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HR TRANSFORMATION – BUSINESS PARTNERING 




Executive summary 

In 2016, Mid and West Wales Fire and Rescue Service appointed Eversheds Employment Law Specialists to undertake a review of the HR provision. The subsequent report outlined that the HR team is functioning with reduced skill sets and that there is excessive manual intervention and transactional activities. 

This research study looks at an alternate service delivery model which could be used within MWWFRS, aligning the attentions of the HR department to strategic matters, rather than transactional activities.

A review of current literature along with primary research (interviews and distribution of questionnaires) into this topic have been carried out, with findings and recommendations offered for the Senior Leadership Team at MWWFRS. 

The findings of both the literature review and primary research identify the need to communicate with the wider Service in relation to transforming the HR department into a business partnering model, along with aligning the role and skillsets of individuals within it. 

Recommendations include the introduction of a ‘Support Service’ whereby they become the initial point of contact for the department, elevating some of the workloads of others. This will then allow a re-alignment of job roles and creation of a hierarchical structure of: Management, Advisor, Assistant, Support Team. 

Due to the coronavirus pandemic, the researcher was unable to continue with primary research methods and therefore only a small sample of data was collected. Should this research be carried out again, a detailed comparison could be made of MWWFRS and another public organisation in terms of their HR strategies. 
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[bookmark: _Toc44349534]1. Introduction 

Mid & West Wales Fire and Rescue Service (MWWFRS) operates 58 fire stations across 12000 square kilometres of Wales, employing around 1,300 employees. MWWFRS’s vision is “to be a World Leader in Emergency Response and Community Safety” (MAWWFire, 2020a). To do this, their role is to deliver proactive and reactive fire and rescue services to the people of Mid and West Wales (MAWWFire, 2020b).

The Human Resources (HR) function aims to provide high-quality responsive support and advice to employees and stakeholders on HR related issues (MAWWFire, 2019a). 

In 2016, the Service appointed Eversheds Employment Law Specialists to undertake a review of the HR provision. The subsequent report outlined that the HR team is functioning with reduced skill sets (the norm in most businesses is 1 HR Professional to 100 staff, ratio for Service 1:216) and that there is excessive manual intervention and transactional activities (MAWWFire, 2019b).

The aim of this research is to critically analyse an alternative service delivery model, specifically business partnering, whereby the attention of the HR department is realigned to strategic matters, rather than transactional activities.  

The research objections are:
· To identify the major differences between transactional and strategic HR 
· To critically analyse Business Partnering models  
· To identify and understand the implications changes may have on the department and others
· To make recommendations for change within the HR department for possible implementation at MWWFRS



















[bookmark: _Toc44349535]2. Literature Review

Business Dictionary (2020) suggests that Human Resources is “the division of a company that is focused on activities relating to employees”. CIPD (2020a) acknowledges the work of the HR function is to “help an organisation deliver its corporate strategy and objectives by effectively recruiting and developing people and managing their performance”. As a department, HR strategies and all its activities should be clearly aligned with that of the organisation (Wilkinson & Taylor, 2016). 

[bookmark: _Toc44349536]2.1 HR Business Partnering 

Hunter et al. (2006) analyse the reasoning behind the transformational journey that the HR function has been on over the past century, whereby ‘personnel management’ introduced the administration element which MWWFRS are now looking to move away from. 

To do this, organisations are looking to restructure their HR function to a Business Partnering approach, which is defined by CIPD (2019) as “working closely with leaders and management teams to help build organisational and people capabilities”. Swift (2016) implies that the role of HR business partners varies enormously depending on factors such as “organisational design, company culture and business priorities”. Value Partnership (2011) take this one step further in their report, implying that business partnering is not suitable for all businesses and therefore consideration should be taken before implementation. 

