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The introduction of market mechanisms within the remit of public organisations in the United 
Kingdom has provided these organisations with the opportunity to operate and compete 
commercially, whilst the Government retained ownership. However, the commercialisation of 
public sector agencies has also given rise to a new set of dualities and antagonisms within which 
these organisations have to operate: existing neither in the strictly public realm of state action nor 
in the strictly private realm of commercial relationships; being expected to function like 
businesses -efficient, customer driven, and client oriented - yet having to perform tasks that are 
inherently public; fulfilling their strategic role as government agencies, yet providing high-
quality services to their customers, citizens and users in a dynamic marketplace; capitalising on 
their commercial and operating freedoms, whilst safeguarding the shareholders interests and 
ensuring the continuous provision of quality services. 

Current models of HRM suggest that expectations about the roles HR departments should play 
are changing as organisations are striving to make their HR functions leaner and more 'strategic'. 
However, the unique characteristics and the specific context within which commercialising 
public sector organisations operate may add different constraints to developing such a strategic 
HR agenda. There is thus a need to develop a more tailored approach to the analysis of strategic 
HRM in the public sector by taking into consideration what is distinctive about public sector 
transformation in terms of the strategic priorities and demands it creates, and the kind of 
responses it elicits firom HR functions. 

Drawing on qualitative, longitudinal case-study research carried out between 2001 and 2005, this 
thesis explores the changing role of the HR function within two contrasting British public sector 
organisations responding to the 'commercialisation' agenda. The study also addresses the 
contextual factors that influence the role played by the HR function and reveals the way in which 
critical differences in organisational and HR micro-processes can serve to facilitate or constrain 
the contribution of the HR function. Longitudinal data were collected &om four main sources: 
interview data; documentary and archival data; notes taken from informal conversations; and 
observational data gathered at management meetings. 

The contribution of this research is both and At a /eveZ, the 
present study is a comparative case analysis of the role of the HR function in strategic change in 
two commercialising public sector organisations informed by the perspectives of role theory and 
the concept of negotiated order. The study presents an alternate conceptual 6amework that 
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highlights the dynamic nature of the relationship between the roles of the HR function, the 
complex social, political and cultural dimensions of organisational change and the stages of 
transition in which public sector organisations are situated at a given point in time in their 
journey to commercialisation. The findings raise some important issues about the changing 
nature of the HR function and the conflicting challenges for public sector HR departments in 
achieving a balance between operational and strategic roles and between competing stakeholder 
interests and values. At an empirical level, the study tracks the transformation of the HR function 
over time and examines the contribution of the function in a contextual and holistic manner. In 
doing so it resulted in a richness that could not be obtained using large-scale surveys, and 
identified temporal dynamics in relation to the roles enacted by the HR function. The study also 
examines the interplay of HR strategies and organisational context and the implementation of 
HR systems and policy and relies on data collected 6om employees at all levels of the 
organisation - from the operating core, middle managers, the HR department and senior 
executives. The study thus accessed not only the 'rhetoric' of what the HR departments were 
trying to achieve but also the reality experienced by employees. 
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The increasing pace of global, economic and technological development makes change an 

inevitable feature of organisational life. Changes in the external environments of public sector 

organisations in the United Kingdom have been no less profound than those experienced by the 

private sector (Hartley et al, 1997). In fact, 'to say that the contemporary public sector is 

undergoing a period of great change and turbulence has become a commonplace. The present 

challenge for both academics and practitioners is how to articulate the nature of that change' 

(Laffin, 1998: 12). hi the context of significant changes in their operating environments and 

pressures to increase their efficiency and public accountability, public organisations have been 

urged to experiment with new organising ideas, structures and processes and to ensure the 

effective, efficient and economical management of their human resources. The emergence of 

lateral rather than vertical modes of organising, such as networking, partnership working, joined-

up Government or process redesign, combined with rapid technological changes and significant 

cost pressures have strongly affected managerial positions and functional roles, allowing 

personnel practitioners to reposition their organisational roles. 

There is now a growing literature focusing on the internal dynamics of the attempts to change 

public organisations radically {eg Famham and Horton, 1996; Hoggett, 1996; Greenwood and 

Hinings, 1996; Whipp, 2002). Part of these radical reforms in the public sector, commercialisation 

has been seen as one of the ways of reinventing public sector entities to make them more 

competitive in the commercial market. However, whilst much has been written about the benefits 

of radically changing public organisations through commercialisation, our understanding of the 

actual impact of these reforms on management practice is still poor. In particular, little research 

has been carried out in commercialising public sector organisations in relation to the changing 

role of the HR function and the adoption of new HR strategies, policies and practices to respond 

to the need to become more focused on performance and accountability in a commercialised 

environment. 

This research addresses this gap by investigating the impact of commercialisation and 

organisational change in the UK public sector upon the Human Resource (HR) function and its 

roles. Using a case-study approach, the research explored the reality of change as it occurred in 

two large public sector organisations in the United Kingdom, each of which was in various phases 

of restructuring and confronted by commercialisation pressures to improve organisational 

performance under the New Public Management. The study took place in the context of the New 



Labour GoverM7?zgM/ agenda in the public sector, which aimed to accelerate the 

restructuring of government and pubhc services initiated by the previous Conservative 

governments. The research thus contributes to the study of organisational change processes and 

their human resource management implications in public sector organisations. 

This chapter serves two functions: to introduce the aims and objectives of the study; and to 

provide an overview of its structure and scope. The first section of this chapter addresses the 

importance of investigating the HR function's role change in the current public sector context. 

The second section highlights the research problems and the theoretical foundations of the thesis. 

The third section outlines the contributions to knowledge that the present study is making. The 

last two sections present the structure of the thesis and some conclusions. 

1.1. Significance of research 

In the context of significant changes in their operating environments and pressures to increase 

efficiency and accountability, public sector organisations in the United Kingdom have been 

provided with the opportunity to operate and compete commercially, whilst the Government 

retains ownership (New Labour Modernising Government White Paper, March 1999; E-

Govemment Strategic Framework, April 2001). Commercialisation was used as a way of relieving 

some of the government's financial pressures and described the situation whereby former 

government agencies were allowed to charge the public for the provision of goods and services 

and to adopt features of the commercial environment. 

As a result, many public sector organisations now exist in the intersection of two different spheres 

- the public and the private. They fit neither in the strictly public realm of state action nor in the 

strictly private realm of commercial relationships. They are expected to function like businesses -

to be efficient, customer driven, and client oriented - yet they perform tasks that are inherently 

public. A common goal has been to transform these organisations along the lines of an idealised 

private sector firm by adopting a strategic approach to people management instead of the 

traditional bureaucratic public personnel management approach. This has exposed personnel 

practitioners to a new set of role demands, professional challenges and managerial expectations. 

However, there has been a tendency to assume that processes of change in the public domain are 

essentially the same as those in commercial organisations in the private sector. The main problem 

with these assumptions is that they may ignore how both the context and the mechanisms of 

change are different in public sector agencies. In particular, being 'halfway' towards the private 



sector and thus existing in the intersection of two different spheres - the public and the private -

may add difkrent constraints to developing a strategic HR agenda and we may, thus, fail to do 

justice to what is distinctive about public sector transformation in terms of the strategic priorities 

and demands it creates, and the kind of responses it elicits from HR functions. Given the unique 

characteristics and the specific context within which public sector organisations undergoing 

commercialisation operate, there is a need to develop a more tailored approach to the analysis of 

strategic HRM implications within the sector. There is an array of general influence factors 

speciGc to this particular envirorunent that might influence the way strategic HRM is enacted in 

practice. 

One particular area of neglect is the role played by the HR function. Clearly, the activities of this 

function are a critical aspect of HRM policy enactment. However, to date, few studies in the UK 

public sector have attempted to provide rich insights into the changing roles of the HR function 

through qualitative research. The present thesis addresses this gap and contributes to this emergent 

understanding by exploring in-depth how the HR function in two public sector organisations has 

responded to complex structural and cultural change programmes designed to reshape these 

organisations and rethink how they provide value to their customers. The central objectives are to 

provide a better understanding of the changing nature of the HR function following 

commercialisation, and to identify the factors that support or hinder the contribution of the 

function. 

The research has to be set in its current context. The new competitive reality facing public sector 

organisations in the United Kingdom calls on new and different capabilities. Increasing 

environmental pressures, global economic uncertainties, changes in public and community 

expectations and pressures to increase public accountability have provided the momentum for 

public organisations to examine the effectiveness of their management structures, systems and 

processes. Current economic circumstances and the growing body of opinion that public services 

need to be more effective have forced the Labour government to consider new management 

practices in the UK public service. The emphasis is on achieving efficiency, effectiveness and 

economy in the activities performed by public organisations and on developing their ability to 

compete with private sector organisations. 

In this changing context for the public sector, public sector organisations have been urged to 

experiment with new ideas, structures and processes and increase their efficiency. How to 

strengthen organisational capabilities in order to con&ont successfully the competitive pressures 

becomes, consequently, one of the biggest challenges for pubhc sector organisations. This raises 



also the importance of human resources as a key success factor in implementing change in these 

organisations. 

Empirical evidence comes from two detailed, comparative case studies. The organisations were 

chosen primarily because they represented contrasting public sector settings within which the role 

of the HR function could be explored. Similar commercialisation pressures to improve 

organisational performance under the Modernising Government agenda have confronted both 

organisations. They have been provided with the opportunity to operate and compete 

commercially and to adopt features of the commercial environment. 

1.2. Research Scope and Objectives 

The underlying rationale for this study emerged out of an interest in understanding processes of 

change in UK commercialising public organisations and the critical role that the HR function may 

play in the instigation and successful implementation of change. There were six main reasons for 

selecting this topic as an area of research: 

(1) The lack of micro-level research into the role of the HR function in the public sector; whilst 

the macro-view of HRM transformation received considerable attention within the extant 

literature, the micro-level of analysis has been largely overlooked by existing HRM research in 

the public sector; 

(2) The limited empirical research conducted to explore whether the differences in organisational 

contexts amongst public sector organisations situated at different stages of transition within the 

wider public sector commercialisation continuum could have a significant impact on the role 

played by the personnel function; 

(3) The lack of longitudinal, before/after studies able to track the transformation of the HR 

department's role over time and to relate the changing role of HR to the specifics of organisational 

contexts and the way in which the strategic initiatives had developed; 

(4) The neglect of contextual factors which influence both the role played by the HR function and 

the way this role changes over time; 

(5) The neglect of the part played by the HR function's relationships with other organisational 

actors and stakeholder groups; and 

(6) The limited current knowledge of HR processes and the dearth of research conducted on HR 

processes in the public sector. 

These six sets of concerns form the foundation of the thesis. The aim of this research is to explore 

the changing role of the HR function within two contrasting commercialising public sector 
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organisations. More specifically, three research questions form the focus of research activities: 

^w6/;c ̂ ecfor rejpoMcfz/zg mocfe/Tizzâ oM agencfa? 

2. ^ow fAe ro/g q/̂ Âe .HR ̂ ncA'oM evoZve over /̂/Mg fArowgAowf co/MTMerczaZẑ â fOM? 

J. c o M ^ a c A / o Z A a v g an o» Mâ wrg roZg /?/(^g(/ Zy .HR ̂ /zcAo/z 
wAâ  HR p r o c e ^ f ^ A g (/gvgZqp/Mgn̂  q/"fAg ro/g? 

1.3. Contributions to Knowledge 

This study contributes to the public sector HRM literature that considers the role of the HR 

function, by providing fresh insights into the changing roles of the HR function in two public 

sector organisations undergoing commercialisation under the New Labour 'modernisation' agenda 

in the public sector. The study presents an alternate conceptual framework that highlights the 

dynamic nature of the relationship between the roles of the HR function, the complex social, 

political and cultural dimensions of organisational change and the stages of transition in which 

public sector organisations are situated at a given point in time in their journey to 

commercialisation. Such a conceptualisation provides a more critical analysis of the role of the 

HR function in organisational change in the public sector. 

1.4. Structure of the thesis 

Although the reality of the research process is often disjointed, involving a series of iterations and 

steps which move the project backwards as well as forwards, its presentation requires structure 

and coherence, if the evidence and conclusions are to emerge with clarity and credibility. The use 

of a fairly traditional thesis structure allows the development of both the ideas and the literature 

that occurred throughout the life of the project to be reflected, while maintaining the boundaries 

between the two different 'stories' and enabling a variety of perspectives to emerge. 

Within this framework, the thesis was deliberately structured to reflect the progress of my 

personal journey and the emerging and incremental nature of my understanding. Thus, the 

literature which informed the study at an early stage appears towards the beginning, while the 

literature which was published towards the end of the study and informed the cross case 

comparison appears in that chapter. Similarly, the case studies appear in the sequence in which 

they were undertaken and include references to any literature which specifically informed that 

period of analysis. 
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This thesis has seven substantive chapters in addition to this introductory chapter. It can be split 

into three sections - literature and methodology; research sites context and key dimensions of 

change; findings and theoretical implications. 

Chapter One provides an overview of the study and emphasises the significance and contribution 

of this research, as well as the key research questions that formed the focus of research activities. 

Chapters Two reviews critically the existing literature in strategic human resource management 

and public sector management and aims to identify and analyse the core themes and issues 

surrounding human resource management and the role of the HR function in the public sector. 

Firstly, the chapter provides an overview of the broader strategic HRM and change management 

literature within which this thesis may be positioned, then critically reviews the literature 

surrounding the role of the HR function and draws attention to the shortcomings in existing 

research in the area and the debate surrounding this role. Next, the characteristics of the New 

Public Management framework and of HRM in the public sector are explored and the limitations 

of the existing research into the role of the HR function in public sector organisations 

are exposed. This further highlights the research gap and the overarching research questions. 

Chapter Three provides a detailed understanding of the methodology used during this study, the 

rationale behind it and the process of analysis. The chapter also points out the research sites, the 

justification for their choice and describes the nature of fieldwork in both organisations. Then, the 

chapter describes the methods of data collection and analysis. The final section of the chapter 

addresses the threats of validity and reliability to qualitative research and sets out the strategies 

implemented to guard against these threats. 

Chapters Four and Five are post-fieldwork chapters that address the empirical findings, describe 

and analyse the key dimensions of change in each of the two organisations, the impact on the HR 

department, the evidence of a strategic HR role, the perceptions of HR department members and 

the perceptions of role-set members. 

Chapter Six exposes the conceptual model which resulted from the process of data analysis and 

suggests three stages in the change processes of the two organisations within which HRM 

emerged. In order to comprehensively explain the relationships between the inner and outer 

contexts of these organisations and the different stages of transition in the role of the HR function, 

an integrative framework is constructed and presented in this chapter. This model outlines the 

stages of organisational transition identified for the two case study organisations and how their 

6 



HR functions moved between these different stages of transition, as well as the roles required of 

the HR fimction at each stage. The model also helps highlighting the factors that emerged as 

important enablers or constraints to the contribution made by the HR functions at each stage. 

Chapter Seven addresses the factors from the external and internal context of the two 

organisations that have enabled or constrained the development of HR function's role over time in 

each of the three stages of transition identified in the previous chapter. The analysis of data from 

both cases also revealed the way in which critical differences in organisational and HR micro-

processes can serve to enable or inhibit the contribution of the HR function. 

Chapter Eight, the final chapter, presents an overview of core implications that have been 

developed in this thesis and outlines the contributions of the research, while also discussing the 

implications of the findings in terms of theoretical and empirical implications and future research 

possibilities. A discussion of perspectives developed in this study in the context of existing 

research literature is provided in order to highlight the contribution this study is making to theory 

and practice of human resource management and public sector management. Then the chapter 

underlines the core contributions this research has made. These include contributions to theory, 

literature and methodology. This is followed by a discussion of the implications of the study for 

practice and the limitations of this research. Suggestions are also given for further investigation 

into this topic. 

1.5. Conclusion 

This chapter has provided the background and an outline for the rest of the thesis. The research 

problem was briefly outlined, together with the research questions and aims. This thesis addresses 

the changing nature of the HR function and the contextual factors that influence the nature of its 

contribution in two public sector organisations undergoing commercialisation. The major 

contributions of this research were also outlined to show the relevance of the study to the human 

resource management and public sector management literatures. 
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2.1. Introduction and Overview 

The objective of this chapter is to review existing research literature for the primary purpose of 

establishing a basis for this inquiry. The chapter surveys the existing literature in strategic human 

resource management and public sector management and aims to identify and analyse the core 

themes and issues surrounding strategic human resource management and the role of the HR 

function in the public sector. Section 2.2 provides an overview of the broader strategic HRM and 

change management literature within which this thesis may be positioned. Section 2.3. critically 

reviews the literature surrounding the role of the HR function and draws attention to the 

shortcomings in existing research in the area and the debate surrounding this role. Section 2.4 

explores the characteristics of the New Public Management framework in the public sector; it 

shows that, whilst the majority of public sector research has taken predominantly a macro view on 

the impact of external policy changes on the effectiveness of public sector reforms and the 

processes of new public management reforms, the micro-level of analysis reflecting the internal 

transformation processes has not been addressed adequately in the existing literature. Section 2.5 

explores the characteristics of HRM in the public sector and exposes the limitations of the existing 

research into the role of the HR function in public sector organisations, which further highlights 

the potential contributions that may be made through this research project. Having reviewed the 

extant literature, section 2.6 exposes the research gap and formulates the overarching research 

quesdons. 

2.2. Theoretical Underpinnings of Strategic Human Resource Management 

2,2.1. Normative approaches to strategic HRM 

The idea that human resources of a firm can play a strategic role in the success of an organization 

has led to the formation of a field of research referred to as 'strategic human resource 

management' (SHRM). SHRM is predicated on three fundamental assertions. First is the idea that 

an organisation's human resources are of critical strategic importance - that the skills, behaviours 

and interactions of employees have the potential to provide both the foundation for strategy 

formulation and the means for strategy implementation. Second is the belief that a firm's HRM 

practices are instrumental in developing the strategic capability of its pool of human resources 

(Boxall and Purcell, 2003; Colbert, 2004). Third, strategic HRM has been seen as the linking of 

HRM with strategic goals and objectives of the organisation in order to improve business 

performance and develop organisational cultures that foster innovation and flexibility (Truss 



and Gratton, 1994; Tyson, 1997). A central feature of the notion of strategic HRM is the creation 

of linkage or integration between the overall strategic aims of the business and the human 

resource strategy and implementation (Gratton et al, 1999a). 

The field of SHRM has been dominated by a number of concerns. First has been the extensive 

effort to demonstrate a link between HRM practices and firm performance (Becker and Gerhart, 

1996). Here the dominant concern of the strategic HRM literature has been the investigation of the 

Hnk between HRM practices and business performance and the search for sound theoretical 

frameworks that can be used as a foundation for building valid explanations and predictions of the 

nature and effects of strategic HRM interventions (Purcell, 1999). Researchers such as Huselid 

(1995), MacDuffie (1995), Delery and Doty (1996), and Guthrie (2001) have published empirical 

studies showing a statistically significant linkage between HRM practices and some measures of 

organisational performance. A second concern has been to try to understand the mechanisms 

through which this relationship takes place. Authors such as Becker and Gerhart (1996), Guest 

(1997), Wright and Gardner (2003) and Purcell et al (2003) have all called for research that 

uncovers some of the mediating relationships that must exist between the HRM practices and 

organisational performance. A final concern has been the recent interest in taking a multi-level 

approach to understanding SHRM. Wright and Boswell (2002), Boselie et al (2005) and Martin-

Alcazar et al (2005) reviewed the SHRM literature and categorised this research as being 

differentiated along one dimension representing whether the focus was on single and multiple 

practices, and along a second dimension dealing with the unit of analysis, specifically the 

individual versus the group or organisation {eg Purcell et al, 2003; Bowen and Ostroff, 2004; 

Kinnie ef aZ, 2005). 

Much of the debate over the links between HR policy and organisational performance has been 

based on the distinction between two perspectives typically referred to as 'best practice' and 'best 

fit'. The 'best practice' view identifies a set of HR policies that, it is argued, is associated with 

improved performance in all types of organisation and, by implication, for all types of employees. 

The 'best fit' approach argues that performance is maximised when the HR policies are consistent 

with the business strategy and that HR strategy is more elective when it is integrated with its 

specific organisational and broader environmental context. Both of these approaches assume that 

the HR policies adopted will be implemented as intended and have the same effect on all 

employees who work for the organisation. Various authors have questioned these assumptions 

because of the differences between intended HR policies and employees' experience (Wright and 

Boswell, 2002; Purcell ef aZ, 2003), because complex organisations have different types of 

employees who may be managed successfully through diverse sets of HR policies (Guest, 



1999; Lepak and Snell, 2002; Marchington and Grugulis, 2000; Wright and Boswell, 2002; 

Kinnie et al, 2005) and because of strategic differences between firms in the manufacturing 

(Youndt ef aZ, 1996) and service sectors (Boxall, 2003). 

Overall, existing theories of strategic HRM has been dominated by rationalistic assumptions 

regarding people and organisations and have been challenged due to their methodological 

imperfections, and also because of the difficulty of attributing causality between HR inputs and 

organisational-level outputs (Purcell, 1999; Marchington and Grugulis, 2000; Truss and Gill, 

2005). An alternative perspective has been offered by the 'resource-based view of the firm' (eg 

Barney, 2001). Critiques of dominant models of strategic HRM are presented in detail in 

Appendix 1. 

An important quest within the 'best practice' and 'best fit' literature has been to find the 

'dependant variable' that the theory should seek to explain. Firm performance has been viewed as 

the most appropriate dependent variable, with commentators working within a number of 

frameworks to establish a link between SHRM and a range of outcome measures (Wright and 

Snell, 1998). However, despite research conducted within the 'best practice' perspective to 

uncover a generic set of high-performance or high-commitment work practices (Huselid, 1995; 

Becker and Gerhart, 1996) and 'best fit' perspective emphasising the alignment of HRM strategies 

with organisational strategies and contextual conditions to create superior firm performance 

(Wright, 1998; Gratton and Truss, 2003), there is still no agreed conceptualisation of how this 

relationship between HRM and firm performance actually works and the empirical evidence to 

support the notion that the presence of certain HR policies in an organisation could have an 

impact on the bottom line has yielded ambiguous and inconclusive results (Marchington and 

Grugulis, 2000; Truss, 2001). Recent qualitative, longitudinal case-study research conducted in 

the UK, and involving eight large organisations from the private and public sector has challenged 

this prescriptive perspective. This longitudinal research has revealed that the time lag between an 

HRM intervention and its effect on firm performance may distort this linkage (Gratton et al, 

1999a; Hope-Hailey, 2001; Truss, 2001; Hope-Hailey et al, 2002; Truss et al, 2002; Hope Hailey 

ef a/, 1997; Stiles aZ, 1997; Truss ef a/, 1997). Other studies that took a longitudinal 

perspective (Guest et al, 2003; Hope-Hailey et al, 2005) have suggested that the majority of HRM 

interventions have a time-lagged effect of a few years before generating visible effects on firm 

performance. 

A growing number of studies have provided empirical and theoretical support for the argument 

that the HR system can be a unique source of sustained competitive advantage (Baird and 
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Meshoulm, 1988; Lengnick-Hall and Lengnick- Hall, 1988; Wright and McMahan, 1992; Pfeffer, 

1994; Delery and Doty, 1996; HuseUd, 1995). At the same time, as Becker and Gerhardt (1996) 

point out, researchers are a long way from understanding the precise way in which the elements of 

the HR system interact (Monks and McMackin, 2001). One of the reasons for this lack of 

understanding stems from the type of research that has been carried out to date. Most of the 

studies have been predominantly cross-sectional and quantitative in nature; indices of best 

practice and indicators of high performance from relatively large number of private sector firms 

have been statistically analysed and positive correlations found. Yet such approaches reveal little 

about how HR systems are constructed and how decisions are taken on their constitution of their 

component parts (Monks and McMackin, 2001). In addition, much of the work has been 

undertaken in large manufacturing organisations in the USA, although interest in this topic has 

also spread to the UK (Guest, 1997, 1999; Tyson, 1997; Patterson et al, 1998; Purcell, 1999; 

Richardson and Thompson, 1999). 

Although traditional frameworks of 'best fit' and 'best practice' have recognised a plurality of 

factors that may influence the relationship between HR practices and organisational outcomes, the 

assumption underpinning this strand of research is that causality is linear and mono-directional 

(Truss and Gill, 2005). This notion has been challenged by recent case-study based research 

conducted in the UK within the Leading Edge Research Consortium that has highlighted the 

extent to which causal inferences regarding this relationship are extremely problematic (Truss, 

2001; Gratton et al, 1999a; Truss and Gill, 2005). These studies have shown that HR 's 

contribution to organisational outcomes is, in almost all cases, unpredictable based simply on an 

understanding of HR policies and strategies. The notion that a particular set of HR practices can 

be identified that necessarily leads to improved organisational performance (the 'universalistic' 

perspective) is based on a rationalistic, unitarist view of organisational life that ignores important 

issues of process and systemic organisational effects (Purcell, 1999; Tyson, 1997; Gratton et al, 

1999; Truss, 2001; Truss and Gill, 2005). 

These studies have also revealed the complexity of the HRM -performance linkage and shown 

that unpredictable events, such as industry down-turns or takeovers, can undermine any linear 

relationship between HR interventions and organisational outcomes (Gratton et al, 1999a; Hope-

Hailey, 2001; Truss, 2001; Hope-Hailey et al, 2002; Truss et al, 2002; Hope Hailey et al, 1997; 

Truss et al, 1997; Truss and Gratton, 2002; Truss et al, 2002). In particular, the time lag between 

HR policy development or implementation and organisational outcomes may distort the strategy-

HR linkage and that the reliability of cross-sectional studies seeking a correlation of HRM with 

performance is highly questionable. In addition, this research has also lent support to the 
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argument that, given the variety of organisational contexts within which strategic HRM is 

enacted, when focusing on issues of integration, the vertical and horizontal alignment between 

people strategies and business strategic objectives must be supplemented with a third dimension -

enactment. This is defined as 'the degree to which the stated or tacit people strategies and/or 

policies are enacted in practice within the firm, in terms of employees experiences and 

management behaviours and values' (Gratton and Truss, 2003: 7). Thus, the notion of strategic 

HR integration is just one part of the equation and more attention must be turned to the 

importance not just of linkage in the short -term, but also of the significant role that HR has to 

play in building longer-term organisational flexibility and of the role played by the informal 

organization in the process and implementation of HR policies (Truss, 2001). 

With the advent of the resource-based view of the firm, strategic HRM moved to a more internal 

focus which led to a rethinking of the potential contribution of HRM to competitive advantage 

(Wright and McMahan, 1992; Delery and Doty, 1996; Huselid, 1995). In particular, the resource-

based view has drawn attention to the impact which effective systems of HRM, rather than 

individual HR practices, may have on organisational performance. Such systems, as Huselid 

(1995: 636) points out, 'simultaneously exploit the potential for complementarities or synergies 

among HR practices and help to implement a firm's competitive strategy'. Yet, while there is 

widespread recognition that HR systems may provide a competitive edge, there is little 

understanding of how an HR system actually works. There are significant practical management 

challenges in ensuring that the HR system is internally consistent and aligned with the changing 

strategy of the business. Recent research has provided strong evidence that effective HR systems 

produce the types of effects on employee behaviour that have proved so elusive in response to 

individual HR practices. More importantly, there is a growing acceptance that effective HR 

systems have significant positive effects on the financial performance of firms that develop them 

(Huselid, 1995; Monks and McMackin, 2001; Monks and Loughnane, 2006). A system approach 

may therefore help ensure that the economic returns to the significant investments in HR practices 

are fully realised. Finally, the HR system itself, once developed, becomes a strategic asset of the 

business and a source of sustainable competitive advantage. This is because unlike generic 'best 

practices', an HR system is difficult to imitate in that it is embedded in the systems and processes 

of the organisation (Monks and McMackin, 2001; Monks and Loughnane, 2006). The competitive 

advantage it generates is also sustainable because, even if competitor organisations could imitate 

it, the idiosyncratic nature of the system ensures that its application would only be effective in the 

organisational context in which it was generated. 
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The body of research that has acknowledged the possibility of a link between HRM and 

organisational performance has tended to focus exclusively on the content of HR policies, 

practices and strategies, and to explore whether these make a difference in organisational 

outcomes (Huselid, 1995; Youndt et al, 1996). The presupposition within much of this literature 

is that it is what is done that is critical, rather than how it is done (Purcell et al, 2003; Truss and 

Gill, 2005; Monks and Loughnane, 2006). However, recent research has argued that the processes 

by which HR policies and strategies are put into effect within the organisation are critical to the 

understanding of how the HR system as a whole contributes to the organisation (Snell et al, 1996; 

Snell, 1999; Huselid et al, 1997; Colbert, 2004; Bowen and Ostroff, 2004; Truss and Gill, 2005). 

