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Driving my Development
Sarah Thomas
Personal Profile
I am driven to learn. I am always seeking out ways to learn, grow and make a positive contribution, through education, or through seeking out new roles, new perspectives and new people to learn from. 
I have worked in HR for 10 years, currently as HR Advisor at Mid and West Wales Fire and Rescue Service. I am driven by my values, and I try to see HR as a positive tool for people and organisations. 
Outside of work I have three lovely boys (and a husband), and we would always rather be outside - on the beach or in the woods or on our bikes! 
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Introduction
Reflection is a widely utilised tool in many professional areas. 
Critical reflection situates actions in their wider context, allowing consideration of different perspectives, and enabling awareness of all the different factors that feed into interactions between complex individuals in a complex world (Paterson and Chapman, 2013, p.137). Dugan (2017, p.50) pinpoints the reduction of ego through critical self-reflection, as critical self-reflection serves to locate the individual relative to influential social forces. Paterson and Chapman (2013, p. 134) state that reflective practice can help assimilate theoretical knowledge into practice, similarly placing individual experience into a bigger picture, opening up the viewpoint of the individual, to better understand each in the light of the other.
As the pace of change increases, and the world grows increasingly complex, unpredictable, and public, the role of reflection is more evident with the increasing need for good judgement (Robertson, Le Sueur and Terblanche, 2021; Cassidy 2022).
Given the established value of reflective practice, there are a number of frameworks that have been developed to help direct self-reflection, each with different strengths, and potentially more suited to different professional settings.  One model, developed in the education sector (Brookfield, 2017) is Brookfield's four lenses model. This model suggest that practice should be considered from the individual perspective, through the eyes of the students,  through gaining insights from peers or colleagues, and through theory (Brookfield, 2017, chapter 4). Given the role of HR to support and empower line managers to implement strategically driven people policies (CIPD, 2017), this model could be easily transferable to the HR context by substituting line managers for students. Brookfield asserts that critical reflection is essential for teachers to help keep sight of the intricacies of power dynamics at play, similarly, with the position of HR at the interface between management and employees, similar politics must be carefully negotiated (Van Gramberg and Teicher, 2006).
Johns model of structured reflection is another comprehensive model developed for use in healthcare (Janse, 2024). Johns (2013, p.2-3) explores the different forms reflection can take, depending on the knowledge and experience of the practitioner and the circumstances upon which they may be reflecting. Johns notes the difference between 'doing' reflection, and practicing reflectively. 
For my reflection I selected Gibbs model. As I have already set out, different models lend themselves to different situations, and both of the above could be applied in the HR environment, however, the depth of John's model would lend itself perhaps to very specific key events, that required deeper analysis. The healthcare setting after all deals with far more existential realities than the mostly humdrum of day-today employment. Similarly, considering my HR practise through the lens of stakeholders is crucial for a sense of perspective, but in this case, I wanted to focus on developing my own self-awareness and the Gibbs model provided the structure for this in a very simple way. One limitation of Gibbs, noted by Galli and New (2022) is that the distinction between feelings and emotions not made in this model. They suggest that emotions provide important fuel for self-understanding, and so should be included in a modified iteration of the Gibbs cycle (Galli and New, 2022, p.97). Having concluded from my reflection that feelings and emotions are a significant driver for me, this is a key observation, and one to pay attention to in ongoing reflection.
Keeping a log of reflections helped with identification of this trait. I have identified that I am attracted to work that aligns to my values, and this drives my enthusiasm. Reflection on a selection of situations allowed me to consider different ways in which this attribute both assists me in my work, and becomes a barrier to success. Ongoing reflection will help me to build on this knowledge, so that the benefits of this characteristic can be enhanced, and the drawbacks managed. For example, it might also lead me to consider why I want to be involved in a particular project or piece of work more deeply before starting, which will mean that my motivation is less readily knocked if elements do not progress as anticipated.
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Scenario 1: Working Inclusively, Insights focused 
Description
Work related triggers were negatively impacting an individual with a pre-existing mental health condition. The open-plan office presented a challenging environment. Some clashes with other staff members had occurred.
Reasonable adjustments to the working environment were required (ACAS, 2025). The individual preferred an alternative site, but this was deemed unsuitable for their role.
There is a room on site designated for prayer or for nursing mothers to express when at work - the 'quiet room'(MAWWFRS 2025, p.5; MAWWFRS, 2017).
The manager identified this room as a largely unused space that could be adapted to allow this individual to remain on site, but out of the open-plan office.
While I recognised that the quiet room was underutilised, adjusting the room for use by one individual would invalidate Service efforts to create a more widely inclusive workplace. I was aware of the possible negative effects, and likely negative perceptions, of equality and diversity initiatives (Leslie, 2019; Llopis, 2017), and I had used the room in the recent past myself, on my return from maternity leave.
I knew that an evidence based approach would provide the strongest case to persuade the manager of the value of the room (CIPD, 2023). My own case was the only available piece of employee data available to me as evidence (CIPD, 2024), I pointed out to the manager that this adjustment, while meeting the needs of this individual, could be at the expense of others, such as myself, who had recently utilised the room.
Faced with this, the manager acknowledged a second possible room, currently used for storage. I commended this option, and was told that more senior managers were likely to provide support for the room to be cleared.
A meeting took place to discuss the options with the individual, however, no action had been taken to clear the designated room. It was proposed that the individual use the quiet room in the interim. Subsequently, the situation deteriorated for other reasons. The individual removed themself from the workplace, and the room was not adapted. 