Conceived in the mid-1990’s by Dave Ulrich, HR business partnering has become fundamental to the way organisations structure their HR function (Ulrich and Brockbank, 2008). Ulrich proposed the ‘three-legged stool model’ where HR is split between three areas of expertise:
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Frith (2017) comments on the findings of a survey carried out, whereby 35% of 300 companies surveyed over 26 industries, used Ulrich’s model, the majority of which were larger, public sector organisations. In 2015, 90% of organisations that had adopted a variation of the Ulrich model felt their HR function was more efficient and business focused than it had been previously (CIPD, 2015).   

Thirty years after the publication of this model, Roper (2016) and Jeffrey (2018) question the validity of such model in today’s working society. Ingham (2019) proposes a new HR network model (Figure 1), incorporating process/projects/agile teams, communities and networks. The new HR network model looks much more complex than Ulrich’s model, as boundaries separating the HR function from the rest of the organisation become much more blurred. 

Additionally, Kates’ idea of ‘solution centres’ (Kates, 2006) in the middle, between business partners and Centres of Excellence (COEs) - a team of HR specialists responsible for the delivery of programmes developed by the COEs - looks to improve HR delivery. Charan (2014) suggested splitting HR into two ‘strands’: one focused on administration and one concentrated ‘on improving the people capabilities of the business’, but this seems destined to continue the fragmentation of HR’s efforts.Figure 1

















[bookmark: _Toc44349537]2.2 Transactional and Strategic HR Transformation

Mayhew (2020), Matthews (2015) and Purplecubed (2018) imply that strategic and transactional HR are two different elements of HR, however the two need to work hand in hand for HR to be transformational. 

Comparative details from the IRS survey of HR roles and responsibilities published by Armstrong (2006) and Murphy (2020), highlight the changing demand for HR professionals over recent years. These figures accurately correspond to the outcome of the Eversheds report for MWWFRS. It is likely that this survey excludes staff dealing with payroll, pensions, occupational health work from the definition of HR Staff. 
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The CIPD (2018) and International Public Management Association for Human Resources (2020), identify the need to develop individuals’ skills and knowledge should HR wish to transform. Woodhams, Perkins and Wilkinson (2016) agree, highlighting that “knowledge, skills and continuous professional development are top of the Human Resources agenda”. A list of key areas of focus can be gathered from the CIPD profession map and IPMA-HR to include: Leadership/Role-Model, Culture, Talent, Communication and Technology. Shifting the focus to this, they both hint at opportunities to change and innovate organisations. 

Welfare (2020) of XpertHR agrees that transformation is related to upskilling of employees, but also implies that it is part of a structured process. Ulrich and Brockbank (2005) indicate five elements that form the HR value proposition, transitioning through each element assisting in HR transfromation.  
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Hansen (2016) agrees with the above proposal to some extent, however, highlights the importance paying attention to the “business context, talent dynamics and analytics” during the transformation process, as these form a major part of how HR function now and in the future. 
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Primary and secondary data will be used with a positivist and interpretivist approach, combined to gain further in-depth knowledge of the subject-area. 

Davies (2007) recognises that using a combination of both qualitative and quantitative methods can cause some analytic problems, however, interweave them effectively for a “well-supported conclusion”. 

[bookmark: _Toc44349539]3.1 Qualitative Data 

Punch (2005) defines qualitative research as “empirical research where the data are not in the form of numbers”. For the purpose of this research, interviews have been selected as one method of obtaining an insight into the opinions of Service managers on transforming the way the HR department operates. 

Cooper and Schindler (2008) suggest that a semi-structured interview approach is the most appropriate when undertaking an exploratory study and will therefore be used to allow flexibility and opportunity to expand on unanticipated responses. 

Initially, it is agreed that 20 interviews will be carried out: a representative from each Command area and representatives from each department within the Service. The larger the sample size, the more valid the results will be, therefore even though this figure is not proportionate to the size of the Service, it does represent a large proportion of those in management roles. 

