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Industry Survey Respondents
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INTRODUCTION
Change is a constant within the modern business world. Consumers, technology, 
populations and politics are moving on a global scale, upsetting staid, traditional 
business models and creating new threats and opportunities as they go. These 
seismic shifts leave organisations trying to find their place within the new 
business environment and how they relate to their employees within it.
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With finance being more readily available, it is 

finding the best people, the right talent for the 

job, that is the biggest pain point for business 

– but it presents a significant opportunity for 

HR to show its worth. 

The new emphasis on the changing needs of 

the client is a sign of how the HR profession 

has developed over the last three years. 

According to latest survey HR leaders believe 

this is going to be the number one trend they 

will need to react to in the coming years. This 

change, driven by consumer behaviour, is 

transforming the way businesses operate and 

is clearly the biggest priority for the HR leaders 

of today.

Ahead of the 2017 HR Directors Business 

Summit, taking place on 31 January and 1 

February in Birmingham, we polled senior HR 

leaders from across the UK, Europe and North 

America about their priorities, concerns and 

plans for the future.

Not far behind changing client needs is the 

trend of digital disruption and emerging 

technologies – another issue which has already 

had a significant impact on business but seems 

likely to continue for the immediate future as 

well.

Technology is creating new customers who do 

business in new ways and from new locations 

– and organisations must respond by having 

people who are able to provide those new 

technologies in the right place at the right time 

to meet this new consumer demand.

The changing political landscape has also 

affected HR leaders, with subjects such as the 

UK’s vote to leave the European Union and 

rising tides of populist politics providing an 

uncertain business environment. Concerns 

about changing population dynamics and 

inclusion and diversity are also important. 

What is becoming abundantly clear, however, 

is that all these issues are now being examined 

through the lens of how they affect the 

underlying business strategy.
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It was no surprise to see that business 

performance and competitiveness came top 

of the list of the main business priorities for 

HR executives over the next year, but it is 

odd that only half the respondents picked this 

out. Change management and transformation 

can be considered an adjunct to improving 

organisational performance but, although it 

will not be a driver everywhere, one suspects 

that more than half of organisations will be 

on some form of change journey given the 

current political and economic environment.

Given that likely scenario, it was striking that 

the dynamic landscape in which organisations 

are operating was absent: where was the 

economy, regulation and, dare one say it, the 

relationship with the EU?

Instead, there was a lot mentioned on the 

subject of employee inputs (employee 

engagement, talent management, leadership 

development, an innovative workforce) which 

are meat and drink to HR professionals, but 

unless they are harnessed to the needs of 

the business, they will not deliver worthwhile 

results. 

A third of respondents picked out workforce 

planning and a quarter organisational 

development and design as main business 

priorities. These processes have the capacity 

to link organisational imperatives to people 

requirements but HR must have a business-

focused mindset to ensure that value is 

obtained from them. For example, in the 

hands of HR, workforce planning has too 

often been concerned only with labour supply. 

The business requirement must surely be 

that understanding the demand for labour is 

given greater weight, which brings us back to 

business performance and competitiveness.

Peter Reilly, Principal Associate, 

Institute for Employment Studies

HR FORECAST
Just around the corner? 
In the short term (12 - 18 months), what are the main business priorities for HR Executives?
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HR FORECAST
Long-term Impact

53%

51%

48%

47%

44%

33%

26%

26%

25%

22%

23%

21%

20%

17%

16%

11%

10%

8%

7%

6%

6%

6%

4%

3%

Business performance and competitiveness

Employee engagement

Change management and transformation

Effective talent management (acquisition and retention)

Leadership development

Workforce planning (succession and career planning)

Creating an innovative workforce

Organisational Development and design

HR technology including social technologies

Business integration/consolidation

Performance management and appraisals

Improving customer experience and design

Training and Development

Diversity and inclusion

Employee branding and communication

Employee benefits and rewards

International expansion and global mobility

Employee compensation

Inter-disciplinary leadership / management mobility

Business Process Outsourcing and Shared Services

Inter-functional or inter-disciplinary Best Practice sharing

Employment law and workplace disciplinary

CSR

Payroll
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HR FORECAST
On the horizon: What long-term trends (3 - 5 years) do HR Executives see impacting 

their organisation and profession over the coming years?

Challenge

42%

40%

39%

39%

34%

29%

29%

26%

25%

19%

11%

Changing client needs

Digital disruption and emerging technologies

Changing political landscape

Changing demographics – diversity and inclusion

HR transformation

Future of work

Increased mergers, acquisitions and strategic alliances

Design thinking and innovation

Hyper-competition and more complex business models

Globalisation

Rise of emerging economies

The industry survey revealed there was 

a mixed bag of internal- and external-

focused responses. On the one hand, survey 

respondents are concerned about their own 

changing client needs and HR transformation; 

while on the other hand, attention is being 

given to really big issues like digital disruption 

and emerging technologies, changing 

demographics and the future of work. 

