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A comparative study of two organisations HR strategies and their use of AI. 
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Executive summary 
This report compares the human resource (HR) strategies of Walmart and Newport City Council (NCC), two organisations that operate in different sectors and have different work environments. Walmart is a multinational retail corporation that employs over 2.1 million people worldwide (Walmart, 2022), while NCC is a local government body that serves around 160,000 residents in South Wales (Newport Council, n.d.). The report examines how their HR strategies align with their respective missions, visions, values, and goals, and how they address the challenges and opportunities of the changing world of work.

[bookmark: _Hlk161508120]The report focuses on three main aspects of HR strategy: employee engagement, performance management and diversity. The report also discusses the implications of the COVID-19 pandemic and the shift to hybrid work models for the HR practices of Walmart and NCC. Walmart and NCC have different HR strategies that reflect their different organisational cultures, contexts, and objectives. Walmart's HR strategy is focused on efficiency, productivity, and customer satisfaction (Walmart, 2022), while NCC’s HR strategy is focused on innovation, collaboration, and community impact (Newport Council, 2023-2028).

Walmart and NCC both face similar challenges and opportunities in the changing world of work, such as talent attraction and retention, diversity and inclusion, digital transformation, and employee health and safety. However, they adopt different approaches to address these issues, depending on their resources, capabilities, and priorities.

Walmart and NCC both adopted hybrid work models in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, but with different degrees of flexibility and autonomy for their employees. Walmart implemented a blended approach that combines remote and on-site work for some roles which means they still operate on a traditional workplace-based model (Walmart, n.d.), while NCC adopted a smart working policy that allows employees to choose where, when, and how they work, if they meet their objectives and expectations (Subject The New Normal -Newport City Council Operating Model, 2021).

The report concludes by providing some recommendations for both organisations to improve their HR strategies and practices in relation to the hybrid work environment. 

These include:

Adopting increased hybrid work environment that allows employees to choose between working remotely or on-site, depending on need. This can enhance employee engagement, and productivity, as well as reduce costs and environmental impact (Bondar Ouk & Brewster, 2019). 

Develop their AI systems further to support HR functions such as recruitment, performance management, training, and employee relations, but also to ensure that these systems are transparent, fair, and accountable. This could develop trust and confidence among employees and customers (Bondarouk & Brewster, 2019).

Adopting the use of ethics guidelines for trustworthy AI proposed by the European Commission, and to implement the necessary measures to monitor and evaluate the impact of AI systems on the human rights and values of employees and customers as this would enhance its reputation and social responsibility (European Commission, 2019).

Investing in training and upskilling their HR staff to use AI tools more effectively and ethically, such as data analytics, chatbots, and recruitment platforms (CIPD, 2019; Harari et al, 2020). 

Enhance their communication and engagement with their employees, by using AI-enabled platforms that develop collaboration, feedback, and recognition (Alshahrani & Ward 2018).

Lastly, engage and empower their employees, who may work in traditional or hybrid settings, by using AI to facilitate their interaction, development, and performance, and by involving them in the design and evaluation of the AI systems (KPMG, 2024).

The report is structured as follows: Section 2 provides an introduction to the report; Section 3 presents the HR strategies of Walmart and NCC; Section 4 compares and contrasts their HR strategies in relation to the three main aspects of HR strategy; Section 5 discusses the implications of the hybrid work environment for their HR practices; Section 6 focuses on the use of AI within HR and the benefits and challenges of  AI in HR. Section 7 concludes the report and provides some recommendations; Section 8 lists the references used in the report; Section 9 contains the appendices with supplementary information.










2. Introduction


Walmart is the world's largest retailer, operating in over 11,000 stores in 27 countries and employing over 2.1 million associates worldwide (Walmart, 2024). Walmart's sector is retail and consumer goods, and its mission is saving people money to enable them to live better. Walmart's vision is to become the best retailer in of choice for consumers and their employees (Walmart, 2024). 

NCC is the governing body of the city and county of Newport, located in South Wales, UK. NCC serves a population of about 160,000 residents and provides various public services, such as education, health, social care, housing, transport, and leisure (www.newport.gov.uk, n.d.). NCC’s sector is local government, and its mission is to improve people's lives by delivering excellent services that provide value for money. NCC's vision is focused on making Newport a better place to live, work and to visit (www.newport.gov.uk, n.d.). 


2.1 Traditional model of working 

The traditional model of work is based on the principles of task specialisation, time and motion studies, performance-based rewards, and hierarchical supervision (Taylor, 1911). This model aims to optimise productivity, reduce waste, and increase profitability. However, this model also has some limitations, such as oversimplifying complex tasks, and creating conflict between workers and managers (Bratton et al, 2019). Walmart’s main operations currently adopt this model of working. 