[bookmark: _Toc44349540]3.2 Quantitative Data 

Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2012) define quantitative data as “numerical data or data that have been quantified”. The chosen method was questionnaires, as this allowed for efficiency in gathering responses from participants, and relieves participant nerves relating to an interview process. 

As issuing questionnaires is relatively simple, it has been agreed that questionnaires will be issued to individuals in management roles within each department, Head of Response for each Command and Response Managers, as well as those in role of Watch Manager and above, equating to 100 in total. 

[bookmark: _Toc44349541]3.3 Research Design and Analysis 

The selected sample sizes have been chosen as these individuals are those whom changes to the HR function will affect most. Due to the time restrictions the researcher is working to, interviews comprised of 3 questions, allowing additional responses to be made if necessary. Additionally, the questionnaires were made up of 5 questions, responses made up of tick boxes and written comments. Having set questions that individuals answer, allows for reliable results to be gathered. 

Before interviews and questionnaires could be carried out, a ‘Participant Information Sheet’ and ‘Consent Form’ was emailed to all potential participants to further their understanding of the purpose of the study and what is required from them (Appendix A & B). This clearly outlined any ethical concerns they may have in terms of the disclosure of personal information, and the purpose of such data collection methods. It was important to communicate to participants that this research forms part of an internal study and will have no impact on their employment with MWWFRS. 

The Government guidance surrounding the coronavirus pandemic made the data collection extremely difficult, resulting in lower response figures than originally planned. This has impacted on the validity of the results as the full sample size was not achievable at this time. The researcher conducted 5 interviews and received a total of 20 returned questionnaires. 

The results gathered will be analysed and conclusions made in terms of the impact of any HR transformation to the wider Service. 
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[bookmark: _Toc44349543]4.1 Interviews

The responses from the 3 interview questions have been directly quoted or, where appropriate, abbreviated. 

	Question
	Responses

	1) How would you describe your relationship with HR and the work they do? 
	“Good relationship – feel like I can approach anyone within the department to assist”

“Feel like there is only a handful of people I would speak to when I have a query”

“Struggle to get through to anyone in the department – phones engaged”

“I know who in the department to speak to if and when I have a problem/query”

“take a long time to reply to emails”

“Constantly in discussions with HR regarding individuals/problems arising”

“Everyone seems to be busy when I go into the office – not sure how much of it is necessary”



From the interviews conducted, it is clear to see that the response times provided from the HR department are longer than anticipated due to the current workloads of the individuals working within the department. Interviewees expressed that there were certain individuals they would approach in the department because they “knew they would answer”, rather than contacting the individuals dealing with that work remit. 

	2) Looking at HR Business Partnering, how do you think this will impact on you and your role within the organisation?
	“Do not have the capacity to take on more work” 

“Not happy for individuals within my department to take on more work – what of their work will be dropped off?”

“Why can’t HR do it?”

“Will be positive for the department – one point of contact for all queries”

“Too many people dealing with different topics at present – one central point of contact. Too many emails to different people, things get missed”

“Will be good. Some processes do not require the involvement of HR” 



Due to the uncertainty of what the HR Business Partnering model would look like, interviewees provided a very mixed response to this question. As an organisation that is ‘reactive’ to change, and a workforce that whose average age is 45 years old (MWWFRS, 2020), change can be daunting especially when it involves the introduction of technology. Many raised concerns surrounding their own employees, and their workloads, questioning whether a re-alignment of roles would be required in their own departments. This is something that would need to be considered as it may result in major cost implications. 

On the other hand, it was addressed that in a department of 25 individuals, having one point of contact for all HR related issues, would be easier. 

	3) Are there any recommendations you would make to the HR department in terms of a Business Partnering approach? 
	“Clear concise guidance to those that work is being passed down to” 

“Take time to understand who is doing what, and the processes required in completing such tasks”

“Why change something when it isn’t broken?”