The internal issues feel like ones of continual 

interest: how can your function best attune 

itself to the organisation’s needs at any given 

time? By contrast, it would be interesting 

to know how the likes of digital disruption, 

demographics and the future of work are being 

addressed. Are organisations using PESTLE 

or scenario planning techniques to delve into 

these issues and to consider the potential 

impact they might have on their operations?

It would be interesting to be a fly on the wall 

for discussions on diversity, inclusion and 

the workforce demographics of an aging 

population without the flow of immigrants 

that would result if some Brexiters had their 

way. What contingencies are companies 

developing in that context, and/or for a period 

of economic uncertainty? How are these risks 

being incorporated into workforce plans? 

German companies have been factoring 

demographic challenges into their workforce 

planning for some time: could we perhaps 

learn some lessons from continental Europe?
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“The development of HR technology has facilitated 

significant HR transformation in the last ten years.  

HR needs to continue to become more agile and strategic  

and less focused on administrative process-driven tasks. 

The HR profession is facing exciting times ahead and 

needs to position itself within the operational business as 

well as with external regulatory and legislative frameworks 

to ensure a strategic approach to the future of work.” 

Annamarie Petsis Jones, HR Director, Opus Energy

WHAT’S TRENDING …
Trends affecting the profession and the workplace 
Comparison Diagram 

2015 2016 2017

1  Leadership 1  Leadership 1  Changing client needs

2  Ageing workforce 2  Greater demand for work/life Balance 2  Digital disruption & emerging technologies

3  Social media 3  Technology 3  Changing political landscape

4  Greater demand for work/life Balance 4  Recruiting, engagement & retention 4  Changing demographics 

5  Innovation in HR 5  Cost reduction 5  HR transformation

6  Recruiting, engagement & retention 6  Ageing workforce 6  Future of work

7  Innovation in HR 7  Increased mergers, acquisitions & strategic alliances

8  Social media 8  Design thinking & innovation
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Embracing change is the biggest theme for 

employers considering what opportunities are 

available for them, the HR function and their 

business. That change comes in many forms, 

including technology, people, culture and 

ways of working.

In the technology sphere, the use of data to 

inform business and personnel decisions is 

a key driver. There is a clear desire from HR 

leaders for analytics and data-based evidence 

to play a stronger part in the decision making 

process.

Related to this, there is also awareness that 

the digitalisation of processes can be used 

to interact better with business clients and 

employees. By leveraging an increasingly 

diverse workforce, HR leaders believe they 

can produce better results for the business 

and from the HR function. The digitalisation of 

the workplace also opens up possibilities for 

making a more agile workforce where flexible 

working can be used to get the best results 

from talented employees.

And all this, many hope, will lead to 

opportunities for HR to integrate better with 

the business, become more of a strategic 

function, and be the force driving the business 

forward.

The biggest problem that HR leaders are 

facing can be put down to a lack of support 

from two directions. From above, senior 

business leadership too often show little 

interest in the HR function and what it 

can do for the organisation. From below, 

line managers are frequently reluctant to 

undertake the personnel responsibilities for 

their staff, or are unwilling to pass on or enact 

policies or changes to improve the workplace, 

leaving these to the HR team. 

The lack of interest from above can lead to 

disconnected HR staff, a frustration within the 

function at not being sufficiently resourced to 

operate coherently, and even unequal reward 

practices where HR personnel are not paid as 

much as colleagues in other departments.

Another complaint about top management 

highlights the speed of decision making. 

In some cases this is too fast for too long 

– meaning a state of constant flux, while in 

others it is too slow and ponderous to react to 

market movements, and is enacted by people 

who are not open to change.

There are also concerns about the scarcity 

of skills within HR teams to deal with new 

technologies, particularly involving data and 

analytics.

Owain Thomas, Editor, HRD Connect

HR EVOLUTION
What challenges and opportunities are facing the profession?

Digital HR and People Analytics; Strategy, Leadership and 

Boardroom Relationships; and Business Transformation 

are just three of the key themes we are addressing at the 

HR Director Summit in 2017.
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WE ASKED 
THE QUESTION
What do HR executives think about the suggestion that HR should be split  
into two strands (HR-A for administration and HR-LO for leadership  
and organisation)?