It is essential to explore not only what practices are being implemented, but also how they are 

enacted by line management and the HR department, as well as how they are perceived by 

employees (Truss, 2001; Hope-Hailey et al, 2005). Linked with the above, the role of the HR 

function as a key player in the HRM policy enactment becomes crucial (Hope-Hailey et al, 2005), 

yet it continues to be an under-researched line of inquiry in strategic HRM. Several authors 

(Purcell, 1999; Purcell et al, 2003; Truss and Gill, 2005) have suggested, in this context, that 

HR's contribution to organisational-level outcomes must be approached in a holistic way through 

studying the processes of strategic decision-making and change management programmes. The 

focus of strategic HRM research should shift away from considering HR as a discrete entity in the 

organisation towards a consideration of HR as one element contributing to, and embedded within, 

the wider organisation (Truss and Gill, 2005). Although it makes some attempt to link various 

strategic approaches with sets of HR practices, the 'configurational' perspective oversimplifies the 

richness of organisational life by adopting a limited range of typologies (Colbert, 2004; Truss and 

C%U,2005). 

2.2.2. Broadening the debate about HRM: HRM and strategic change - Linking micro-and 
macro-contexts of change and the construction of strategic HRM 

A functionalist approach continues to dominate mainstream research within the HRM and change 

literatures. From this perspectives, dominant models of strategic HRM have generated insights 

into the effects of strategic HRM interventions on firm performance and whether those 

organisations which adopt a particular mix of high commitment practices perform better than 

others, with little or no attention given to the processes by which such bundles of practices emerge 

and alter in shape and form over time. There is very limited empirical research that has examined 

in any depth the dynamic nature of HRM as strategic change unfolds at the level of the firm {eg 

Hendry and Pettigrew, 1992; Tyson, 1997; Gratton et al, 1999a) and this resulted in a limited 

understanding of the dynamic nature of the relationship between HRM and the complex, social, 

political and cultural dimensions of organisational change. 
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One distinguishing feature of normative views of HRM is the emphasis placed on a 'strategic' or 

'hard' approach to managing human resources (Storey and Sisson, 1993; Legge, 1995). The role 

of HRM in the management of strategic change is regarded as one of acting as an integrating 

mechanism, with focus given to a close 'fit' between business and HR strategies similar to 

contingency models of HRM (Baird and Meshoulam, 1988; Schuler and Jackson, 1987). A 

rational-linear view of strategic decision making is taken that implies a level of certainty that 

managers are able to 'read' the environment and develop and implement business and HR 

strategies in a more or less step by step fashion. This 'hard' version of HRM is informed by views 

of human nature based on the need for tight managerial control (McGregor, 1960) and emphasis 

of the integration of HRM with business strategies (Legge, 1995). Line management is placed in 

a pivotal role in the delivery of HRM practices with a commonly emphasised need for a 

realignment of personnel and line relationships (Legge, 1989; Storey, 1992; Cunnigham and 

Hyman, 1999). Normative approaches also give primacy to the development of employee 

commitment, motivation and the fostering of a unified organisational culture (Storey, 1992). This 

'soft' dimension of HRM is based on views of human nature that humans will exercise self-

direction and self control in the service of objectives to which they are committed (McGregor, 

1960; Truss et al, 1997). 

Conversely, Storey (1992, 1995) suggests an alternative perspective that incorporates both the 

'hard' and 'soft' conceptions noted above, based on research conducted in fifteen British case 

study organisations. HRM is described as an idealisation 'which expresses the aspirations of 

British managers' and that rests on the premise that managing human resources is of 'strategic' 

importance (Storey, 1995: 34). Focus is placed on a core set of beliefs and assumptions that give 

primacy to notions of self-control, an open management style, flatter team-based structures, and 

employee empowerment. A complementary group of 'key levers' (recruitment, selection, training 

and so on) are presented as key personnel practices that can be applied to support the transition 

(culture change) from personnel to HRM practice. On the one hand, these key levers are shown to 

be internally integrated with each other, and on the other, externally integrated with the business 

strategy. The mix of 'levers' described by Storey as presented as a menu of HR practices available 

to change leaders, although his case study evidence does not make clear how or why new HR 

levers were used in conjunction with each other, nor how they altered through time. As Kessler 

(1993) observes, further explanation is required of the nature of and reasons for differences in 

HRM practice between cases. 

As with the functionalist approaches of strategic HRM, similar problems and limitations arise 

&om the change management literature. Models of planned change typically denote a top-down 
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programmatic approach (for example unfreezing-moving-refreezing; Lewin, 1958) which assumes 

that the outcomes of change are predictable and that change management can be conceptualised in 

the form of relatively easy discreet steps (Collins, 1998; Bumes, 2000). Prescriptions centre round 

the manipulation of 'soft' variables, such as social norms and values, through the social norms 

and values, through the implementation of 're-educative' strategies which include role modelling, 

participation and communication, and education and training (Williams et al, 1993; Goodstein and 

Burke, 1993). Attention is also drawn to the need for the manipulation of 'hard' variables, 

structural changes that can reflect and support the new organisational vision. These may include 

corporate restructuring and increased operational autonomy at the level of the strategic business 

unit, introduction of new technology and a change in operating mechanisms including reward, 

appraisal, monitoring, budgeting and control systems (Legge, 1984; Price and Murphy, 1993). 

Much of this change literature has emphasised top-down 'indoctrinative' approaches (Bate, 1994), 

in which change is planned and orchestrated by the senior management team but which allows for 

staff involvement and collaboration in order to build their commitment, and to encourage a 

'learning environment' (Storey, 1995; Peters and Waterman, 1982; Kanter, 1983, 1989). 

More recently, the change literature observed a shift in emphasis away from top down approaches 

to ones that are more results-driven and allow for continuous and incremental change, with 

proponents of emergent change favouring 'bottom up approaches' in which senior management 

have far less overt control over the process and the target of change is at the periphery rather than 

the centre of the organisation. Some analysts within this broad field of research have adopted a 

processual interpretive perspective (for example Petti grew 1985, 1988, 1990,1992,1995; 

Pettigrew and Whipp, 1993; Pettigrew et al, 2001 and Dawson, 1994, 1996, 2003), others 

advocate a more rational task-aligned approach in which 'what has to be done governs who works 

with whom, and who leads' (McHugh et al, 1999: 558). Supporters of the latter view argue that 

organisations can achieve fundamental change in employee behaviours in the short-term through 

structural change strategies that are 'task driven' (Beer et al, 1993; Kotter, 1996; McHugh et al, 

1999). This is seen to be vital given the traditional culture change programmes require 

considerably more time and resources to implement at a time when the environment facing 

organisations is becoming increasingly turbulent. While methodologies for initiating change are 

similar to 'soft' change programmes in that emphasis is placed on the creation of a shared vision, 

learning processes are built round the achievement of specific short term performance targets 

(quick wins) emerging at the periphery, rather than the content of attitudes and ideas. Senior 

managers act primarily as facilitators of change with emphasis placed on a fundamental shift away 

&om central to local control, allowing for the emergence of 'bottom up change' that is more 

participative and collaborative. The assumption here is that behaviour change will, in the 
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longer-term, become rooted in social norms and shared values as the changes 'that work' are 

institutionalised and links between the new approaches to work organisation and improved 

performance become clearer. As with the traditional approaches to change, discussion is 

dominated by a unitary and rational view of the firm that pays little regard to competing views of 

different stakeholders. Prescriptions of change assume that reaching consensus amongst different 

stakeholders regarding the prioritising and nature of quick wins is relatively unproblematic. 

Similar to the more rational oriented task-aligned approach, advocates of the processual view (eg 

Pettigrew and Whipp, 1993; Dawson, 1994, 2003) recognise that the responsibility for 

organisational change is becoming more devolved given the pace and complexity of 

environmental change. In contrast to the task-aligned view, analysts who adopt a cultural 

perspective argue that the management of change is regarded as "essentially a cultural and 

cognitive phenomenon" rather than an analytical, rational exercise (Johnson, 1993: 624, cited by 

Bumes, 2000: 190). In this respect, major organisational change requires changing the controlling 

or dominant organisational culture. 

While much of this literature tends to treat emergent and planned approaches to change as 

mutually exclusive, in practice organisations are likely to display a complex blend of 

interdependent "top-down" "bottom-up" change management styles and mechanisms which 

display a mix of rational-analytic techniques and those that are more culturally sensitive. Echoing 

this view, case study research conducted by Buchanan and Boddy (1992), Buchanan et al (1999), 

Buchanan and Badham (1999) and Buchanan (2001, 2003) in 14 private sector organisations and 

14 public sector organisations from the UK argue that organisations require to use a combination 

of planned and emergent approaches to strategy development and change management, described 

as 'content', 'control' and 'process' agendas. The content agenda is concerned with the technical 

competence of the change agent with respect to the substance of the changes taking place. The 

control agenda is concerned with conventional project management techniques (ie problem 

solving, planning and budgeting skills). The process agenda is concerned with gaining 

commitment through the use of team building, negotiation, communication and consultation 

skills, and the management of meaning (Buchanan and Boddy, 1992). While such case studies 

provide some insight into ways these "logics" are played out, the processes by which the strategic 

HRM discourse is constructed and reconstructed in its situated context remains inadequately 

explored within the specialist change management literature. 

Hendry and Pettigrew (1992)'s seminal work on a multi-level analysis of strategic change and 

HRM provides an exception 6om the normative models outlined above. Criticising the overly 
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deterministic view of the environment portrayed by the 'best fit' perspective, they argue that 

while the social context serves to constrain managerial choice and behaviour, it does accord them 

some choice and manoeuvre. Consistent with Giddens' (1984) structuration theory, they argue 

that internal and external forces of change can be mobilised either by dominant or aspiring 

coalitions to legitimise new definitions and change strategies. From this perspective, the role of 

management is not to plan change, but rather to develop 'organisational capability' for change 

that rests on the ability for managers to create an appropriate 'learning environment' that 

encourages employees to be aware of the need for change and change their behaviour, actions or 

culture to implement it (Pettigrew and Whipp, 1991: 203). 

A model of strategic change is developed which draws connections between HRM, business 

strategy and the external organisational context (Hendry and Pettigrew, 1992). While it is 

recognised that HRM should be judged against criteria of appropriateness (alignment between 

business and HR strategies) and coherence (consistency of HR policies and practices), they 

eschew the mechanistic notion of 'fit' advocated in normative models of HRM. It is argued that, 

given the emergent nature of business strategy and development of HR policies, the criteria 

of coherence and appropriateness are 'only ever provisionally attained'. 

The conceptual framework, shown on the next page, depicts an outer environmental and inner 

organisational context, business strategy, the context of HRM (including role, definition, 

organisation, and HR outputs), HRM as "content" responses (including HR flows, work systems, 

reward systems and employee relations), and a series of processes that link these. The 

environment is interpreted through the lens of organisational culture and structure, the positioning 

of the business in terms of its task-technology commitments, and by present business 

performance. 

The model has two important features. Firstly, it recognises that structure, culture and HRM 

change can precede strategy. HRM is not simply reactive to strategy, but contributes to it through 

the development of culture as well as the frames of reference of those managers who make 

strategy. Secondly, the non-linear character of strategy formulation and implementation processes 

is stressed; strategic HRM often adheres to long time scales and emphasis is placed on the process 

of HRM change which is regarded as significant as its content. il; nof cZear m 
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how this alters through time. More emphasis could be placed on processes by which HRM 

systems are 'translated' into HRM practices and the ongoing creation and re-creation of HRM 

discourse and practice. 
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Figure 2.1: Strategic change and human resource management (Hendry and Pettigrew, 
1992:26) 
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Tyson's more recent work (1995, 1997) elaborates on the processual and contextualist approach. 

Based on case study findings of top performing companies within the UK, he presents a general 

theory of strategic HRM that demonstrates the central importance of HRM processes to the 

emergence of shared definitions at the workplace and identifies three levels of analysis - societal, 

organisational and sentient (level of individual perception and cognition). The aim is to show how 

"HRM as an activity fulfils an interpretive role at the organisational level of analysis" (Tyson, 

1997: 281). At the organisational level, HRM is seen to become an important medium for the 

development of shared meanings across the three levels of analysis: "The process (human 
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resource strategy) is interpretive at the level of the organisation, where strategic HRM activities 

are engaged in re-interpreting societal influences and reconciling senior management meanings 

within the perceptions of organisation members and in accordance with the variables within the 

organisation" (Tyson, 1997: 288). 

Tyson maintains that the language and practice of HRM are used by senior managers to interpret 

societal variables into organisational choices, thus determining those issues that are perceived to 

be 'strategic'. In this sense HRM frames the development of'strategic conversations' from which 

new meanings emerge and which are negotiated and interpreted at the sentient level. "Those 

involved in this process are conscious that their strategic actions require a search for meaning, and 

that the strategy process is an interpretational reinterpretation of what 'works' and is acceptable, 

within the perceptions of all those powerftil enough to contribute to the debate in the 

organisation" (Tyson, 1997: 285). For Tyson, the 'strategic value' of HRM thus lies in its 

potential to generate cultural integration. HRM systems and practices provide a "meaning 

structure" that allows managers from different disciplines and different levels of strategic decision 

making to the shop-floor, to develop a common language of change by using the "tradable 

currency of symbolic words and actions". Tyson calls for further research that can pay attention to 

the pluralist nature of managerial life and to different levels of management activity as change 

strategies emerge and become realised and which carry competing discourses as well as multiple 

meanings of the HRM discourse. There is a need, he acknowledges, for developing alternative 

approaches to the study of strategic HRM that take account of the complex, social, political and 

cultural dimensions of organisational change. 

More recently, longitudinal case study research carried out in the UK by Gratton et al (1999a), 

Hope-Hailey (1999), Hope-Hailey et al (2002), Truss et al (2002), Hope-Hailey et al (2005) 

within the Leading Edge Research Consortium has revealed that an understanding of the influence 

of both the internal and external context and the stages of organisational transition is vital for 

shedding light on strategic HRM and the roles that the HR function may play in the change 

process. Conducted in eight large organisations from various industries ranging from 

manufacturing to utilities (7 from the private sector - 1 utility company, 4 multi-national 

companies, 1 retail bank and 1 retail organisation - and 1 healthcare trust from the public sector), 

the study revealed that the path of development for both strategic HRM and the HR function are 

not linear in nature, as implied by much of the prescriptive literature, but cyclical instead, and that 

meeting the contextual needs of the organisation at a given moment may require the personnel 

function to operate at a level other than strategic. Thus, they conclude, 'the indiscriminate 

application of universalistic models, accompanied by insufBcient appreciation of different 
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contexts, can result in the implementation of inappropriate HR strategies and processes and 

incongruent role posturing by the HR function. The result is that an HR function may fail to 

deliver a service that meets the needs of its employing organisation' (Hope-Hailey, 1999: 118). 

Taking these strategic HRM perspectives together, a number of shortcomings in the existing 

research in strategic HRM have emerged. 

Firstly, SHRM has been viewed, historically, as the interface between HRM and strategic 

management with the focus of much research being on understanding how HRM practices can be 

strategically aligned so as to contribute directly to competitive advantage and much of the work 

being undertaken in large private sector organisations in the US. This implies a concern of how 

HR practices can contribute to strategy implementation without addressing the larger question of 

how HRM can contribute or play a role in strategy formulation (Allen and Wright, 2004). SHRM 

would thus benefit from conceptually expanding what is considered to be the notion of strategic 

HRM and its role, by moving away from the exclusive focus on the link between HRM and 

performance towards more research that would allow for the understanding of how the HR system 

as a whole contributes to the organisation - ''comprising both the individuals working within the 

HR function and the way they work, and the structures, strategies and policies that they develop' 

(Truss and Gill, 2004: 6). This would shift the focus of attention away from HR's contribution to 

performance at an aggregate level towards a more finely-grained analysis focusing on the 'role 

played by individual actors and departments in putting these policies into practice' (Hope-Hailey 

et al, 2005: 49). In particular, the role played by the HR frinction in mediating between HR 

strategy and organisational-level outcomes warrants frirther study. 

Secondly and linked with the above, little attention has been paid to the processes adopted by HR 

in helping to achieve organisational objectives. Calls have been made recently for a greater 

understanding of HR process issues (Tyson, 1997; Procter and Currie, 1999; Purcell, 1999; Truss, 

2001; Bowen and Ostroff, 2004; Truss and Gill, 2005; Monks and Loughnane, 2006), yet few 

studies have been conducted that focus on HR processes, or the means by which HR professionals 

within the HR department enact their roles on a day-to-day basis, although these enactment 

processes have been shown to play a critical role in mediating between policy and experienced 

HR practices in organisations (Gratton et al, 1999; Hope-Hailey et al, 2002; Truss et al, 2002; 

Gratton and Truss, 2003; Truss and Gill, 2005). 

Thirdly, there is limited understanding of the dynamic nature of the relationship between strategic 

HRM and the complex, social, political and cultural dimensions of organisational change. 
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Strategic HRM research would benefit from developing alternative approaches to the study of 

strategic HRM that take account of the dynamic nature of HRM as strategic change unfolds. The 

strategic contribution of HRM should thus be approached in a more holistic way through studying 

the processes of strategic decision-making and change management programmes (Tyson, 1997; 

Purcell, 1999; Gratton et al, 1999; Truss and Gill, 2005), as there is very limited UK research 

literature that has examined in any depth the dynamic nature of HRM as strategic change unfolds 

at the level of the organisation {eg Gratton et al, 1999; Hope-Hailey et al, 2002; Truss et al, 2002; 

Hope-Hailey et al, 2005). Functionalist approaches of strategic HRM and prescriptive models of 

change within the change management literature pay little regard to competing views of different 

stakeholders and to the processes by which the strategic HRM discourse is constructed and 

reconstructed in its situated organisational context (Wright and Nishii, 2005). 

In summary, this section have questioned the existing theoretical models of strategic HRM 

underpinned by research that is typically designed to test linkages between HR practices and 

organisational outcomes and the way the concept of 'strategic HRM' should be interpreted and 

investigated. It was shown that a more fruitful line of research would be to concentrate on the role 

of the HR function, in order to understand how the HR system as a whole contributes to the 

organisation. The next sections will explore these issues further and develop the argument central 

to this thesis that the role played by the HR function and its associated activities is an important, 

yet under-researched area of inquiry in the public sector. 

23. The role of the HR Function 

With the rise of strategic HRM have come attempts at establishing its implications for the 

personnel function, yet the anatomy of the HR function and its associated activities remains an 

under-researched line of inquiry (Morley et al, 2006). As Morley et al (2006: 610) noted: 

"Constrained by legacies, harried by change and questioned about its contribution in an exacting business 
environment, the contemporary nature of the HR function is not especially well documented" 

Within the HRM literature drawn on private sector organisations, an underlying concern has been 

the question of whether the function is - or should be - taking on a more strategic role (Procter 

and Currie, 1999). What constitutes 'strategic' in this context is not always well defined and 

varies from study to study. Conceptualisations of what a strategic role for the HR function 

involves tend to reflect notions within the strategy literature concerning the nature of strategic 

decisions. HR functions that play a strategic as opposed to a 'tactical' or 'administrative' role tend 

to be distinguished by a focus on the long term, linking business and HR strategic objective and 

forward planning (Tyson and Fell, 1992; Tyson, 1995; Storey, 1992; Ulrich, 1997). Purcell (2001) 

extends these ideas to include HR's ability to configure HR over time, rather than just in the 
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short term (Truss et al, 2002), with the notion of 'strategic' indicating that the focus is on those 

decisions which have a major and long -term effect on the behaviour of the firm as opposed to 

day-to-day operating decisions' (Purcell, 1989: 67). The presence of the HR director on the board 

is also regarded as a significant aspect of HR's strategic role (Sisson, 2001; Hope-Hailey et al, 

1997; Truss, 2003). 

HR departments are urged, in this context, to enhance their organisational contribution by playing 

a more 'strategic role', which seen as more effective than what was perceived to be personnel's 

'traditional administrative' role (Pfeffer, 1994; Ulrich, 1997; Beatty and Schneier, 1997; Beer, 

1997; Bennett et al, 1998; Flood, 1998). This literature has generally focused on H R ' s internal 

role in helping to define the strategic agenda of the firm, in designing and administering HR 

processes and practices, and in creating and maintaining the organisation's stock of human capital 

(Ulrich, 1997; Wright et al, 1999; Gratton and Truss, 2003). The onus, according to this 

perspective, is on the HR department to do all these things in the 'right way', either by adopting 

'best practice' approaches or by achieving the 'best fit' between HR and business strategies 

(Boxall and Purcell, 2003; Truss, 2004). The best-fit approach has focused on the way through 

which the HR function realises the business strategy and on the relationship existing between 

distinct HRM policies and practices - and business strategy. Here the focus is on the place the HR 

function has or does not have in the overall process of strategic decision making in the 

organisation and on vertical integration of the function within the business (Gratton et al, 1999b; 

Mayrhofer et al, 2000). The 'best-practice' approach concerns the strategic orientation of the HR 

function, ie the functional areas themselves. In this case, the discussion is about the strategic 

orientation of the diverse core functional areas of HRM, such as recruitment, selection, training 

and development, appraisal and compensation and their interrelatedness (Mayrhofer et al, 2000). 

Together with these perspectives, when discussing the contribution of the HR function for the 

organisation, the involvement of the HR function in strategy formulation and implementation 

process represents another essential dimension (Buyens and De Vos, 2001). By being involved in 

the strategic processes, the HR department can have an impact on the processes of decision-

making within the organisation. The way in which, and the moment when, it becomes involved in 

decision-making processes is considered to be a second relevant criterion for discussing the 

strategic value of the function. The literature has outlined different ways in which this can happen, 

varying 6om involvement in strategy formulation of the HR practitioners (including the HR 

Director) to mere implementation to strategic decisions (Hunt and Boxall, 1998; Guest et al, 2001; 

Caldwell, 2004). Although each type of involvement can be important for the realisation of 

effective HR policies, early involvement can be important since it will be at the level of 
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problem formulation that different actors can influence this definition and therefore also influence 

the proposed solutions for it. The earlier HR professionals are involved in this process, the greater 

their impact on strategic decisions can be. Being involved early in strategy formulation enhances 

the chances to have HR concerns reflected in the strategy (Bennett et al, 1998). Therefore, the 

stage of involvement can be considered as a relevant indicator of the integration and appreciation 

of the HR function within the organisation. All these factors give indication of what evidence 

would support the argument that an HR department does play a strategic role. 

Scholars have also suggested various ways to classify the variety of roles played by the HR 

function in private sector organisations, and a number of attempts have been made to define and 

categorise these. However, each of these has weaknesses in attempting to encapsulate the full 

range of personnel roles. 

For instance, thinking in terms of personnel management's contribution to ' the building of the 

business', Tyson and Fell (1986: 23) have identified human relations modes of operation ranging 

fi-om 'clerks of works' and 'contracts managers', to 'architects'. The 'clerk of the works' is a low 

level administrative support role, 'the contracts manager' is largely and industrial relations 

centred role concerned with trade union agreements, and an 'architect ' role is where the 

personnel manager has a wider business brief concerned with creating and building the 

organisation as a whole. However, this typology expresses ideal-type roles that specialists might 

be expected to enact in different organisational contexts and it depicts a rather static model in 

which it is hard to see movement between any of these roles, and there is no obvious theoretical 

basis for this typology. Moreover, the typology fails to cover the range of personnel roles which 

might be played, for instance the personnel managers that would occupy roles somewhere 

between the architect and clerk of the works are not covered by this typology. 

Revising further the typology of Tyson and Fell (1986), Tyson (1995) suggests that such singular 

role types have not stood the test of time in the context of the 'new realism' of HRM in the 1990s. 

The relentless pace of organisational change, moreover, had given HR managers enormous 

opportunities to assume high profile architect roles that places them at the forefi-ont of change 

management interventions (Tyson, 1995: 136). Considering these developments, it is therefore 

difficult to construct a typology along a single linear continuum that can capture the emergent role 

of the HR professional as change agent. 

Legge's (1978) analysis of the personnel function was concerned with analysing a specific issue, 

namely personnel's continuing search for legitimacy. She identifies three widely recognised 
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ambiguities in the role: firstly, there is an ambiguity in the overlap between personnel 

management as a set of activities for all managers, and as a specialist function with a defined area 

of activity and its own department and specialists; secondly, ambiguity occurs because it is often 

difficult to identify the unique contribution of the HR function; and thirdly, personnel managers 

comprising the HR function are caught in the middle between been seen as part of the 

management and having a special relationship and responsibility for the workers. These 

ambiguities in the personnel role, combined with its lack of power, led to three vicious circles; 

firstly, the lack of power and centrality to decision-making results in the non-involvement of the 

HR department in planning of issues relevant to people management, which in turn makes 

personnel managers reactive and engaged in crisis management rather than strategic activity and 

this results in a poor perception among senior line managers of the effectiveness of the HR 

department, leading to further exclusion from the strategic decision-making process. Secondly, the 

uncertainty around what HR department should give priority to; the absence of strategic focus 

reinforces hne management's view of the HR department as a 'reactive issues solver' which in 

turn encourages them to throw further minor issues to the department. Thirdly, the lack of 

business knowledge and skills makes HR managers unable to shape management thinking and 

influence the business, which in turn makes the HR function to have a low status because of the 

perceived lack of talent. 

Legge identifies two potential approaches to address these challenges, by suggesting that the HR 

function can acquire a more strategic role through becoming a 'conformist innovator' or a 

'deviant innovator'. 'Conformist innovation' occurs when the HR function attempts to relate its 

work clearly to the dominant values and norms in the organisation aiming simply to satisfy the 

requirements of senior management. The ' deviant innovator' subscribes to a quite different set of 

norms, gaining credibility and support for ideas driven by social values rather than strict economic 

criteria. However, without enough external power, HR managers will find difficult to operate as 

deviant innovators, whilst conformist innovation is unlikely to result in significant change as this 

role is one of minimising dysfunctions that might arise from poor application of personnel 

processes and auditing activities. Legge's work thus has great value in terms of suggesting the 

values the function brings to bear on its work, but it is not specific enough to shed light on what 

actually might be undertaken in organisations. 

A more comprehensive and influential attempt to address these issues is made by Storey (1992). 

Criticising models such as those of Tyson and Fell (1986) on the grounds that they operate on a 

single dimension - for example, high to low discretion - he argues that there may be value in 

creating a two dimensional map: interventionist/non-interventionist and strategic/tactical. 
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Drawing on case-based research into fifteen mainstream UK companies and public sector 

organisations, Storey identifies four basic roles on the basis of these two variables: the degree of 

intervention and the level at which it takes place. Thus the 'regulator' has an interventionary role 

but at a non-strategic level, while the 'handmaiden' is both non-interventionary and non-strategic. 

At the strategic level, there is the 'adviser', who adopts a non-interventionary role, and the 

'change-maker'. These two strategic positions identified are distinguished by their focus on 

environmental scanning, forward planning, integration of HR with the business plan and 

alignment with business needs (Storey, 1992: 28-29). 

While the first three roles - 'advisers', 'handmaidens' and 'regulators' overlapped with Tyson and 

Fell's types, the role of change-maker appeared to be new. Change-makers were, in Storey's 

vision, interventionists with a strategic agenda focused on both the hard realities of business 

performance and the softer HR interventions designed to enhance employee commitment and 

motivation. It was this new role that clearly differentiated HRM from traditional personnel 

management (Storey, 1992: 180). The 'change-maker' encompasses, however, the kind of role to 

which academics and practitioners argue that the personnel function should aspire: a function 

which makes an interventionary and strategic contribution. 

