Making Better People Decisions: 
A Practical Guide to Evidence-Based Practice
This briefing paper outlines how evidence-based practice supports effective people management decision-making. It examines key principles, tools, and approaches, alongside methods for measuring impact. It also analyses internal data to identify trends and provide practical recommendations for improvement.
1.1 Understanding Evidence-Based Practice in People Management (AC 1.1)
Effective evidence-based practice (EBP) must rely on evidence from multiple credible sources to support effective, ethical, objective and justifiable decision making. Barends et al (2014, quote in Waite et al 2021, P. 48) identify four sources of data: scientific evidence, organisational evidence, experiential evidence and stakeholder evidence. Utilising multiple sources of reproducible and verifiable evidence enables people professionals to make objective decisions. Barends and Rousseau (2018 P. 3) suggest organisations utilise metrics, KPIs or observations to inform decision making. This combines objective and quantifiable data such as sickness absence and staff retention metrics to identify patterns and trends and comparing the data with staff survey results. This would provide greater evidence on staff engagement levels, burnout etc, to review job design, resource allocation, and wellbeing practices. Utilising various sources ensures decisions are more defensible, transparent, consistent and without bias, rather than being based on options and assumptions. EBP fosters objective and informed judgements across people practices.
EBP has clear benefits, however, it is not without its limitations. Briner (2022) stresses the importance of “being aware of the limitations of the data and evidence you’ve got.” It can be challenging to access high-quality evidence due to time constraints, limited data available and at times, conflicting findings. CEBMa (no date) explain that “sometimes the best available evidence is not available…which hinders the decision-making process and decreases the likelihood of favourable outcomes.” JEBMH (2024) also state that “financial limitations and lack of access to necessary tools and materials can restrict the ability to adopt EBP”. Thus, without sufficient time or funding, people practitioners may lack access to key resources, relying on current experience, outdated practices, and assumptions, resulting in reduced innovation and reduce confidence in decision making.
Unlike decision making based on intuition, tradition or personal beliefs/experiences which can lead to poor outcomes, EBP looks to reduce bias, increase reliability and contextual awareness. This ensures critical judgement as to its authenticity and accuracy, to ensure informed and objective decision making. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.nkck0d7jq54s]1.2 Using Tools and Methods to Identify People Practice Issues (AC 1.2)
Analysis tools such as Fishbone (also known as Kaoru Ishikawa) from the 1960s, can be used to identify challenges or barriers in decision making, root causes of problems, and discover ways to overcome them helping to visualise the relationships between all possible causes. Once the problem is identified, Fishbone aims to resolve the issue the first time by identifying, for example, the different causes of low productivity by calling on perspectives from different stakeholders to brainstorm reasons and solutions for it. According to Expert Programme Management (2020) digging deeper will help discover the true root cause, rather than a superficial cause. This is important as it prevents jumping in with a solution which may be based solely on experience, assumptions or subjective thoughts, which may not work or cause further issues. Fishbone also utilises the expertise and strengths of the team making them feel valued and appreciated, whilst ensuring all areas are explored and solutions are shaped. However, Kumah et al. (2023) state its limitations include not prioritising causes, wasted time discussing ‘causes’ that don’t affect the problem and due to its simplicity, it may not fully capture complex interrelationships between causes. 
One Method
Interviews are a significant method of data gathering for people professionals as they provide in‑depth qualitative insight. Interviews are an ideal method to explore more in-depth discovery of organisational culture. Horn (2012, quoted in Taylor and Woodhams, 2022, P. 128) states that the same questions can be used both in interview and survey and whilst a survey may reach more staff due to online capabilities such as utilising MS Forms, Robinson (2023) believes interviews provide more in-depth insight as interviewers are required to listen, understand and ask probing questions in interviews which is “central to eliciting rich, deep and detailed data”. This allows researchers to clarify and explore responses further. However, they are time consuming, not only to arrange and carry out the interviews, but to analyse the responses. If the research was analysing workplace cultures, interviews could also be subjective both for the interviewee and the interviewer, depending on their past experiences. Therefore, it is better to triangulate the findings of any interview, with other qualitative or quantitative data to ensure the most effective decision is made.
1.3 Applying Critical Thinking for Objective Decision-Making (AC 1.3)
Critical thinking (CT) and Evidence-Based Practice (EBP) are interdependent. While EBP gathers the evidence, Burns and Sinfield (2016, p. 94) state CT is “the art of making clear, reasoned judgements based on interpreting, understanding, applying and synthesising evidence gathered from observation, reading and experimentation.”
CIPD (2022) list four key principles of critical thinking:
Collecting information from various sources: this involves exploring different sources to ensure the validity of the information gathered. Cross-referencing multiple sources allows myself and team to critically evaluate the credibility of the evidence gathered, leading to more informed and objective debate, for example, to develop the most effective leadership intervention training to improve workforce culture. We would then combine and critically evaluate evidence from multiple sources to increase the likelihood of effective outcomes (CIPD, 2025).
Interrogate information: this involves respectfully analysing the authors arguments, the quality and relevance of their evidence and any assumptions, which supports more objective dialogue as the evidence then remains the focal point, rather than the author. In debate, this would allow me to challenge others’ ideas on the reasons behind negative workplace culture, in a constructive and curious questioning way. I would be led by the evidence presented, rather than disputing the individual’s viewpoint. 