Feelings
I felt conflicted. I could appreciate the perception of HR initiatives towards inclusion as 'box-ticking' exercises, without practical value, because the space is underutilised and unmanaged. However, I had used the room myself, and felt the value of it. 
I recognised that my motivation to challenge was not impartial, but that I was aligned to the organisational intentions of inclusivity. 
Conversely, I was also conscious of being perceived as blocking a viable solution to a sensitive and immediate challenge for an employee, to sustain an 'HR initiative' of uncertain value.

Evaluation
My own lived experience was a starting point for responding to the proposal of the manager (CIPD 2023, Figure 2). Without this, I think I would have had more difficulty upholding the Service's stated objectives and resisting the manager's initial proposal. It was a piece of evidence available to me that prompted me to question further for alternative options. 
With no other data on the rooms' usage, I decided that my employee experience is legitimate, so this was valid evidence to use. However, it personalised the conversation, making it more difficult for the manager to respond freely.
The evidence used proved insufficient to prevent the proposal that the room be utilised as an interim measure. Evaluating the situation without any current room usage data, I had to conclude that there was no grounds to object to this.

Analysis
This experience required the balancing of individual needs within a diverse workforce with limited resources, and an insight into the challenge as the need for adjustment, adaptation and flexibility increases (Windett et al., 2022).
The lack of available evidence reminded me that we are often unaware of the needs and experiences that shape individuals. Better data would support people whose needs have previously been unseen (Tillotson et al., 2023). A reasonable need for space for personal physiological needs to be met should be supported, with sensitivity and proportion. 
The conversation exposed the need to understand well-intentioned initiatives through relevant data, so that their value can be maximised and promoted. Data can give the assurance that we really know our business, and are driving meaningful initiatives (CIPD 2022, p. 56). As demand increases, wasting resources on underutilised initiatives becomes increasingly unethical. 
If we knew more about how the room was being used, we could have identified whether it was a suitable space for his team member to use, perhaps some of the time, without restricting others. Lack of evidence reduced options for supporting an individual with immediate mental health challenges. 