“Communication is key – make sure Command/Departments are clearly advised of what the requirements of them are”

“Regular communication”

“Ensure staff are trained up to have the right qualifications/ skills to answer any queries”



As with any change, the interviewees addressed the need for regular communication and guidance throughout the transformation process. On the other hand, questions were asked surrounding implementing change when current processes are adequate. The results of the Evershed report have been kept at Executive level, and therefore the detailing surrounding the need for change has not yet transpired through the service. 

Additionally, comments were made surrounding the changing of roles for HR staff and ensuring that staff are fully qualified to carry out the role.

[bookmark: _Toc44349544]4.2 Questionnaire (Appendix C) 

Question One 

Within MWWFRS, line managers are classed as anyone who is in a role of Watch Manager or above. As it tends to be these individuals who have dealings with HR, it was important to understand from what rank the respondence were from. 















As MWWFRS has a hierarchical structure, it is understandable that the highest percentage of response came from those in a line manager position at a lower rank. This can be down to reduced work commitments. 

Question Two 

Firstly, it is important to understand what people’s view is of HR and the work that is carried out within the department. This response can influence what communications needs to be issued so others can understand the exact focus of the department. Results included: 
· Dismissals 
· Contract changes 
· Change of hours 
· Hiring & Firing (Sending out of application forms)
· Occupational Health 
· Equality and Diversity 

Even though the HR function does cover these elements, it is not the primary focus of the department. These responses confirm the need to communicate what the primary purpose of HR is. 

Question Three

CIPD (2020b) explain that “effective internal communication is important for developing trust within an organisation and has a significant impact on employee engagement, organisational culture and, ultimately, productivity”. 





















100% of respondence said that they have daily communication with the HR department, therefore consideration can be made to determine whether department structural changes are required such as a ‘Support Desk’ whereby all calls are directed to.

Question Four 















It was highlighted in the Eversheds report that HR conducts a lot of ‘transactional’ activities in terms of administration. According to the results from the questionnaire, most responses said that HR acts as an alternative to get ‘advice’. Similarly, to a ‘Support Desk’, a restructuring of roles so certain individuals provide specific advice could be an option. 

Question Five

The literature review highlighted the importance for HR professions to have specific skills/knowledge for transformation to succeed. 
















50% of respondence believed that in a state of HR Business Partnering, the current HR employees are not fully equipped to carry out all elements of the required roles, and that further development is required. 



























[bookmark: _Toc44349545]5. Conclusion

Following on from the primary research collected, areas of concern have been raised by Service employees that need addressing before proceeding with a business partnering model such as Ulrich. 

As per objective 1, clarification to the wider service is required outlining the purpose of HR within the Service. This ensure that all queries received are necessary and that a response cannot be found elsewhere. 

As proven within the literature review, many businesses have implemented a successful business partnering model. For this to work within MWWFRS, communication is necessary in keeping employees informed with the proposed changes and providing guidance on their input when required. 

Finally, as per the literature and results from the primary research, ensuring that HR employees are adequately qualified for the roles they are carrying out will not only assist in a smooth transformation, but will ease the concerns from the wider service. 

[bookmark: _Toc44349546]6. Recommendations 

Based on the research carried out, the following can be recommended: 

1. Due to the high volume of communication with the department daily, implement a HR Service Support team, whereby all calls and emails are centralised and dispersed accordingly. 
2. Establish a hierarchical structure, whereby the role of ‘Manager’ and ‘Advisor’ are first point of contact to assigned departments and Command areas.
3. Re-align job roles accordingly in line with recommendation two.  

Based on the above recommendations, an additional budgetary cost of £12,000 will be required to ensure that training and the necessary technologies are in place. 

[bookmark: _Toc44349547]Limitations

Due to the coronavirus pandemic and consequent social distancing measures, as well as time restrictions, limited perspectives on the transformation process and its implications were obtained. Consequently, responses may be different if more participants were involved (especially those involved in interviews). 