2.2 Hybrid Model of working 

Hybrid models of working combine remote and office-based work arrangements for employees. Hybrid working provides several benefits for organisations and employees, such as increased flexibility, productivity, creativity, diversity, and well-being, as well as reduced costs, travel, and environmental impact (Gajendran et al, 2015; et al, 2021). However, the hybrid model poses some challenges for HR divisions, such as maintaining communication, collaboration, coordination, and culture among a dispersed workforce, as well as ensuring equity, inclusion, and performance management of remote and office-based employees (Van der Lippe and Lippényi, 2020; Choudhury et al, 2021). NCC’s main operations currently adopt this model. 

3. HR Strategies 
3.1 Walmart’s HR Strategies 

Walmart purpose is to save people money and help them live better, while also being a responsible corporate citizen and a good employer (Walmart, 2024). Walmart's HR strategies aim to align with its business goals and values, as well as to respond to the changing needs and expectations of its workforce and customers (Walmart, 2023).

One of Walmart’s HR strategy’s is to create a work environment that embraces the differences and perspectives of its associates, customers, and communities (Walmart, 2023). 

[bookmark: _Hlk161507845]Another key HR strategy is to use technology and innovation to enhance its operational efficiency and customer experience (Walmart, 2024). The company has implemented various digital tools and platforms that enable its associates to perform their tasks more effectively and conveniently, such as mobile apps, self-checkout kiosks and robots (Home - Walmart Global Tech, n.d.). 

A more recent HR strategy involves adapting to the evolving demands and preferences of its workforce and customers by introducing flexible work arrangements for its associates, as well as enhanced protocols to protect them and their customers from the virus (Walmart, 2023). 

3.2 Newport City Council’s HR Strategies  

NCC’s strategy focuses on aligning HR policies and practices with the corporate vision, values, and objectives, to ensure its workforce is engaged and motivated by enhancing the skills of its employees through learning and development opportunities, performance management, and succession planning (Newport Council, 2023-2028).

Another key strategy is developing a culture of collaboration, innovation, and continuous improvement, and to encourage its employees to share their knowledge and best practices across the organisation and stakeholders (Newport Council, 2023-2028). NCC also seeks to promote diversity, equity, and inclusion in its workforce and to ensure that its employees reflect the demographics and needs of the communities they serve (Newport Council, 2023-2028).

Lastly, NCC has responded to the changing demands of its workforce and customers, especially considering the COVID-19 pandemic and the digital transformation, by supporting its employees' well-being, as well as to providing flexible and agile work arrangements (Newport Council, 2023-2028).
 
3.3 internal and external environmental changes influencing Walmart and Newport City Council’s HR strategies?

Walmart and NCC are both affected by various internal and external environmental factors when forming their HR strategies (Yüksel, 2012; Grant, 2019). Using the lens of PESTEL, some of the common external factors and internal factors are:

3.3.1 External factors 

Economic conditions: The state of the economy affects the demand for goods and services, the availability of labour, the costs of production, and the consumer behaviour (Grant, 2019). For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, both Walmart and NCC had to adapt to the changing economic situation by implementing safety measures, adjusting their operations, and supporting their employees and customers (Vyas, 2022).

Legal and political factors: The laws and regulations that govern the employment relationship, such as minimum wage, health and safety, anti-discrimination, data protection, and labour rights, affect the HR policies and practices of both organisations (Armstrong and Taylor, 2014). For example, both Walmart and NCC are required to comply with the GDPR, which regulates the processing of personal data, including the use of AI (Harari et al, 2020).

Social and cultural factors: The values, beliefs, norms, and expectations of the society and the workforce affect the organisational culture, the employee behaviour, and the customer preferences (Armstrong and Taylor, 2014). For example, both Walmart and NCC must consider the diversity and inclusion of their employees and customers, and respect their different backgrounds, perspectives, and needs (Grant, 2019).

Technological factors: The innovation and development of new technologies, such as AI, affect the way the organisations operate, communicate, and compete (Deloitte, 2019). For example, both Walmart and NCC use AI to enhance their HR functions, such as recruitment, training, performance management, employee engagement, and retention (Harari et al, 2020).

3.3.2 Internal factors 

Organisational structure: The way the organisation is organised, such as its size, scope, hierarchy, division of labour, and coordination, affects the HR strategy and the work environment (Boselie et al, 2005). For example, Walmart has a large, global, and complex multinational structure (Walmart 2023), while NCC has a small, local, and simple structure, with around 6,000 employees in one city (www.newport.gov.uk, n.d.).