While accepting that Storey's attempt to characterise roles represents an advance on previous 

work, Wilkinson and Marchington (1994) argue that the categories he uses fail to capture the 

experience of many organisations. In their study on the roles played by the HR function in the 

development of total quality management, they focus instead on the levels of personnel input -

again, strategic or operational - and the visibility of its profile - high and low. A four -category 

model - 'change agent', 'hidden persuader', 'internal contractor' and 'facilitator', similar to 

Storey's, is furthermore developed. Although their typology builds on those previously developed 

in the literature, the work of Wilkinson and Marchington is of value for two reasons: First, in 

contrast to much of the work in this area, which assesses the role of the personnel function in 

rather general terms, their study analyses this role in relation to a specific issue, total quality 

management. It is thus that only by looking at specific organisational contexts and issues that we 

can say what it is that personnel departments actually do. Second, in showing that the personnel 

function in the organisations they studied generally takes a 'facilitator' role and one other, 

Wilkinson and Marchington attack the position implicit in Storey that the function will take on 

only one role. They thus open up the possibility that a range of roles is possible within the same 

organisation. Thus, we must allow for the possibility that personnel managers will have different 

roles in relation to the different issues with which they are concerned and we need, thus, to 

consider personnel function's portfolio of roles. 
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Ukich (1997) argues that it is simplistic to characterise the management of human resources as 

being in the state of transition from the operational to the strategic: 

"The roles undertaken by HR professionals are, in reality, multiple, not single. HR professionals must 
fulfil both operational and strategic roles; they must be both police and partners; and they must take 
responsibility for both qualitative and quantitative goals over the short and long term". Uhich (1997: 24) 

Ulrich (1997) recommends that HR departments should play a set of four interconnected roles: 

cAange agemf, ^rrafegfc and . His model deGnes 

people and process aspects of HR roles, and operational and strategic activities. The largest part of 

the corporate HR department role is the 'administrative expert', which is process-oriented with a 

day-to-day, operational focus, based on the management of the firm infrastructure. The role 

contrasts with the other process-orientated role, 'strategic partner', which is future-focused, based 

on the strategic management of people and aligning HRM strategy with business strategy. The 

operationally focused, people-orientated role of 'employee champion', in which HR is 

responsible for listening and responding to employees, contrasts with the people-oriented strategic 

role of 'change agent', which focuses on managing organisational transformation and change. For 

Ulrich, a strategic role implies that HRM becomes a 'business partner' in strategy execution. 

Although valuable both in its emphasis on multiple roles and its recognition of line managers, 

Ulrich's analysis is prescriptive, as envisages and encourages a situation in which personnel 

managers transcend rather than manage the employment relationship. Secondly, although the 

views of other parties and groups in the organisation might be sought and although they might 

take on part of the personnel management task, there is no real consideration of how this process 

might happen and there is no account taken of relationships and negotiation between different 

stakeholder groups and the HR department. More recently, other typologies have referred to the 

strategic component as 'anticipativeas opposed to reactive HRM (Buyens and De Vos, 2001) or 

'change champions' and 'change synergists' (Caldwell, 2001). 

Addressing the criticisms and interpretations of Ulrich's (1997) basic model, Ulrich and 

Brockbank (2005) later on offer a new improved classification and expand the original model to 

five synthesised roles. HR administrative experts have morphed into 'functional experts', change 

agents have been subsumed into 'strategic partners', employee champions are split into 'employee 

advocates' and 'human capital developers', and a 'new' HR leadership role has been added to the 

previous four. In their revised model, Ulrich and Brockbank (2005) point out that the 'functional 

expert' reflects the various ways the expertise in the core technical areas of HR can be used to 

create value, whilst the "HR leader' encapsulates the orchestration of these roles and the need to 

assert and champion the people agenda. Within this new conceptualisation, the 'human capital 

developer' role rightly recognises the increased focus on skills and talent management and the 

need for a more future-focused process role, whilst the 'employee advocate' one acknowledges 
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that a centrepiece in HR work is listening and responding to employees by ensuring that the 

employer-employee relationship is one of reciprocal value, with the focus being placed on the 

need for HR experts to 'form a bridge between management and employees so that mutual 

understanding makes the best of whatever the company faces' (Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005a: 85). 

Ulrich and Brockbank (2005a) call for HR professionals not to neglect the employee champion 

role and argue that 'this role requires HR professionals to see the world through employees' eyes 

- to listen to them, understand their concerns, and empathize with them - while at the same time 

looking through managers' eyes and communicating to employees what is required for them to be 

successfUr (Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005a: 201). Nevertheless, although more grounded in the 

practical realities of organisational and HR department's life than the original Ulrich's normative 

conceptualisation, the revised model still constructs a prescriptive vision that once a personnel 

function has made up its mind to take on a strategic role, there are no barriers for HR managers in 

achieving this task and enacting these roles. 

The majority of models and theories of a strategic HR function remain normative in nature and 

tend to treat personnel roles as generic types. They also prescribe the optimal way of functioning 

in order to create a major added value. But, as Legge (1978:16) point out, 'no amount of advocacy 

of policy based on best practice will alter the nature of personnel practice in companies if the 

managers responsible for implementing such policy lack the power to do so'. At the same time 

they demonstrate that the 'strategic definition' of the HR function is subject to highly diverse 

interpretations in reality. Furthermore, they do not acknowledge the potential role conflict for HR 

departments (Caldwell, 2003) between working on aligning HR strategy with business strategy 

and with organisational objectives by taking a long-term perspective, on the one hand, and 

addressing employee needs or maintaining an internal consultant role for line managers focusing 

on the short-term, reactive issues, on the other hand. They thus construct a prescriptive vision of 

'unproblematic, collaborative partnership' (Hope-Hailey et al, 2005: 51) between management, 

employees and HR professionals within the HR department. However, this rhetoric has been 

challenged by the evidence fi'om practice that achieving such a balance between competing 

stakeholder interests and values remains an unresolved issue for HR departments (Purcell et al, 

2003; Hope-Hailey er a/, 2005; Francis and Keegan, 2006), with the HR functions being caught in 

'a precarious balancing act' between management and labour (Caldwell, 2003:997). 

As a consequence of the emergence of a strategic role for the HR function, the responsibility for 

people-focused HRM - such as the 'employee champion' and 'change agent' roles advocated by 

Ulrich (1997) - is also to be at least partly shifted back to line management (Storey, 1995) . Thus, 

it has been argued that the distribution of responsibilities for HR issues needs to be clarified 
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and agreed upon between HR professionals and line managers. Existing empirical research 

suggests, however, that line management involvement in HR work is not without difficulties 

(Reddington et al, 2005) and there remain mixed results about the process of devolution and the 

competence of line managers in HR work more generally (Hutchinson and Purcell, 2003; 

Renwick, 2003). As recent research has shown, there are significant barriers preventing line 

managers 6om doing their work effectively (Renwick, 2002; Whittaker and Marchington, 2003; 

McConville, 2006), including the need to deliver short-term business results, a lack of time and 

training, and a lack of incentives given to them for fulfilment of this additional work (McGovem 

ef a/, 1997; McGovem, 1999). 

Case analysis presented by Hope-Hailey et al (2005) provides us with a rich description of the 

problems that can arise in the relegation of the employee champion role to line managers. Based 

on a longitudinal study of HRM and performance within a retail bank, the study questions the 

wisdom of the HR function focusing on the 'strategic partnering role and shows how the HR 

department may become more important strategically but the 'human factor of people's everyday 

work experience may deteriorate' (2005: 64). In line with other recent studies {eg Guest and King, 

2004), the neglect of people-centred roles is shown to have a negative effect on the sustainability 

of high firm performance, as employees feel increasingly estranged fi-om the HR department. The 

assumption that line managers 'could and would' fulfil the employee champion role is shown to 

be 'flawed' in the case described by Hope-Hailey et al (2005). Line managers were 'neither 

capable nor motivated' to take on people management responsibilities and the authors conclude 

that 'the failure to recognise the criticahty of Ulrich's (1997) employee champion role was a 

mistake' (Hope-Hailey e? a/, 2005: 63). 

The most recent surveys on the HR function within the UK have acknowledged that this HR-

strategy link and the conceptualisation and deployment of the 'strategic' notion in the HR field 

remains problematic with the consequence that the evidence on the emergence and spread of a 

substantial strategic role for the HR function is at best mixed. For instance, Purcell and Ahlstrand 

(1994), based on nine multidivisional companies, argued that the HR function was third order and 

downstream from the locus of strategic business decision formulation. HR was excluded firom 

decisions determining the long-term direction of the company (first order), and from decisions on 

internal operating procedures (second order), both of which prescribed the fi"amework within 

which HR operated. As a third-order function, HR was confined to the implementation of business 

strategy decisions and senior management policy makers excluded it from the company planning 

process, so when people problems arose, the personnel department was left to 'firefight' with the 

line management, having a poor perception of personnel's competency (Legge, 1978). 
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other more recent surveys of HR professionals within the UK (Millward er aZ, 2000; CIPD, 2003; 

WERS, 2006) have all reported that the HR function has a low presence on the board of directors 

and it has little influence in the formulation of an organisation's strategy. Guest aZ (2001), 

Caldwell (2004) and Guest and King (2004) concluded that HR plays a limited role in strategic 

decision making. Guest and King (2004) argue, based on interviews with 48 executives (including 

chief executives, operations directors and human resource directors), that there is no clear 

evidence that HR functions have resolved the vicious circles identified by Legge (1978) - the HR 

functions remained low in influence relative to the functions of finance, marketing and 

manufacturing and the contributions of HR managers was strongly oriented to the 

implementation, rather than the making of strategic decisions. In a similar vein, Caldwell (2004), 

based on 98 postal questionnaires and 24 interviews with HR managers/directors, maintained that 

the role of HR managers tended to be limited to implementing strategic decisions and that HR 

specialists, senior or otherwise, were not typically key players in the development of corporate 

strategy. 

Research into the role of the HR function has been, overall, limited methodologically. In this 

respect, the strategic role of the HR function has been studied from several perspectives: case 

studies of how business strategies are translated through HR strategies (e.g. Golden and 

Ramanujam, 1985; Gratton et al, 1999b); surveys about HR managers' or top managers' 

perceptions of the HR function (e.g. Bennett et al, 1998; Wright et al, 1998); and surveys or case 

studies about how employees experience the function {eg Mabey et al, 1998). However, 

quantitative surveys may capture an impressively broad picture of what is happening in 

organisations, but cannot authoritatively explain why what is happening is happening (Hope-

Hailey, 1999). On the other hand, qualitative research on the role of HR has been often based on 

interviews with one HR director or develops one case study and 'here the danger is 

overgeneralisation, in terms of elevating either one interviewee's interpretation of his or her 

organisation above the views of others, or one organisation's experience or history above those of 

other companies' (Hope-Hailey, 1999: 121). Linked with the above, various researchers (e.g. 

Boxall, 1992; Lundy, 1994; Becker and Gerhart, 1996; Truss et al, 2002) have also acknowledged 

the limitations associated with adopting an exclusive focus on either the views of HR managers, 

or employees - the former because there may be a bias in their opinions and the latter because 

they may not know what is best for the organisation at a strategic level. To take but one example, 

Boxall (1992) and Lundy (1994) criticised existing studies for not distinguishing between human 

resource management and the specialist HR function and for failing to incorporate the views of 

both management and non-management in the data collected. Similarly, Becker and Gerhart 

(1996) noted that past HR research has not focused on the important information that could be 
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obtained from the members of the top and middle management. Most of these studies have 

collected data from HR managers but the information they provide may be both biased and 

insufficient. Lundy (1994) observed that organisational members such as chief executives, board 

members and senior line managers (managers who head the core frinctions other than HR in the 

organisation), and HR managers have a specific and distinctive contribution to make to strategic 

HRM and recommends that data should be gathered from different levels of employees if 

possible. Tapping into these resources can hasten the development of a cumulative body of 

knowledge that offers a new strategic lever for senior management. The use of respondents other 

than HR managers or non-managerial employees helps in understanding the complexity of macro 

issues such as an organisation's competitive dynamics and its strategic direction (Boxall and 

Steeneveld, 1999). 

The lack of in-depth longitudinal studies, able to track the transformation of the HR function's 

role over time and to relate the changing role of HR to the specifics of organisational contexts and 

the way in which the strategic initiatives had developed, has resulted in limited knowledge about 

the temporal dynamics of the HR roles that lie outside the domain of static typologies. Despite 

some more recent research in the role of the HR function taking a longitudinal, over-time 

perspective (Truss et al, 2002; Hope-Hailey et al, 2005), longitudinal qualitative studies, 

providing rich insights into the contribution of the HR department, are underrepresented in HRM 

research to date. For instance, case-study based research conducted in the UK on eight large 

organisations (7 private sector organisations and a public sector trust) (eg Gratton et al, 1999a; 

Hope-Hailey et al, 2002; Truss et al, 2002) has shown that an understanding of both the internal 

and external context and the stages of organisational transition is vital for understanding the role 

of the HR function in supporting the practice. In this context, only a truly longitudinal study 

would create the data required to examine questions of evolution (Gratton et al, 1999a: 18). 

Another explanation for the failure of the normative and prescriptive models of HRM to address 

the complex roles that are required of the HR function is that existing research has not considered 

in the analysis the variety of factors, both internal and external to the organisational setting that 

may influence the way HR roles are enacted over time (with the exception of Hope-Hailey et al, 

1997; Gratton et al, 1999a, 1999b; Truss et al, 2002). Much of the literature on the strategic role 

of HR departments remains speculative and prescriptive, suggesting a move from a traditional 

administrative role to a more strategic role (Ulrich, 1997; Beatty and Schneier, 1997; Beer, 1997; 

Bennett a/, 1998; Flood, 1998;), but arguments such as these appear to be based on the 

assumption that HR managers operate acontextually, wholly within the organisation, and are able 

to act to change their role almost without constraint (Truss ef a/, 2002). 
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It has been widely acknowledged, however, that the strategic role of the HR function is contingent 

on a number of factors (eg Kelly and Gennard 1996; Bamett et al, 1996; Hall and Torrington 

1998a; Kessler ef a/, 2000; Sisson 2001; Storey 2001; Purcell 2001; Truss ef aZ, 2002). At the 

macro level, industry sector or institutional factors can have an impact on HRM. Truss et a/'s 

(2002) longitudinal study of HR practices shows that industry sector can strongly influence 

choices made in the HR domain. This builds on studies within the institutional perspective that 

have shown how isomorphic tendencies within an industry or sector can lead to organisations 

adopting similar employment practices (Di Maggio and Powell, 1983; Oliver, 1997). Paauwe and 

Boselie (2003) have further argued that HR policies and practices within organisations are subject 

to isomorphic tendencies through coercive, normative and mimetic mechanisms from their 

external environment. Although not directly applied to the HRM field, Child's (1997: 46) 

arguments about strategic choice and the juxtaposition of structure and agency show how internal 

and external factors can influence and constrain the range of choices open to managers at the 

organisational level. Authors like Kessler et al (2000) refer to this as the 'strategic choice model' 

and argue that HR departments' ability to exercise discretion over the activities on which they 

spend their time might be constrained both by particularly powerful external pressures of an 

institutional and policy oriented kind and by upstream decisions on mission, purpose and 

structure. These impose objective constraints on the decision-making of organisational actors, but 

may also be negotiable through processes of mutual accommodation and collaboration. 

These studies taken together reveal the complexity of the role of the HR department and the scope 

of influence of HR policies and practices (Truss et al, 2002). They also draw attention to three 

important points: firstly, that decisions made within the HR domain are influenced and 

constrained by both inner context factors - internal to the HR department, within the organisation 

or broader macro-level factors outside the organisation; secondly, that there is limited empirical 

evidence of the factors that have an impact on the role played by the HR function {eg Procter and 

Currie, 1999; Budhwar, 2000a, 2000b; Kessler et al, 2000; Truss et al, 2002); thirdly, that little 

attention is given to the process by which these different HR roles come about, as much of this 

literature assumes that 'all the personnel function has to do is to make up its mind to take on a 

strategic role' (Procter and Currie, 1999: 1079) and there is no real consideration of the part 

played by the HR function's relationship with other organisational actors. The HR department 

within any large, complex organisation interacts with a variety of constituencies and multiple 

stakeholder groups in the organisation have an influence on the strategic HRM process and the 

role played by the HR department (Tsui 1984a, 1987). The views of other parties in the 

organisation may thus influence the process by which the different HR roles come about. 

Furthermore, the HR department needs to go beyond designing effective HRM policies and 
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practices to ensure that these practices are implemented appropriately and are accepted by 

employees in order to achieve the intended results (Hope-Hailey et al, 2005). 

Changing HR Role: Contested Ownership and Negotiated Evolution 

Truss et al (2002) break new ground in research into the strategic role of the HR department by 

combining concepts derived 6om role-theory (Katz and Kahn, 1966, 1978) and the negotiated 

order perspective (Strauss et al, 1963) to explain the role the HR department is taking within an 

organisation. They put forward a model of the factors that can influence the HR department's 

strategic contribution. The argument that the HR function is playing a strategic role, they suggest, 

'is based on the premise that individuals working within the HR departments are able to exercise 

some discretion over the activities on which they spend their time, and that they can engage in 

deliberate acts to alter that role' (Flood, 1998 cited by Truss et al, 2002: 41). They go on to say 

that although the word 'role' is almost invariably used in this context, few studies have linked the 

notion of 'role' to role theory and concepts of negotiated order. 

The New Oxford Dictionary of English (Pearsall, 1998: 1018) defines the concept of role as "an 

actor's part . . . a person's or thing's characteristic or expected function". This is also a useful way 

of thinking about 'role' because of the emphasis on playing a part, on interacting in a particular 

way with others, as well as on functions to be performed. It also highlights the concept of 

dynamism. Every actor differs in his or her interpretation of a given part, and makes of it 

something unique, as well as fulfilling its formal requirements. Roles can be thus viewed as "a 

number of consistent expectations about how HR managers will act in situations to which they are 

usually exposed" (Tyson and Fell, 1986: 24 quoted in Legge, 1995) or as "clusters of expected 

behaviour patterns through which human resource work would be done" (Boroski et al, 1994: 11). 

According to role-set theory (Katz and Kahn, 1966,1978), the roles played by individuals - or sets 

of individuals engaged in similar jobs, such as departments - are socially constructed through the 

perceptions and attitudes of role-set members. That is, the roles played by the HR function are 

contingent on the expectations held by key actors in the 'role set' of the HR organization {ie all 

those organisational actors or groups who, in some way, have a stake in the activities of the HR 

department, such as top and line managers) towards the function and towards the rights and duties 

associated with personnel's role (Lichtman and Hunt, 1975: 223-224 cited by Truss et al, 2002: 

41). The 'role system' of an organisation (and of departments within it) is therefore maintained by 

these 'sets of role expectations held by other organisational actors concerning what HR 

department members cfo to fulfil their role effectively' (Truss er aZ, 2002: 41). These 

expectations are shared amongst organisational members and act as mediating mechanisms of 
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meaning generation and sharing about what effective HR managers should be doing in their roles. 

Furthermore, as organisational roles are at least partly socially constructed, according to role 

theory, two conditions need to be met to enable HR managers to change the role of their 

department successfully (Truss et al, 2002; 41). Firstly, the expectations of the role-set members 

must change and, secondly, HR managers have to achieve actual change in the nature of the work 

ttwit thery (lo. TTtus also sug^rests ^lie iieexl for t i l l irKmaygers ik) jDerfcmii \ve:ll iigairist cimrent 

expectations of the role in order to achieve reputational effectiveness (Tsui, 1984b) before being 

able to take the next step and undertake change to the role' (Flood, 1998 cited by Truss et al, 

2002:41). 

Role-theory is particularly helpful in indicating ways of measuring the outcomes of role 

performance in relation to expectations. Role expectations are formulated in a dynamic social 

context with a strong emphasis upon interaction, communication and expectation. Although the 

key components of role set are role expectation, role perception and role behaviour, the 

perception of expectation is as important as the communication of expectation (Katz and Kahn, 

1966, 1978). These two components influence subsequent behaviour. Such behavioural outcomes 

are also influenced by the ability of HR department's members to shape the expectations of others 

in the role set. However, an inadequacy of role theory is the focus on the outcomes of behaviour, 

as opposed to the nature of the role itself (Fondas and Stewart, 1990). 

Drawing on the concept of negotiated order (Strauss et al, 1963), it can be further argued that: 

"HR department members are not just passive recipients of role expectations but are able to engage 
actively in processes to alter the nature of their role. Thus, HR managers and officers can behave in 
different ways, partially influenced by their strength of will to act strategically, the decisions they make 
about how to deploy the resources they have, where they focus their activities and their level of 
communication and visibility within their organisation". (Truss et al, 2002: 58) 

According to Strauss et al (1963), the patterns of behaviour evident in an organisation, resultant 

patterns of change, stability and conflict, can be best understood if the organisation is viewed 

from a 'negotiated order' perspective. From this position, rules and structures can be seen as 

defining only to a limited extent, and over limited time periods, patterns of behaviour and 

interaction. In their view, order is maintained and change is achieved through continuous 

negotiation and renegotiation between the different organisational groups engaged in interactions 

in the organisation. The manner in which groups and individuals engage with the negotiation 

process is thus critical. As Strauss et al (1963; 312) illustrate, with respect to the engagement of 

different organisational groups within the organisation: 

"... one may begin by stating that, like anyone else, they wish to control the conditions of their work as 
much as possible. Of course, they must negotiate to make that possible; they must stake claims and 
counter-demands; they must engage in games of give-and-take. Among the prizes are: where one will work, 



the colleagues with whom one will share tasks, the superiors under whom one will work ... Illustrating 
from one area only, that of controlling superiors: they have various means of such control. These include 
withholding information and displaying varying degrees of cooperativeness in charting or in attending 
meetings." 

At a theoretical level, role-theory (Katz and Kahn, 1966, 1978) therefore suggests that the views 

of members of the role set play a key part in defining the nature of the HR role, and that it is 

therefore essential to investigate the views of those outside the HR function, while the concept of 

negotiated order implies that it is imperative to understand the perspective of those within the 

target role (Strauss et al, 1963; Bamett et al, 1996; Truss et al, 2002) (Figure 2.2). The HR 

function is implicated, from this perspective, in a 'great web of negotiation'. Although the HRM 

agenda can be extensive, pressing, and strategic, other groups can claim ownership of specific 

agenda items. The adoption of such a conceptualisation implies that it is crucial to gain an 

understanding of how a strategic HR role is conceptualised by role-set members. Conversely, it is 

also important to look at the role of members of the HR function through the lens of the 

negotiated order framework, which opens up the possibility that the role of the HR function can 

change over time due to processes of bargaining and negotiation between organisational members. 

Figure 2.2. Illustration of the determination of the HR department's activity 
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Building upon these arguments, Truss et al (2002) distinguish between role expectations, 

attributes and behaviours within the HR department. Role expectations illustrate the 'sent role', 

i.e. the signals sent by major role-set members (the key stakeholders in the organisation) to the 

HR department about the nature of the role they should play and which in turn affect the nature 

and amount of resources allocated for the function. comprise the 'received role' or 

interpretation of the expectations of role-set members by the HR department members, the nature 

of HR leadership and managers, the level of HR expertise, business knowledge and 

understanding, and degree of power wielded by key department members. Finally, behaviours 

encapsulate the activities and actions performed, the decisions taken by the HR department 

members and the HR Director in order to actively influence and alter the nature of their role. 
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Based on a longitudinal study carried out over a three-year period in two contrasting organisations 

(an NHS trust and a private bank). Truss ef a/ (2002) put forward a model of the factors that can 

influence the HR department's strategic contribution (Figure 2.3) and showed how the different 

elements within the model interacted. Factors in the organisation's environment influence its 

internal context, which in turn has an impact on the HR department 's major role-set members, 

senior and line managers. The role expectations they send to the HR department are interpreted by 

the HR department members and the departmental attributes and behaviours lead to outputs in the 

form of HR performance, HR reputational effectiveness (Tsui, 1984b) and a 'sent' HR role. These 

outputs, in turn, influence the further expectations of key role-set members. If the expectations are 

that the HR function needs to change its traditional, administrative role and add more value to the 

business, this in turns affects the nature and amount of resources allocated to the function, which 

hinders or support the development of an HR strategic agenda. 

Truss et a/'s (2002) study provides useful insights into the strategic role of the HR function and 

provides a useful theoretical model for mapping the boundaries of the HR function and its 

stakeholder groups; however, it falls short of examining the dynamic interplay between multiple 

actors and structures to reflect more accurately the HR processes involved in this complex web of 

structures, interactions and groups that ultimately influence the role taken by the HR department. 

Conceptual models illustrating the activities, conduct and interactions of the HR function with the 

stakeholder groups require thus greater empirical scrutiny. 

In summary, this review has argued that dominant models on the role of the HR function, 

developed predominantly around private sector organisations, have been normative and 

prescriptive in nature and provided a limited understanding of the dynamic nature of this role. 

These models have been built around the universalistic assumptions that a best practice model of 

people management requires the personnel/ HR function to adopt a strategic role and that, if 

organisations are to manage people effectively, the traditional bureaucratic personnel management 

must be replaced with a strategically integrated human resource management function (Hope-

Hailey, 1999). 

The discussion has drawn attention to some of the shortcomings in existing research in the area. 

First, that these models have failed to address the complex roles that are required of the HR 

function, especially in terms of understanding of the influence that both the internal and external 

context and the stages of organisational transition have on the roles played by the HR function in 

organisations. Secondly, that little attention in the existing literature has been paid to the process 

by which these different HR roles come about and what contextual factors or circumstances make 
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the function able to take certain roles. Finally, fiill account needs to be taken of the part played by 

the personnel function's relationship with other organizational actors (eg senior, middle-level and 

line managers). This will move the debate away &om the notion that all the personnel function has 

to do is 'to make up its mind to take on a strategic role' (Procter and Currie, 1999: 1079). The role 

the function takes on will instead be the result of a continuous process of negotiation with other 

groups. It was also shown that research into the strategic role of the HR function would benefit 

from applying concepts derived from role-theory (Katz and Kahn, 1966, 1978) and the negotiated 

order perspective, as this would allow a better understanding of the variety of constituencies and 

multiple stakeholder groups that can have an influence on the strategic HRM process. 
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Figure 2.3: Conceptualisation of factors influencing the strategic role of the HR department (based on Truss et al, 2002) 
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2.4. Public sector reform, commercialisation and 'New Public Management' in 
the UK 

In recent years, fundamental reforms of management and industrial relations have occurred within 

the public services across United Kingdom, characterised by a shift towards the discourse of the 

private sector (Bach and della Rocca, 2000; Bach, 2005). These reforms has been linked to a 

variety of pressures within the external environment of the public sector, including concerns over 

high levels of public expenditure, an increased focus on service quality and efficiency, a 

questioning of the continued relevance of 'traditional' employment relations to meet modem 

demands, the trend towards increased critical scrutiny over the use of public funds, and changes in 

public and community expectations and pressures to increase public accountability. Within this 

broad framework, a number of changes to the management of public services have taken place 

and have been referred to as the New Public Management (NPM) (Hoggett, 1996; Minogue et al, 

1998; Politt and Bouckaert, 2000; Hartley et al, 2002). 

There has been a move away from an ethos of public administration or professionalism, towards a 

private-sector model of management. While there is consensus in the literature that this is 

something substantially different from how the public sector was hitherto managed, there is some 

minor disagreement over the nature of the key features of NPM, and also over the similarity of 

experience between different parts of the public sector. While the essence of the NPM has been 

summarised as 'managers, markets and measurement' (Ferlie et al, 1996), differing degrees of 

emphasis can be identified. 

Some authors (Horton and Famham, 1999; Politt and Bouckaert, 2000) have described this as a 

move from a largely hierarchical, formalised approach with an emphasis upon avoiding mistakes, 

caution and application of rules, to the espousal of decentralisation or 'devolution' and the values 

of innovation, enterprise, management and problem solving. For others, the key features are the 

shift towards value for money supported by techniques of management, budgeting, costing and 

financial performance management tools such as balanced scorecard and key performance 

indicators (Ferlie et al, 1996; Jackson and Lapsley, 2003) or the growth in regulatory mechanisms 

of audit, inspection, standard-setting and review (Hood et al, 1999). Elsewhere, the emphasis has 

been upon an external customer-focused orientation, with emphasis on quality management, 

customer satisfaction and the use of strategic management practices (Hoggett, 1996; Ferlie et al, 

1996; Martin, 2000; Grimshaw et al, 2001). 