HR EXECUTIVE OPINION  

“The nature of this question suggests that HR is a discrete 

entity that can be considered possible of splitting. I see 

no benefits at all to apply a notional splitting of HR, as it 

is hard enough to get executive colleagues to recognise 

what HR is without further confusing them. Of course 

there is transactional and routine administrative work 

to be done, however, a lot of this is actually extremely 

important. Employees need to be paid correctly, and 

job descriptions, however tedious, are fundamentally 

important to ensure job clarity, effective recruitment and 

employee development. Despite this, there is also a more 

strategic aspect to HR and this encompasses many facets 

including leadership and organisation, organisational 

design, change management, talent and reward. The 

challenge for HR professionals is to be comfortable 

operating along the full continuum from transactional to 

strategic. The challenge for young professionals entering 

this field is to learn how to find efficiencies through the 

transactional work and to create added value through the 

strategic work.”  

 

Alan Taylor, HR Executive Practitioner
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DEVELOPING 
TOMORROW’S LEADERS

49%

45%

43%

38%

10%

How do HR executives choose future leaders for progression?

Technical ability

Managerial ability

Future development

Executive mentality / 
commercial acumen

Other

Respondents also mentioned that it depended on 

the candidate’s alignment with corporate values,  

attitude, leadership competencies and track record.  

All of these would be consistently measured through 

formal assessment centres.
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“The most effective leaders aren’t necessarily those that 

are trained to within an inch of their life, or that have 

the most years of experience. Rather, sound business 

acumen or the potential and willingness for ongoing 

development appear to be the markers of a truly great 

future leader, according to the findings of our leadership 

research. Those two qualities will usually become most 

apparent if the leader in question has values and ambition 

that align with those of the organisation. Yes, managerial 

and technical ability are important, they underpin the 

day-to-day delivery required of all leaders. However, 

leaders with a more holistic view of the direction an 

organisation is taking, who take ownership of identifying 

their own development needs and have some input into 

how the organisation helps them address those needs, 

are those that are most likely to succeed. This gives them 

a faster career path to the top, irrespective of age and 

experience.”

Kimberley Bradshaw, Managing Director, Buzzacott

Executive Roundtable discussion – Register your interest
Be a part of shaping the future of business and the way we work by joining this 
executive discussion. Led by Buzzacott HR Consulting, this session is about bringing 
together the greatest minds in business to tackle how HR should respond to some of 
the key leadership development challenges facing the profession.

Join the discussion on 29 November, at Wood Street, London by registering you 
interest with Rupert.Cole@contentive.com
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CASE STUDY
Developing Leaders at Nokia

“At Nokia we apply the learning agility model and look 

for proof around whether they have succeeded in diverse, 

intense, adverse and varied situations, as well as their 

track record of performance over time. Unfortunately 

we still rely too much on technical, functional depth of 

experience – a managerial process which creates a siloed 

approach of nurturing from within a business group or 

function and can lead to a narrow skillset with not enough 

breadth and depth. We are increasingly challenging 

leaders to think of their track record as a leader, by asking: 

are they a role model for the company values; are they 

able to mobilise people around a purpose; are they able to 

prioritise resources; are they able to manage short vs long 

term; and importantly, are they able to develop people 

around them? To do this we defer to our values, to our 

leadership framework and to some proven well researched 

models like the leadership pipeline.”

Joel Casse, Global Head of Leadership Development, Nokia 
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DIGITAL HR
Technology is transforming the way we do business from automating 
administration to enhancing accessibility of information. Is HR making the full 
use of the data we are collecting? If so, how?

How HR are currently using technology and People Data

49%

48%

33%

31%

27%

23%

21%

7%

Automating administration

Employee engagement

Measuring employee performance

Benefits and rewards

Sourcing and retaining talent

To inform strategy

We don’t really have a strategy for the HR data we have access to

Other

Respondents also suggested that they are just at 

the beginning of developing a digital strategy or in 

the process of implementing a technology solution 

and therefore at the early stages of effective data 

management and use. Data collection is still largely ad hoc 

and some of this has been due to poor experience with 

outgoing suppliers or skill gaps within the function. Some 

respondents are also facing challenges around integrating 

technology solutions across complex business models. 
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“The results of this survey still show there is a long way to go in how we use information and 

data across the HR profession. With no scores over 50%, almost half the workforce are probably 

working in organisations where decisions are made on less than adequate data analysis, 

despite the increase in commentary, and perhaps even rhetoric in this area. Of course, data is 

not the only source of information on which to base decisions, but how much are we missing 

in the efficiency and productivity engineering HR is tasked with in support of people and the 

organisations they work for?