Organisational culture: The shared values, beliefs, and assumptions that guide the behaviour and decision-making of the organisation and its members affect the HR strategy and the work environment (Barney,1986; Armstrong and Taylor, 2014). For example, Walmart has a culture of cost leadership, efficiency, and customer orientation, while NCC has a culture of public service, accountability, and community involvement (Kew & Stredwick, 2017).

Organisational goals: The purpose, vision, mission, and objectives of the organisation affect the HR strategy and the work environment. For example, Walmart's goal is to save people money so they can live better (Walmart, 2023), while NCCs goal is to improve the quality of life and well-being of the people of NCC (www.newport.gov.uk, n.d.).


3.4 How these specific organisations approach to HR differs depending on their size, reach, and sector within the chosen industry.

One of the main differences between Walmart and NCC is their size, which affects their HR strategies in various ways. Walmart, as a large organisation with employees worldwide, and it must manage a diverse and dispersed workforce across multiple countries, regions, cultures, and languages (Walmart, 2023). This requires a high degree of standardisation, centralisation, and coordination of HR policies and practices (Ainoa 2023). Walmart uses an AI-powered chatbot called Emma to answer common HR questions from employees, such as payroll, benefits, and leave requests, and to reduce the workload of HR staff (Ainoa 2023). However, Walmart also faces challenges in maintaining consistency, quality, and compliance of its HR processes across different legal and regulatory frameworks, as well as ensuring that its AI systems are fair, transparent, and accountable (Weber and Schutte, 2019).

Alternatively, NCC is a smaller organisation operating within a single city, has more flexibility and autonomy in its HR strategies, which are tailored to the specific needs and preferences of its local community and workforce (Newport Council, 2023-2028). This allows for more innovation, and collaboration of HR initiatives, as well as more personal interactions with employees. For example, NCC uses AI to enhance its learning and development programmes, such as providing personalised and adaptive courses, and feedback and assessment tools (DIGITAL STRATEGY, 2022). However, NCC also faces challenges in accessing, integrating, and updating its HR data and systems, as well as ensuring that its AI systems are reliable, secure, and ethical (Harari et al, 2020).


4. HR strategy comparison 
4.1 Engagement 


NCC and Walmart have different HR engagement strategies that reflect their contrasting business models and values. NCCs engagement strategy is based on creating a high-trust, high-performance work environment that encourages employee involvement, satisfaction, and loyalty (Newport City Council Participation Strategy 2022-2026 GRAPHICS LOGO, n.d.). NCC uses various practices to enhance employee engagement, such as selective hiring, extensive training and development, participative performance management, internal promotion, and strong union relations (Newport Council, 2023-2028; Gittell et al., 2009). 

Walmart, on the other hand, has a low-engagement strategy that is based on minimising labour costs and maximizing operational efficiency (Stakeholder Engagement, n.d.). Walmart's engagement strategy is characterised by mass hiring, lower wages, essential training and benefits, standardised performance management, high turnover, and anti-union policies (Berg et al., 2012; Gittell et al., 2009). Walmart's engagement strategy supports its cost leadership strategy by offering low prices to customers through a large, flexible, and low-cost workforce (Walmart, 2024).

Research argues that high-engagement strategies lead to improved productivity, quality, innovation, customer satisfaction, and profitability, as well as lower absenteeism and turnover (Bakker and Schaufeli, 2008; Harter et al., 2002). Conversely, low-engagement strategies, result in lower performance, quality, innovation, and customer loyalty, employee dissatisfaction, stress, and burnout (Berg et al., 2012; Harter et al., 2002). 

4.2 Performance Management 

NCC and Walmart have different approaches to performance management, which reflect their HR strategies and engagement levels. NCC adopts a high-engagement strategy that involves conducting regular performance reviews, providing constructive feedback, and encourages employees to participate in decision-making, to share their ideas and suggestions, and to take ownership of their work (Newport Council, 2023-2028). NCC's performance management system aims to develop a culture of continuous learning and improvement, to develop employee competencies, and align individuals and teams’ performance with the council's vision and values (Newport Council, 2023-2028). Guest argues (2011) that high-engagement performance practices can enhance employee commitment, motivation, and satisfaction, as well as organisational performance and social responsibility.

Alternatively, Walmart adopts a low-engagement strategy that relies on monitoring employee performance, enforcing standards and rules (Walmart 2024). Walmart's performance management system is based on a top-down approach, where managers set the goals and expectations, and employees have less input or autonomy (Walmart, 2024) Walmart's performance management system focuses on efficiency, productivity, and consistency, and to minimise costs. Therefore, low-engagement performance management practices can create reduced employee involvement and creativity, and increase employee turnover (Berg et al, 2012).