Conclusion
I worked across a boundary of manager scepticism to champion an inclusive working environment, recognising the variety of needs that exist within a diverse workforce, rather than settling for the first available solution to an immediate problem. To try and foster collaboration, I recognised the need to present a perspective founded on evidence, however, the quality of the evidence available was very limited, which undermined my position.
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Scenario 2:
Situational Decision Making and Commercial Drive
Description
Returning to work after a prolonged absence, I was passed a number of vacancies for advertising in a single department. I recognised that some of these were unfilled since before my absence. Unwilling to waste resources repeating a process that had been carried out already without success, I scheduled a meeting with the recruiting manager to start engagement with the key stakeholder (Wedgewood, 2019). I wanted to understand the needs of the department in terms of prioritising the vacancies, options for enhancing the attraction, departmental capacity for scheduling selection activity, and managing expectations on timelines and securing commitment to maintaining them.
I looked for data on the vacancies that had been advertised previously (CIPD, 2024a). In some cases candidates were found unsuitable at interview, in another case, offers had been made and declined. All vacancies would have benefitted from a bigger selection pool. I considered the options for changing the offering to enhance attraction; whether I had enough information, and what other information might be useful.
Utilising CIPD resources, I refreshed my awareness of the labour market (CIPD, 2024b). I spoke to the Head of HR about scope for salary enhancements through market supplements, particularly since improving the flexibility of these posts was limited by the need for on-site presence (CIPD, 2024b, p.15). To understand whether this measure was worthwhile, I wanted to compare our salaries with similar roles in competitor organisations. I identified relevant external contacts, and emailed out to establish relationships and set out the problem I wanted help with. From this, I gained a new contact, and learned that they had difficulty with similar roles, but had had success utilising social media, and holding virtual open days for potential applicants. I was provided with salaries for benchmarking.
Having gathered relevant information, I met with the recruiting manager. We planned reduced person specifications (CIPD, 2024c) to help attract wider applicant pools, and to engage with the Communications Department for a refreshed approach to attraction.
A further meeting took place, for us to understand what the Communications team could realistically deliver in an appropriate timescale, and to be clear on what advertising platforms should be targeted (D’Souza, 2021). The recruiting manager was keen to deliver employee testimonies for social media, and to film video footage of the department.
When footage was provided, it was not suitable for social media and not compliant with organisational specifications. More time was required to produce suitable material. Pressure to post the vacancies grew. 
Given the change in circumstances, to prioritise publication, I concluded that the best decision would be to stagger the vacancies. This would also reduce pressure on the department during selection, reducing the likelihood of delays impacting applicant engagement. New attraction material could be used on remaining vacancies when available, so work would not be wasted
Feelings
Gathering information to find solutions was very satisfying. I wanted to be able to deliver a successful outcome. Growing networks internally and externally was largely a positive experience, with the potential for ongoing mutual value. As it became apparent that the work demand was greater than anticipated, I was frustrated. The recruiting manager did not appear to appreciate the time and expertise needed to deliver to a professional standard. Changing timelines required reorganisation of other priorities, which was stressful.
Evaluation
Delivering an evidence based process gave reassurance to stakeholders that with targeted changes we could realistically attract suitable candidates. In both the information gathering, and the knowledge sharing with stakeholders I was able to demonstrate commercial awareness, and commitment to delivering on the organisational need.
My desire to provide a positive result impacted my resilience down the line, when other commitments and priorities had come into my workstream, however, I was able to adjust and see the benefits of a more staggered approach.
Analysis
My commercial drive was evident in my initial approach. My reaction was to resist providing a routine administrative function reposting the adverts, but to consider available evidence, and seek out additional information, to enable pro-active action (Hirsh et al. 2008).
My enthusiasm to deliver may have introduced some optimism bias (Sharot, 2011), which precluded a realistic anticipation of the workload demand of the proposed activity. My awareness of the demand of producing a professional attraction video, and the pressure the recruiting department was under while carrying so many vacancies, should have given me the foresight to facilitate deeper conversation around the demand of the proposals at the initial stages.
Failure to do this resulted in my own increased disappointment when the full campaign was not delivered. However, my commitment to delivering value rather than routine service, is likely to have enabled greater positivity towards the task, and helped me to foster resilience, and adapt as the situation developed (Craig, 2019).
Conclusion
While I positively demonstrated commercial drive and many of the skills to support good situational decision making, greater self-awareness would have assisted my judgement of what was realistic and achievable for a more successful outcome.
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Scenario 3:
Passion for Learning and Valuing People
Description
Undertaking the CIPD Postgraduate Diploma in Strategic People Management, for the Supporting Learning module, the task was to create a learning resource that meets a business need in my organisation.
I chose to make a resource that would allow me to have conversations with different people, creating the best opportunity for me to learn from every part of my learning resource, rather than creating a resource based on content I was already familiar with.
I undertook open conversations with multiple people to ask them about their 'learning journey' in the Service, demonstrating curiosity about other people's experiences. 
My learning resource was based on the principle of self-directed learning (Lancaster 2020, chapter 8). Therefore the goal was simply to record genuine conversations about personal experience of career progression, to promote a stronger learning culture (CIPD, 2020).
The premise was that a full podcast series would give voice to a whole range of people at different positions in the organisation and at different stages in their careers. This would acknowledge the value of every person, recognising that their experience can offer insights to others, and empower more people to learn by ensuring that there was a wide range of content available.
The approach was inspired by learning theory that suggested that learning culture cannot be separated from organisational culture more generally (Shackleton-Jones 2019, chapter 8). At the present time in the Service, when organisational culture is under such scrutiny (Kincaid et al., 2025), and the need for change has been identified, I wanted to create a learning resources that acknowledged the range of experience of individuals, and gave voice to individuals and their experience of the Services' learning culture (CIPD, no date p.13).