Form an opinion: this involves analysing conclusions made from information gathering, which is a key part of CT. It provides opportunity for me to reflect and consider my own position on others’ findings, assess assumptions and flaws. This process ensures that any opinions I form on workplace culture, are based on evidence rather than experience, supporting a balanced debate with others where viewpoints can be compared objectively and decisions justified transparently. 
Address your biases: this requires greater self-awareness as cognitive bias could distort my perception of information, leading me to favour evidence that aligns with my beliefs or predictions.  Young (2023) emphasises that CT is “our primary defence against misleading or ‘spun’ information.” Therefore, by recognising and being aware of my own or others’ biases, I am more likely to be objective in my judgements and less likely to dismiss other’s ideas, leading to more balanced, rational debate. 
1.4 Decision-Making Approaches for Effective Outcomes (AC 1.4)
One decision making process which ensures effective outcomes is Edward De Bono’s 6 Thinking Hats technique. Thinking Hats considers a different deeper perspective of a situation/challenge for each ‘hat’. For example, Taylor (2022, P. 115) states the different coloured hats allow parallel thinking such as emotions, data, and potential problems. This removes ego from performance and focusses on the problems, rather than individual teams/team members defending their ideas. Each perspectives allows opportunities for greater depth and exploration, helping to reduce conflict by examining all viewpoints. 
However, depending on team size, the Thinking Hats process can be time consuming with its systematic and step-by-step style of thinking. An ineffective approach for exploring solutions to an urgent situation. Thinking Hats is also used in school for children, as a process to examine problems, which begs the question, is it an oversimplified approach for people practices? Can it dig deep enough into the true challenges? The success of the method depends on skilled facilitation, and without this, the process can become “cumbersome and lose its effectiveness” (Sivo, 2025).
A SWOT analysis can be described as a structured approach used to align an organisation’s objectives, activities, and capabilities with the external conditions in which it operates. It focusses on the internal capabilities and external environment, both positive and negative implications. To utilise SWOT effectively, one must “define the objectives…, gather data, create the SWOT analysis, analyse and then action the steps agreed upon” (CIPD 2026). SWOT is simple in its design which focusses on internal and external strengths and weakness of an organisation. It also anticipates future threats so an organisation can take action at the earliest point to avoid or minimise the impact. Additionally, it spots opportunities for organisations which allows them to take advantage. This encourages collaboration and holistic thinking. When used effectively, staff from different roles can contribute, resulting in a more comprehensive picture.
In contrast, SWOT is only as good as the data gathered, meaning poor or incomplete information can lead to ineffective decisions. Chakrabarty (2024) stresses SWOT is also subjective and “the output often reflects the biases and perspectives of the individuals involved.” Additionally, it does not prioritise issues or provide clear actions, meaning it should not be used in isolation. Data cannot not solely be used, nor can experience and predictions. Evidence Based Practice suggests, multiple sources must be utilised to ensure effective outcomes. 
1.5 Using Ethical Perspectives to Guide Decision-Making (AC 1.5)
Buchana and Hycizynski (2020, quoted in Waite et al, 2021, P. 70) define ethics as “a code of moral principles, values and rules that govern decision and actions…right and wrong…” suggesting ethical perspectives guide decision-makers in determining what is fair, honest and inclusive in organisational contexts. 
Immanual Kant’s Deontology is the principle of ‘doing the right thing’ based on what is just, fair and promotes equality, based on a ‘duty of care’ principle (Waite et al, 2021, P. 70). For example, in People Practice, withholding important information about organisational change from employees would be considered unethical as it violates the duty to be truthful. A major strength of Deontology is that it places value on individual dignity and value, supporting inclusive decision-making, ensuring they are not simply made to achieve organisational goals. Kant recognises that mistakes happen and results are uncertain, but if the action is taken for the best reasons for the individual, then it is moral (Radford University, no date). However, Kant fails to recognise the harm this principle can cause, due to its conflicting duty and strict rules, i.e. telling the truth about organisational change in the early stages before definitive decisions are made could cause harm (e.g. anxiety or uncertainty) which would be immoral. However, not telling them would be considered a lie, again an immoral act. Deontology is therefore limited in its ability to respond flexibly to complex situations. 
In contrast, Utilitarianism focuses on making decisions based on what is the greatest good for the greatest number. Mill (quoted by University of Notre Dame, 2026) believes “morality is all about promoting happiness … the more happiness an action produces, the better it is”. During an organisational restructure where redundancies may be required, HR may make difficult decisions based on safeguarding the organisation’s future, protecting the majority of jobs, and maintaining service delivery—while minimising harm. This might involve identifying which roles have the least impact on organisational outcomes rather than making decisions based on personal preference or bias. This also encourages compassion, empathy and an inclusive way of working as it encourages you to make moral decision that benefits the wider community. However, Wooldridge (2020) stresses that Utilitarianism can undermine fairness and individual rights where minority groups are disadvantaged as it’s difficult to calculate happiness. While a restructure may benefit the wider workforce, it can negatively impact a smaller group of employees.

