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The evolution of HR can be tracked alongside the evolving status of the workforce. 
From the early 20th century seen as “cogs”, just part of the machine compensated for 
best results, to a “resource” which should be treated respectfully and rewarded with 
investment in their development. Now as “assets” which are a key component of the 
success of an organisation and should be recognised and valued as such (Wilkinson & 
Taylor, 2016, pp. 23-24).
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Measuring HR on the same model:
During the industrial revolution, the personnel function was created to respond to 
the welfare of factory staff negotiating with trade unions (Taylor & Woodhams, 2016, 
p. 6). This role took on the day to day administrative activities such as payroll and 
employee records (Marchington, et al., 2020, p. 142) which were associated with 
retaining employees in addition to dealing with employee relations issues. 
With Personnel’s evolution into HR Management over the 20th century, the focus has 
become “more strategic, less reactive” over time to play an important part in the 
overall strategy and performance of an organisation (Taylor & Woodhams, 2016, p. 6). 
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This Modern HR Management sees focus on areas like these (Taylor & Woodhams, 
2016, p. 6).
These processes address the immediate People requirements but also have a direct 
alignment and benefit to the overall strategy of an organisation potentially improving 
business performance (Swift, 2016).
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Due to a constantly changing world and the pace of that change accelerating, it is 
inevitable that businesses and employees will experience change at some point 
(Datar & Lamb, 2014). 
With customer habits changing and the knock on effect for supply and demand, the 
COVID 19 pandemic has already forced businesses to make structural changes and 
reassess the skills they require (Staples, 2021).
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While we can plan for how new approaches and systems will be implemented we 
cannot always know how humans will react, some positively but when job or pay 
security are threatened it is more likely to cause a negative reaction (Wilkinson & 
Taylor, 2016, p. 33). 
The CIPD use this diagram to show the stages that an individual may go through 
before accepting change (Wilkinson & Taylor, 2016, p. 33). 
Understanding these before the change is introduced is important in structuring how 
it is implemented and how communication delivered.
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Communication is perhaps the most important area of change that HR can influence 
in. From the diagram, “denial” “anger” and “bargaining” could be avoided if staff are 
informed, prepared and bought-into the necessity for change. 
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• Planning which stakeholders need to be informed and at which stage will be crucial 
to ensure that the wider team do not find out information before the primary 
affected parties (Wilkinson & Taylor, 2016, p. 35).

• Leaders should be encouraged to listen to and involve the staff who will be 
affected most, hearing their feedback and exhibiting that feedback in practice 
within the decision promoting ownership of this change to the whole team (Carter 
& Varney, 2018, p. 5). By listening to concerns and criticism organisations may find 
that change is more easily accepted and staff are happier (Wilkinson & Taylor, 
2016, p. 34).

• HR will also be important in assessing how the message is being received and to 
gauge understanding across the organisation (Wilkinson & Taylor, 2016, p. 35). 
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Having HR Representation in place during initial planning of change to raise any 
people-related concerns. Historically, personnel teams may have been there to 
console or reconcile with distressed staff. This may be avoidable altogether if HR are 
present at planning stage (Datar & Lamb, 2014).
• Ensuring changes are in line with the company culture. Change will be much more 

readily accepted if it fits with the culture of the organisation which can also evolve 
and develop over time (D'Souza, 2020).

• Providing insight from Workforce Planning perspective on the People and skills 
within the organisation to help inform and suggest solutions to the changes 
required

• Looking at how a small change will have larger long-term change for the 
organisation. There may be a requirement to involve other stakeholders in affected 
areas before decisions are made.

• Providing insight on the impact this will have from an employee perspective ie. 
increased absence, employee wellbeing, additional recruitment or training to be 
included in the planning  (Wilkinson & Taylor, 2016, p. 32).
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Depending on the size, structure or even sector of business, HR services can be 
delivered in a variety of ways (Wilkinson & Taylor, 2016, p. 24). Next, I will explore the 
different options available:
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Again, dependent on the individual business, the HR service may be delivered by an 
individual or team of HR professionals. 
This could be made up of HR Generalists, who are involved in every aspect of HR in 
the organisation or Specialists in areas such as those listed here (Wilkinson & Taylor, 
2016, p. 25). 
An obvious benefit to this structure is the accessibility of this service for employees 
and the alignment of culture that can only come from working in the same 
environment although the addition internal recruitment for these roles will incur 
additional cost. 
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• Traditional HR outsourcing offloads certain HR services to a third party provider. 
This may save money be more efficient the organisation but could lose touch with 
the aspect of the business they have outsourced (George, 2020). For example, 
Payroll is a time consuming but essential process, but by outsourcing, managers 
lose visibility on working hours, perhaps missing a potential well-being 
conversation.