Should the research be carried out again, efforts would be made to conduct more interviews to increase the validity of the results gathered. Introducing contributions from other organisations would allow for comparisons of perspectives to be made. 
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[bookmark: _Toc44349549]Appendix A – Participant Information Sheet PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET

PROJECT TITLE: HR Transformation - Business Partnering at MWWFRS


Invitation

As an employee of Mid and West Wales Fire and Rescue Service, your co-operation and contribution to the research study being carried out would be greatly appreciated. By gaining your views on the current processes carried out by the Human Resources function, conclusions and recommendations can be made to transform the levels of communication and consequent relationship between employee and HR department.  


Please take time to read the following information. 

Taking Part

The decision to take part in this research project and participate in the following interview/questionnaire is down to you. Anything you say within the interview/questionnaire is cited within the research project; it will not be attributed to you. Also, participant names and their responses will not be shared with any other party.  

The response you give within the interview/questionnaire will only be used for the purpose stated. Once the research project is complete, all collected information will be destroyed in line with General Data Protection Regulations. 

If you are willing to participate in the study, you are asked to complete a consent form, which I kindly ask that you sign. Please be advised that you are free to withdraw from the interview/questionnaire at any time. 







[bookmark: _Toc44349550]Appendix B – Participant Consent Form CONSENT FORM
PROJECT TITLE: HR Transformation - Business Partnering at MWWFRS


Name of Researcher: Rachel Thomas

· I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet for the above study. I have had the opportunity to consider the information provided and ask any additional questions I may have. 

· I understand that my contribution will be recorded for the purpose of this project 

· I understand that my name will be kept anonymous in this study and any subsequent publications. I understand that storage of any data gathered from my participation will subsequently be destroyed in line with General Data Protection Regulations after the intended use. 

· I understand that I may withdraw from the study at any point with all records of my contribution removed without reason.

· I agree to take part in the study. 



Participant Signature 					Date 


Researcher Signature 					Date 


A copy of the agreement will be retained by both participant and researcher. 

[bookmark: _Toc44349551]Appendix C – Questionnaire 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this questionnaire and subsequent research study. 

Please remember that all information will be anonymous and will not be shared with any other party. If at any point you no longer wish to participate in the study, you may do so. All information will be destroyed in accordance with GDPR and will not be included in the research findings. 

1. Which role are you currently in within the Service?

Watch Manager/ SLO
Station Manager/ Response Manager  
Group Manager / Head of Response
Head of Department 


2. What do you believe is the role of HR within the organisation? 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………


3. As part of your role within the Service, how frequent do you rely on input from HR?

Daily			Weekly			Monthly		Annually		Never 

4. What are your reasons for contacting HR? 

	Administration			Advice			Support			

	Other (Please Specify): ………………………………………………………………………………………………………..


5. Do you feel that the employees within the HR department are equipped with the necessary skills and knowledge to answer any queries you have when they arise?

Yes			No		Further development needed 		Prefer not to say 



Watch Manager/SLO	Station Manager / Response Manager 	Group Manager / Head of Response 	Head of Department 	0.45	0.3	0.15	0.1	

Daily	Weekly	Monthly	Annually 	Never	1	0	0	0	0	

Administration	Advice	Support 	Other 	5	11	3	1	


Yes	No	Further Development Needed	Prefer Not to Say 	6	2	10	2	


2
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Shared services      a centralised service group that looks after ‘transactional’ services  such as recruitment administration, absence monitorin g and  payroll. The HR shared services are the first point of contact for  help and support.  

Centres of excellence      individuals who   are HR experts with specialist knowledge  delivering business and people benefits through HR innovations,  interventions and initiatives.  

Strategic business partners    senior HR professionals who work closely with business leaders or  line managers, influencing, steering and implementing both the  business and people strategy by aligning HR capabilities  throughout the organisation.  
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 2004  2020  

Administration  40%  23%  

Business Consultancy   30%  24%  

Strategic Activities  20%  10%  

Other Activities   10%  33%  
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