3.1 Measuring Organisational Performance: Financial and Non-Financial Approaches (AC 3.1)
Financial performance measure: Return on Investment (ROI) for leadership coaching
Return on Investment (ROI) measures the financial benefit gained compared to the cost of an investment. In people practices, this can be used to assess whether initiatives such as leadership coaching deliver value for money.
For example, within Hywel Dda University Health Board (HDUHB), investment in leadership coaching could be evaluated through reductions in HR cases, sickness absence and reliance on agency staff. ROI could be indicated through improved management capability, fewer grievances and HR escalations, improved staff sickness and retention, resulting in measurable cost savings.
Appraisal: 
According to CIPD (2025), a key advantage of ROI is that it can “quantify the financial and social value of initiatives” such as leadership development, which is particularly important in a publicly funded organisation where budgets are closely scrutinised. It supports evidence-based decision making and demonstrates how leadership development contributes to leadership capability, workforce effectiveness and improved performance outcomes.
However, a limitation is that ROI can be difficult to calculate as “costs are easier to calculate than benefits” (Marchington et al, 2021, P. 308). Improvements in leadership behaviour and culture are often long-term and influenced by multiple factors, making it challenging to directly attribute financial benefits solely to coaching interventions. There is also a risk that focusing on financial return undervalues outcomes such as staff wellbeing and leadership confidence, which are critical in healthcare settings.
Non-financial performance measure: Staff survey results – job satisfaction 
Staff survey results are a key non-financial measure of organisational performance, providing insight into employee experience and workplace culture. Within Hywel Dda, the NHS Wales Staff Survey measures job satisfaction, including the theme ‘We nurture healthy working environments’. 
For example, in Hywel Dda’s 2025 NHS Wales Staff Survey Report, an improvement of 2.6% is identified in this theme from 56.8% in 2023 to 59.4% in 2025, which may be attributed to leadership development initiatives, such as coaching, are strengthening manager capability and supporting healthier team environments, promoting wellbeing and contributing to a healthier organisational culture.
Appraisal:
An advantage of this measure is that it captures the lived experience of staff and reflects leadership effectiveness in practice. It is highly relevant in healthcare, where staff wellbeing and engagement are linked to team performance and patient outcomes, and may also indicate reduced HR pressures (CoachHub, 2024).
However, a limitation is that survey data can be subjective and influenced by external factors such as workload pressures, staffing levels or wider NHS challenges, which may not be directly related to leadership capability. Surveys are also typically annual, limiting timely evaluation and it can be difficult to attribute changes solely to leadership development due to multiple influencing factors. 
3.2 Measuring the Impact and Value of People Practice (AC 3.2)
Measuring the impact and value of people practices is a key part of evidence-based practice, ensuring that decisions are informed by reliable data and evaluation. ‘Impact’ refers to the effect an initiative has on individuals and organisational outcomes, while ‘value’ relates to the contribution it makes to organisational effectiveness. In healthcare organisations such as Hywel Dda University Health Board (HDUHB), people practices add value by improving leadership capability, staff wellbeing, and workforce outcomes such as reduced sickness absence.
One method used to measure impact is the Kirkpatrick evaluation model (CIPD, 2025), which assesses interventions across four levels: reaction, learning, behaviour, and results. For example, a compassionate leadership programme at Hywel Dda could be evaluated by gathering participant feedback (reaction), assessing increased understanding of compassionate behaviours (learning), and evaluating changes in leadership practice through team feedback or NHS Healthcare Leadership 360 feedback reviews (behaviour). At the results level, organisational data such as reductions in sickness absence or improvements in staff survey results linked to ‘We nurture healthy working environments’ can be analysed. This model provides a structured and holistic approach, capturing both behavioural and organisational impact (Taylor and Woodhams, 2022, P. 136). However, it can be time-intensive and it may be difficult to attribute outcomes solely to the intervention due to wider organisational influences.
A second method is cost-based analysis, which compares the cost of an initiative with the benefits it generates. In this context, Hywel Dda could assess the cost of delivering compassionate leadership training against benefits such as reduced stress related sickness absence, fewer employee relations cases, and improved staff retention (Bailey and West, 2022). For example, a reduction in stress-related absence may result in savings through decreased agency use and improved workforce stability. This approach helps demonstrate value for money and supports evidence-based decision making. However, a limitation is that some benefits, such as improved staff morale or psychological safety, are difficult to quantify financially. Despite this, combining quantitative data such as absence rates with qualitative data from staff survey results, comments shared within Leadership 360 review and interviews, enables a balanced assessment of impact and value.