Nonetheless, there is some consensus that it involves a number of interconnected elements: the 
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extensive use of competitive market mechamsms, greater organisational and spatial 

decentralisation of management (but with simultaneous greater central control by means of 

performance-based funding); a rhetoric of quahty and focus upon the consumer; and, finally, an 

extended development of performance management techniques. The managerialist public sector 

reform has been characterised by the introduction of performance indicators, guidelines instead of 

inflexible rules and regulations, decentralised control, more flexible work and remuneration 

practices and a stronger customer orientation. New Public Management was also characterised by 

the adoption of corporate management practices such as an emphasis on profitability, performance 

evaluation and strategic planning (Famham and Horton, 1996). In addition, attempts have been 

made to reform the senior executive service to decrease its size and to make it more flexible and 

fluid, through such practices as open recruitment and performance-based contracts, pay and 

appraisals. The reforms emphasised efficiency, effectiveness and cost economy in the activities 

performed by public organisations. An outcome of the reforms was the development of public 

organisations' ability to compete with private sector organisations. 

During the 1990s, the Conservative government was an early adopter of 'new public sector' 

thinking. 'New Public Management' under the neo-liberal policies of the Conservative 

administration was based upon the introduction of private market perspectives and assumptions 

into the public sector and using privatization, consumer choice and competition between 

providers, to stimulate private market conditions, in order to increase efficiencies {eg Ferlie et al, 

1996; Hood, 1998; Dawson and Dargie, 1999; Grimshaw et al, 2001). 

The Conservative governments encouraged public sector managers to 'emulate' the behaviour of 

their private sector counterparts. This implied the replacement of the traditional methods and 

ethos of public administration by supposedly superior private sector practice (Du Gay, 1994, 

1996, 2000). There was widespread privatisation of provision of public services, guided by the 

public-choice model of services consumption (Osborne and Gaebler, 1992) and a shift towards 

'quasi-markets' (Le Grand and Bartlett, 1993), 'post-bureaucratic forms' and 'government by 

contract' (Hoggett, 1996). In addition, there has been an influx of managers fi-om the private into 

the public sector, and a greater interchange of staff between the two sectors (Hood, 1998b). The 

neo-liberal philosophy also dictated the elimination of publicly subsidised "lame duck" industries 

combined with the application of market and managerial disciplines to a sector that was 

considered 'bloated, wasteful, over-bureaucratic, and underperforming' (Ferlie et al, 1996:11) and 

incapable, moreover, of internal reform. In attacking such inefficiencies in public sector provision, 

little attention was given to its distinctive features. Minimal consideration was given to the 

question of how market and managerial discipline might best be adapted to the public sector 
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through a process of mutual learning based upon understanding and respect for the differences 

between the sectors (Grimshaw et al, 2001). Instead, it was a matter of conviction that 'the private 

sector was always best'. 

A key feature in the transformation of public sector organisations has been the creation of 'public 

businesses' with mission statements, business plans and corporate strategies. The appropriateness 

of such techniques for the public sector has provoked intense debate, with a substantial body of 

opinion arguing that public sector organisations are very different from those in the private sector. 

Some mainstream management and organisation theorists {eg Ferlie, 1992; Ashbumer et al, 1996; 

Jorgensen, 1999; Kickert, 2001) have called for an in-between public and private theory approach 

since 'the straightforward application of private sector management strategies to these 

organisations takes insufficient account of the differences between the private and public spheres' 

(Kickert, 2001:149). Others have suggested that 'private sector business models should be 

applied to public management for greater sectoral efficiency at a time of limited economic 

resources' (Johnston, 1998: 353). 

It has been argued that the differences in organisational goals, environments, structures and 

managerial values mean that it is impossible to implement such managerial techniques 

successfully in the public sector (Hood et al, 1999), and that the pattern of change is complex 

(Poole et al, 2002). For example, Stewart and Walsh (1992:516) argue that ' in adopting a private 

sector language there is a danger that organisations in the public domain will neglect the values 

inherent in that domain.' Several surveys have also showed that the adoption of a private-sector 

model of management is at best partial (Poole and Jenkins, 1996; Poole et al, 2002). While there 

are some signs of convergence, there are also significant differences in managerial attitudes, 

behaviour, and experiences (Boyne, 2002). 

The election of a Labour government in May 1997 quickly transformed the context and the 

culture for public sector reform whilst also accelerating the restructuring of government and 

public services which had begun under previous Conservative governments. The New Labour 

Government has mobilised a far-reaching programme of 'modernisation' and 'improvement' of 

public services, with three competing elements: traditional, state-centred public administration; 

market-centred new public management; and New Labour's civil society-centred 'Third Way' 

(Hartley a/, 2002). In line with this approach, public organisations were required to achieve a 

balance between the provision of public services in relation to their community service 

obligations and bottom line performance criteria. 
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In view of the rapid change to the public sector operating environment, the 

Government agenda has provided public sector organisations with the opportunity to operate and 

compete commercially, whilst the Government retains ownership (New Labour Modernising 

Government White Paper, March 1999; E-Govemment Strategic Framework, April 2001). 

Commercialisation, part of these Labour reforms, has been seen as one of the ways of reinventing 

public sector entities to make them more competitive in the commercial market. It was used as a 

way of relieving some of the government's financial pressures and described the situation whereby 

former government agencies were allowed to charge the public for the provision of goods and 

services and to adopt features of the commercial environment. It also allowed the government to 

continue to set the broad direction and performance indicators, in terms of key financial targets 

and community service obligations. 

The old approach favoured by previous Conservative governments, with its underlying 

assumption that all the problems public sector organisations are confronted with can eventually be 

solved through privatisation, has been replaced under the New Labour administration with a 'half-

way' approach which favours 'hybrid' forms of organising in the public sector and a better 

balance between commercial freedoms and shareholders interests. This led to the emergence of 

hybrid forms of public sector organisations; that is, they are somewhere between pure government 

agencies on one hand and commercial firms on the other and they exist in the intersection of two 

different spheres - the public and the private. 

The number of such quasi-autonomous agencies has been increasingly growing in the last few 

years in the UK public sector. The motivation behind creating the fi-amework was to install a 

greater degree of commercialisation into public sector organisations. Although such public sector 

agencies would still operate under a framework set by the centre and enforced through a contract, 

the rational of creating the 'hybrid approach' has been to encourage the development of better 

managerial capacity, coupled with greater autonomy, choice, flexibility and internal freedoms 

(within the agreed framework). Such shifts open up the possibility of more strategic choice and 

repositioning. In this sense, commercialisation meant greater financial self-sufficiency, combined 

with greater exposure to market competition. These two features were seen to be accompanied by 

greater management autonomy from government controls, but increased management 

accountability for the performance of the organisation. Accountability was meant to include 

improved monitoring and reporting of performance against clearly stated objectives. It also meant 

increased rewards and penalties for achievement and failure, and the removal of special 

advantages or disadvantages which may distort performance evaluation. Finally, the firamework 

was aimed at improving the productive and allocative efficiency of government with an initial 
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emphasis on government trading enterprises. The separation of social and commercial activities 

has been seen as critical to ensure that the former is driven by political considerations whilst the 

latter is responsive to market forces. Separating political and commercial decision-making was 

critical to achieving both social and commercial goals. 

Given this specific context of commercialisation in the UK, understanding the present meaning of 

'strategy' within public services is a complex matter. Traditionally, strategic management is not 

rooted in the public sector and the notion of 'strategy' has not commonly figured in public sector 

discourse. Three issues have kept formal strategic management off the agenda in the public sector 

(Llewellyn and Tappin, 2003). Firstly, strategies that attempt to secure competitive advantage 

(Porter 1980, 1985) have not been necessary for organisational survival, as public services have 

had a monopoly over provision and public sector providers were only subject to very limited 

competition. Secondly, custodian management has characterised the public sector as customary 

ways of service delivery have been preserved and perpetuated. Organizations such as public 

services have been described as 'inward looking bureaucracies that are resistant to change' (Quinn 

et al, 1996). Even if the individual professionals in public services had their own 'strategies', 

overall, public sector organisations remained remarkably stable (Mintzberg, 1994: 406). The 

custodial management of ' conformity, reliability and basic standards of service' (Ackroyd et al, 

1989) minimizes the significance of strategic interventions. Thirdly, inconsistent demands are 

made on public services and they face what are, frequently, insoluble problems. Brunsson (1989) 

argues that actually it is the task of public sector providers to reflect these inconsistencies - that 

their work involves the articulation of on-going and irresolvable debate, however, a context of 

inconsistent demands and insoluble problems makes articulated strategy to satisfy all stakeholders 

both difficult to formulate and problematic in terms of its realization. 

However, with the increasing managerialization and commercialisation of the public sector, new 

private sector strategies had to be 'planted' in the public services (Llewellyn and Tappin, 2003) 

and all these traditional, distinctive characteristics of public sector strategies are being gradually 

eroded, with a significant shift towards the 'private-sector ' strategies being evidenced (Boyne, 

2002; Boyne and Walker, 2004). Given this context, the distinction that once existed between the 

role that strategy can serve in the private sector and the role it plays in the public sector is no 

longer relevant and appropriate. Rather, what is emerging is a new challenge of managing the 

resulting tensions between the specific nature of public sector management with its public sector 

ethos and the introduction of market concepts associated with the commercialisation of public 

services under the new managerialism. 
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This has led many commentators to argue that, in essence, the pubhc sector is moving towards 

more business like models of organisation and management and the distinction between public 

and private-sector organisations is no longer absolute, as the rise of the commercialisation 

framework has changed the managerial tasks performed within current public sector organisations 

and aligned them with more generic models of management (Bach, 2005). Some differences 

between the private and the public sector still remain, such as the greater level of political control, 

the absence of fully developed markets or prices, mandated forms of provision, the importance of 

due process as well as outputs, but these are diminishing as hybrid forms of organisation become 

more common. As a result, the scope for strategic managerial choice and behaviour has increased. 

The presence of the language and techniques of strategic management within the public sector 

thus does not represent an ideological artefact, but reflects background shifts to the organisation 

of work (Ferlie, 2002). 

The research gaps in public sector management literature 

Commercialisation has provided the catalyst for transforming public organisations into hybrid 

organisations, but our understanding of the actual impact of these reforms on management 

practice is still poor. To date, much of the literature on transforming public sector organisations 

has tended to focus on the 'new public management' and privatisation reforms associated with the 

neo-liberal policies of the Conservative government during the mid-1990's (eg Martinez Lucio et 

al, 1997; Hartley et al, 1997; Bach and della Rocca, 2000). Given that they reflect the public 

sector political, economic and social context specific for this period, their conclusions may no 

longer hold full validity. 

More recent studies on the implications of the 'modernisation agenda' promoted by the Labour 

government in the public sector have predominantly taken a macro view of the ideological shifts 

in the overall political environments of the public organisations and have focused on the impact of 

external policy changes on the effectiveness of public sector reforms in particular public policy 

areas, such as central and local government (eg Housden, 2000; Martin, 2000; Doyle a/, 2000; 

Hartley et al, 2002; Martin, 2002a, 2002b; Boyne and Walker, 2004), healthcare and the NHS {eg 

Ashbumer et al, 1996; Currie, 2000; Buchanan, 2001; Dawson and Dargie, 2003; Broadbent and 

Laughlin, 2003; Buchanan, 2003), education (Buchanan and Badham, 1999; Broadbent and 

Laughlin, 2003), community services - city councils or police forces {eg Kessler et al, 2000; 

Taylor, 2003; ButterGeld ef a/, 2005), social care services (Kirkpatrick ef aZ, 2001; ) or public-

private partnerships (eg Grimshaw ef a/, 2001, 2002; Deakin, 2002; Bovaird, 2006), rather than on 

the internal transformation of public sector agencies and the strategic management issues and 

challenges they are internally con&onted with. There is yet strong empirical evidence that 
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many of the quasi-autonomous executive agencies targeted by the commercialisation reforms 

under Labour have initiated major product and organisational restructuring programmes, with the 

aim of enhancing accountability and performance, increasing market-driven flexibility and move 

towards a stronger marketing and customer orientation (Famham and Horton, 2000; Boyne et al, 

1999; Boyne, 2002; Boyne 2004). Transformational change initiatives such as those experienced 

by many devolved, hybrid public sector agencies under the new commercialisation framework are 

aimed to help these organizations renew their businesses and their configurations. A key strategic 

objective is to reduce structural and process complexity, rethink how they provide value to their 

customers, and create an organization of people who are more responsive to change (Boyne, 2004; 

Boyne and Walker, 2004). 

Even the more incisive commentaries on these changes {eg Boyne and Walker, 2004; Boyne, 

2004; Springdal and Mador, 2004) do not give sustained attention to the linkages between the new 

managerialist values and priorities and the transformation processes which may occur internally in 

these organisations. The existing debate about the transformation of the public sector in the 

context of the 'modernization agenda' has drawn exclusively on theories from economics and 

finance, such as public choice theory, with the majority of researchers evaluating these reforms in 

terms of efficiency gains, social welfare and public choices (Martin, 2002; Boyne and Walker, 

2004; Boyne, 2004). These predominantly static approaches of agency and public choice are 

incomplete and can only provide a static approach to the study of the implications of these 

reforms for management practice, as they often neglect the cultural, contextual and organisational 

settings of the organisations affected by these changes. The changes that the new 

commercialisation framework under Labour has brought to many public sector organisations are 

so radical that a new organisational mindset is needed to comprehend and capitalise on the 

opportunities that become available to the organisation, yet research examining the changes in the 

structures and cultures following commercialisation is limited. 

Existing studies have tended to leave unexamined how the distinctive features of the 

commercialisation framework introduced by the Modernising Government agenda have impacted 

on management practice in the specific context of hybrid public sector agencies. 

Commercialisation has been viewed as a solely political act aimed at undermining the foundation 

of the welfare state and reducing trade union control over the public sector workforce (Bach, 

2002). This viewpoint ignores the internal politics of public sector organisations, in that as 

coalitions of groups and individuals who come together to perform certain agreed tasks, neither 

the employees nor the management are a unified whole. At a micro-level, the conflict of interests 

which exists between these various groups shapes the evolution of organisational changes. 
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Thus, the micro-level needs to be examined in order to fully understand the process of change 

associated with these reforms. 

This discussion and overview of the recent public sector reforms has served to show that the 

concept of 'new managerialism' has been introduced as a means to ensure that public managers 

improve organisational efficiency, so as to reduce costs, while at the same time enhancing 

organisational performance by meeting the often competing needs of a variety of stakeholders. In 

order to achieve these wide objectives, changes have to take place to not only the management 

and administrative practices but also in the way that the organisation is structured to cope with 

those changes. However, the majority of research has taken place within the central and local 

government end of the services and even then it has devoted much attention to the processes of 

'new public management' reforms. There has been very little focus of attention on the impact and 

influences of such reform efforts on the internal transformation processes in public sector 

agencies, particularly in relation to those organisations situated at different stages of transition 

within the commercialisation spectrum. Consequently, more detailed studies conducted, if 

possible, in real time and which relate to different types of commercialising public sector agencies 

need to be carried out to address this imbalance. 

2.5. Public sector commercialisation and the role of the HR function: towards 
strategic HRM within public sector organisations? 

With reforms associated with the 'new managerialism' and commercialisation sweeping through 

the public sector in recent years, several commentators have observed a significant shift in the 

nature of employment relations within the public sector (Bach and della Rocca, 2000; Famham 

and Horton, 1996, 2000; Horton and Famham, 1999; Boyne at 1999; Boyne, 2002; Bach, 

2005). 

The 'old style', traditional pattern of people management in the public services had a number of 

primary characteristics: 

1. Paternalistic style of management which purported to protect and promote the well being of the 

workforce. Famham and Horton (1996: 85) argue that "whilst there was a concern for staff 

efficiency and the effective use of manpower, increasing attention was also paid to the health, 

safety and welfare of staff'; 

2. Standardised employment practices, which implied that workers performing the same task had 

the same terms and conditions, both within organisations and across organisations providing the 

same service regardless of their geographical location (Boyne et al, 1999; Famham and Horton, 

1996,2000); 
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3. Collective bargaining structures and pay review systems based on a pluralist view of 

employment relations (Bach and Winchester, 1994; Corby and High am, 1996; Famham and 

Horton, 1996, 2000); 

4. Weberian centralised and hierarchical structure (Bach and della Rocca, 2000); 

5. Focus on 'administrative rules' and procedures, such that the actions and decisions of public 

administrators were constrained by legal regulations and political requirements, with little 

autonomy over finances or people management (Bach and della Rocca, 2000); 

6. The operation of internal labour markets, with promotion based on seniority rather than 

performance in the job (Bach and della Rocca, 2000); 

7. Focus on job security and procedural justice as employment 'rights' (Grimshaw, 1999; Bach 

and della Rocca, 2000); 

8. Public organisations aspired to be 'model employers' and thereby set standards for private 

organisations to follow, for example in areas such as staff training and equality of opportunity in 

the workplace. This role implied that 'above all, those in authority accepted the softer norms and 

conventions of public employment, which differed from the more thrusting, market and 

sometimes anti-union values of the private sector' (Famham and Horton, 1996: 83; Famham and 

Horton, 2000). 

However, all these traditional features of HRM in the public sector appear to have been weakened 

substantially by government policies since the introduction of new public management reforms 

(Boyne et al, 1999; Boyne, 2002; Bach, 2005), with the 'old style' of employment relations being 

challenged through the Conservative government's public sector reforms and continuing to be 

eroded through the policies of the Labour administration (Bach, 2005). The perception was that 

this traditional approach was flawed from both an individual and an organisational perspective. 

From the point of view of the individual, it was regarded as demotivating, and as providing few 

opportunities for promotion or career advancement (Bach and della Rocca, 2000). From the 

organisational perspective, the view was that it encouraged high levels of absenteeism and 

turnover, made the recruitment and retention of skilled staff problematic and, with its focus on 

process rather than results, fostered an environment where poor performance was tolerated (Bach 

and della Rocca, 2000). 

In the context of the reforms set by the Conservative government during the 1990s, based on the 

concepts of privatisation, marketisation and union exclusion, the restructuring of the employment 

relationship has taken place within an overarching framework of replacing the fraditional public 

sector management style (with its focus on consensus and professional collaboration supported by 

46 



an administrative infrastructure) with a more strategic, general management style focused on 

performance and results, based on a number of key dimensions: 

1. Focus on efficiency and effectiveness as key outcome criteria by which the performance of 

units and managers are judged, through the application of, for instance budgetary control. As 

Bach and della Rocca (2000: 85) argue; 

"no longer are 'managers' passive recipients of government expenditure, but instead they have been required 
to act more strategically, increase efficiency and challenge the vested interest of professional staff and trade 
unions". 

2. Greater individual management accountability for performance, coupled with a strengthened 

managerial function with the power to alter work modes; 

3. Increasing fragmentation of employment experiences through, for instance, local pay 

determination and management structures; 

4. Introduction of private sector employment practices, such as performance-related pay, job 

appraisals and human resource strategies (Bach and della Rocca, 2000; Bach and Winchester, 

1994). 

The current Labour government has pledged to continue the employment relations reforms within 

the public sector and has placed a particular emphasis on the value of strategic HRM in improving 

the delivery of public sector reforms and on the importance of retaining some of the key 'new 

public management' principles. Amongst these: making HRM in the public sphere similar to 

business policies; fostering HR decentralisation by giving first-line managers greater 

responsibilities, and achieving a new balance between quality and performance within the public 

sphere via skills development; replacing life-long careers, based on unilateral appointment with 

contractual relations; promotion based on seniority no longer used as the basic criterion, which 

opens the way to mandates, management by objectives; and a general move towards the 

individualisation of social relations (Bach 2002, 2005; Pichault, 2007). 

However, despite these shifts in language and rhetoric in the public sector management, 

considerable doubts have been expressed by many commentators in two key areas: the extent to 

which the transformation of public sector HRM has occurred and/or is actually possible within the 

public sector; and whether such changes are positive, or negative, for public sector HRM (Bach, 

1994, 2000; 2005; Bach and della Rocca, 2000; Truss, 2000, 2003). 

Taking the first of these points first, the discussion around the extent to which such supposed 

transformation has occurred or is actually possible within the public sector has been polarised due 

to inconclusive evidence. One of the reasons for this is that research providing a 
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comprehensive analysis of HRM in the UK public sector is relatively scarce (Kessler and Purcell, 

1996; Famham and Horton, 1996, 2000; Boyne et al, 1999). The only comprehensive studies of 

HRM in the UK public sector hitherto have been published by Famham and Horton (1996), Poole 

and Jenkins (1996) and Boyne et al (1999). 

For instance, the survey-based studies undertaken by Famham and Horton (1996, 2000) have 

argued that fundamental changes in public sector HRM in the UK have occurred as follows. 

Firstly, the conventional pattern of 'paternal management' has given way to 'rational 

management'. According to Famham and Horton (1996: 331), a rational style of HRM "is not 

driven by concepts of fairness, the welfare needs of employees and the need to maintain good 

relations with the unions. It is driven by the demands of those leading public organisations for 

effective job performance, high quality of output, service to customers and value for money". The 

emphasis on customer needs and financial performance has resulted in the devolution of power to 

line managers rather than personnel specialists, which in turn has reduced the priority given to 

issues such as equal opportunities and staff training (Oswick and Grant, 1996; Cunningham et al, 

1997). For example, Cunningham et al (1997: 62), based on a case study of a large government 

agency, revealed that 'the objectives of market testing and those of equal opportunities were often 

seen by managers ... to be inherently incompatible'. Secondly, the uniform and standardized 

employment practices have been replaced by flexibility and differentiation. Public services no 

longer offer a guarantee of a 'job-for-life', pay which is determined by grade in the hierarchy, or 

promotion based on seniority. Instead, many workers are offered part-time or temporary contracts, 

and the salary and career prospects of staff are linked to line managers' perception of 

performance. Thirdly, there has been a move from collectivism to individualism in industrial 

relations, particularly for managerial staff Bailey (1994; 133) argues that 'perhaps the most 

dramatic change in the public sector has been the redefinition of the concept of equity, from one 

based on notions of "the going rate" and a "rate for the job", to one based on labour market and 

individual performance criteria'. This is exemplified in the reduced role of trade unions in 

negotiations of employment conditions and the introduction of performance pay (Famham and 

Horton, 1996, 2000; Horton and Famham, 1999), with the pay of all civil servants - whether in a 

Next Steps agency or a 'core' central government department - linked to performance. Finally, 

public organisations have lost their status as 'model employers'. The traditional pattern of HRM 

in the public sector is perceived as a barrier to better organizational performance. As Famham and 

Horton (1996: 349) argue, public organisations ' are no longer the model for private sector 

employers to follow ... From being leaders of people management policy and practice, the public 

services have become followers of what is perceived to be best practice in the private sector'. 
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The more recent 2005 survey by the Chartered Institute of Personnel Development (CIPD) has 

shown that HRM in public sector organisations is undergoing change and that such organisations 

appear to recognise the importance of strategic and effective HRM to organisational success 

(Vere, 2005). In contrast, surveys conducted by Poole and Jenkins (1996), Boyne ef aZ (1999) and 

Boyne (2002) on a sample of 1000 public and private sector organisations have concluded that 

although the two sectors appear to move closer together, there are many HRM areas in which 

organisational practices and policies in the private and public sector remain different, especially in 

terms of staff training, promotion of equal opportunities and pay systems. This study also noted 

that public sector organisations undergoing commercialisation were closer to 'emulating' the 

behaviour of their private sector counterparts. Nevertheless, the existing evidence over the extent 

to which HRM in the public sector has been shifted towards the practices adopted by private firms 

(Bach, 2005) remains at best mixed. 

In relation to the second point raised, the existing evidence is again mixed. Some authors have 

suggested that the adoption of New Public Management philosophy has provided the catalyst for 

transforming UK public sector personnel management into HRM (Oswick and Grant, 1996; 

Ashbumer et al, 1996; Gennard and Kelly, 1997; Hall and Torrington, 1998b; Corby, 1998; 

Famham and Horton, 2000; Kelly and Gennard, 2001) and that this has led to a shift from the 

traditional bureaucratic public personnel management to a more strategic approach to HRM which 

encouraged flexibility, focus on individual performance and reduced formalisation within the 

public sector. In contrast, other commentators (Truss, 2000; Bach, 2000, 2002, 2005) have argued 

that a stronger focus on bottom -line performance and tighter staff control in the pursuit of 

'efficiency' and 'effectiveness', coupled with difficulties in recruiting staff has been linked in the 

national health services to staff cutbacks and a consequent increased workload and intensification 

of work for those remaining. Similarly, Heery (1998) raises the argument that the introduction of 

private sector employment practices such as eroded internal labour markets, appraisal, 

performance targets, supervision systems and performance related pay represent a 'return to 

contract' through commoditising the status of labour. By specifying in greater detail what people 

should be doing, work relations are bureaucratised and professional autonomy, along with the 

public service ethos, are eroded, resulting in a neo-Taylorian model of employment. More 

optimistically, the counterargument that the reforms amount to 'an extension of status', whereby 

employees' rights beyond contract are recognised through a commitment model of labour 

management based on participation and shared identity, gained more support in Heery's (1998) 

study. He found that the introduction of performance related pay demonstrated features of a 

'negotiated order' between management and labour, going some way towards meeting the needs 

of both parties. 
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The recent New Labour commercialisation reforms in the public sector and a continuing turbulent 

environment has meant that the HR function in public sector agencies has not only been required 

to continuously review working practices (White, 2000) but also faced unprecedented changes in 

how its own services are provided (Famham and Horton, 2000; Bach, 2002, 2005). However, 

relatively little is known about the impact that these latest commercialisation reforms in the public 

sector have had on the role of a personnel function traditionally charged with having an 

organisational responsibility for achieving 'both efficiency and justice' (Bach, 2005) in the 

employment relationship. 

The rise of the new commercialisation framework, with its implied adoption of private-sector 

models of management, has created the opportunity for many public sector agencies to become 

quasi-autonomous, adopt features of the commercial environment and develop greater customer 

focus. This requires, however, a number of structural changes such as results (or output) 

orientation, flatter management structures, greater devolution of authority, broader and more 

multi-skilled jobs, greater concentration on performance and output measures, as well as the 

adoption of a new customer-oriented culture and new skills and competencies in relation to 

corporate managerial practices, management of change and workplace practices (Hartley et al, 

1997, 2002; Laffin, 1998). Thus, as a catalyst for transforming public sector management, the 

commercialisation of public organisations with its implied adoption of private-sector models of 

management, can have a number of HRM implications (Famham and Horton, 2000; Bach, 2002, 

2005). For instance, public organisations would place greater emphasis on strategic planning, 

strategic decisions regarding the deployment of human resources and the link between corporate 

plans, key public service values and HRM principles. It would also be expected that many public 

sector organisations would adopt new human resource strategies (such as development of 

commercial skills and competencies, downsizing the workforce, training programmes to re-

educate employees and support their development, new reward and performance management 

systems) to respond to the need to become more focused on performance and accountability in the 

commercialised environment, and that a greater emphasis would be placed on performance and 

accountability in people management, with the move from personnel management to human 

resource management. Finally, all these managerial reforms would raise the importance of human 

resources as a key success factor in the management of public services and thus, in theory, there 

should be scope for more emphasis being placed on the value of strategic HRM in transforming 

the management of people in these organisations. 

Competing on the basis of quality and service with their private sector counterparts requires 

public sector organisations to reorganise their core business processes, develop new skills and 
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competencies, ensure an effective, efficient and economical management of their human resources 

and pay much greater attention to HR strategies. There is a focus on increasing market-driven 

flexibility and a movement towards a stronger marketing and customer orientation. Thus, in the 

light of an agenda for efficiency, effectiveness and economy in public sector management, 

internal expertise in developing HR policies and practices that are aligned with corporate goals 

and designed to maximise individual performance would appear to have never been more 

important, with the HR function increasingly seen as one of the key functions in the development 

and implementation of strategic responses to these pressures. 

The body of literature which concentrated on the role of the HR function in the public sector has 

tended to be dominated by two major debates; firstly, whether it would be possible to transfer the 

body of sound HR practice in the private sector to the public sector, subject to some cultural 

limits; and secondly, whether HR functions in the public sector can take on a strategic role, as 

defined by the predominantly prescriptive literature generated around private sector organisations. 

Taking the first on these points first, the growing empirical evidence concerning the links between 

firm performance and 'innovative' HRM practices have led more and more government agencies 

to adopt such practices within public organisations, expecting similar positive results (Soni, 2004; 

Pichault, 2007). In contrast with the huge amount of empirical literature devoted to the impact of 

HRM practices on private sector performance, similar research on HRM in public organisations 

remains limited (Hays and Kearney, 2001; Gould-Williams, 2003). 