• Offshoring the organisation could move its HR service abroad; again, as a cost 
saving measure (George, 2020). The difference to outsourcing is that these 
services are usually made up of direct employees of the company. We may see 
more of this model in line with the increased levels of remote working due to the 
COVID 19 pandemic , with companies favouring cheaper labour abroad which may 
risk local jobs (Faragher, 2020). 

• Some organisations made up of many smaller divisions may share a single HR 
service, this is often referred to “shared” or “hub services” (George, 2020). Retail 
businesses who are spread over multiple sites and don’t have the capacity to have 
their own in-store HR team would use a model like this with multiple outlets 
utilising the service of one central HR service. The downside is that unique 
challenges for each of these separate businesses may not be catered for by a one-
fits-all approach.
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• These kinds of business may also use a “Self Service” (George, 2020) system 
utilising a software solution to book or approve annual leave, track learning and 
development progress or process payroll. While this does give responsibility back 
to the management team, it can create additional admin like hundreds of 
timecards to approve which doesn’t scale well with larger teams.

• Business Partnering (O'Halloran & Haden, 2020) is a different kind of service, not 
focussed on day to day admin but more finely in tune with the strategies of the 
business and the wider context. Using evidence to ensure HR adds value and 
providing stakeholders with bespoke solutions for development of the business 
through people (Ulrich, 2018). Because this service is tailor made for the 
organisation, the HR function is able to be more efficient in terms of cost and 
workload as well as having tangible contribution to the business’s success 
(O'Halloran & Haden, 2020). For this model to be successful, Business Partners 
require buy in from leadership (Swift, 2016, p. 11) but they also need to be 
credible in themselves. The CIPD (Swift, 2016, p. 12) have found that organisations 
have begun to criticise the Business Partner model as just a rebrand of the HR 
Manager role and that it takes an individual with strong business acumen to have 
visible impact on company strategy.
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With the HR evolution to focus on strategy, this has taken “core activities, such as 
recruitment or objective setting, away from HR teams” (Gamba Quilliam, 2020) 
instead placing the responsibility for these duties in the line managers hands, who 
with their knowledge and direct investment in their teams may be better suited to 
doing so. 
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• Working with the employee to identify opportunities to utilise Occupational Health 
provisions or address work-life balance concerns (Gamba Quilliam, 2020). The 
Manager is also potentially more likely than HR to notice an employee who is 
exhibiting “presenteeism” by coming to work when unwell.

• The Manager will be best positioned to monitor performance at work, particularly 
behaviour based performance beyond sales metrics for example. This becomes 
even more crucial when salary increase decisions are being made (Gamba
Quilliam, 2020) or when recognising this work and sharing successes.

• Managers also play a crucial role in developing their teams and have a better 
understanding of their employee’s goals and learning style. The CIPD state that it is 
a “line managers’ crucial role in balancing the levels of challenge at work which 
motivate and engage employees” while HR will be there to support and advise it is 
for a Manager to know what works for their team (Gamba Quilliam, 2020).

• As managers on the front line are aware of the workload and complexity of the 
roles they will have a different perspective to HR when selecting new staff who will 
work well in the current team or addressing a skills gap identified in the team.
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HR may be the ones developing policies and best practice for the business, but they 
will only become truly successful if Managers are supporting and implementing them 
(Miller, 2017) so this relationship is important to foster. 
To work effectively and achieve the type of buy-in required, HR must maintain contact 
with line managers and include them in communication and, if appropriate, to assist 
with strategic decision-making (Wilkinson & Taylor, 2016, p. 24).
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Encouraging ethical behaviour has always been a key part of the HR function from a 
moral stand-point and wanting the best experience for employees. 
However, more recent thinking cites ethical practice as having an important strategic 
impact on strengthening an organisation and can even improve performance 
(Wilkinson & Taylor, 2016, p. 36) so it is more important than ever for HR teams to 
promote good ethical practice. 
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This isn’t just about playing nice for appearances. 
An example of how poor ethics can hit a company commercially is with security 
company G4S. After Norwegian investors publicly highlighted unethical treatment of 
migrant workers and withdrew all financial support, their share price fell dramatically
(Pratley, 2019).
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Whether determining a course of action for an individual employee or for the whole 
business, the question of whether decisions are ethical can arise for HR on a daily 
basis (Taylor & Perkins, 2017). Treating people well, with transparency and good 
communication will have major benefits for the organisation:
• There is an obvious benefit to giving employees a better experience in that it can 

strengthen the employer’s relationship with staff. Studies such as those conducted 
by the Gallup Organisation have found that this good relationship can lead to 
better results as employees want to work harder and less inclined to leave (Taylor, 
2016, p. 202). 

• A benefit of this can be seen with Starbucks who are in a highly competitive 
market, which can often lead to overly aggressive, target driven behaviour that 
could alienate staff (Green, et al., 2019, p. 26). In this market, they have aimed to 
differentiate themselves by being a welcoming environment, staffed with friendly, 
helpful people (Starbucks, 2020). Starbucks’s ethos has been to think of their 
employees first when making business decisions and the payoff has been 
employees who treat customers well because they have been treated well by their 
employer (Moore, 2008).