Analysis of People Practice Function Data
Key Trends and Insights from Manager Feedback
The data in Table 1 below reveals a discrepancy between the utilisation and the perceived value of the People Practice function. 
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A key trend from Figure 1 demonstrates a mismatch between the high use of the HR Policy Guidance at 72.4% and perceived low effectiveness of 43.7%, with 70.6% of managers finding it of little value. This suggests that managers rely heavily on policy guidance, but the guidance is difficult to interpret or apply. This may indicate overly complex or inaccessible documents, which limits manager’s confidence in decision making. 
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A similar pattern is evident in Performance, used by 66.4% of managers but rated as only 46.5% effective and 58.2% view it as low value. This indicates a misalignment between the managers’ needs and the support provided, potentially leading to frustration and inconsistent practice - See Figure 2.
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In contrast, functions such as Employee Development, Pay and Reward, Wellbeing Advice and General Administrative demonstrate high usage, high perceived value and high effectiveness. 
Figure 2 demonstrates high effectiveness of 94.4%, 97.4%, 85.7%, 83.6% respectively, with nearly 100% value in 3 out of 4 functions, with General Administrative remaining very high at 77.8%. This highlights that these People Practice These areas are viewed as trusted, clear and structured, suggesting that specialist expertise and well-designed support improve user experience and organisational impact.
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 A further trend is the very low utilisation of Workforce Planning and EDI. Workforce Planning shows only 5.6% usage and 0.9% perceived value, while EDI has limited use at 11% and mixed perceptions see Figure 3. This suggests a lack of visibility, understanding or relevance to operational managers. The absence of engagement with Workforce Planning is particularly concerning given its importance to strategic decision-making.
Figure 4 below reinforces the trends identified in Table 1, particularly the discrepancy between usage and perceived effectiveness and value.
Figure 4 – Manager’s Satisfaction Survey of the People Practice Function
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Summary of Pulse Survey Findings
Table 2 represents a Pulse Survey of 15 Section Leaders about their understanding and perceptions of the People Practice function. 
[image: ]
The pulse survey of 15 Section Leaders highlights generally positive perceptions of the People Practice team. Most respondents (87%) agree the team provides helpful support, and 73% consider them experts. This indicates strong credibility and trust – See Figure 5.
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However, several inconsistencies emerge. While most managers understand the team’s role, only 33% know where to locate policies and procedures. This reinforces issues with accessibility identified in Table 1.
Additionally, manager confidence is evenly split, with only 47% feeling confident handling people issues independently. Combined with high reliance on policy guidance, this suggests that current support mechanisms are not fully developing managerial capability, instead creating dependency.
Another concern is that 60% of managers believe People Practice professionals do not understand the business. This undermines strategic credibility and limits the function’s effectiveness in supporting organisational goals – See Figure 6.
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Figure 7 below further illustrates the trends identified above, grouping responses into three categories: combined Strongly Agree/Agree, Not Sure, and combined Strongly Disagree/Disagree.
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Recommendations for Improvement
Recommendation 1: Simplify policies to improve accessibility and usability
Policies should be redesigned into user-friendly formats such as quick reference guides, decision trees and toolkits.
· Benefits: Improves manager capability and confidence, enhances consistency, and reduces reliance on People Practice support (Ulrich HR Model, no date).
· Risks: Oversimplification may lead to misinterpretation and inconsistent application.
· Financial implications: Direct costs include redesign and development; indirect costs include time to implement. Longer-term benefits include increased efficiency and reduced HR demand.
· ROI: improved productivity and reduced escalation of ER issues.