As outlined in an earlier discussion of strategic HRM models (presented in section 2.1. of this 

chapter), the majority of work that espouses the virtues of strategic HRM and of the relationship 

between the HR practices and organisational performance is almost exclusively derived from US 

atypical (i.e. large) private sector firms (eg Huselid, 1995; Becker and Gerhart, 1996; Youndt et 

al, 1996). More recent evidence is emerging in the UK (Guest, 1997, 1999; Tyson, 1997; 

Patterson et al, 1998; Purcell, 1999; Richardson and Thompson, 1999), but consistent with the 

stream of US research, the private sector has remained the dominant context for these studies. The 

lack of research conducted in public sector organisations seems to suggest that improving 

organisational performance is not seen as of strategic importance to public organisations, 

reflecting the traditional image of public sector entities as inefficient and ineffective service 

providers. However, in the context of the new commercialisation trends promoted under Labour, 

public sector organisations have been subjected, in recent years, to progressively tighter financial 

regimes, increased competitive market forces and close monitoring of organisational performance 

(Coyle-Shapiro and Kessler, 2000; Boyne, 1998), with many of the traditional features being 
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challenged, but little evidence suggesting that the universal ideas of 'best practices' or 'best St' 

could be applied to the public sector (Gould-Williams, 2003). 

The transferability of these strategic HRM theoretical frameworks to public sector organisations 

has been challenged due to their relatively limited applicability to the public sector context. 

Essentially, the best practice argument provides an oversimplified account of the employment 

relationship in public sector organisations as its universalistic prescriptions are heavily 

undermined by the impact of organisational contexts, market conditions and institutional forces 

(Guest and Peccei, 1994; Marchington and Grugulis, 2000; 922). These criticisms carry particular 

weight in a public sector context given the proximity of public sector organisations to government 

regulations and institutional and political forces. Research suggests that in many public sector 

organisations performance can be achieved with relatively modest recruitment practices, training 

schemes or wage adjustments (Harris, 2002; Harris et al, 2002; Renwick, 2003; Harris, 2005a). In 

addition, measuring performance in public sector organisations calls for more complex measures 

than financial indicators used to assess performance in private sector organisations. This is 

because one important feature of public organisations that makes them different from those in the 

private-sector is that, in such organisations, goals are often more comprehensive (i.e. concerned 

holistically with the needs of a complete population rather than a specific customer group or 

market niche); more qualitative (i.e. concerned to balance a complex set of possibly conflicting 

values rather than measuring performance in terms of single quantitative outputs); and more 

political (i.e. goals are inherently open to continuous public dispute and choice) (Boyne, 2004; 

Boyne and Walker, 2004). This also implies the need for the successful management of both a 

business and a political process, with an effective integration of the two and a focus on political, 

as well as managerial structures, cultures and processes while implementing comprehensive 

change programmes (Hartley et al, 1997). Furthermore, economies of scale present important 

challenges for public sector organisations as HR decisions tend to be heavily influenced by labour 

and product market contingencies {eg the Civil Service pay and rewards structure and policies, the 

importance of adherence to government legislation around equal opportunities). 

Exploring two public sector cases from the UK and New Zeeland in which individualised 

contracts were introduced for top civil servants, Hood (1998b) highlights the different results 

obtained after these reforms and dismisses the idea of universal 'best practices' being applicable 

to the public sector, in the context of such reforms appearing highly dependable on the 

institutional starting point of civil service employment contracts existing in each case. Hood 

(2000: 460) underlines the limits of contractualised accountability 'in circumstances where the 
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central issue is risk management and responsibilities for that issue are unavoidably multiple and 

overlapping', which more easily leads to poor performance than the conventional system of 

implicit contracts. 

Similarly, Lodge and Hood (2003), in their analysis of public reforms based on competency 

management in two government departments from UK and Germany conclude that these reforms 

led to the reinforcement of traditional bureaucratic skills and avoided taking into account the 

necessary renewal of organisational ways of working. Pettigrew et al (1992) highlighted, in their 

study on the strategic change in the NHS, that even in receptive settings, the process of change 

remains highly unpredictable: in particular, they show the impact of local features on the change 

agenda in HRM. Boyne et al (1999: 417) conclude that although the reforms promoted by the 

Conservative governments have urged public managers to adopt a style of HRM closer to private 

sector practices, 'the traditional style of paternal, standardised and collectivised HRM, is more 

prevalent in public than private organisations'. Similar conclusions are reached by Harel and 

Tzafrir (2001) in their comparison of HRM practices in public and private organisations in Israel, 

which reveals that some practices are prevalent in the public sphere (employee selection, 

grievance procedures) while employee development and performance-related pay remain limited 

to the private sphere. In a study of public national administrations in Belgium and of the Dutch 

civil service, Hondeghem and Vandermeulen (2000) argue that competency management has been 

regarded as a lever to give the HR function in the public sector a more strategic role and to 

transform traditional bureaucratic structures. However, they note that job descriptions still remain 

important instruments in personnel management, the use of competency-based pay systems in not 

general across the public sector and that other HR instruments, such as selection and personal 

development, are also considered important levers in the change process. 

While recourse to a contingency-based argument under the guise of 'best fit' does acknowledge 

contextual variables and how particular HR variables fit situational factors, inside and outside the 

HR sphere, it does so in a static and narrow way (Boxall and Purcell, 2003). Broader social norms 

and legislative requirements tend to be overlooked (Wood, 1999: 394). Recent research on public 

sector organisations {eg Bach, 1994, 1999; Bamett et al, 1996; Kessler et al, 2000; Truss et al, 

2002; Truss, 2003) has shown how government legislation can impinge on HR decisions. 

Contingency theory is also instilled with a clear sense of rationality, assuming that HRM is 

realised as intended (Schuler et al, 2001; Truss, 2001). Yet HRM cam be crafted rather than 

designed (Mintzberg and Waters, 1985) and this is particularly the case in terms of managing 

human resources in public sector organisations (Kessler et al, 2000). 
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Overall, dominant theoretical frameworks of 'best practice' and 'best 6t' do not adequately 

capture the complexity of strategic HRM in public sector organisations. Extant approaches tend to 

adopt a closed, rational systems perspective whereby organisations are depicted as closed 

hermetically sealed entities exhibiting formalised policies with clear objectives (Monks and 

Loughnane, 2006). Rational closed models of how organisations operate, however, capture only 

part of how HR systems work (Ferris et al, 1998). In practice, there are variances in HRM across 

public sector organisations, and in most cases there is also substantial variance across individuals 

and groups (Wright and Boswell, 2002). For public sector organisations, in particular, proximity 

to government policies and legislation makes the implementation of strategic HRM heavily 

shaped by contextual contingencies (Truss, 2003). 

In relation to the second point raised, whether HR functions in the public sector can take on a 

strategic role, the adoption of a strategic approach to HRM has been argued by some 

commentators to be appropriate for commercialised public sector entities (Famham and Horton, 

2000; Kessler et al, 2000) as it enables these organisations to adopt HRM practices that are 

flexible and appropriate for the increasingly complex external environment within which these 

devolved hybrid public sector agencies have now to operate. In theory, there is scope for the HR 

functions within public sector organisations to adopt a more proactive role within the new 

commercialisation reforms and be no longer consigned to a reactive and administrative role 

through interpreting and applying government rules. The message in both the academic and 

practitioner literature (Vere, 2005; CIPD, 2003), that HR specialists need to play a more strategic 

role, has been embraced by the public sector. The importance of the HR function's ability to play 

a strategic role has emerged as one of the main findings from a research action programme 

undertaken in public sector organisations in 2005 by the Chartered Institute of Personnel and 

Development (CIPD), the Centre for Management and Policy Studies and the Employers 

Organisation for local government (Vere, 2005). 

Empirical evidence in the UK indicates, however, that many public sector organisations' HR 

functions have yet to achieve the strategic positioning advocated by the private sector prescriptive 

models of strategic HRM, with the public sector personnel function being traditionally described 

as reactive, focused on personnel matters (Tyson, 1995) and with centralised, bureaucratic 

structures, processes and systems (Storey, 1989; Klingner and Lynn, 1997). The existing 

evidence 6om surveys and case study research (eg Bach, 1994, 1999; Bamett a/, 1996; Hall 

and Torrington, 1998a; Ashbumer et al, 1996; Kessler et al, 2000; Butterfield, 2001; Truss et al, 

2002) has, overall, militated against a strategic approach to the management of staff within public 

sector organisations and has indicated that, despite the considerable opportunities for personnel 

professionals to perform proactive roles, the high expectations generated for personnel have 
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not been achieved. To take but one example, Bach's (1999:178) review of the contributions of 

public sector HR managers in the UK noted that 'distinctive features of the public sector context 

inhibited the development of the personnel function and encouraged an essentially administrative 

role with limited influence'. Similarly, Bamett et al (1996) describe the HR function within the 

NHS as traditionally being characterised by low credibility, a narrow, operational contribution and 

a peripheral position. Moreover, although Heery (1998) found some evidence to show that the 

employment relationship had changed within the public sector, others have called into question 

the true extent of these changes, particularly concerning the 'strategic' role of the HR function 

(Corby, 1992; Corby and Higham, 1996; Kessler et al, 2000). For instance, Corby (1996) found 

that only 6% of NHS Trusts employed all their staff on contracts, and only a minority had 

introduced what could be termed 'radical' changes, whilst the introduction of performance 

appraisals in the NHS has been found to be patchy and piecemeal in a study by Redman et al 

(2000^ 

While such commentators have debated the issue of whether or not HR functions in public sector 

organisations can adopt a more proactive, strategic role {eg Bach, 1994, 1999; Bamett et al, 1996; 

Kessler et al, 2000; Truss et al, 2002; Truss, 2003) others have focused on the constrained nature 

of change in the public sector and its implications for the role the HR function can play (Corby, 

1996; Winchester and Bach, 1999; Bach and della Rocca, 2000; Bach, 1999, 2000, 2002, 2005). 

For instance, Corby (1996) indicates three key areas that act as constraints to the adoption of a 

more strategic role for HRM within the NHS: the embedded mechanisms for determining terms 

and conditions at a national level; legal factors, whereby existing employees can continue to 

receive national pay awards; and the determination of NHS expenditure by the government. All 

these act to limit the autonomy of HR functions within individual NHS organisations. Other 

studies (Harris, 2002; Harris et al, 2002) have contested the autonomy of public sector 

organisations in developing private sector style HRM policies and practices, by revealing that HR 

functions within local authorities still have to operate within the ambit of Civil Service pay and 

rewards structure and policies and this limits their degree of discretion in using pay and reward 

systems as efficient tools for increasing employee commitment. 

Similarly, Bach and della Rocca (2000) argue that the government control over the expenditure, 

the funding of public sector organisations and the embedded mechanisms for determining pay 

terms and conditions at a national level act as constraints to the adoption of a more strategic 

approach to the management of staff within individual public sector organisations. For instance, 

each quasi-autonomous government agency acquiring Trading Fund status under the Labour 

commercialisation agenda has a requirement to break even on their income and expenditure 
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account, make a certain percent return on net assets and not exceed their Gnancial limits on capital 

projects for which government funding was offered. Other government departments undertaking 

commercial activities have their Snancial performance reviewed quarterly by the department of 

their jurisdiction for financial monitoring purposes. 

Another key element of the 'new public management' has been the attempt to break down the 

centralised system of collective bargaining, decentralise pay determination and link pay to 

performance (Winchester and Bach, 1999; Bach, 1999, 2000, 2002, 2005), a move away from the 

'internal labour markets' approach focused on fair wages, vocational commitment and career 

progression. The decentralisation of pay determination has given managers in public sector 

organisations the opportunity to develop new policies and practices and new pay arrangements, 

such as performance-related pay and job appraisals. However, as the focus on efficiency and 

effectiveness were key outcome criteria by which the performance of public sector organisations 

was judged (though still with the application of budgetary control over expenditure in some 

agencies or the requirement to make an average return on the capital employed in others), the 

autonomy of HR managers in developing flexible pay arrangements similar to those offered by the 

private sector remained limited. 

These constraints have led certain authors to note that, 'despite moves to marketisation, civil 

service workers are still involved in a distinct form of employment because of their unique 

relationship with the state (and corresponding distance from private capital)' (Bach and Kessler, 

2005: 290). Ultimately, because public sector workers are paid for out of the public purse (and the 

Labour administration have confirmed their continued commitment to this model), the nature of 

the employment relationship between public sector workers and their employer cannot exhibit the 

full characteristics of the private sector (Winchester and Bach, 1999; Boyne et al, 1999; Boyne, 

2002; Bach, 2005). Thus, Bach and della Rocca (2000) and Bach (2005) argue, the autonomy of 

public sector entities in developing and implementing private sector style HRM policies and 

practices and the potential for a strategic approach to the management of staff remains at best 

uncertain. 

However, Bamett et al (1996) argue that it is possible for the HR function with NHS Trusts to 

adopt a more proactive, strategic role as part of a complex web of negotiation for control over the 

HRM agenda, alongside professional and non-professional groups and patients. Through utilising 

strategies such as building credibility, demonstrating an understanding of the business, developing 

an HR strategy and keeping people issues at the heart of business decision making, the HR 

function can engage actively in negotiation for ownership of the HR agenda. The key 
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influencing factors that have been identiGed are the approach of the Chief Executive OfGcer 

(CEO) and HR Director (Corby and Higham, 1996). Similarly, another longitudinal study 

undertaken in the NHS between 1994 and 2000 by Truss (2003) revealed that the HR function 

within a healthcare trust was able to become more strategic in its approach and way of operating 

over time. This study also found that, unlike the private sector, HRM within such a pubhc sector 

organisation operates within a particularly complex framework of interdependencies that serves to 

constrain the degree to which it can be strategic. It could especially be noted the influence of the 

'public sector heritage', which coloured people's perceptions of HR's role, and the role played by 

the professional bodies in influencing employees' training, development and careers, outside the 

remit of the HR function. 

Drawing on the conceptualisation of HR roles provided by Ulrich (1997), the public sector 

personnel function's ability to combine all four roles of business partner, change agent, 

administrative expert and employee champion, as a template for the function's organisational 

contribution may just be unrealistic within the limited resources it all too often has at its disposal. 

For instance, empirical evidence from studies on local government authorities carried out by 

Harris (2002), Whittaker and Marchington (2003), Renwick (2003) and McConville et al (2006) 

indicates that the reality facing many local government HR functions is increasingly one of 

reduced resources, the outsourcing of elements of its services, a shared services delivery model 

and an ongoing devolvement of HR responsibilities to line managers. Faced with having to make 

choices about where to concentrate its efforts, the way in which its contribution will be evaluated 

and by whom, are likely to be major considerations in how the specialist function selects its 

priorities. Defining its role primarily as one of service provision to management whose 

effectiveness will be measured in terms of its contribution to the business rather than in promoting 

employees interests reduces the tension of playing the part of intermediary in the employment 

relationship and balancing employees needs with those of the organisation, and this in turn 

provides a distinct advantage as it reduces the inherent ambivalence traditionally associated with 

their role (Legge, 1988). 

The evidence from large-scale surveys also suggests that the demands placed on HR specialists in 

the public sector have been particularly intense. The most recent surveys of HR professionals 

within the UK such as the last Workplace Employment Relations Survey (WERS) (Millward et al, 

2000; Sisson, 2001) or the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) surveys 

across the public sector (CIPD, 2003; Vere, 2005) have all reported that the role of specialist HR 

managers in the UK's public sector had changed far more radically than their counterparts in the 

private sector. The HR function has been required to attract talent and develop employment 
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practices to promote high employee commitment in a sector offering less security than hitherto 

whilst facing growing levels of employment regulation, litigation and resource constraints (Harris, 

2005a; Harris, 2005b). Extensive restructuring has eroded anticipated career paths for many 

employees and challenged traditional forms of employee commitment 

Two of these surveys (CIPD, 2003; Vera, 2005) have also found that the transition to, or the 

intention to move to a more strategic role, was as evident among senior HR professionals in the 

public sector as in the private sector. One in three saw their current role as that of a strategic 

business partner whilst more than one in four saw their current role as that of a 'strategic business 

partner' whilst more than one in four saw themselves primarily as a 'change agent'. 

Notwithstanding this commitment to a strategic role, the same surveys indicated that over a third 

of the respondents still felt that the HR function in their organisation was too focused on 

operational issues with half of them reporting that their strategic input was constrained by the time 

they had to commit to administrative duties. A situation that was aggravated in the view of the 

specialist function by the fact that three out of five HR specialists felt line managers had not fully 

accepted their HR responsibilities for staff 

Thus, despite the articulated commitment to a more strategic role for the HR function, the balance 

between operational and strategic roles emerged as an unresolved issue for the HR function in 

many public sector organisations (Guest and King, 2004). On the one hand, a reduction in routine 

personnel work was identified as the only way to play a more strategic role (Brewster et al, 2001). 

On the other hand, as Hope-Hailey et al (1997) point out, sufficient engagement in operational 

matters is the essential means of maintaining vital contact with employees and their concerns as 

well as providing the opportunity to establish trust and credibility for the function. If the pursuit of 

a strategic role leads to ignoring employees by 'neglecting the basics', it may not ultimately serve 

the function well if it is seeking to make a truly valuable contribution to organisational strategies 

(Redman and Wilkinson, 2001: 19). 

Existing empirical research suggests that an increasingly strategic role for HR takes away the HR 

function from employees (Hall and Torrington, 1998b; Sisson 2001; Harris, 2002; Harris et al, 

2002; Caldwell, 2001, 2003; Francis and Keegan, 2006; Morley et al, 2006). In the pursuit of a 

more strategic contribution, HR's responsibility as an 'employee champion' is likely to be 

overlooked or undervalued despite a rhetoric that acknowledges employee well-being as a key 

ingredient in encouraging employee commitment to organisational goals (Tyson, 1995; Harris, 

2002; Purcell et al, 2003). HR professionals are likely to abandon their duty to employees and 

many of their traditional activities, in order to focus exclusively on partnering with the 
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boardroom and the business. In addition, in an environment of decentralisation and devolution of 

many HRM sub-functions to line management, the responsibility for people-focused HRM - such 

as the employee champion and change agent roles - are being devolved to line management. 

Part of the rationale for encouraging the line manager to undertake the role of 'front line' HR 

manager is that it frees up the HR specialist to take on a more strategic role. Previous research 

reported, however, that there are significant barriers preventing line managers from performing 

these additional HR responsibilities effectively (McGovem et al, 1997; McGovem, 1999; 

Brewster and Holt Larsen, 2000; Harris, 2002; Harris et al, 2002; McConville, 2006), including 

the need to deliver short-term business results, a lack of time and training, and a lack of incentives 

given to them for ftilfilment of this additional work. Similarly, empirical evidence from research 

conducted in a local government context dominated by the Best Value reviews, on a sample of 

local authorities, by Harris (2002) and Harris et al (2002) indicated that devolvement has 

frequently been accompanied by a reduction in the resources available within the central HR 

function, despite a growing need for increasing specialist expertise at the centre. 

Table 2.1. provides a summary of the key studies that have examined the role of the HR Amotion 

in the public sector. 
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Table 2.1. Summary of Empirical Research that examines the Role of the HR Function in the UK 

Author(s) / country Research Focus Part of the public 
sector covered by 

the study 

Roles of the HR 
function 

Level of analysis Methods and sample 

Stoiey (1992), UK Roles played by personnel specialists 
in the management of human 
lesources during changing times, 
with a specific focus on the HR's role 
in change management 

National Health 
Service, local 
government and a 
privatised public sector 
utility 

Facilitators and 
recipients of change 
Change intermediaries 
(implementing 
necessary change) 

Perceptions of HR 
manageis 

Case studies, 15 compames drawn 
from the public and private sector, 
The public sector was represented 
by NHS , a city council and British 
Rail, extensive interviews with 
senior and line managers over time 

Ogden(1994),UK Changes m industrial relations in 
privatised water authorities, 
development of new procedures and 
practices, enterprise bargaining 

Privatised water 
industry 

HRM policies, 
impact of external 
policies 

5 new water authorities, 
documentary review and interviews 
with 25 personnel and general 
managers 

Wilkinson and Maicliington 
(1994), UK 

Roles played by the personnel 
function m the development of Total 
Quality Management and what 
contribution the function makes to 
planning and implementing TQM 
mitiatives 

National Health 
Service, local 
government 

'change agent', 'hidden 
persuader', 'internal 
contractor' and 
'facilitator' 

The personnel 
function 

Case Studies, 15 public and private 
organisations -7 manufacturing 
firms, 4 private service sector 
companies and 4 public sector 
organisations ( 2 from the health 
service and 2 local authorities), 
Interviews with 150 Ime managers, 
personnel practitioners and trade 
union representatives, plus 
documentary information (reports) 

Bach (1994), UK The impact of the introduction of an 
internal market for the role, 
orgamsation and influence of the 
personnel function m NHS, 
Devolution and decentralisation of 
the HR function 

National Health 
Service 

Strategic/proactive 
versus reactive lole 

Macro-level view 
impact of external 
policy changes and 
interventions 

In -depth qualitative case study in 
NHS, 24 semi-structured interviews 
with NHS managers (personnel 
specialists and senior managers) 

Oswick and Grant (1996), UK Changes in power and status of 
personnel departments. This in-depth 
qualitative study identifies strands of 
change impactmg on personnel 
practitioners role change, 
relationship change and perceptual 
change 

Local government, 
education, NHS 
organisations, public 
transport, fire brigade, 
branches of the Civil 
Services 

Specialist versus 
generalist personnel 
roles 

Personnel as a 
profession 

Qualitative studies, 14 
organisations, sequential analysis, 
semi-structured interviews 42 
managers, at least 2 managers per 
organisations 

Poole and Jenkins (1996), 
UK 

Comparing pubhc versus private 
sector organisations, study of HRM 
policies and practices to analyse the 
convergence in patterns of HRM m 
both sectors 

Senior and line 
manageis from across 
the pubhc sector 

HRM pohcies and 
practices 

Survey of 3000 members of 
Institute of Management, 909 
respondents, 30% from public 
sector (part of a larger size study) 
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Famham and Horton (1996); 
UK 

Comprehensive analysis of HRM in 
the UK public sector; Examines the 
changing nature of people 
management following the 
introduction of the New Public 
Management in the 1990s and 
identifies patterns of change in HRM 
practices in the public sector 

Civil service, NHS, 
local government, 
education and police 

Changing nature of 
HRM 

HRM in the public 
sector 

Surveys across the public sector; 
Qualitative case studies in 5 
entities. 

Barnett et al (1996); 
Australia +UK (**) 

The main triggers of organisational 
change in the health care sector and 
the HR management response to 
these issues; the effectiveness of the 
function 

Australian and British 
National Health 
Service 

The effectiveness of 
the HR function 

Factors shaping the 
development of HR 
roles 

Case studies of 3 Australian 
hospitals and 1 British NHS 
hospital; Structured interviews with 
53 senior managers and HR 
directors, plus document collection 
and preliminary briefing meetings 
in each hospital; data through 
interviews was collected at 3 
different times; multiple 
constituency approach 

Hartley et al (1997); UK The role of internal -change agents in 
organisational and cultural change 
programmes within local government 
and the organisational contingencies 
affecting the change agent role; 3 
officers selected as internal change 
agents were HR practitioners 
/managers 

Local authorities Change agent HR practitioners as 
internal change 
agents 

Action-research project involving 4 
local authorities from Scotland, 
Wales and parts of England; 6 
managers from these public sector 
organisations were selected to 
participate in the study, of which 3 
were HR managers or HR business 
partners. 

Poole and Jenkins (1997); UK The extent to which line management 
has actual responsibility for various 
HR practices. The HR practices 
considered were employee 
involvement, HR flows (including 
development issues such as appraisal, 
training and careers), reward systems 
and work systems 

Senior and line 
managers from across 
the public sector 

Line management 
responsibility for 
HRM; HRM policies 
and practices 

Line managers Survey of 3000 members of 
Institute of Management; 909 
respondents, 30% from public 
sector (part of a larger size study) 

Corby (1998); UK Industrial relations and impact on pay 
determination, structure, 
management/labour relations, ethos; 
career patterns 

NHS, local and central 
government 

HRM policies and 
practices; public 
sector culture 

Longitudinal study of 4 civil 
service agencies; qualitative 
methodology; primary documents 

Hall and Torrington (1998); 
UK 

The devolution of operational 
personnel activities from personnel 
specialists to line managers and the 
devolvement of the HR function; 
Comprehensive analysis of how the 
personnel role is changing within UK 

NHS, local and central 
government, privatised 
utilities 

Strategic versus 
operational role 

Devolution of 
personnel activities 

Survey and interviews; survey of 
214 organisations covering 2919 
respondents ( 58% private sector 
organisations and 42% 
organisations within the public 
sector) and 30 interviews with HR 



private and public organisations; 
The study seeks to interpret the 
implications of these changing roles 
for the personnel function and 
specialist personnel practitioners 

managers 

Kelly and Geruiard (1998); 
UK 

Impact of organisational change on 
the role and effectiveness of 
personnel/HR Directors on Boards 
and in top management teams; core 
factors contributing to the HR 
Director's effectiveness. 

National Health 
Service, central and 
local government and 
privatised public sector 
utilities 

Power and influence 
of HR Directors 

Survey and direct interviews; Postal 
questionnaire survey sent to HR 
Directors from the Financial Times 
top 200 companies, respondents = 
100 CEO/Managing Directors and 
54 HR directors; 15 public 
organisations were represented in 
the study; Semi-structured 
interviews with 31 CEO/ Managing 
Directors and 46 HR directors 
employed in a total of 60 
organisations in the public and 
private sectors. 

Boyneera/(1999);UK Comparing HRM in public and 
private sectors; focus on types of 
HRM practices: paternalistic 
management style, standardised 
employment, collective industrial 
relations, and model employer 

Senior and line 
managers from across 
the public sector 

HRM policies and 
practices; 
convergence public-
private 

Survey of 3000 members of 
Institute of Management; 909 
respondents, 30% from public 
sector (part of a larger size study) 

Procter and Currie (1999); 
UK 

The relationship of personnel 
function with middle managers, by 
focusing the analysis on three areas: 
local pay, competence-based 
recruitment and skill mix; explores in 
depth the nature of middle managers 
'relationship with the personnel 
function; 

National Health 
Service 

Middle —level 
managers; HRM 
policies 

Case study of a health trust (period 
1997-1998); semi-structured 
interviews with 20 managers (10 
middle managers, 8 executive 
managers and 2 clinical directors) 
and the Director of Personnel plus 
documentary analysis (management 
reports) and a presentation to health 
service managers during a 
practitioners' network day. 

Gratton et al (1999a); UK How business strategies are 
translated through human resource 
strategies and people processes into 
individual and organisational 
performance 

Privatised public sector 
utility 

Strategic role of the HR 
function 

Role of the function 
and contextual factors 
influencing the role 

Case study; 6 private sector 
organisations and 1 privatised 
public sector entity; Qualitative 
study over an 18-month period; In-
deptli interviews with 37 senior and 
HR managers plus employee 
surveys in each organisation 

Buchanan et al (1999); UK Managers ' perceptions of change 
initiatives and their personal 

Senior and line 
managers from across 

- Perceptions of change Survey; 90 middle and senior 
managers drawn from different 
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experiences as change agents in 
public and private organisations 

the public sector functions ; 46 public sector 
organisations from a total of 
number of 86 

Doyle e/a/(2000); UK Trends in relation to specific aspects 
of the experience and perception of 
organisational change; 

Senior and line 
managers from across 
the public sector 

Perceptions of change Survey ; 92 middle and senior 
managers drawn from different 
functions ; 14 public sector 
organisations from a total of 
number of 28 

Kessler et al (2000); UK Strategic choice in employment 
relations in the public services; 
identifies upstream decisions which 
impact on the employment relations 
policies and practices 

Local government, 
NHS and civil service 
agencies 

Policy formation, 
advice and monitoring 

Macro-level view of 
the impact of 
upstream choices on 
employment relations 
policies, scope and 
extent of personnel 
choice and purpose 
and structure of the 
personnel function 

Comparative case studies; 6 public 
service organisations: 2 local 
authorities, 2 executive agencies 
and 2 health service trusts; 
Qualitative study - 1 5 0 interviews 
with line managers, personnel 
specialists and trade union officers 
over a period of 4 years 

Famham and Horton (2000); 
UK 

Comprehensive analysis of the issue 
of flexibility of HRM in the 
recruitment, deployment and 
rewarding of human resources HRM; 
Comparing public versus private 
sector organisations; Cross-country 
analysis of the notion of flexibility 

Civil service, NHS, 
local government, 
education and police 

Flexibility in HRM 
policies and practices 

Country studies of different aspects 
of flexibility; discussion around the 
public sector in different countries; 
this study complement the one 
undertaken by the same authors in 
1996 in the UK public sector 

Hoque and Noon (2001); UK A comparison of personnel and HR 
specialists; explores the extent to 
which the characteristics and job-
related activities of specialists who 
use the title 'human resources' differ 
from those who use the title 
'personnel'; greater involvement in 
strategic planning, employee 
development and evidence of 
devolution of responsibility to 
supervisors in the case of HR 
specialists. 

