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1.Introduction 

Unicrimp is a UK-based manufacturer in the electrical accessories sector. Rapidly changing technologies and elevated employee expectations characterise the firm’s competitive business environment. As a member of the larger Scolmore Group of companies, Unicrimp has grown to its current size through a process of innovation and product diversification. However, this growth has placed increasing organisational pressures on the company. The company is reporting a rising number of grievances being filed by employees, symptomatic of the underlying need for systemic change across its operations, culture, and management systems.

This report discusses three interrelated concepts, which underpin the company’s need for change: business transformation, digital technology, and flexi-working. Each of these concepts can be understood as a unique but interrelated part of organisational change in the current competitive landscape. The report draws from the relevant theoretical works on human resource development (HRD) (Stewart, 2007), organisational learning (Argyris and Schön, 1978), experiential learning (Kolb, 1984), and humanistic leadership (Rogers, 1987), to explain the underpinning issues, discuss relevant HRM practices, and explore how the company’s departmental managers could implement them in an urgent timeframe for long-term success.

2. Explanation of Key Factors

Business Transformation

Business transformation is generally understood as an intentional, large-scale shift in an organisation’s processes, structures and culture to improve effectiveness and outcomes (Huczynski and Buchanan, 2013). At Unicrimp, transformation has been spurred by increased competition, new customer expectations for sustainable products, and the need to respond rapidly to changing market conditions. Human resource development (HRD) is critical in this context, according to Stewart (2007), because it explicitly links individual learning with organisational development through systematic interventions in human performance improvement.

Transformation usually impacts on mindsets and behaviours that people are often reluctant to change. The theory of organisational development (OD) focuses on the participative processes that utilise principles of behavioural science to shape human behaviours (Huczynski and Buchanan, 2013). For Unicrimp, this OD framework would support a culture of open dialogue, collaborative problem-solving and shared learning to help overcome resistance to change and minimise grievances. The classic OD models of action research and process consultation can be used to diagnose and address employee concerns and work jointly with employees to find solutions to address both performance and morale issues.

Digital Technology Trends

The widespread use of digital technology across manufacturing is already transforming many aspects of how Unicrimp works. Automation, data analytics and digital platforms for collaboration and monitoring are reshaping tasks, roles and workflows. These technological changes also relate to the idea of the learning organisation as a place where knowledge creation and reflection inform innovation and improvement (Argyris and Schön, 1978). For example, single-loop learning happens as employees identify and fix problems in day-to-day work, while double-loop learning pushes them to question underlying assumptions and make fundamental improvements.

Learning theory provides different lenses through which to examine the effect of digitalisation. Cognitivist learning theories are concerned with mental skills such as problem-solving and comprehension (Merriam, 2001), and are closely associated with the rational approaches to HRD (Rolfe and Taylor, 2015). Kolb’s experiential learning theory (1984), on the other hand, sees learning as a holistic process of experience, reflection and experimentation. Practical tools and techniques such as e-learning modules, performance dashboards, and simulation software for both cognitive reasoning and practice.

Digital feedback systems can also provide real-time information on performance. Mory (2004) describes how feedback provides input to reflection, which in turn contributes to self-awareness and behaviour change. Adaptive digital HR tools that provide continuous performance feedback and learning analytics are important to align learning and development with company goals.

Flexible Working Arrangements

Flexible working has received increasing attention more recently in line with global changes in workplace preferences. For Unicrimp, hybrid and flexible working options can help support productivity and wellbeing. Rogers (1987) suggests that humanistic management values the inherent worth of people as self-actualising and independent learners; flexibility is an embodiment of this approach because it assumes that employees can manage their own work if they are given trust and autonomy.

Flexibility can be challenging if not properly managed. Competency frameworks (Edwards, 2005) provide a useful structure for describing the kinds of behaviours we need to see (for example, communication, collaboration and resilience) no matter where work is performed. Experiential learning theory can be used here as well, as individuals reflect on and adjust their behaviour in response to new ways of working (Kolb, 1984).

In conclusion, the three business factors identified (transformation, digitalisation and flexibility) will each require new technologies and operating systems. However, they will also require a cultural shift built on trust, learning and engagement.

3. Evaluation of contemporary HR practices to address each factor

HR practices that support business transformation

Learning and developmental HR practices facilitate successful transformation. Stewart (2007) asserts HRD as a business investment, strategic to employee growth. Competency frameworks (Edwards, 2005) ensure consistency of expectations in performance and behaviour, and their contribution to organisational aims.

Coaching and mentoring structures provide practical support and guidance during change. Megginson and Clutterbuck (2011) define mentoring as an exclusive relationship designed for long-term growth, while Clutterbuck (2009) frames coaching as a time-bound process to improve performance on specific goals. The formal implementation of coaching and mentoring structures at Unicrimp will support employee growth of new skills, manage uncertainty and anxiety, and facilitate internalisation of values through relationships.

Systems for feedback to ensure continuous reflection and course-correction are another priority. Mory (2004) highlights the value of feedback for self-reflection and behaviour change. HR can implement regular performance review meetings, peer feedback, and pulse surveys to enable open discussion and dialogue, feedback loops, and identify training needs during the change process.

HR practices that support digital transformation

Digitalisation requires HR practices that develop technology skills and a culture of continuous learning and improvement. Blended learning initiatives (Kolb, 1984) through e-learning and practical experimentation allow employees to study when and how they like, and also experiment with what they are learning and immediately apply it to real work tasks. HR professionals should integrate Kirkpatrick’s (1967) four-level evaluation model for training. This can help them measure reaction and learning on digital initiatives, evidence of behaviour transfer, and improvements in task-level results. Kirkpatrick’s model provides a framework to ensure that digital training can translate into measurable business impact.