Feelings
Taking up people's time was a worry for me. The project felt self-indulgent, more than if it had been a more traditional learning resource. 
However, I was excited about doing something different that allowed me to interact with others outside the day-to-day. I think that this enjoyment might have contributed to the sense of self-indulgence, but I also hoped that my enthusiasm would also come across and help to make an engaging resource.
Evaluation
The two podcast episodes I recorded, demonstrated, two very different responses to the same set of questions. This showed that premise of the podcast was valid, and that learning experiences are as unique as each individual. Providing the contributors with my questions along with a rationale for why I had identified them for my pilot episodes when I made the initial approach to them, meant that they could understand what was being asked of them and whether they wanted to contribute. 
Recording two conversations was helpful. The first showed me how I could adapt my own script and questions for better delivery as host. I also found the interview experience was highly dependent on the personality of the person being interviewed, so I genuinely learned on multiple levels from each conversation.

Analysis
I benefitted from strong relationships, for individuals with suitably different perspectives to be open to speaking with me. Speaking with a senior manager was also key to provide my podcast with legitimacy as an organisational learning platform (Lancaster, 2020, 177-8). 
I had to generate enough confidence myself to 'host' the podcast, I had no previous experience in this. Following the recording of the conversations, I then had to learn how to use editing software to polish the conversations, and create the final podcast.
Reflecting on the learning resource, I now think the subject matter was too broad. I could have generated more value for organisational learning by focusing questions on to particular learning experiences within people's careers - for example, being or becoming a line manager. The broad scope of the podcast was to make the conversations as universally applicable as possible, to demonstrate that we all have something to offer to others, regardless of our job role, or status in the organisation. 
More goal oriented conversations might have created a better sense of purpose for the podcast, making it more effective for inspiring others (CIPD, no date, P.13). It could have also made the conversations more directly applicable to an organisational need, such as supporting developing line managers. With a more specific learning focus, learning outcomes would also then be more easily measurable . A more focused learning needs analysiswould have helped both showed greater value for the learners that the resource was aimed at, and provided a higher quality learning resource (Stewart and Cureton, 2014, p.59).

Conclusion
The creation of the podcast enabled learning for me on every level, putting me out of my comfort zone in multiple ways, which helped to optimize the learning experience (Palethorpe and Wilson, 2011, p.421). The areas for improvement I can now identify, demonstrates the learning that took place through trying something completely new.
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Scenario 4:
Ethical Practice and Professional Courage and Influence
Description
At a recent departmental meeting, managers invited feelings on a recent independent organisational culture review. A longstanding member of the organisation expressed hurt and frustration at the findings of the report. Departmental managers began to downplay the report, comparing the survey findings with their own individual impressions; questioning the methods of statistical analysis, and speculating on the agendas of survey respondents.
I observed that the conversation was being dominated by a minority of strong and senior figures in the room, making it difficult for alternative views to be expressed. Although the meeting opened with confirmation that it was a 'safe space', confirmation bias was clear, and an authority bias was presented to the room (CIPD, 2023). 
Some participants (including myself) were attending via video call. I noted closed faces on screen, and a lack of general participation in the conversation.
I felt compelled to counter the narrative taking shape. I shared that I had heard views in the wider organisation that the culture report was comparable to their own experience, and these accounts shouldn't be dismissed. I also pointed out that whatever we may make of the findings, in terms of the time spent gathering information, this is the best information we have to understand the perception of culture across the organisation, so I would be hesitant to dismiss it.
In response to this, the most senior manager in the room was quick to confirm agreement, and observe that while she and others may not agree with the content of the report, they had had the same opportunity to contribute to the review. The conversation moved on.
The following day, on my arrival into the office, a colleague immediately spoke to me to commend what I had said. Two other colleagues have since done the same.

Feelings
I was extremely frustrated both and before and after speaking out. The principles I hold as an HR practitioner are that our practice should be evidence led (CIPD, 2024a), however, the departmental stance prioritised favourable personal opinions over the information gathering carried out over a period of months by an impartial external organisation. 
I also felt that as a HR department, our practices are likely to be symptomatic of cultural concerns expressed in the review, and a measure of defensiveness might also be likely, so the response did not entirely surprise me. 
It was a relief to find a way to speak up that didn't feel too adversarial, but highlighted the need for some objectivity in our approach. However, my emotional response to the situation made me wonder if I was adequately objective, and whether my frustration would lead me to also act unprofessionally in different situations (CIPD, 2019, P. 13).

Evaluation
It is important to me, that my practice is in line with my personal values, and something bigger than the politics of whatever organisation I currently work for, such as the guiding principles set out in the CIPD profession map. To have not spoken out in the meeting would have undermined my sense of purpose, and my sense of self. 
My sense that I had done the right thing by speaking out was upheld when colleagues voiced their appreciation of it, however, it did leave me with uncertainty about how my actions will have been perceived by others in the room, in particular the managers. 