Survey sample across 
the public sector 

Personnel specialists 
as an occupational 
category 

Survey using data from the 1998 
Workplace Employee Relations 
Survey; the WERS 1998 surveyed 
1,863 workplaces. 

Buyens and DeVos (2001); 
Belgium (**) 

Study of the strategic role of the HR 
function in public and private 
organisations; focus on the way 
management - HR management and 
top management, as well as line 
management perceive the HR 
function and define its added-value 
and involvement in decision-making 

Local and central 
government, health 
service 

New HRM typologies: 
Value-driven HRM 
Reactive HRM 
Executive HRM 

Perceptions of senior 
and line managers of 
the HR function 

Involvement of HRM 
in decision-making 
processes 

Qualitative studies; 256 
organisations; Companies drawn 
from the public and private sector; 
The public sector was represented 
by 24 organisations- 1 energy, 14 
transport and 9 public services 
(government, health); 313 top 
managers, HR managers and line 



processes managers. 
Cunie and Procter (2001); 
UK 

The relationship between HR and 
middle managers; Focuses on the role 
of middle-level line managers and 
their involvement in bringing about 
strategic change and in defining the 
HR strategy 

National Health 
Service 

Middle managers 
involvement in 
strategic change 

Case study of an NHS hospital 
trust; Semi-structured interviews 
with 20 managers (10 middle 
managers, 8 executive managers 
and 2 clinical directors) plus 
searches of annual reports , 
management documents and 
policies. 

Lupton and Shaw (2001); UK Comparing public versus private 
sector organisations; differences in 
job characteristics, career structures 
and roles of personnel managers, 
with a specific focus on their 
background and characteristics 

Sample of HR 
practitioners across the 
public sector 

Personnel specialists 
as an occupational 
category 

Quantitative and qualitative study; 
Survey of 186 HR practitioners 
from 90 public sector organisations 
and 90 private companies and a 
follow-up qualitative study, 
consisting of 9 interviews with 
personnel practitioners 

Truss era/(2002); UK The changing role of the HR function 
within two contrasting organisations; 
study of the factors affecting the 
nature of the role played by HR ; 

NHS Trust Strategic role of the HR 
function 

HR department; 
contextual factors 
influencing the role 

Case study; 2 organisations, one 
public and the other private; 
Qualitative study over 5 years; use 
of surveys and interviews in each 
organisation 

Harris et al (2002) Devolution of HRM responsibilities 
from HR specialists to line managers 

Local authority, 
British Library and 
County probation 
service 

Devolution of 
personnel activities to 
line management 

Case studies of 3 public sector 
organisations, using interviews and 
focus groups 

Harris (2002) Evaluation of the HR function's 
contribution in the context of best 
value performance reviews 

Local government Contribution of the HR 
specialist function 

How the contribution 
of specialist HR 
services are evaluated 
by HR and line 
managers 

Case studies of two local 
authorities, using interviews and 
focus groups 

Caldwell (2001); UK (*) HR professionals as change agent in 
private sector organisations, but 
useful for commercialising public 
sector organisations as well; develops 
a typology of HR change agents 
based on two dimensions: nature of 
change (transformational or 
incremental) and HR vision and 
expertise 

New typology of HR 
change agents; 
champion, adapter, 
synergist, consultant 

HR change agents Survey of 350 private companies 
from a list of 500 major companies 
ranked by market capitalisation; 
Face-to-face interviews with 12 HR 
managers in senior positions 

CaldweU(2002); UK(*) Self-perceptions of HR roles about 
their role in managing change in 
private sector organisations 

Change agent Perceptions of HR 
professionals about 
their role as 'change 

Survey of 350 private companies 
from a list of 500 major companies 
ranked by market capitalisation; 



agents' Face-to-face interviews with 12 HR 
managers in senior positions 

Truss (2003), UK Study of the factors afkcting the 
nature of the role played by the HR 
function 

NHS Trust Strategic role of the HR 
function 

Contextual factors 
influencing the role 

Longitudinal study 1994-2000; use 
of surveys and interviews inside the 
organisation 

Caldwell (2003); UK (*) Classification of HR roles in four role 
types; ambiguity and conflict 
between proactive change agent role 
and reactive strategic partner 

Four new role types -
Advisor, Service 
Provider, Regulator 
and Change agent 

Role ambiguity and 
conflict 

Survey of 350 private companies 
from a list of 500 major companies 
ranked by market capitalisation; 
Face-to-face interviews with 12 HR 
managers in senior positions 

Hope-Hailey et al (2005), UK 

(*) 
The link between the role of the HR 
department and performance; the role 
of HR in implementing change 

Strategic versus 
people-oriented roles 

The HR department 
link with 
organisational 
performance 

A longitudinal qualitative case 
study of a UK large bank over 6 
years. 

Tniss and Gill (2005), UK How the HR system contributes to 
organisational effectiveness through 
HR processes; using a complex 
adaptive systems framework 
originally developed to account for 
performance within private sector 
industry and focused on dynamic 
capabilities, social capital and 
organisational complexity 

National Health 
Service 
Local government 

Complex dynamic 
and social HR 
processes 

Case studies of two NHS Trusts and 
two Borough Councils; Qualitative 
longitudinal study 

Francis and Keegan (2006), 
U K ( ^ 

Exploratory study of the changing 
role of HRM as perceived by 
different stakeholder groups within 
the HR profession and of the concept 
of 'thinking performer' launched by 
the Chartered Institute of Personnel 
and Development (CIPD) in 2002 

Conflict between the 
various generic HR 
roles 

Interviews with 84 members of the 
CIPD, comprising HR executive 
members (10), HR non-executive 
practitioners (51), CIPD examiners 
and course leaders (9), students 
currently studying for CIPD 
qualifications (11), and panel 
members (3). 

[as 
findings and approach provide a good background into the investigation of HR roles and applicable and transferable, subject to context limitations, to the public sector. 
(**) These studies are drawn on public sector organisations from other countries (eg Australia and Belgium), but their findings are representative of the general 
characteristics of public sector organisations. 
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From the perspective of the New Public Management, most prior research has focused upon the 

management processes (Hood, 1991; Ferlie ef a/, 1996) and the implications for managers or for 

specific manager roles, particularly line-managers (Buchanan et al, 1999; Doyle et al, 2000; 

Hales, 2002), but not upon the roles of the HR function. A number of studies examining the 

changing nature of the personnel function in the public sector context (Guest and Peccei, 1992; 

Bailey, 1994; Bach and Winchester, 1994; Bach, 1994; Oswick and Grant, 1996; Corby and 

Higham, 1996; Poole and Jenkins, 1996, 1997; Famham and Horton, 1996) have tended to focus 

on the 'new public management' associated with the neo-liberal policies of the Conservative 

government during the raid-1990's. Given that they reflect the public sector political, economic 

and social context specific for this period, their conclusions may no longer hold full validity, as 

the distinctive features of the policies and reforms promoted by the Labour government make the 

environmental and organisational factors impacting HR departments to be distinctive as well. 

More recent empirical research conducted in the context of the Labour government reforms has 

predominantly taken a macro view, by focusing on the impact that external government political 

pressures and policy changes, ideological shifts in the political environments of public sector 

organisations, isomorphic pressures stemming from upstream central government objectives and 

dependency on outside financial resources have had on the scope and nature of employment 

relations choice and on personnel function's policies and level of accountability. The focus of 

these studies has been on particular public policy areas, such as central and local government 

authorities {eg Kessler and Purcell, 1996; Sisson, 2001; Millward et al, 2000; Kessler et al, 2000), 

healthcare and the NHS {eg Kessler and Purcell, 1996; Ashbumer et al, 1996; Hall and 

Torrington, 1998a; Budhwar, 2000; Kessler et al, 2000), civil service (Kessler and Purcell, 1996; 

Kessler et al, 2000) and social care services (Kirkpatrick et al, 2001) and on how the very often 

erratic and unpredictable policy interventions on the part of the government are influencing the 

employment relationship (Winchester and Bach, 1999; Bach, 1999, 2000, 2002, 2005). However, 

this viewpoint ignores the role that internal politics of public sector organisations, conflicts of 

interests between various groups of stakeholders and internal HR processes can have in shaping 

the evolution of organisational changes. The micro-level, showing the role that internal change 

processes and the complex interplay between multiple actors and structures within the HR 

department and other organisational groups can play in the transition of the HR function, is 

equally important and needs to be examined in order to obtain a full picture of the transformation. 

To date, whilst the macro-level of analysis of the HRM transformation received considerable 

attention within the extant literature, the m/cro-ZeveZ q/" ana/yj'ty has been largely overlooked by 

existing HRM research in the pubhc sector. 
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Previous research in the public sector suffers from inconsistent conceptualisations of the notion of 

'role of HRM' and the level of analysis used. Much of the public sector literature has tended to 

examine the changing nature of the personnel function by focusing exclusively on the constrained 

nature of employment relations in the public sector as a result of external pressures and upstream 

government decisions on industrial relations (Kessler and Purcell, 1996; Poole and Jenkins; 1996, 

1997; Boyne aZ, 1999; Kessler aZ, 2000; Boyne, 2002), the content of HRM policies and 

practices and how these have been affected by the recent public sector reforms (eg Poole and 

Jenkins, 1996, 1997; Famham and Horton, 1996, 2000; Corby, 1998; Boyne et al, 1999), the 

devolution of personnel activities and the role of line managers in the implementation of these 

changes (eg Poole and Jenkins; 1997; Hall and Torrington, 1998b; Procter and Currie, 1999; 

Harris et al, 2002; Renwick, 2003; Whittaker and Marchington, 2003; McConville et al, 2006), or 

the perceptions of personnel managers and other senior or middle managers in terms of their 

change experiences regarding these reforms (eg Storey, 1992; Buchanan et al, 1999; Doyle et al, 

2000; Currie and Procter, 2001; Caldwell, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004). The focus of some prior work 

has also tended to be more on the nature of the roles HR Directors undertake (Kelly and Germard, 

1998), the background, characteristics, qualifications and job titles of personnel managers (Lupton 

and Shaw, 2001; Hoque and Noon, 2001) or their perceptions of the role they play (Grant and 

Oswick, 1998; Caldwell, 2001, 2003, 2003, 2004). Research also focused upon the implications 

for managers or for specific management roles - first-line managers or supervisors (Sisson, 1993; 

Keen, 1994; Storey, 1994; Cunningham and Hyman, 1995; Butterfield, 2001). While these 

perspective usefully draw attention to how external government policies influence the public 

sector employment relations, how particular HRM tools are used in a specific public sector 

context, and how managers perceive the changes implemented and the role that HRM played in 

the process, they fail to reflect fully the contribution that the HR department is making beyond the 

policy area, through its overall strategic involvement, status and influence. Linked with the above, 

these perspectives also fail to tackle in sufficient depth the elements of a strategic HR department 

and the role the HR department is playing in the construction and deconstruction of a 'strategic 

meaning' in the organisation. In other words, there is an avoidance of issues of reputation, 

credibility, power and domination that are built more around HR members' intentions, actions, 

attributes and behaviours than around HRM policies and practices. 

Reflecting this view, the first research question of this study is formulated as follows: 

Despite some more recent research into the role of the HR Amction in the public sector taking an 

over-time perspective (Truss gf aZ, 2002; Truss, 2003), longitudinal qualitative studies, 
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providing rich insights into the role of the HR department, are underrepresented in pubHc sector 

HRM research to date and the issue of how the role of the personnel function evolves over time 

and redefines itself in a changing public sector context has received little attention (eg Truss aZ, 

2002; Truss, 2003). Case studies can throw further light on the development of a strategic role for 

the personnel function in the public sector. However, studies analysing the contribution of the HR 

function to the management of change in the public sector in recent years have been relatively rare 

and limited either contextually, in that they have taken into account specific public services 

contexts - such as the national health service (NHS) or central and local government (eg Bamett 

et al, 1996; Truss et al, 2002; Harris, 2002; Truss, 2003; Harris, 2005a) or empirically, in that 

they have paid little attention to HR processes (or the means by which HR practitioners 

comprising the HR department enact their roles on a day-to-day basis) and the part played by the 

personnel function's relationship with other organizational actors (eg Bach, 1994; Kessler et al, 

2000). For example. Truss et aVs (2002) and Truss's (2003) studies drawn on an NHS Trust 

provide useful insights into the strategic role of the HR function in healthcare organisations by 

reflecting on the difficulties experienced by a function operating within the constrained NHS 

system, but addressed the specific context of the national health service and thus raises the 

question of the extent to which the same constraints, stemming from the national factors, are 

equally present in other parts of the public sector, such as the civil service. Similarly, Bach's 

(1994) study of a district general hospital showed how the personnel function have failed to 

develop a strategic role because of difficulties caused by a series of disjointed policy interventions 

on the part of central government that were more politically motivated rather than focused on 

organisational priorities; however, the study takes a macro perspective, by focusing on the impact 

of external policy changes on the personnel function, rather than on internal HR processes. 

The lack of in-depth longitudinal studies, able to track the transformation of the HR department's 

role over time and to relate the changing role of HR to the specifics of organisational contexts in 

the public sector and the way in which the strategic initiatives had developed, has resulted in 

limited knowledge about the temporal dynamics of HR roles. As a result, the available empirical 

evidence from commercialising public sector organisations concerning the changes they 

experience and the impact such reforms are having on HR departments remains ambivalent. 

Reflecting this view, the second research question of this study is set as follows: 

Tfow fAe ro/e q/"fAg . E R g v o / v g over co/Mme/'CfaZzgaA'oM m ftvo 

Within the public sector HRM literature, there has been limited empirical research on whether the 

differences in organisational contexts amongst public sector organisations situated at different 
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stages of transition within the wider public sector commercialisation spectrum could have a 

significant impact on the role played by personnel function. Few prior studies in the UK public 

sector have attempted to explore (1) what particular contextual factors influence the role played 

by the HR function and (2) how this role changes and is enacted over time in the context of public 

sector commercialisation {eg Procter and Currie, 1999; Gratton et al, 1999a; Hope-Hailey, 1999; 

Truss et al, 2002; Truss, 2003). 

The body of literature which concentrated on the role of the HR function in the public sector (eg 

Bamett et al, 1996; Gratton et al, 1999a; Harris, 2002; Truss et al, 2002; Truss, 2003) has 

acknowledged that the personnel role in public sector organisations is contingent on a variety of 

factors, both internal and external to the organisational setting that may influence the way HR 

roles are enacted over time. However, although these studies have shed some light on the factors 

that can impact on HR role, they have focused on a limited range of organisational contexts within 

the public sector, such as the National Health Service {eg Bamett et al, 1996; Procter and Currie, 

1999; Truss et al, 2002; Truss, 2003), local government authorities {eg Harris, 2002; Harris et al, 

2002; Harris, 2005a) or privatised public sector utilities experiencing the Conservative 

government reforms {eg Gratton et al, 1999a). Similarly, in their study of employment relations in 

six organisations taken from different parts of the public service sector (local government, civil 

service and health service), Kessler et al (2000) attributed the variations in personnel practices, 

employment relations and structure and purpose of the personnel function amongst the 

organisations investigated to the ongoing power of external constraints and isomorphic 

institutional and policy pressures, which appeared to limit the scope and nature of employment 

relations choice. Although the residual role played by internal organisational factors in shaping 

local personnel practices was acknowledged as contributing to these variations, the study retains a 

macro-level perspective over the scope and extent of genuine choice in personnel decisions and 

does not take an over-time perspective to explore internal differences in a greater depth. 

Given that the public sector is moving away from old principles and traditional institutional 

arrangements and that many former public sector agencies affected by the New Labour 

commercialisation reforms have evolved into 'hybrid organisations', by shifting 'half-way' 

towards the public sector, it is important, nevertheless, to research a wider range of public sector 

contexts. This may advance our understanding of whether significant differences in contexts 

between public sector organisations have a significant impact on the role played by the HR 

function. 
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Many authors have raised the idea that HR processes constitute a critical, yet under-researched 

aspect of HRM, in the context of the strand of research that sought to investigate the causal link 

between HR interventions and organisational performance (Snell et al, 1996, Marchington and 

Grugulis, 2000; Boxall and Purcell, 2003). The processes by which HR policies and strategies are 

put into effect within the organisation, it has been argued, are essential to the understanding of 

how the HR system as a whole contributes to the organisational-level outcomes (Truss and Gill, 

2005; Monks and Loughnane, 2006). Yet, as a number of commentators have noted, the current 

knowledge of HR processes is relatively limited (Purcell, 1999; Colbert, 2004; Truss and Gill, 

2005) and few studies have considered HR's contribution in a holistic way through the process of 

strategic decision-making and through change management programmes. For instance, Tyson 

(1997: 277) notes that in the HRM research insufficient attention have been paid to the process 

itself although adopting a process approach to examining HR strategies in organisations would be 

highly significant: 'the process by which strategies come to be realised is not only through formal 

HR policies or written directives: strategy realisation can also come through actions by managers 

and others. Since actions provoke reactions ... these reactions are also part of the strategy process' 

(Tyson, 1997: 280). Similarly, Purcell (1999) acknowledges that viewing HR's contribution solely 

on the basis of HR strategies and policies is very limited and calls for a shift of focus in strategic 

HRM research towards viewing HR as contributing through the process of strategic decision-

making and through change programmes, that is being 'more sensitive to processes of 

organisational change and void being trapped in the logic of rational choice. A more fruitful line 

of research would be thus exploring how and when HR factors come into play in strategic change' 

Ohu-cen, 1999:37). 

However, despite these recent calls, strategic HRM research still tends to focus on examining the 

content of HR, whereas very little research has been conducted to explore HR processes (Truss 

and Gill, 2005). One particular area of neglect is the link between HR processes and the role 

played by the HR department and, although the activities and the role the HR department plays 

represent critical aspects in the enactment of HR policy and strategy, there is limited research 

exploring this issue. For instance, Bowen and Ostroff (2004) have developed the most extensive 

framework for studying HR processes to date. Their theoretical approach argues that HR practice 

serve as communication mechanisms signalling employees to engage in certain behaviours; 

relying on communication theory, they contend that different aspects of HRM systems impede or 

facilitate this communication process. Drawing on communication and social influences literature, 

they identify nine such features of HRM systems, such as the visibility of HR practices, their 

understandability and relevance, their consistency and their legitimate authority etc. Their focus is 

thus on identifying process elements that contribute to the 'strength' of the HR system, which 
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they view as grounded in the way in which consistent messages are sent to employees about the 

content of HRM practices (Bowen and Ostroff, 2004: 207). However, although their proposed 

framework identifies HR processes that underpin and support organisational HR practices, their 

study does not explore how these characteristics are enacted on a daily basis by HR specialists 

within the HR department. The identification of these elements suggests, nevertheless, that the 

construction of an HR system is more complex than simply putting together HR policies and 

practices (Monks and Loughnane, 2006). 

In the public sector, to date, there is a dearth of research focused on HR processes. The few 

studies that have focused on HR processes have been all conducted in the National Health Service 

(NHS) (eg Bamett et al, 1996; Procter and Currie, 1999; Truss et al, 2002; Truss, 2003) and have 

reflected the specific context of healthcare organisations and the national health service, which 

limits their applicability to other types of public sector organisations from other sectors 

experiencing reforms of a different nature (such as the commercialisation reforms experienced by 

some public sector organisations, geared towards additional revenue generation and developing 

their ability to compete with private sector organisations). 

More recent longitudinal case study research, conducted in the UK by Truss and Gill (2005) in 

four public sector organisations, two NHS Trusts and two borough councils, has shed light on the 

key role that dynamic HR capabilities play in the link between the HR system and organisational 

performance. Applying complexity theory constructs to human resource management, their study 

uses a complex adaptive systems approach focused on dynamic capabilities, social capital and 

organisational complexity to provide some important insights into how the HR system contributes 

to organisational effectiveness over the longer term through the evolution of dynamic HR 

capabilities that connect the HR system with other systems inside and outside the organisation. 

However, although such a complexity perspective can provide new insights into the importance of 

connections between the various components of an HR system and the wider internal 

environment, there are limits in terms of the full applicability of the framework, originally 

developed to account for performance within private sector industry, to the public sector. In this 

respect, the framework does not take enough into account the aspect that external influences 

predispose public sector employers to operate within a constrained HRM system and thus 

constrain their capacity to innovate and reconfigure in a similar manner with their private sector 

counterparts. 
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All these scattered studies, nevertheless, have showed that the significance of strategic HRM in 

public sector organisations may lie more in HR processes than in HR policies or strategies and 

thus warrant further study. 

Accordingly, the third research question of this study is set out as follows: 

In summary, this chapter have argued that the normative and prescriptive models of HRM have 

been predominantly developed around private sector organisations and have failed to address the 

complex roles that are required of the HR function in hybrid public sector agencies responding to 

the new commercialisation framework. A common goal in the current public sector reforms has 

been to transform pubhc sector organisations along the lines of an idealised private sector firm by 

adopting a strategic approach to people management instead of the traditional bureaucratic public 

personnel management approach. However, there has been a tendency to assume that processes of 

change in the public domain are essentially the same as those in commercial organisations in the 

private sector. The main problem with these assumptions is that they may ignore how both the 

context and the mechanisms of change are different in these entities, hi particular, being 'halfway' 

towards the private sector and thus existing in the intersection of two different spheres - the 

public and the private - may add different constraints to developing a strategic HR agenda and we 

may, thus, fail to do justice to what is distinctive about public sector transformation in terms of 

the strategic priorities and demands it creates, and the kind of responses it elicits firom HR 

functions. Given the unique characteristics and the specific context within which public sector 

organisations undergoing commercialisation operate, there is a need to develop a more tailored 

approach to the analysis of strategic HRM implications within the sector. There is an array of 

general influence factors specific to this particular environment that might influence the way 

strategic HRM is enacted in practice. The HR function might have, moreover, an important role to 

play in those public agencies undergoing commercialisation, especially in ensuring the alignment 

between customer-oriented business and work processes on the one hand, and HR practices that 

emphasise commercial mindsets and commitment on the other. There is thus a need to develop a 

more tailored approach to the analysis of strategic HRM in the public sector by taking into 

consideration what is distinctive about public sector transformation in terms of the strategic 

priorities and demands it creates, and the kind of responses it elicits from HR functions. 

Taking the various perspectives on the role of the HR function in public sector organisations 

together, in spite of the interest that the changing nature of the public sector HRM has received, 
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dominant theoretical models of strategic HRM developed around the private sector do not appear 

to adequately capture the complexity of HRM in public sector organisations. It has been widely 

argued that public sector managers have been encouraged, exhorted and constrained to adopt a 

style of HRM which reflects private sector practices. However, the extent to which this supposed 

transformation has occurred remains still debatable. Despite the shifts in language and rhetoric 

witnesses over the last years, considerable doubts have been expressed in relation to whether these 

changes are positive or negative for public sector HRM and the extent to which such supposed 

transformation is actually possible within the public sector. There is also little agreement in the 

recent literature over the extent to which the move towards the 'new public management model' 

has led to a more strategic approach to HRM in the public sector. 

The inadequacies of current approaches to analysing strategic HRM in the public sector expose 

this research area as a field rich in prescriptions, but limited in sound descriptive data and sparse 

in analytical research. This situation opens up a broad field for further research into the roles of 

the HR function within public sector organisations undergoing commercialisation. This particular 

study seeks to contribute to the continuing debate by exploring the changing nature of the HR 

function in two public sector organisations responding to the 'modernisation' agenda. An especial 

focus is on whether the HR function in these organisations can be described as increasingly 

'strategic' and which contextual factors have an impact on the nature of its role. 

Figure 2.4. illustrates the navigation map of the present research, revealing the core themes and 

issues in public sector HRM. 
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Figure 2.4. Navigation map of public sector HRM research 

Micro level of analysis 
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2006) 
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Sisson, 2001; Mill ward et a l , 2000; Kessler et al, 
2000; Bach and della Rocca, 2000; Bach, 1999, 
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The changing role of the HR function 
- National Health Service: 
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(Harris, 2002; Hairis, 2005a, 2005b) 
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2.6. Conclusions and Identification of Research Gap 

The literature review reveals a number of limitations evident in the current public sector and 

HRM literature. Amongst these: 

(1) The lack of micro-level research into the role of the HR function in the public sector; whilst 

the macro-view of HRM transformation received considerable attention within the extant 

literature, the micro-level of analysis has been largely overlooked by existing HRM research in 

the public sector; 

(2) The limited empirical research conducted to explore whether the differences in organisational 

contexts amongst public sector organisations situated at different stages of transition within the 

wider public sector commercialisation continuum could have a significant impact on the role 

played by the personnel function; 

(3) The lack of longitudinal, before/after studies able to track the transformation of the HR 

department's role over time and to relate the changing role of HR to the specifics of organisational 

contexts and the way in which the strategic initiatives had developed; 

(4) The neglect of contextual factors which influence both the role played by the HR function and 

the way this role changes over time; 

(5) The neglect of the part played by the HR function's relationships with other organisational 

actors and stakeholder groups; and 

(6) The limited current knowledge of HR processes and the dearth of research conducted on HR 

processes in the public sector. 

These six sets of concerns form the foundation of the thesis. Against this background, the aim of 

this research is to explore the changing role of the HR function within two contrasting 

commercialising public sector organisations. More specifically, three research questions form the 

focus of research activities: 

1. What effect did commercialisation have on the nature of the HR function in two contrasting 
public sector organisations responding to the modernization agenda? 

2. (fzfZ fAe roZe . H R e v o / v e over 

3. yacfor.9 Aavg am nafwre ro/e Zy .HR 
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As the study seeks to: 

(1) Identify the similarities and diHerences that exist in the way the role of the HR function is 

being refocused between two public sector organisations subjected to similar commercialisation 

pressures, but with very different conditions of context; 

(2) Explore how the role of the HR department and its sphere of influence are redefined over time; 

(3) Investigate the contextual factors and processes that enable or constrain the development of 

HR function's role; and 

(4) Propose a model that captures the interrelationships between the evolution of HR roles and the 

complex change processes driven by commercialisation in the public sector. 

2.7. Chapter Summary 

This chapter has critically reviewed the key literature that underpins this research. The chapter 

provided a background of the UK public sector context and reviewed the relevant literature on 

strategic HRM and the role of the HR function in the public sector. The next chapter introduces 

the research methods and the philosophical perspective chosen for this study. 
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"f gop/g w/Ao wnYe a6owf mefAotfoZogy ĉ g/z /orgef ;Y iy a maffgr j/rafggy, Mof mora/̂ . 7%grg org 
neither good nor bad methods but only methods that are more or less effective under particular 
circumstances in reaching objectives on the way to a distant goal." (Homans, 1967: 330 cited by 
Petdgrew, 1973) 

3.1. Introduction 

This research has been conducted under the broad banner of the qualitative tradition within the 

social sciences (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Silverman, 1997). The research assumed an 

interpretive philosophical position (Gill and Johnson, 1997) and adopted a qualitative case study 

strategy (Hartley, 1994). Qualitative methods were used as "a source of well-grounded, rich 

descriptions and explanations of processes in identifiable local contexts" (Miles and Huberman, 

1994:1). 

This chapter is divided into three main sections. The first section explores the research paradigm 

and the philosophical stance adopted in this study. The second section discusses the research 

strategy developed on the basis of the chosen approach and explains the rationale for using a case 

study approach in this study. The third section reflects on the rationale of the decisions regarding 

the research design, by defining its scope and limitations. The fourth section summarises the data 

collection process and outlines the conduct of the fieldwork and the choice of a longitudinal study 

design. The fifth section provides an explanation of the data coding and analysis procedures used. 

The final section addresses the issues of validity and reliability in adopting a case study method 

and explains how they have been dealt with in this research. 