The very honest 18% who say they have no strategy for the HR data they collect assumes the 

other 82% are working on something with their data, which gives us hope. Overall, it’s a call 

to action for HR to be more analytically-minded and to utilise data in a way their marketing 

colleagues are probably doing already. In making decisions about future company direction, to 

improve efficiency and create greater meaning at work we really do need to tone up our data 

muscles. 

 

Perry Timms CIP, Founder & Director, People & Transformational HR

Across two days the HR Directors Summit will be 

addressing key trends in Digital HR and People Analytics. 

From building a digital strategy, leading digital 

transformation to creating a data driven culture, hear from 

some of the early adopters and disrupters in this space.
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BRAND EQUITY  
AND SOCIAL MEDIA
TUNSTALL on Social Media

“Within my organisation, we have a HR and Recruitment team who are personally 

active on social media, all helping to spread the word about what it is like to work 

here as well as actively promoting our job opportunities. We actively train hiring 

managers on how to leverage their own social networks for the same purpose. 

We incorporate images and video within our social sharing, and align our people 

content with the wider brand social strategy. We use LinkedIn, Twitter, Instagram, 

YouTube and Pinterest, and our strategy for each has a different purpose. For 

example, Pinterest is about showcasing our culture and helping candidates to 

understand a little about what it is like to work here. We also use social media to 

listen to the voice of employees and candidates through sites such as Glassdoor. 

The potential impact of opinion sites such as Glassdoor should not be under-

estimated. Research suggests that we are more influenced by the opinions 

of others, even anonymously, than a carefully crafted corporate message. So 

employers must monitor these sites and address the issues that they raise.” 

Of course, effective utilisation of social media isn’t just about advertising vacancies. 

It is about holistically incorporating social media into the entire candidate 

experience, from initial contact through to their journey as an employee and 

beyond, in the case of maintaining contact with alumni.  

Many HR professionals are aware that they should be using social media in their 

roles but simply don’t know where to begin or have the skills to be able to do so. At 

the same time, many organisations focus overly on the potential risks of using social 

media, rather than considering its many and significant benefits.  

Companies that are not using social media to recruit and build their employer brand 

are missing a key opportunity, and in doing so may well miss out on attracting talent 

for immediate vacancies as well as building a pipeline for the future. 

Gemma Dale, HR Director, Tunstall 

Today more and more companies are using brand equity and social media to 
recruit. What channels are organisations using to attract and retain talent?

When it comes to building an employer brand, social media presents 
organisations with perhaps their biggest opportunity of all. 
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It is clear from this industry survey that future 

challenges and opportunities are drastically 

reshaping the workforce landscape and 

changing the way we think about work. Today, 

importance lies in HR’s ability to demonstrate 

value by connecting to the overall business 

strategy and becoming truly integrated 

strategic partners. 

The 15th HR Directors Summit 2017 is the 

leading forum that connects the best in 

business leadership and promises to arm 

leaders of all people-focused functions with 

the tools necessary to transform themselves 

not only into more functionally confident 

business leaders, but to fortify the HR position 

as a value generating machine necessary 

to ensure future prosperity, profitability, 

wellbeing and financial success. The HRD team 

are continuously dedicated to connecting our 

senior executive leaders with the greatest 

minds in business to equip you with the 

knowledge, tools and resources to become a 

strategic and valued partner. 

Stay connected with HR Director Summit UK, 

and see who has joined our Advisory Board 

and Executive Speaker Faculty by visiting 

www.hrdsummit.com or following @HREvent 

on Twitter.

About the survey 

The information collated in this report was gathered 
through an industry-wide survey completed during 
April and May 2016. We polled our entire database of 
more than 30,000 HR professionals. 61% of those who 
completed the survey were at a director level or more 
senior.

SUMMARY

45%

26%

12%

6%

6%

5%

Director

Manager

Head

CHRO

Vice President

CEO
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Responsibility

35%

19%

19%

19%

19%

17%

16%

14%

14%

14%

23%

HR Generalist

Employee Engagement

Learning and Talent Development

Recruitment, Resourcing and Talent Planning

Operational HR

Organisational Development

Business Performance and Strategy

Employee Relations

HR Technology

Performance and Reward

All of the above

CONTACT US

Penelope Jenkin 

Senior Producer 

www.hrevent.com | Twitter: @HREvent 

info.hrevent@contentive.com

HRD Connect is the new publication for senior and executive HR leaders brought to you by the 

producers of the HR Directors Summit and the European HR Directors Business Summit, and the 

publisher of Financial Director.

Contact the HRD Connect editorial team at:

Contact the HRD Summit production team at:

Owain Thomas 

Editor 

www.hrdconnect.com | Twitter: @HRD_Connect 

owain.thomas@contentive.com
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