Recommendation 2: Develop a centralised digital policy hub
A single online platform should be introduced to improve access to policies, supported by clear navigation and communication (CIPD, no date).
· Benefits: Increases accessibility, saves time, improves compliance and enhances user experience.
· Risks: Low adoption if poorly designed or communicated.
· Financial implications: Direct costs include system development; indirect costs include training and maintenance. Improved efficiency offers long-term return on investment.
· ROI: Increased efficiency and reduced duplication of queries may offset initial costs.

Recommendation 3: Develop manager capability through training and coaching.
Introduce skills-based workshops, coaching and scenario-based learning to build confidence and reduce reliance on People Practice teams.
· Benefits: Improves confidence, reduces escalation of issues and builds long-term capability (Basford, 2024).
· Risks: Potential low engagement and short-term time pressures.
· Financial implications: Direct training costs and indirect time costs; long-term savings through improved performance and reduced conflict.
· ROI: Improved decision-making may reduce costly ER cases and improve employee engagement.

Recommendation 4: Elevate Workforce Planning as a strategic function.
Introduce workforce planning tools, dashboards (e.g. Power BI) and targeted engagement sessions to increase awareness and strategic use (CIPD, 2025).
· Benefits: Improves confidence, reduces escalation of issues and builds long-term capability.
· Risks: Potential low engagement and short-term time pressures.
· Financial implications: Direct training costs and indirect time costs; long-term savings through improved performance and reduced conflict.
· ROI: Better workforce decisions can reduce recruitment costs and improve productivity.


Recommendation 5: Share good practice across People Practice functions.
Leverage high-performing areas (Employee Development, Pay & Reward, Wellbeing) to embed effective approaches across underperforming functions.
· Benefits: Enables data-driven decisions, improves strategic alignment and enhances organisational resilience (Harrison, 2007).
· Risks: Resistance due to complexity and low awareness.
· Financial implications: Investment in systems and training; long-term cost savings through better workforce decisions.
· ROI: Low-cost intervention with potential high impact on performance and efficiency.

Conclusion
The analysis highlights a clear imbalance between the utilisation and perceived value of People Practice functions. While some areas demonstrate strong effectiveness and trust, others show significant gaps in accessibility, capability development and strategic impact. Addressing these issues through improved policy design, digital access, capability building and strategic alignment will enhance both manager effectiveness and organisational performance.
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Figure 1 - HR Policy Guidance:
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Figure 5 - Pulse Survey Results

«Helphd s Improve capabiity = Seen 35 experts




image8.png
Figure 6 - Pulse Survey Results Demonstarting Managers' Dependancy on
the People Practice Function

JE Ll

ot i thrcl o et semding el el e sk st e
g ok o el e s Sl deond e s e ol o st
. e s s [y

e Deomtaeing Mansgers Dependancy

A —




image9.png
Questions Asked About People Practice Function

Figure 7 - Pulse Survey Results - Manage|

| know where to find people related policies and procedures on our system.
People professionals provide resourcing and onboarding of new employees.
People professionals don’t understand the business.

They support development of our employees.

I’'m confident in handling People related issues without help.

The People Practice team are legal experts.

I’'m better at handling people related issues as a result of People Practice
They provide me with administrative support

I’'m not sure of the role and purpose of the People Practice team.

The People Practice team are helpful and provide me with supportive advice...

m Strongly Disagree /Disagree %

rs' Impressions of the People Practice Function

67%

W

33%

|

60%
27%

47%

F

73%

m 20%
73%
%
:
60%
60%

E 13%

80%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

% Out of 15 Leaders

mNotSure%  mStrongly Agree/Agree %

87%

87%

90%

100%