3.2. Interpretivism as Inquiry Paradigm 

The dominance of the positivist mode of inquiry as the paradigm of choice in informing and 

guiding strategic HRM research has been persistently questioned by many researchers in recent 

years. A number of writers and analysts have acknowledged the limitations of the positivist 

approach in researching strategic human resource management issues (eg Jackson et al, 1989; 

Lundy, 1994; Legge, 1995; Boxall, 1996; Becker and Gerhart, 1996; Guest, 1997; Hunt and 

Boxall, 1998; Gratton et al, 1999a; Purcell, 1999). Specifically, Jackson et al (1989) and Hunt and 

Boxall (1998) noted that most research on HR practitioners and the HR function has relied on 

large-scale surveys that offered limited in-depth analysis of the contextual factors influencing 

HRM. Quantitative surveys may be capable of giving an impressively broad picture of what is 

happening in organisations, but cannot authoritatively explain wA)/ what is happening is 
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happening. 

"A lack of longitudinal in-depth case studies, combined with a penchant for [quantitative] surveys, gives only 
fragile empirical support - i f that - for a weighty prescriptive superstructure." (Jackson et al, 1989: 117) 

To overcome such limitations of the positivist research perspective, several researchers have 

argued in favour of an alternative interpretive approach to strategic HRM (eg Hendry and 

Pettigrew, 1992; Legge, 1995; Gratton et al, 1999a; Petti grew and Fenton, 2000; Truss et al, 

2002). For instance, Gratton et al (1999a: 14) point out that, "given its fragmented nature, there is 

a need for strategic HRM research to capture the richness of these organisational phenomena 

through in-depth analysis designed to track both convergence and divergence of the elements of 

the people management model". 

An interpretive research philosophy is thus adopted in this study, choice justified by the 

usefulness of such an approach in: 

. Allowing an in-depth analysis of stakeholders' motivations and intentions and linking context 

to organisational processes; 

» Understanding, describing and interpreting the evolution of the HR roles in complex social, 

organisational and cultural contexts; 

• Representing the experience and interpretations of informants without giving precedence to 

prior theoretical views that might not be appropriate for their context; 

. Gaining an understanding of the meanings people attach to change events; 

• Tracing and linking causal elements in depth and over time rather than simply chronicling 

incidences of frequencies; 

o Understanding the interdependences between the different organisational levels rather than 

the verification of causal relationship between limited factors; and 

® Allowing theory and ideas to emerge from the data in a meaningful way. 

3.3. Research Strategy 

3.3,1. Comparative case study method 

Robson (2002:40) defines case study as the 'development of detailed, intensive knowledge about 

a particular phenomenon and its relation with its real-life context'. A qualitative, longitudinal and 

comparative case study approach was chosen for this research since it encourages multiple 

methods of investigation and recognises the importance of both context and social structure. In so 

doing, the 'modernization' agenda and its implications for public sector organisations was 

considered to provide a rich environment for studying the changing role of the HR function. The 

comparative case study method was thus seen to be the appropriate research method because of its 
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contextual sensitivity in observing management and organisational behaviour (Yin, 1994; 

Fredrickson, 1983; Eisenhardt, 1989; Pettigrew, 1990). 

Case study methodology has been widely used by researchers in the field of strategic HRM 

(Boxall, 1992; Schuler and Jackson, 1989; Tyson, 1995; Hall and Torrington, 1998a) and strategic 

change (Pettigrew, 1992; Van de Ven, 1992; Dawson, 1996; Nelson and Dowling, 1998). This is 

because of its ability to attend to the process of change and their HRM implications, to give an 

account of actions, events and people, and also to provide a sensitivity to the change process and 

its consequences. It is through this type of 'real life' analysis that the case study method adds 

value to our understanding of the changes occurring in the role of HR in commercialising public 

sector organisations. The aim of the research was not just to determine what was happening in 

commercialising public sector organisations, but also to explain why and how changes were being 

introduced and what the implications of these changes were for the role of the HR department. 

Essentially these were questions of purpose, process and outcome, and the case study method is 

well equipped to answer them. 

There were four further arguments in favour of a comparative case study approach. 

Firstly, the richness of the data that is generated. Cutcher-Gershenfeld et al (1995: 13) lamented 

the lack of analysis of whole organisational change initiatives: 

"Today, finding detailed case descriptions of change initiatives is all too rare. Yet it is only by tracing the 
twists and turns of the change process that we can folly appreciate why the pathways to change are so 
complex". 

This research sought to track longitudinally the transformation of the HR function in the context 

of public sector organisations undergoing change and, using this approach, a signiGcant amount of 

detailed, descriptive, explanatory and exploratory information could be amassed covering all the 

major areas of investigation. Due to the need to explore issues on a more intimate level, the case 

study approach seemed appropriate because of its capacity to generate such a data. Mitchell 

(1983: 207) outlines below how case study methodology can offer a vehicle for such 

understanding: 

"The rich detail that emerges from the intimate knowledge the analyst must acquire in a case study 
provides the optimum conditions for the acquisition of those illuminating insights which make formerly 
opaque connections suddenly pellucid." 

Torracco (1997: 130) and Gummerson (2000), for their part, identify the benefits of a holistic 

view of processes offered through a case study approach: 

"Case studies, more than other methods of study, allow researchers to focus specifically on a phenomenon 
of interest, and they offer the greatest potential for revealing the richness, holism and complexity of 
naturally occurring event." 
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This study was concerned with how change initiatives associated with commercialisation in public 

sector organisations have aGected the role of the HR function, wA}' the nature of the HR 

department was shifting and how certain contextual factors could facilitate or hinder the shift 

towards a more strategic role for HR. One of the strengths of the study lay in its ability to provide 

a detailed picture of how the role of the HR department had changed over time and to reveal the 

various social forces and processes that interact within the organisation and which have affected 

HR activity. The comparative case study method could thus provide a rich source of data relating 

to strategic HRM processes in commercialising British public sector organisations and the 

processes by which the different HR roles came about and change during the implementation of 

strategic initiatives. This is because is considered an effective tool when focusing on events in 

their real-time context, where limits between the phenomena studied and the context are not 

evident (Yin, 1989) and there is an emphasis on understanding processes alongside their 

organisational context (Hartley, 1994). 

The richness and complexity also emerge because case studies provide 'multi-perspectival 

analyses' (Tellis, 1997: 5) with the researcher considering not only the voice and perspective of 

the actors but also of the relevant groups of actors and the interaction between them. The research 

philosophy adopted in this study treats strategic management as " rooted in local contexts; ... can 

be brought out only through the narrative mode of exposition, ... actors are given their voice in 

the researcher's narrative, speaking in their own words " (Tsoukas, 1994: 776). In order to study 

the implications of organisational change for the activities and role of the HR function, a direct, 

in-depth contact with the organisational actors involved is required, and the case study method 

makes it possible to explore and understand such experiences. 

Secondly, the comparative case study method was also chosen as it ideally suited the topics under 

investigation. The understanding of micro organisational processes of strategic change and their 

implications for the role, organisation and influence of the personnel function required a method 

which captured the rich detail of organisational life within a multi faceted context. Comparative 

case study analysis allows for intensive investigation of organisational phenomena, by providing 

the opportunity to examine continuous processes in context and to draw in the significance of 

various interconnected levels of analysis. Thus there is scope to reveal the multiple sources and 

loops of causation and connectivity so crucial in identifying and explaining patterns in the process 

of change and transformation. 

Thirdly, this 'intensive research' allows for interpretations that are 'based on observable concrete 

interconnections between actual properties and people within an actual concrete setting' 
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(Stoecker, 1991: 95). Case study research has the capacity to explain the causal links in real-life 

interventions. A key objective of this study is to identify the contextual factors that act as enablers 

or constraints for the increased strategic involvement of the HR department. The case study 

approach does not seek to divorce phenomenon and context, thus enabling the researcher to 

identify the contextual factors that may influence the phenomenon under study (Mitchell, 1983). 

A case study approach is best suited, furthermore, to obtaining information when the researcher 

has essentially no control over the actions of units of analysis (Yin, 1994). 

Finally, it is worth emphasising its traditional strengths of flexibility in the face of emerging 

concepts and explanations, its in-depth empirical detail and its capacity to elucidate features of 

organisations which may be major influences on the phenomenon being studied. This 

methodology favours both a descriptive approach and a theoretical generation (Eisenhardt, 1989), 

allowing the researcher to understand the dynamics present within organisational settings and 

uncover new theoretical relationships. 

A further decision had to be taken regarding the number of sites or cases selected. The choice of 

selecting a research strategy based on two comparative cases will be further explained and 

developed in the next subsection. 

3.3.2. Theoretical and practical issues in the choice of research settings 

Although multiple comparative case studies are advocated by many researchers as preferable (see 

for example Pettigrew, 1990 and Glaser and Strauss, 1967), most people citing multiple cases as 

an improvement in design (Leonard-Barton, 1990; Eisenhardt, 1989; Bourgeois and Eisenhardt, 

1988) do so for reasons such as replicability and improved generalisability. The use of an 

interpretive philosophy requires, however, the study of a small number of organisations in depth. 

It is, therefore, often argued that the findings can only be generalised within the context of the 

study. 

Past strategic HRM studies were mostly conducted in an inter-industry setting based on large-

scale cross-sectional data (Dyer and Reeves, 1995; Purcell, 1999; Hope-Hailey, 2001; Truss et al, 

2002). However, the influence of context and environment differs across industries. Inclusion of 

many industries in the sample ignores the rich vein of contextual data pertinent to a specific 

industry and does not control extraneous variables such as market and environmental peculiarities. 

Several scholars note that future research needs to shift the focus to industry-specific and firm-

specific contexts to restrain variations contributed by such extraneous factors present in inter-

industry studies (Becker and Gerhart, 1996). 
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In this study, the intent is to understand the deeper structure of a phenomenon - the changing 

nature of the HR function in a commercialised public sector change context - through accessing 

the meanings that participants assign to it, which it is believed can then be used to inform other 

settings. Wide generalisation is not sought. The purpose is to seek explanation and understanding 

that can illuminate the current way of thinking and perhaps provide food for subsequent research, 

not to look for 'regularities and causal relationships' (Burrell and Morgan, 1985). A deliberate 

choice was made, consequently, to seek depth rather than breadth (Mintzberg, 1979, 1983a), 

bearing in mind that it is unrealistic to try to attempt detailed, in-depth analyses of organisations 

whilst also looking at a large sample of organisations at the same time (Ulrich, 1987). 

From this perspective, a research strategy based on one 'matched pair' of commercialising public 

sector organisations from two different industries was considered the most appropriate choice for 

the purpose of this study, as it permitted a 'replication logic' (Yin, 1994), with the cases being 

treated as a series of independent experiments that either confirm or challenge emerging 

conceptual insights. In this sense, they represented 'strategic research sites' or 'critical cases'. 

The rationale for this choice has been thus along theoretical grounds where the sites were selected 

to contribute to a better understanding of the changing nature of the HR function following 

commercialisation, whilst also maximising what could be learned in the period of time available 

for the study. 

In Marshall and Rossman's (1989) terms, this study was exploratory, in that it set out to 

investigate a phenomenon which was little understood in the field of strategic human resource 

management - the changing role of the HR function in commercialising public sector 

organisations responding to the 'modernisation' agenda, but it was also explanatory, in that it 

sought to understand the factors, events, beliefs, attitudes and policies shaping the phenomenon -

that is enabling or constraining the development of a proactive HR agenda. On this basis, each 

case study was in itself instrumental (Stake, 1994) in that it sought to provide insight into a 

particular issue or phenomenon. However, in order to gain a deeper insight into the changing role 

of HR, an approach involving two comparative cases could produce findings that were more 

robust and lead to 'interesting generalisations about the phenomenon under investigation' 

(Remenyi et al, 1998: 134) because, as Hartley (1994) notes, within a single case study, it is 

A number of also influenced the decision to limit the research to on/y two in-

depth, real-time case studies of commercialising public sector organisations: 
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(1) The number of cases included in this doctoral project needed to be realistic in that limited 

resources were available for conducting the study, one researcher and finite time, but also needed 

to be sufficient to allow cross-case comparison to aid understanding. In this respect, insights from 

the literature bring forth a number of interesting comments regarding the number of sites or cases 

selected. Campbell and Stanley (1963:6), when writing on case based research, argue for the need 

for at least one comparison, while Barwise ef aZ (1986) suggest that even as few as two cases can 

begin to show whether a pattern seems to generalise. Eisenhardt (1989: 545, 547) suggests that 

cases may be chosen to replicate previous cases or extend emergent theory or they may be chosen 

to SH theoretical categories and provide examples of polar types; 

(2) From the point of view of this research as a doctoral project, the richness of data that could be 

gained from two in-depth real-time embedded case studies would better serve the purposes of 

such a study than would a less in-depth multiple case study design. This stance is strongly 

supported by Mintzberg (1983a: 108), who points out that in-depth data from a small sample size 

'has often proved superior'; 

(3) The aim was to collect data that was processual (Pettigrew, 1997), comparative and capable of 

expansion and generalisation into theories rather than to test hypotheses (Yin, 1994). Whilst 

several case studies might have augmented external validity, the selection was restricted to two in 

order that the necessary depth of analysis could be obtained within the time available; and 

(4) Convenience, opportunity, and accessibility were deciding factors for the final choice of two 

in-depth cases. 

Negotiating access to appropriate commercialising public sector organisations proved to be 

difficult and time-consuming. In April 2002, a number of commercialising public sector 

organisations were initially contacted by letters to the Chief Executives and the Personnel 

Managers, enclosing summaries of the research project objectives. Three organisations agreed to 

a visit to their offices for more detailed discussions and appointments were arranged to discuss in 

more detail the nature of the research project and the type of access which was desired. One, a 

high-tech organisation within the defence industry, did not allow access to the extent that was 

needed for this research project. The remaining two, however, agreed to admit the researcher 

without any restrictions other than the non-disclosure of interviewee's identities. 

It is certainly true, therefore, that fieldwork of this type must offer an acceptable compromise 

between what is theoretically desirable on the one hand and what is practically possible on the 

other (Buchanan et al, 1988). It was considered that a two-organisation setting for the whole 
83 



research duration would allow the necessary cross-site analysis for comparing and contrasting 

major patterns and take account of local variation, whilst being the most feasible effort that was 

manageable within the resource constraints and the scope of a three-year doctoral research project. 

In no sense, however, is it suggested that the two organisations are representative of other public 

sector organisations undergoing similar strategic changes under Labour and practising strategic 

HRM. Any such claim is at once impossible and unnecessary because this was not the 

researcher's intention. Case study research, combined with qualitative data, seeks not to make 

statements in relation to the population as a whole, but instead endeavours to make generalisations 

to theoretical propositions and analytical concerns. This is the purpose of case study research: 

where meaning lies immured behind organisational complexities, it seeks to unravel the 

relationship and linkages among and between social processes and organisational structures. Thus 

the validity of the study's findings rests not upon the representativeness or typicality of the 

research sites chosen but rather upon the cogency of the theoretical reasoning. In this respect, Yin 

(1984: 39) has admonished those who suggest that case study research has shown little regard for 

external validity, for an 'analogy to samples and universes is incorrect when dealing with case 

studies. This is because survey research relies on statistical generalisation, whereas case studies 

rely on analytical generalisation'. 

In summary, this section has justified the use of a comparative case study method based on two 

cases on a number of grounds. These suggest that this approach provides a richness and a depth of 

assessment and method that cannot be obtained by other means, and allows one to explore the 

complexity of the 'twists and turns' of strategic change and the transformation of the HR function. 

Furthermore, the comparative nature of the study allows rich comparisons over time and between 

organisations and groups of workers and managers to emerge, making for a rich and true analysis. 

In the following paragraphs, the cases and the rationale for their selection are discussed. 

3.3.3. Choice of Research Sites 

The selection of cases for empirical research in this study, although affected by the accessibility 

and support of the organisations, has been driven primarily by theoretical concerns. Following 

Glaser and Strauss's (1967) technique of theoretical sampling, the two organisations were 

selected for their similarities as well as their differences. Thus, to paraphrase Mitchell (1983), the 

cases were selected for their explanatory power rather than their typicality; for their theoretical 

potential rather than their representativeness. The sampling rationale was to ensure that issues 

related to the transformation of the HR function and its role could be observed in public sector 
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organisations subjected to similar commercialisation pressures under Labour, but with varying 

dimensions of competitive standing and government funding requirement. 

The first case was drawn from the geographic information industry, whilst the second documents 

a change process undertaken in the shipping industry. The Ordnance Survey- Britain's National 

Mapping Agency (hereafter OS) is a quasi-autonomous agency within the geographic information 

industry with Trading Fund status. The case was initially judged to be an interesting study by 

virtue of context: the high-tech features of the organisation combined with the dynamic, fast-

changing outer context affected by the digital mapping revolution were fairly unusual for public 

sector establishments. The Maritime and Coastguard Agency (hereafter MCA) is a government 

agency within the shipping industry employing over 1100 staff in both headquarters and offices 

around the country. The impact of changing Government policy for the shipping industry on the 

organisation was significant and the case offered the opportunity to access the evolving change 

processes driven by commercialisation in an industry becoming an international business and 

strongly marked by international regulations. 

The selection of the two sites was first and foremost based on their range of differences, which 

might be expected to result in different approaches to HRM and to influence in contrasting ways 

the roles played by the HR function. 

The two organisations were chosen as they were positioned closer to the two ends of the spectrum 

of commercialisation within the public sector. Their degree of commercialisation was judged 

upon two criteria - the extent of the organisation's dependence on the public purse (financial 

regime) and the extent of government control over products, services and targets (output control). 

Thus, on a continuum, with a pure public sector organisation or government service at one end 

and a fiilly commercialised (privatised) public sector entity (or Public Limited Company) on the 

other, the two organisations selected for this research were positioned in between the two extreme 

ends and were undergoing different degrees of commercialisation in relation to the two criteria 

specified (see Figure 3.1). 

The financial regime concerns the extent to which the organisations are exposed to market 

mechanisms and the level of funding which is provided by the Government. At the one end of the 

spectrum are the inner-budget sector of organisations which depend on the Treasury for more than 

half of their funding requirements (such as central government organisations - armed services, 

civil service agencies, research councils, NHS district authorities, education etc). The centre 

division of input control consists of organisations which earn most of their income from user 
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charges, which are paid for the particular service used, but are not completely exposed to price 

and other types of market competition with the private sector. This characterised the case of 

MCA, which was characterised by a quasi-market for some of its services: it operated as a semi-

commercial service partly subsidised by the government and required to charge for the provision 

of its statutory activities at a level sufficient to recover the full cost of each activity, whilst 

commercialising its training, inspection and survey services as well as its inspection and 

surveying services to large yachts. Its income was not as exposed to markets because the majority 

of its income was raised through direct fees and government funding. 

The non-budget end of the spectrum covers Government owned commercial enterprises (GO 

Pic's), which have a clear profit motive and are exposed to various degrees of market competition. 

This characterised the case of OS which, as a Trading Fund, had strong links into the commercial 

market place and was required to make an average return on the capital it employs- on average 

around £40 million - of at least 5.5% a year and to pay an annual dividend to the government 

based on each year's trading results. Its income was therefore significantly affected by the 

commercial markets. However, as a Trading Fund and not a GO Pic, OS was still responsible for 

the national provision of mapping and geographical data for non-commercial areas, which was 

funded through a special agreement with central government. 

The output control relates to Government decisions on the nature and range of products and 

services offered, targets to be achieved etc. The extent of government control exercised on this 

dimension will depend upon the degree to which a public sector organisation is sheltered from 

market competition. In the case of OS, due to the high degree of national dependency on its 

geographical data, the surveying and mapping activity that ensured consistent national standards 

but did not have an immediate commercial justification was funded by an agreement with central 

government. In the case of MCA, the statutory activities of the agency related to search, rescue 

and maritime safety were not commercialised and were subject to key targets set by government. 
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Figure 3.1. Position of case study organisations on the commercialisation continuum 
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Because the purpose of the research was to generate theory applicable to various organisational 

contexts and distinguish different change processes, other differences were sought in 

organisational conditions, such as context, technology, key players and change process. As a 

result, the two organisations selected differed on other organisational dimensions, such as 

industry, location, structure, culture and workforce. 

The organisations were operating under relatively different conditions; for example, OS was 

operating in a rapidly changing environment and was undergoing a major cultural transformation 

as it moved into Internet-based competition. Conversely, MCA environment was relatively stable. 

MCA was operating under conditions of some uncertainty, but these were due mainly to 

regulatory and other governmental changes and so were not of the radical proportion that OS was 

experiencing. Whereas OS was operating in a highly competitive environment, with a potentially 

rapidly-expanding market, MCA was involved in the shipping industry, which was seen as less 

dynamic because its clients' behaviour did not change as fast as that of OS and the market was 

more static. As a result, unlike OS, the magnitude of organisational change at MCA could be 

characterised as incremental, taking the form of continuous adaptation, exploiting the 

organisation's history and knowledge bases to the maximum. 
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OS was a more knowledge-intensive type of organisation and a particularly interesting example of 

how a public organisation managed to overcome the constraints of its business context to fashion 

its own destiny. Unlike other public sector organisations with stable, incremental environments, 

OS was operating in conditions of low environmental stability, with frequent, rapid changes in 

geographic information systems technology. Due to the emergence of new digital technology, the 

geographic information industry was on the verge of rapid growth, particularly through the market 

for location-based services. The overlay of layers of data to create new views created good 

commercial opportunities for OS, such as in the correlation of geographic, commercial catchment 

area and socio-demographic data for use in supermarket home delivery services. 

All of these trends made the geographic information industry very different from the more 

traditional consumer and industrial markets in which many other public organisations operate. 

The organisation was involved in a fast-changing, dynamic industry where its clients' behaviour 

changes frequently required an immediate response from the organisation. With an increasingly 

challenging environment, pressures to develop e-business under the Government E-strategy in the 

public sector and emergence of new technologies, OS was thus closer to the 'relentlessly changing 

organisations' model of Brown and Eisenhardt (1997) in the high-velocity computer industry and 

the magnitude of change experienced by this organisation could therefore be described by the 

statement 'transformational'. There were these particular high-tech and e-business features of OS 

that made this organisation such an interesting case for this doctoral research, as the commercial 

opportunities associated with the development of markets for the geographic information systems 

made commercialisation a highly viable strategy for the organisation. 

MCA was selected to contrast with the institutional context represented by OS. It was engaged in 

changes of considerable scope and scale to present important challenges, especially in terms of 

finding the right balance between fulfilling its role in implementing Government maritime policy 

and providing high-quality services to its customers. MCA provided a very good example of 

change in the commercialised public sector, thus offering a valuable comparative benchmark with 

OS. The important feature was that this organisation had transformed from being a rigid, 

structured organisation into a more flexible one with an emerging culture. Its nature can be 

contrasted with that of OS in that its internal transformation has been driven by a strategy of cost 

reduction combined with improved service delivery. 

The differences in the nature of activities carried out by the organisations had fed through to 

produce contrasting histories and cultures. MCA was in many ways a classic public sector 

bureaucracy with its rale-bound procedures and strong hierarchies. It was also perceived as a 



'producer driven' culture, reflected in a strong union presence, which had profoundly affected 

managerial perceptions of the union's role. MCA was, furthermore, an organisation in which the 

role culture - as identiGed by Handy (1993) - still predominated, although there was a desire to 

introduce a more task-based approach. 

Initially rooted in the civil service with its uniformed and 'regimented' workforce and with its 

heritage that stretches back over 200 years to the time of the French Revolution, OS had evolved, 

by contrast, into a much larger organisation with a more varied workforce and good quality 

services. Thus it could fairly be said that OS was an organisation focused more on delivering a 

service to the customer rather than one that is product-driven. 

The organisations differed markedly in political, financial and cultural terms. The 'radical' Labour 

reform has exposed OS to a period of turbulence and conflict, with pressures to expand the range 

of products and services in the context of harsh cuts in government funding provided over recent 

years. Considerable political consensus and co-operation, by contrast, characterised the MCA, a 

function in large part of the fact that there was a more unitary vision on the degree of overall 

control that the government should exercise over its activities. 

Both organisations were driven by the New Labour government policy agenda which in turn was 

inevitably subject to a considerable shift over time. However, there was a difference in emphasis 

in this respect. As financially more dependant on the government, the MCA's relations with 

central government were particularly sensitive and close, and the organisation was still subject to 

certain governmental procedures. By contrast, the OS's links with government were somewhat 

more at arms-length. OS board members were nominally independent directors and, indeed, 

technically the OS was a quasi-autonomous agency run on Next Steps lines with its activities not, 

as a consequence, regulated by any government department or body. 

Secondly, the two public sector organisations chosen for this study were selected because of the 

similarities they possessed. 

Theoretical sampling requires paying attention to theoretical relevance and purpose. With respect 

to relevance, this selection process ensures that the similarity of the substantive area addressed -

in this instance, the impact of commercialisation on the nature of the HR function - is maintained 

or, as Eisenhardt (1989: 537) notes, 'is likely to replicate or extend the emergent theory'. Both 

organisations were responding to the New Labour Modernising Government Agenda and, at the 

time of the study, were implementing intended strategic changes of considerable scope and 
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scale to present important organisational and managerial challenges and to have a significant 

impact on the role, organisation and influence of the HR function. Both were confi'onted by 

significant commercialisation pressures to improve performance under the modernization agenda, 

which led to considerable organisational flux and restructuring and could act as drivers for the 

respective HR functions to redefine their roles. There was thus scope for these HR functions to 

adopt a more strategic role within the 'new commercialisation framework'. 

The two case studies were both providing nation-wide services through a network of area offices. 

There was a difference in the scale and depth of their activities and this was reflected in the 

workforce sizes with OS employing more staff that the MCA. They both, however, provided 

products and services considered strategic, reflecting the high degree of national dependency on 

such services; in the case of OS, paper-maps and digital map data; and, in that of MCA, 

coastguard and ship survey and inspection operations. In addition, workforces in both were 

relatively homogenous, comprising staff mainly in executive and administrative grades. 

The two quasi-autonomous agencies were also very interesting examples of 'hybrid organisations' 

in the public sector. The Modernising Government agenda has provided these organisations with 

the opportunity to operate and compete commercially and to adopt features of the commercial 

environment whilst enhancing efficiency, improving economic performance and public 

accountability. As a result, both organisations, within the past two years, had moved away fi-om 

old principles and traditional arrangements and were, in effect, halfway towards the private sector: 

state owned yet managed in a commercial manner. The 'in-between' situation challenged the 

governance of these organisations and the culture, values and norms of the workforce. 

With respect to purpose, a strategy of intensity sampling (Fatten, 1990) was adopted that meant 

looking for case organisations that manifested the phenomenon of interest. This included large 

public sector organisations experiencing the New Labour reform and adopting work arrangements 

and innovative HRM techniques perceived to be of strategic importance by the senior managers 

instigating the change. Both organisations chosen for this purpose were key players in their 

industries. Both aimed to improve their competitive position through the introduction of new work 

arrangements, coupled with the development of new HRM practices. 

For both organisations, moreover, the impact of commercialisation on their strategies, structures 

and systems, although not identical, displayed similar patterns such as a change in the overall 

strategic direction; the implementation of new corporate business strategies to support the 

transition toward a market-oriented, customer-focused and self-finaiicing organisation; a 
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rethinking of the business processes, commercial, technological and cultural transformation; and a 

redesign of the organisational structure. These triggered the implementation of programmes of 

strategic HR change, defined as involving changes in the overall strategic HR content and 

discourse. This encompasses its scope, plans, positioning and rhetoric and how it deploys its key 

HR resources and changes in how managers shape the external and internal environments to 

promote intentional HR change in the overall organisation (Ford and Ford, 1995; Van de Ven and 

Poole, 1995; R^agopalan and Spreitzer, 1996). 

In addition to indications that there were "inner context" factors which could conceivably reshape 

the HR contributions to the change programmes, there were also "outer context" factors at OS 

which paralleled those affecting MCA by virtue of its place in the geographic information 

industry. Both the geographic information industry and the shipping industry were facing 

significant threats to their status as prestige industries, status which they had maintained despite 

previous periods of competitive pressures. Both industries had enjoyed in the past the security of 

significant government spending, driven by a conception of national interest which was deemed to 

override their national cost. However, both these sheltered industries were now facing 

environmental uncertainties of the same magnitude as their counterparts in competitive markets. 

The combination of similar commercialisation pressures coupled with the chance to observe 

planned change processes made both cases comparable and interesting. 

A summary of the main characteristics of field sites is depicted in Table 3.1. 