4.3 Diversity inclusion

Walmart and NCC have different strategies for diversity inclusion. Walmart's diversity inclusion strategy is focused on complying with legal requirements and meeting the needs of its diverse customer base, rather than developing a culture of inclusion among its employees (Walmart 2024). Walmart's diversity inclusion strategy views diversity as a source of competitive advantage, rather than a social responsibility (Kulik et al, 2016; Walmart, 2024). However, Lichtenstein (2009) argues that Walmart's diversity inclusion efforts are superficial, and that the company still facing allegations of unfair labour practices.

Alternatively, NCC adopts a progressive strategy for diversity inclusion, which aligns with its high-engagement performance management system. NCCs diversity inclusion strategy focuses on commitment to equality, fairness, and human rights, as well as a recognition of the benefits of diversity for organisational performance (Newport City Council, n.d.). NCC’s diversity inclusion strategy is implemented through various policies and practices, such as inclusive recruitment and retention and flexible working arrangements (Newport City Council, n.d.). According to the Equality and Human Rights Commission (2019), NCC is one of the exemplars of good practice in public sector equality and diversity in Wales.

5. AI implications for HR  
There are several implications regarding the application of AI in HR including: 
enhancing the recruitment and selection process by using data-driven algorithms to screen and match candidates, conduct interviews, and assess skills and personality (Altmann & Kopp, 2019). Also, improving the employee experience and engagement by providing personalised feedback, coaching, and learning opportunities, as well as facilitating communication and collaboration across teams and locations (Altmann & Kopp, 2019). Furthermore, AI can also promote diversity and inclusion by using AI to reduce bias and discrimination in hiring, promotion, and evaluation decisions, and to foster a culture of respect and belonging (Harari et al, 2020). 

Strategically, HR divisions will need to define the purpose and objectives of using AI for HR, and align them with the organisation's vision, mission, and values. Also, they will need to ensure the quality and reliability of the data and algorithms used for AI, and verify their validity, accuracy, and relevance (Arnold, et al, 2018). Respect the privacy and security of the data and comply with the relevant legal and ethical standards and regulations (Nica, 2019). Involve and inform the stakeholders, such as employees, managers, customers, and partners, about the use and impact of AI for HR, and seek their feedback and consent. Monitor and evaluate the outcomes and effects of AI for HR and adjust and improve them as needed (Arnold, et al, 2018).
 

6. Recommendations 
6.1 Walmart 
Walmart could consider adopting increased hybrid work environment that allows employees to choose between working remotely or on-site, depending on need. This can enhance employee engagement, and productivity, as well as reduce costs and environmental impact (Bondarouk & Brewster, 2019). 

Walmart could develop their AI systems further to support HR functions such as recruitment, performance management, training, and employee relations, but also to ensure that these systems are transparent, fair, and accountable. This could develop trust and confidence among employees and customers (Bondarouk & Brewster, 2019).

Walmart could adopt the use of ethics guidelines for trustworthy AI proposed by the European Commission, and to implement the necessary measures to monitor and evaluate the impact of AI systems on the human rights and values of employees and customers as this would enhance its reputation and social responsibility (European Commission, 2019).

6.2  Newport City Council 
NCC needs to consider investing in training and upskilling their HR staff to use AI tools more effectively and ethically, such as data analytics, chatbots, and recruitment platforms (CIPD, 2019; Harari et al, 2020). Also, to enhance their communication and engagement with their employees, by using AI-enabled platforms that develop collaboration, feedback, and recognition (Alshahrani & Ward 2018). 

NCC’s HR strategy could be improved by developing a clear vision and policy for how they want to use AI in their HR functions, and align it with their organisational values and goals, as well as the European ethics guidelines for trustworthy AI (European Commission, 2019). Furthermore, strengthen their HR capabilities and competencies to develop the benefits of AI, such as improving efficiency, productivity, and innovation (Bughin et al., 2017). Lastly, engage and empower their employees, who may work in traditional or hybrid settings, by using AI to facilitate their interaction, development, and performance, and by involving them in the design and evaluation of the AI systems (KPMG, 2024).

7. Conclusion 

Walmart has adopted a top-down and centralised approach to AI implementation within its HR strategies, focusing on enhancing its operational efficiency, customer satisfaction, and competitive advantage. The company has invested in AI technologies in its operational delivery, but more development is needed in relation to using AI’s benefits for its employees. 

NCC has adopted a more bottom-up and participatory approach to using AI implementation within its HR strategies, focusing on improving its public service delivery, citizen engagement, and social inclusion. The council has followed the principles and recommendations of the KPMG report, which advocates for a human-centric and collaborative use of AI in the public sector and is applying AI in several employee related activities. 

This report explores how both organisations could benefit from learning from each other's experiences and best practices, as well as from following the ethics guidelines for trustworthy AI proposed by the European Commission (2019). 
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