Performance analytics and data systems can provide development insight into where skill gaps are in the company, and who are the top performers, contributing to a culture of learning and development espoused by Argyris and Schön’s (1978) learning organisation concept. Virtual mentoring systems can also support employee development on digital platforms, as it offers the psychological and social contact needed to connect to employees (Dexter, Dexter and Irving, 2011) in a virtual environment.

Developing online communities of practice around continuous improvement and learning can further support a culture of innovation and knowledge-sharing. This initiative reflects the key principles of organisational development, which espouse participative learning and peer collaboration (Huczynski and Buchanan, 2013).

HR practices that support flexible working

HR practices for enabling flexible working must emphasise clear communications, performance management and wellbeing. Competency frameworks (Edwards, 2005) can be updated to include behaviours critical for remote work environments, such as collaboration, accountability, and flexibility.

Virtual coaching and mentoring (Clutterbuck, 2009) are important development opportunities to ensure remote workers do not miss out on the support and guidance available in the office. Regular virtual check-ins are also important to ensure remote workers stay connected and engagement is not eroded by social isolation.

Feedback systems (Mory, 2004) and other reflective learning practices can be used to gather input from employees on the effectiveness and relevance of these policies and practices. Feedback should be used as a learning intervention, not just a compliance or measurement tool. This approach will help Unicrimp to continuously adapt and optimise its flexible working policy.

In conclusion, contemporary HR practices emphasising development, feedback, coaching, and mentoring can guide Unicrimp through all three identified factors in a holistic way.

4. Evaluation of Managerial Application

HR initiatives success or failure is mostly determined by how well department managers apply them. Managers bridge the gap between strategic thinking and behavioural action; their response to changes often sets the pace for its success or failure.

Leadership and Learning

Managers are facilitators of learning in organisations, not enforcers of performance. Kolb’s (1984) four-stage learning cycle theorises that the way people gain knowledge is through reflective observation, conceptualisation and active experimentation, thus it is best when HR managers encourage employees to pause, reflect on the success and failures and experiment with new ideas to learn more.

Similarly, Argyris and Schön’s (1978) double-loop learning model assumes that every change of action plans has to be coupled with learning and challenges one’s internal assumptions. Managers should ask questions themselves, model learning at work and create an environment that is safe for other employees to raise questions and concerns without fear of negative consequences. This will create a culture of continuous improvement, and in flexible or hybrid work, the need to innovate and learn is even greater.

Rogers’ (1987) humanistic approach to psychology highlights the significance of empathy, trust and authenticity as the prerequisites for change. Flexible or hybrid work is not an exception. Having a real and open relationship with employees will let managers maintain engagement and unity in the teams despite the physical distance.

Implementation with Urgency

In order to ensure that the newly introduced HR practices will be applied with a sense of urgency, it is of primary importance that managers do not isolate them from daily operations but incorporate them into regular workflows. Competency models (Edwards, 2005) might be a good starting point here. By including desired behaviours and KPIs in the job description and, by the same token, one-to-one meetings and performance reviews, managers would be able to directly connect employees’ learning goals to desired business results. The same would also help with a better understanding of the related responsibilities by making the goals tangible and measurable.

Adopting Kirkpatrick’s (1967) evaluation and feedback model will be beneficial for managers in measuring the success of each new practice. By evaluating how the new change is received by the team, measuring the achieved learning results, looking for actual behavioural changes and finally organisational impact, managers will be able to take an evidence-based approach when it comes to seeing which areas to focus on when introducing new HR practices. Similarly, managers can help HR teams with maintaining a culture of timely feedback (Mory, 2004). By providing their subordinates with relevant, supportive and immediate feedback, managers will complete the fast learning feedback loop.

Finally, one should mention that forming action learning sets is a sure way to complete the OD approach (Huczynski and Buchanan, 2013). Action learning sets are small groups of managers and department heads that meet on a regular basis to solve organisational problems and work on improvements. By sharing the progress and accepting accountability, managers would be providing each other with support and momentum to move forward with the changes together.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations

Conclusion

In summary, Unicrimp finds itself in a complex state of transformation which is being driven by technological change, employee expectations and a business imperative to renew itself. Transformation is a process which necessitates cultural adaptation and strategic HRD; digitalisation is an approach to learning which requires investment in continuous learning and technological capability, and flexible working demands open trust, improved communications and a new emphasis on leadership. The learning and organisational development theories put forward by Stewart (2007), Kolb (1984), Argyris and Schön (1978) and Rogers (1987) have shown that enduring change can only occur where learning and development is made an everyday part of management practice.

Recommendations

Formulate a strategic approach to HRD and OD in Unicrimp which coherently weaves together learning, coaching and competency development approaches in order to achieve business goals

Implement digital learning solutions and feedback systems which offer real-time learning and performance tracking

Apply Kirkpatrick’s (2006) evaluation model to ensure all training and digital interventions are linked to, and are producing, tangible results.

Establish formal coaching and mentoring programmes to support employees through the transformation and flexible working processes.

Equip managers as learning leaders by training them in experiential and humanistic approaches to leadership.

Encourage and establish a culture of continuous reflection and feedback at all departmental levels to keep engagement high and grievances low.

Embedding these recommendations should not only help Unicrimp transform its technology and operations but, more importantly, should also assist the company in transforming its people and its culture. The result should be long-term competitiveness and enhanced employee wellbeing.
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