident seals for the global market we have seen an increase in precarious workers throughout 2021.  We have taken on zero-hour workers and temporary staff for the first time during the pandemic, but we have not experienced issues with motivation or engagement.  The precarious workers have been more motivated than some permanent staff perhaps because of the flexibility zero-hours contracts provide (CIPD, 2021a).
An impact precarity has on leadership is the difficulty it creates for planning.  It is also difficult to build trust with precarious workers due to the short nature of their contract for example (CIPD, 2014).  Precarious workers could also be less likely to be loyal meaning they could leave the business vulnerable if tempted to leave for a better offer elsewhere (Ellen, 2017).  This is significant because leaders will need a more adaptive style of leadership to deal with this precarity. Adaptive leadership is a practice, not an inherent characteristic and is about addressing problems that lack known solutions (Heifetz, et al. (2009), also known as wicked problems. In my organisation, it has proven difficult to plan production schedules that rely on zero-hour workers.  There has been little or no impact to date requiring any change in leadership style, but this could change precarity continues.   Should this be required HR will support using the framework provided by the CIPD profession map (CIPD, no date).
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I disagree with the statement made by Greg Jackson and I believe HRM and HRD have a critical role to play within organisations because:
· Technology / Artificial intelligence cannot fully replace humans.  There are advantages to using technology for example during the initial stages of the recruitment process to sift many CVs quickly (SageHR, 2021).  However, organisations should proceed with caution to avoid potential discrimination claims.  An example of this is the case of ‘British Telecommunications PLC v Meier’ (2019).   The initial stage of the recruitment process was a situational judgement test and they were at a disadvantage as they had Asperger’s syndrome.  They were refused an interview when they failed the test.  The court held that this was a failure to make reasonable adjustments.
· Line managers are already under immense pressure due to the pandemic and it would not be fair to ask them to do more in the absence of an HR department.  As the crisis continues line managers will need more skills and support as they continue to support their teams onsite or at home (Knight, 2020). Ben Willmott, Head of Public Policy at the CIPD said the role of line managers in supporting wellbeing was “absolutely fundamental” and that sustaining a positive psychological contract with employees during this time was “paramount” (Howlett, 2020).  This is the case at VCL which is evidenced by the findings from an employee survey carried out in August 2021 where 89% of the respondents stated they would go to their line manager if they had a problem they needed help with (Parfitt, 2021).
· Recruitment in the current tight labour market is difficult and there are a record number of job vacancies. According to the Office of National Statistics (ONS), the number of job vacancies from July to September was 1,102,000 which was an increase of 318,000 from pre-pandemic January to March 2020 (ONS, 2021).  Organisations should consider upskilling existing staff where possible to mitigate the need for recruitment.  It is not possible to recruit for every skill (Cheese, 2021).
· HRM professionals play a large role in managing employee relations in an organisation and when managed well can keep grievances, disciplinaries etc to a minimum (Bennett, et al., 2020).  At VCL, which is a unionised organisation, the effective management of employee relations and a good relationship between the Union and the Company, has resulted in several potentially risky grievance situations being brought to a successful conclusion.  
In conclusion, I disagree with Greg Jackson and believe the advantages of an effective HR department outweigh the potential benefits of no HR. 
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I do not believe HR should take on the role of the "moral compass" of the organisation because everyone should act ethically, and it should not be the responsibility of one department to ensure this happens.  
As an HR professional behaving ethically or doing the right thing goes without saying and this is supported by the ethical practice behaviour in the CIPD profession map. (CIPD, no date).  The 2020 CIPD people profession survey found that most HR professionals would not compromise their professional principles in their work (CIPD, 2020a).
Ethical practice can be defined as “building trust by role-modelling ethical behaviour and applying principles and values consistently in decision-making” (CIPD, 2019).
Making the wrong decisions or implementing decisions badly can have a significant impact on people's lives as well as the reputation of an organisation.  HR professionals must be able to identify unethical behaviour such as fraud and take steepens to create a shared ethical culture that avoids this type of behaviour (CIPD, 2019).  
HR is well placed to support embedding principled decision making into daily practice (CIPD, 2021b) thus putting a framework in place for the organisation to make ethical decisions when faced with workplace dilemmas.  One such model is the Eight Lenses model shown below: 
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Each lens presents a different viewpoint on workplace dilemmas forcing the decision-maker to have answers.  
When faced with the increased level of automation and dilemmas arising from this applying the Eight Lenses model would be helpful.  An example to consider at my organisation, which is an SME producing tamper-evident seals for the global market, would be the increasing automation of the production lines.  At first, this may seem like an unethical decision through the unfairness lens as automation is often associated with job losses (Dahlin, 2019).  However, if we then look through the merit and wellbeing lenses the new roles for the production operators may result in more technically skilled roles and therefore more pay and job enrichment which enhances wellbeing.  
At VCL HR is not the moral compass of the organisation.  However, I encourage the application of our company values in day-to-day life which is supported by processes and policies. 
In conclusion, HR has a clear and important role to play in the ethics and sustainability of an organisation, but they should not be held solely responsible.  Making one department accountable for being the moral compass may create the perception that others do not have any responsibility (Stroo, 2019).  HR are only one, albeit important, point on the compass (Keir, 2021).
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Lewin’s model of change (Lewin, 1947), shown below in figure 3 is quaint and too simple for the modern era of constant and rapid change because it can only be used to address a known/planned change and it considers the process of change transforming from an initial state to a final stage (Rees and Hall, 2016).  In today’s world change is constant. 
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc92962897]Figure 3 - Lewin's model of change (Joy, 2018)
The model is a simplistic, linear and prescriptive process that has no cognitive dimension (Bartunek and Woodman, 2015).  It is however still widely used in business for managing planned change (Bamford and Forrester, 2003). 
The pandemic has created a situation of rapid and emergent change for organisations and an ongoing need to adapt products, services, etc. (CIPD, 2021c) Lewin’s model would not be suitable in such a complex environment.  There is not sufficient time to allow for refreezing (stabilising) before the next change is needed (Cummings et al, 2015).
There are numerous models for managing change and in selecting the most appropriate the following should be considered:
· The level of change – i.e. transformational (organisational wide changes in strategy for example) (Burnes, 2004) or incremental – small changes affecting a small part of the organisational activity (Carnall, 2003).
· The size and scope of change.
· The nature of change – planned or emergent?
· Internal and external drivers for change.
Some alternatives include Kotter's eight-stage model (Kotter, 1996), McKinsey 7s (McKinsey, 2008), McKinsey Influence Model (McKinsey 2016) and Balogun & Hope Hailey Change Kaleidoscope (Balogun and Hope Hailey, 2008).
Whichever model is selected based on the context of the change the process of managing that change is difficult and approximately 75% of all organisational change programmes fail (PWC, 2020).     The main reason for this is employee resistance.  This is where McKinsey’s influence model could be helpful as it informs employees about the change by telling a compelling story and most importantly what the benefits of the change are for them.    HR can support change management by working in partnership with the CEO and communicating with staff (CIPD, 2021c)
In my organisation, which is an SME producing tamper-evident seals for the global market, I have experienced change based on Lewin's model.  An example of this was when the previous CEO attempted to make a change in the structure of the sales department.  The unfreeze and change stages were executed but the refreeze stage was not.  The change was not given enough time to embed to yield benefits before the CEO decided to change it again.  This supports the belief that the model is not suitable in a VUCA environment. 
On balance, Lewin’s model of change has merit and when used for managing a planned change it can be effective, if the refreeze stage is given enough time.  However, it is less suitable for a complex environment where change is rapid, and organisations need to be agile in their response to that change.
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