Analysis
It was important to me, when I was considering how to go about interjecting in the conversation, that I had a rational and evidence-based contribution to make, to ensure that my position was a credible alternative to the stance taking shape and strengthen my professional influence in the room. I also took a negotiating stance to try and find a gentler way to challenge what I disagreed with (Tardanico, 2011). I consciously expressed impartiality and invoked the perspective of non-specific people outside of the room, rather than giving a direct challenge to other people's positions. I was particularly aware of the emotional position of the original speaker who opened the conversation, and did not want to invalidate their experience. 
Further reading has suggested that using emotion as a gauge in relation to moral issues (West and Zhong, 2020) is not undesirable, however, the residual emotional state impacting future decisions is potentially something to guard against. 
While my sense is that no one in the room had set out to act unethically or unprofessionally, the behaviour that I was unable to accept is symptomatic of the organisational culture that values hierarchy over objectivity and evidence. 
According to Donna Davis, Director, Ethics and Compliance at Northrop Grumman (Institute of Business Ethics, 2014) "HR is the 'keeper' of strong ethical culture, and nothing us more important to ethics than culture". This experience demonstrated to me that HR are also part of and within organisational culture, and can be subject to the same culture challenges as the rest of the organisation, therefore acting ethically requires ongoing self-awareness and self-reflection, perhaps with the support of external perspectives through professional networks, to try and retain some sense of an outsider view on the internal culture (CIPD, 2019b).

Conclusion 
It was important to me to hold myself accountable for speaking up and being an active participant in the conversation. The consequences of not speaking up would have been to assent to the dominant narrative and reinforce a perception that it is not possible to challenge the dominant narrative, undermining trust and open communication (Tsang, 2020). I am aware that I may have a reputation for pushing back when required, and in the main I think this is viewed constructively, which is positive for our working environment.
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	Personal Development Plan

	Development Aim
	Alignment to CIPD Core Behaviours 
	Action Required
	Resources and Support
	Success Criteria
	Target date for completion

	Develop greater self-awareness to help positively channel strong emotional responses; harnessing positive emotions for sustained productivity and resilience, and negative emotional responses utilised for well considered and ethically driven action 
	Ethical Practice, Professional Courage and Influence
	Develop a regular reflective practice
	Engage with the Service’s coaching programme, for a formal structure to support this goal
	Reflection will be embedded into everyday thinking.
Action will be more purposeful.
	Short term, contact should be made with the coaching programme no later than 31 May 2025.
Longer term, attainment will be incremental and ongoing. Progress should be identifiable after three months, so not later than 30 August 2025.

	Seek out opportunities for wider exposure to other parts of the organisation, to broaden organisational knowledge, for better strategic partnering.
	Commercial Drive, Passion for Learning
	Identify suitable opportunities, and apply for them, or request project work for development
	Management buy in maybe required to help facilitate exposure to different areas, if an alternative role is not available
	New workstreams, with greater exposure to other business functions will be part of my day-to-day activity
	Medium term - opportunities may not be immediately available, but securing one may require stepping out of my comfort zone and taking what is available, rather than what is ideal. Progress should have been made within four months - by 30 September 2025.

	Identify ways where data could help drive performance in my practice. Work to encourage a data led approach to strategic HRM. Identify suitable learning opportunities to upskill in this area. 
	Insights Focused, Situational Decision Making, Commercial Drive
	Source a suitable course (consider CIPD’s Data Analytics for People Professionals) for formal learning. Identify sources of expertise for informal learning. 
	Financial support for formal learning would have to be secured.
Time to learn both formally and informally will be required. Expertise of others will be required to help facilitate informal learning
	Formal training completed, change made to practice to employ greater data analysis to drive performance
	Medium term - formal learning can be explored as soon as there is capacity for it (following completion of PGDip). Target date for completion of the course 31 October 2025. 
Integrating better data analytics into practice will be incremental and ongoing. Identifiable change to practices should be visible by 31 December 2025. 

	Facilitate opportunities to listen across team boundaries, and locations to enhance my knowledge and understanding of the organisation, and more importantly, the individuals who make it 
	Working Inclusively, Valuing People, Commercial Drive
	Set up HR engagement sessions in my areas of responsibility 
	Line management buy-in required. Suitable venues in different locations. 
	Improved relationships, greater productivity through better understanding of organisational needs and problems. Reduction in people management issues through better relationships supporting earlier intervention
	Longer term goal - as relationships and knowledge will build incrementally. 
Target date for commencing engagement sessions 30 September 2025.
Review progress towards learning outcomes after 9 months - 30 June 2026.



2

image1.png