• Current employee experience also affects Employer Brand. A bad reputation could 
have consequences for recruitment and may also put off potential customers if 
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employees go to social media. 
• British Gas have recently had some bad press as their employees decided to strike 

over their “fire and rehire” plan (Ambrose, 2021). This led to MPs saying that 
bosses had “tarnished the reputation of a great British company” (McCulloch, 
2020) and would be off-putting to potential applicants and customers alike.
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The HR service in any organisation needs to be evaluated to ensure it is meeting 
requirements and justifying its existence. At a quantitative level this can be measured 
in two criteria areas (Wilkinson & Taylor, 2016, p. 30):
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• Efficiency – how much the service is costing and how much it is achieving in the 
time it has 

• Effectiveness – how is the service delivering on its objectives and the results it has 
generated

To ensure a consistent evaluation against other HR services or against other 
departments within an organisation the CIPD recommend the following three 
methods measured against the needs of both the business and customers:
• HR Statistics could comprise of sickness absence numbers, amount of new hires, 

total money spent on learning and development or other quantitative data 
(Wilkinson & Taylor, 2016, p. 30). The benefit of this evaluation is it measures 
against other departments, competing organisations or the same team’s previous 
year results but doesn’t allow for additional context.

• Key Performance Indicators relate to statistics but have the additional motivation 
of set targets for the team to work to. The department may have a target to ensure 
a certain percentage of team receive training over the course of a year with a 
deadline in place for the team to work towards (Wilkinson & Taylor, 2016, p. 30).

• Balanced scorecard – this model sees all departments in the organisation have set 
goals, which are measurable as a whole with results displayed in a series of tables. 
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This enable HR to see how they fit into the overall organisational strategy and is 
again measurable as each department will be working to contribute to the current 
focus (Wilkinson & Taylor, 2016, p. 30).
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While these statistics do offer value in benchmarking the performance of the HR 
function, there is also qualitative data to be taken from a range of stakeholders. 
• Gaining the views of HR from Managers and lower level staff is helpful in gaining a 

picture of how the service is valued and what they are known to deliver. It could be 
that the aim of the department is to be strategic and have an influence on process 
but the perception by the organisation is that the service is largely administrative 
which may say more about where focus needs to shift (Grochowski & Ulrich, 
2017).

• The CIPD (Marchington, et al., 2020, p. 164) suggest that another way to gauge the 
influence of the HR is to monitor HR representation at a board level. While not 
essential, the presence of an HR Director at the point where key strategy is being 
decided suggests a high level of influence in the organisation. 
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In 1995, Mark Huselid (Taylor, 2016, p. 200) conducted a survey of 968 organisations 
and found a strong correlation between those that implemented “high performance 
work systems” (HPWS) (Taylor, 2016, p. 199) such as those listed here, to encourage 
employee loyalty and commitment to the organisation with benefits of better 
employee retention along with higher commercial performance.
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Projects such as this were reviewed in a study by Combs et al (Taylor, 2016, p. 201) in 
which they gathered 92 separate studies on the link between treatment of staff and 
high performance. These results show the average benefit found in these 
organisations implementing these measures.
While these studies are very encouraging from a business perspective and could lead 
to speculation on the cause of the results they don’t define where the link is between 
implementing HPWS and generating good results.
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John Purcell and colleagues (Purcell, et al., 2003) at Bath University conducted what 
has been nicknamed the “black box study” which comprised of a series of interviews 
with employees in 12 UK organisations. 
• The main findings of this were a to generalise a much happier workforce who felt 

part of a larger culture which led them to understand and adhere more with 
resulting policies as a result. 

• These employees because they felt happier would work harder as they had a sense 
of ownership. 

• Equally there was a danger of implementing this culture as failing to follow 
through would have the opposite effect (Taylor, 2016, p. 202).
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This and a similar study by The Gallup Organisation (Taylor, 2016, p. 202) have both 
concluded that the promising results found in studies like Huselid’s are a direct result 
of the HR measures implemented in the business. 
When evaluating them, however, it is worth considering that it may be the other way 
around. These businesses who are successful may be able to afford the additional 
resource required to carry out these HR practices and so the fantastic levels of 
engagement and employee experience are actually as a product of the business 
results (Marchington, et al., 2016). 
• This kind of strategy is implemented in big tech firms such as Google (Taylor, 2016, 

p. 215) where employee experience is put at the forefront and can be afforded by 
the high levels of profit from ad revenue. 

• There is an additional obvious benefit to these measures. The result of Google’s 
investment in employees is loyalty, ‘discretionary effort’ and, in turn, this creates 
internal promoters of the brand; thus advertising the organisation as an ethical, 
fair employer who thousands will apply to work for every day (Taylor, 2016, p. 
215).
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