91 



Table 3.1. Characteristics of Field Sites 

Site 1: OS Site 2: MCA 

Typeof 
organisation 

Hybrid organisation - commercial 
business 

Hybrid organisation - Semi-
commercial service 

Exposure to market 
mechanisms 

Quasi-market for the maintenance of 
geographic databases and geographic 
information supplying 
Commercial market for end-products, 
especially digital mapping 

Quasi-market for a small range 
services 
No market exposure for statutory 
services 

Strategic profile Provider of geographic information Provider of maritime and 
coastguard operations, regulator of 
maritime policy 

Industry Geographic information industry Shipping / maritime industry 

Level of 
competition 

Strong competition for end-product 
service distribution, but not for the 
maintenance of geographic databases and 
the data capture technology which are 
unique and impossible to replicate by 
competitors 

Moderate competition 

Extent of self-
funding 

Self-funding for commercial services; 
Government funding for non-commercial 
surveying and mapping 

Cost recovery for statutory 
activities and partial self-funding 
from commercial services 

Products and 
services 

Digital and paper maps, digital 
geographic databases, global positioning 
systems 

Search and rescue services; ship 
certification and inspection surveys 
for seafarers and ship owners; 
maritime safety training and 
consultancy services 

Degree of 
commercialisation 
(financial regime 
versus output 
control) 

Trading Fund status 
* Self-suflicient and fully 

commercialised business - the 
business has to make a profit but does 
not receive a subsidy &om the 
taxpayer 

e Direct responsibility for its own 
finances 

• Required to make an average return 
on the capital it employs- on average 
around £40 million - of at least 5.5% 
a year and to pay an annual dividend 
to the government based on each 
year's trading results 

Quasi-autonomous agency 
® Semi-commercial service -

commercialisation of training & 
survey services and inspection 
of large yachts 

® Partly subsidised by the 
government 

• Required to charge for the 
provision of its statutory 
activities at a level sufficient to 
recover the full cost of each 
activity 

• Key targets are set for the 
Agency by the Secretary of 
State 

Commercial 
potential 

Very strong commercial potential linked 
with technological change in geographic 
information systems. Commercialisation 
considered a very viable strategy for the 
organisation 

Moderate commercial potential, 
limited capability for the coastguard 
service to expand its commercial 
income, commercialisation of 
training expertise for the coastguard 
side of the business operations 
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External 
Environment 

Turbulent, rapidly changing environment; 
dynamic market 

Relatively stable, static market; 
competitive pressures related to the 
status and prestige of the shipping 
industry 

Strategic Context Improving performance and market 
position through commercialisation, cost 
reduction, search for new markets, 
develop partnership and strategic 
alliances, focus on core products and 
markets 

Cost reduction, improving quality 
of services, improve revenue -
generation capabilities 

Number of 
employees 

1,850 - 1350 of whom are based at the 
Head Office, whilst the rest -
cartographic surveyors and territorial 
sales representatives - are dispersed 
among a network of 80 local offices 
around the country 

1,165 permanent staff based at more 
than 30 main locations around the 
UK coast, further supported by over 
3,250 volunteer Auxiliary 
Coastguards 

Type of 
reorganisation 

Public sector body moving towards a 
competitive commercial model, involving 
organisation-wide culture change and 
departmental restructuring 

IT-facilitated, comprehensive 
review and restructure of directorate 
to improve search and rescue 
coastguard service delivery, driven 
by cost-reduction and improved 
operating efficiency 

Research entry 
point 

18 months into 36-month programme Second stage of 36 -month 
'continuous change' programme 

Duration of 
Field Study 

3.5 years 2 years 

Number of 
interviews 

115 90 

Comparable cases? 

Given that each organisation's experience in operating under commercial principles depended on 

the nature of its industry and the business environment and on the interface with its external 

environment as part of its day-to-day activities, it was almost certain that the uniqueness of each 

change situation would have outweighed any superficial similarities. There were differences by 

industry, occupation and degree of market exposure. On this basis, the two cases represented 

contrasting examples of 'hybrid organisations' within which the role of the HR function could be 

explored and that would add to the researcher's overall theoretical understanding of the changing 

nature of the HR function as these organisations were embracing commercialisation. 

While it was recognised that each case was unique and was responding in a different way to its 

market situation, attempts were made to find more general grounds on which to compare and 

reach overall conclusions about viewing the nature and role of the HR function within the two 

case studies. Thus the similar hybrid form, the commercialisation pressures under Labour and the 

existence of specialist Personnel departments, comparable in size and flmctions, as well as 
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modem personnel policies were critical. This was because the research strategy was based on the 

assumption that there would be a considerable degree of comparability in the way in which the 

HR departments were refbcused towards playing a strategic role in these organisations, while 

acknowledging the differences of industry, consequently, of strategies and business models. 

One deliberately preconceived source of variation in the two organisations was the nature of the 

environment in which they operated and their different institutional contexts. On the one hand, OS 

was a more revenue-driven organisation in which commercialisation was seen as a very viable 

strategy. This was due to the commercial opportunities associated with the development of 

markets for the geographic information systems and the cutting-edge technology associated with 

the map-making. There was an enormous potential market for the organisation and OS was close 

to the centre of commercial activity surrounding the transformation of the industry. On the other 

hand, MCA was more cost-driven organisation and was operating within a more static market. 

Consequently, although commercialising coastguard services was an important component of the 

MCA change agenda, the actual capability for the Coast Guard service to expand its commercial 

income was actually rather limited. This in turn was having an impact on the overall strategy of 

the organisation, with the focus being more on the quality and reputation of the British Flag and 

the services provided by the agency than on the commercial side of the activity. 

Thus one could differentiate between commercialisation in an environment where there were clear 

commercial potentialities - as the one in which OS was operating - and commercialisation in an 

environment in which the organisation still has to provide a public service whilst also seeking for 

new commercial opportunities - as the one of MCA. This in itself was considered to be an 

interesting difference. It was expected that the requirements of commercialisation in the two 

environments and the interpretation of commercialisation within the two organisations would be 

rather different. This was expected to lead to differences in the way the activity and role of a 

'strategic' HR department was perceived and understood in each of the organisations and 

consequently, in the way the HR roles came about and changed throughout commercialisation. 

Similarly, one could ask questions about why similarities and differences existed in the way the 

role of HR was refbcused between organisations subjected to the same commercialisation 

pressures, but with very different conditions? 

Both OS and MCA thus provided suitable contexts for the study of the changing role of the HR 

function where the contextual differences they represented were significant. These significant 

differences in organisational conditions confirmed that the shared features of the two cases could 

allow useful contrasts to be made during data analysis, whilst also challenging the emerging 
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concepts. It was hoped that this comparison would enrich the researcher's understanding of the 

various social forces and social processes which interacted within the organisation and influenced 

the activity and role of the HR department. 

3.4. Research Design 

The literature review undertaken in the previous chapter indicated that there were methodological 

limitations associated with past research into the strategic role of the HR function. To address 

these limitations, in this study the research design followed the three rationales bellow: 

(1) Longitudinal field study. The use of a longitudinal design enhances internal validity by 

ensuring that key events are accurately placed in sequences and facilitates the detection of 

possible cause-effect relationships (Leonard-Barton, 1990). A primary objective of the research 

design was to provide the collection, analysis and interpretation of data on the changing role of 

the HR function and the factors which influence the nature of its contribution. A longitudinal 

approach seemed to provide a potentially fruitful method for studying such influencing forces 

throughout the implementation of change initiatives in the two case study organisations. Since the 

role and relative significance of the influencing forces were difficult to define objectively, the 

study was trying to achieve an understanding of people's actions and of the actors' intentions in 

real-life organisations. The data base thus needed to be broad enough to provide information on 

how the roles of their HR functions have changed over time within the context of their respective 

operation environments. Moreover, in order to discover whether or not the HR role has changed 

over time and what factors influenced this process, only a truly longitudinal study would create 

the data required to examine questions of evolution, and that this data would always be 

insubstantial in a 'snap shot' study; the data from the two organisations were collected, 

consequently, longitudinally over different time points. 

(2) Multiple methods and multiple sources of evidence. This study adopted a broader approach 

towards data collection and analysis in relation to the role of the HR department, by employing 

multiple methods and consulting multiple constituents (Wright et al, 2001; Ulrich, 1997; Truss et 

al, 2002). It is believed that such an approach has the potential to reflect more accurately the 

complex web of structures, interactions and groups that ultimately influence the role taken by the 

HR department and to facilitate the identification of key stakeholders and stakeholder 

relationships influencing its activity. Multiple stakeholders of the corporate HR department were 

used as primary sources of data, consistent with the multiple constituency approach to HRM, 

reflecting the influence of these individuals on the strategic HRM process (Tsui, 1987). The 

multiple constituency approach to HRM (Tsui, 1984a, 1987) assumes that the HR department 



within any large, complex organisation interacts with a variety of constituencies and 

consequently, multiple stakeholder groups in the organisation have an influence on the strategic 

HRM process and the role played by the HR department. This implies that, to folly understand the 

complex factors that have an impact on the nature of the role played by the HR function, multiple 

constituents should be consulted and the evaluation of HR role and activity should not be 

conducted by assessing the perceptions of a single stakeholder group as this does not permit any 

definitive conclusions. The research thus relied on information collected from multiple 

stakeholders using multiple methods. 

The interpretive research process 

A central feature interpretive research is its iterative nature, of constant comparison between the 

evolving theory and the empirical data, resulting in findings that is derived from data, which is 

systematically gathered and analysed through the research process. Understanding and accepting 

this lack of linearity to the research process is crucial to the application of such an approach. 

The interpretive research process involved concurrency between data collection, data analysis and 

literature review, with the processes of gathering and analysis of material being highly iterative 

and moving forwards and backwards between the different stages. It also involved ongoing 

analysis and reflection through stages of exploration, where the researcher is gradually 

discovering the issues and questions of centrality to the informants, through to the emergent 

theoretical perspectives and ultimately to a description and theoretically informed understanding. 

Although the initial review of literature set the context for investigation, the most relevant 

literature emerged during the analysis. Literature review helped navigating the field under 

investigation, whilst the perspectives emerging during the investigation in turn directed the 

literature review. This meant that the more detailed research issues to investigate emerged as part 

of an ongoing interpretation of concepts emerging from literature reviews and case study material. 

The nine-step research process employed in this study and its iterative nature is depicted in the 

flow charts at Figure 3.2. and 3.3. The initial phase included step I-II through VIII and culminates 

in the emergent theoretical perspectives. Emergent theoretical perspectives were descriptive 

summaries of central issues that required further refinement by incremental data collection and 

analysis. The analysis involved subjecting the emergent theoretical perspectives (VIII) to 

provisional testing and validation through further data collection with the view to attain empirical 

density that leads to the final output in the form of a conceptual framework (IX). 
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Access to each organisation was gained via a formal request letter sent under the signature of the 

Head of the School of Management and a summary of the research project, containing a 

description of the study and a number of points of confidentiality with the promise of a report on 

the subsequent research results (see Appendix 2 for sample letter). Meetings were then arranged 

with the Deputy Chief Executives and the Personnel Director in each organisation, at which the 

researcher explained in more detail the nature of the project and the data to be collected. Access 

was agreed on the basis that the researcher would act as an independent observer and would 

provide a report based on her observations. In both cases, the reasons for the researcher's interest 

in the organisation were made explicit to everyone involved from the beginning and undertakings 

to preserve confidentiality when reporting on the cases were given. 

The research began with broader research questions concerned with the role of HRM in strategic 

change and the development of new HRM practices in large public sector organisations 

implementing intended strategic changes. The main themes the researcher was interested to 

explore were the various facets of the relationship between the use of human resource strategies 

and the management of change and how human resource strategies, policies and practices are 

being used in relation to the implementation of change and resulting outcomes. These exploratory 

questions guided the researcher's first contacts with the senior managers involved in the change 

programme in the first organisation, OS. The researcher had been looking for a commercialising 

public sector organisation that was about to undergo change under the New Labour Modernising 

Government agenda and began discussions with this organisation when she learned that a massive 

reorganisation combined with the implementation of a cultural change programme were under 

consideration. At this stage preliminary discussions were carried out with the deputy chief 

executive, the director of human resources and a number of senior managers from different 

business groups and the HR department. 

As the fieldwork progressed, it became clear that the initial perspective (the delivery of HRM 

policies) was too limited for two reasons. Firstly, while this perspective usefully draws attention 

to how particular HRM tools are used in a specific change context, it fails fully to reflect the 

contribution that the HR department is making beyond the policy area, through its overall 

strategic involvement, status and influence. Secondly and linked with the above, this perspective 

fails to tackle in sufficient depth the elements of a strategic HR department and what role the HR 

department is playing in the construction and deconstruction of 'strategic meaning' in the 

organisation. In other words, there is an avoidance of issues of reputation, credibility, power and 

domination that are built more around HR members' actions, attributes and behaviours than 

around HRM policies and practices. 
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It was at this stage that researcher became aware that a more fhiitful line of inquiry would be to 

investigate the way in which the shift from 'traditional HR' to 'strategic HR' was influenced by 

the perceptions and expectations of key stakeholders of the HR department. Looking at the 

strategic role of the HR Amotion through the lens of role-set theory and the negotiated order 

framework was, moreover, emerging as a theoretical, as well as methodological alternative to the 

traditional conceptualisations of strategic HRM. These preliminary observations helped to 

formulate the basic terms of reference, which then guided the researcher into further literature 

review. The role-set analysis and negotiated order perspective became key orienting frames 

shaping the analytic process and allowed the researcher to focus more specifically on the 

relationship between the emergent strategic role of the HR department and the practice of 

organisational change. 

The first period of study (from August 2002 onwards) involved the examination of the change 

efforts driven by commercialisation of OS. Motivated by a desire to supply comparable data, the 

second period of research (fi-om April 2003 onwards) was designed to mirror the earlier case 

study by examining the change efforts driven by commercialisation at MCA. As a result, the two 

case studies had different timeframes, with the first case study - OS being of a more exploratory 

nature than the second one - MCA. Since the implications of commercialisation for the role of the 

HR function were not fully understood by the researcher at the time, the initial exploratory stage 

of fieldwork at the first research site (OS) provided the researcher with critical new insights into 

the meaning of a 'strategic HR department' and sparked off the new train of investigation. It also 

allowed the researcher to refine the research design adopted in the study and decide on the 

appropriateness of looking at the strategic role of the HR function through the lens of role-set 

theory and negotiated order perspective. It provided, moreover, an indication of the key 

stakeholders of the strategic HR function. The second case study of MCA was then designed to 

enable comparison with the earlier case of OS. 

The next section explains the theoretical rationales underlying the data collection process and 

provides a detailed description of the steps taken during the empirical field study. 
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Figure 3.2. The interpretive research process 
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Figure 3.3. Research Process detailed 
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3.5. Data Collection 

3.5.1. Choice of research methods 

In answering the research questions, a qualitative research method was able to provide a deeper 

understanding and fuller contextual information of the phenomena studied, in addition to enabling 

the foundation for more complete theory development (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998, 2003; 

Berg, 2000; Creswell, 2003). 

A major objective of the design framework was to collect reliable data on strategic changes and 

their HRM implications from as many different sources as possible in order to obtain richer and 

deeper insights into the role played by the HR department. This follows advice on the importance 

of striving for triangulation in the four areas of qualitative research: data, investigation, theory and 

methodology (Patton, 1990: 108). The choice of data collection techniques was thus based on the 

need to gain in-depth access to the knowledge and meanings of informants (Easterby-Smith et al, 

1991) and to enable the identification of formal and informal processes (Mintzberg, 1987a, 1987b, 

1987c). This allowed for the presentation of 'thick descriptions'- particular perceptions of the 

actors, rather than objectively described complexities of the case (Stake, 1995: 42). 

Four different methods of data collection were used in this study: 

• Semi-structured interviews (at four different levels within each organisation: senior managers, 

line managers, non-managerial staff, and HR staff); 

• Focus groups with the HR function staff; 

. Periods of non-participant observation; and 

. Analysis of documentary evidence. 

Such a tri angulation across various techniques of data collection is particularly beneficial in 

theory generation because it provides multiple perspectives on an issue, supplies more 

information on emerging concepts, allows for cross-checking, and yields stronger substantiation 

of constructs (Eisenhardt, 1989; Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Pettigrew, 1990). This research, 

therefore, goes further than existing studies on the strategic role of the HR department, notably 

those of Golden and Ramanujam (1985), Bennett et al (1998), Mabey et al (1998), Wright et al 

(1998), Wright et al (1999) and Wright et al (2001), which either relied on large-scale surveys and 

the use of questionnaires, or only drew upon interviews with HR managers and employees. 

Each case study was designed to have two phases of data collection, with the frrst phase being of a 

more emergent and exploratory nature than the second one. It was thought that this approach 



had the potential to reflect more accurately the complex web of structures, interactions and groups 

that ultimately influence the role taken by the HR department and to facilitate the identification of 

key stakeholders and stakeholder relationships influencing its activity. It was also considered that 

such an approach would sensitise the study to issues and questions of which it otherwise might not 

have become aware. In other words, had the study completed an analysis of each organisation in 

turn, it might have discovered issues that would have deserved further exploration. The approach 

adopted here, however, permitted the researcher to return to examine such concerns. 

Data were collected from the organisations at two time points during the research period: 

• Time 1 (2002/2003) corresponded to the official adoption of the new 'business model'; and 

• Time 2 (2003/2004) corresponded to the incorporation and consolidation of strategic changes, 

allowing for change to become partially 'anchored' in new social structures and practices. 

Table 3.2. provides an overview of the multiple phases of data collection and their timeline. 

Table 3.2. The Research Process 

Steps Undertaken Timeline 
Study One: Ordnance Survey 

Phase I: 

• initial contacts and preliminary analysis of strategic 
documents and organisational history; 

. conducted interviews with the main actors involved 
in the change programme; and 

. attendance of strategic HRM meetings and forums; 

Phase II 
structured interviews with the role-set members of 

the HR department; 
. data collection in strategic HRM meetings 
« continuous analysis of documentary evidence 

June/July 2002 

August 2002 to October 2002 

September 2003 to November 2003 

Study Two: Maritime and Coast Guard Agency 

Phase I 
• initial contacts and preliminary analysis of strategic 

documents and organisational history; 
. semi-structured interviews with a number of 

managers 
• attendance of strategic meetings and forums 
Phase II 
o semi-structured interviews; 
. data collection in strategic HRM meetings 
• continuous analysis of documentary evidence, 

meeting agendas and minutes 

January/February 2003 

February 2003 to April 2003 

December 2003 to February 2004 
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OS fieldwork was carried out between August 2002 and December 2003 mainly at its head office 

in Southampton and in three field offices (London, Guildford and Hedge End), whereas that at 

MCA was carried out between February 2003 and February 2004 in its Southampton head office 

and three regional offices (representative for the three regions - East, West and Scotland & 

Northern Ireland). From the outset, it was considered essential to undertake fieldwork in various 

parts of both organisations in order to obtain a detailed view of the dynamics and interactions 

between head-office and field offices. It was also essential to avoid possible bias produced by a 

partial perspective. 

In the first phase, from August to October 2002 in OS and 6om February to April 2003 in MCA 

respectively, in-depth interviews and observations were carried out, with the researcher being 

present in the field ten weeks. This was followed by a period of distant observation of outcomes 

and preliminary analysis of the data collected. Over a one-year period, subsequently, contact was 

maintained with a number of senior managers, the HR Director and three HR Business Partners 

from both organisations via telephone or e-mail and through regular meetings and short visits to 

the organisations every two months. In the second phase, from September 2003 to November 

2003 in OS and firom December 2003 till February 2004 in MCA, respectively, the researcher 

carried out a number of follow-up interviews with selected HR members, the HR Director, senior 

and line managers (managers who headed the core functions other than HR). This was 

supplemented by observations, informal discussions and document reviews. The presence of the 

researcher in the field throughout summer 2002 in OS and spring 2003 in MCA, respectively, and 

then at different time intervals each two months over almost one year favoured frequent and rich 

informal contacts with the leaders of the change programme, the HR function's members and the 

HR Director in both organisations. 

The four data sources are now addressed in turn. 

3.5.1.1. In-depth interviews 

The use of in-depth interviews was chosen as the main method of gathering primary data in both 

phases of data collection, because of the opportunities they provide for exploratory investigation 

(Saunders et al, 2003). First of all, two pilot interviews were conducted prior to the finalisation of 

the interview schedule. The purpose of the pilot was to identify any basic errors in the interviewee 

model, areas of potential misunderstandings and the use of theoretical terms that held little 

meaning to practising managers. Following the pilot, a number of questions and the construction 

of themes were adjusted to ensure an openness of reply and remove any potential for 
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misinterpretation. This enabled the resultant interviews to be put together in a more structured 

way, whilst allowing enough room for personal comment and reflection from the participants. 

Then, in depth interviews with people from different locations and functions took place at 

different times as the change process evolved, with some respondents interviewed repeatedly 

during fieldwork. In contrast to earlier studies that had focused their data collection solely on the 

HR function or bottom-line employees, a vertical slice through the organisations' strategic appex, 

middle line, and operating core (Mintzberg, 1983b) was taken, in order to consider the reality as 

well as the rhetoric of HRM (Gratton et al, 1999a). Specifically, the researcher interviewed at four 

different levels within each organisation: senior managers, line managers, non-managerial staff, 

and human resource staff. This approach was used to select the respondents for participation in 

interviews, so that, where possible, managers and staff who worked together were involved in the 

data collection exercise. This has allowed the researcher to gain within-method triangulation -

examining the same phenomena from a number of different angles. 

Consistent with the aims of this research project, initial interviews were carried out in a fairly 

unstructured manner, allowing respondents to focus on the issues that were of particular concern 

for them. With progressive data analysis and development of concepts and categories, interview 

questions were narrowed down, in order to focus on specific aspects of HR practice (see 

Appendix 3) 

A similar strategy was carried out in connection with sampling issues, using purposive (selective) 

sampling first and then theoretical sampling, thus again focusing with progressive data collection 

over time. Specifically, a wider coverage of informants was sought at the beginning of the field 

study; the interviews covered people in various managerial and non-managerial roles and at 

various hierarchical levels. Initial informants were identified through a process of 'purposive 

sampling' whereby those considered likely to yield maximum information on the topic or issue 

were chosen for the study (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992; Sarantakos, 1998). The researcher was 

given a comprehensive organisation chart and some information by the 'gatekeepers' in the 

corporate HR department, indicating who might be helpful to the research project. Many of the 

initial informants in this study were 'self-selecting' by virtue of their position or knowledge. 

Some informants not originally included in the sample were suggested by other informants, and 

were later included through a process of'snowballing sampling' (Bryman and Burgess, 1994). 

Theoretical sampling, based on the premise that it is important to select respondents who will 

maximise theoretical development (Strauss and Corbin, 1998, 1990; Glaser and Strauss, 1967), 
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then superseded this when the emergent theory highlighted directions, with further sampling 

needed to follow. As new issues, concepts or themes emerged from the data, the need to interview 

particular informants or follow up new 'leads' became clear and theoretical sampling guided 

further data collection, in which the decision on what data to collect next and where to find it was 

based on theoretical relevance of the data in relation to the emergent theory. Furthermore, once 

main categories and concepts emerged from the data, the intensity shifted towards less breadth but 

more depth. 

Altogether, a total of 205 interviews were conducted between July/August 2002 and February 

2004 in the two organisations. Further details on the conduct of interviews and the choice of 

informants will be given in section 3.5.3. of this chapter, which provides a detailed overview of 

the data collection exercise. 

3.5.1.2. Focus Groups 

The researcher was conscious that the semi-structured interviews would elicit factual information 

about the strategic change initiatives implemented in the organisations and about the HRM 

policies and practices adopted, but could not say too much about the culture of the place, about 

people's deep-seated motivations and about 'the way that people behave around here'. For this, 

group discussions with members of the HR function or employees were necessary, in order to 

uncover the sense-making activities of employees concerning their organisations in general and 

HR policies and processes in particular. 

The interview methodology was consequently broadened by using: 

• Focus groups of members of the HR function (with an average of five members in each focus 

group) throughout the detailed field study in each of the two organisations. The aim of this 

was to gather information on the key organisational concerns and the major challenges for the 

HR function. This information helped framing the subsequent questions within the interviews 

and provided a better understanding of the structure and nature of HR interventions; and 

o Focus groups of shop-floor employees and immediate supervisors, aimed at exploring 

employees 'perceptions and expectations of what was going on in the organisation, how they 

were affected by all that was happening in the organisation, their views on organisational 

changes taking place and their perceptions and expectations of HR. This type of focus group 

contained elements of ethnography in that it relied on participants' expertise in interpreting the 

organisational changes and culture. 
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Focus groups consisted of 4-8 participants. This was because it was felt that this was a large 

enough group to provide more interesting perspectives to the subject topic but not too large, so 

that every participant would have an opportunity to voice their opinion and be heard. The focus 

group discussion also took on a semi-structured style, with topics of interest Graming the 

discussion session. Typically, the theme would be introduced (for example, how the participants 

felt about the changes that were taking place within the organisation), and then the participants 

will speak and share their opinions. When the topic was exhausted or when the participants were 

satisfied that they have shared their thoughts, the next topic would be then introduced. 

A total of ten focus groups were held at different times as the change process evolved (five in 

each organisation) of which: 

® Four focus groups with members of the HR department, the HR Business Partners/Advisors 

and the HR programme managers; 

• Four focus groups with non-managerial employees drawn from different business groups; and 

. Two focus groups - one in OS and one in MCA- were held with a mixed group of HR 

professionals fi-om the HR department and six managers from three other business groups. 

This opportunity presented itself through the researcher's involvement with two organisational 

forums organised in OS and MCA respectively, which brought together managers from 

different divisions for wide-ranging discussions on commercial and change management 

issues. 

hi the case of focus groups with staff in lower grades and shop-floor employees, small groups 

(typically eight or nine individuals) were preferred, as the researcher's knowledge of both 

organisations ' cultures led her to believe that they would feel less vulnerable expressing their 

opinions in a smaller group. To increase the degree of comfort experienced by participants, 

participation in each group was restricted to one grade, thereby ensuring that tensions caused by 

the presence of line managers did not occur. Typically, each focus group lasted for an hour and a 

half to two hours and was held in the office where the majority of the group participants worked. 

A 'topic guide' (Easterby-Smith et al, 1991) was used to provide some structure while still 

allowing sufficient flexibility for interesting points which arose to be developed. 

The method of inquiry was to raise a topic, outline its meaning and probe people's views. It was 

also valuable to encourage them to debate points with each other. The questions that were asked 

during the focus groups were general and open-ended, with a focus on several issues and themes 

surrounding the research study. Both organisations had similar issues and themes. The themes 

were based around communication, organisational strategy and values, satisfaction with HR 
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activities and the HR function, employee relations, job satisfaction, commitment, trust and 

morale, organisational changes and employees' perceptions, management and leadership styles. 

Although there were general themes which the focus group discussions followed, the guiding 

principle was to let the participants' own responses determine the shape of the findings rather than 

a preconceived theory. 

Limited direction from the interviewer allowed for observation of spontaneous responses and 

provided insight into participants' natural vocabulary on a topic. The ability to observe interaction 

on a topic was felt to be particularly important amongst shop-floor workers who might be 

influenced by perceptions of the researcher as an "expert" or a "management spy". Interviews 

were only loosely structured, allowing participant interaction amongst themselves to partially 

replace their interaction with the interviewer. 

3.5.1.3. Observation 

The exclusive use of interviewing technique can pose threats to validity, as respondents may not 

be able to fully describe and explain their actions or may distort information on purpose, in order 

to adapt to the interview situation at hand. In addition, this study attempts to understand the 

changing role of the HR function in commercialising public sector organisations by drawing on 

participants' experiences and interpretation, and hence is very dependent on these interpretations. 

To the extent that individuals are confused, unaware, or deceptive, these findings may be 

misleading. To limit the potential bias associated with drawing on participants' experiences and 

interpretations, increase validity further and counterbalance potential information distortions, the 

qualitative method of interviewing was complemented by the use of observation, where intentions 

and impressions can be weighted against actual behaviours. 

Within both organisations, the researcher adopted the simultaneous dual role of observer of the 

organisation's activities and "insider" in order to understand the social world by discovering the 

conceptual lenses that the members of the organisation use to see and interpret their experiences. 

Both forms of observation - formal (observation of meetings) and informal (any observation made 

during a field visit) were carried out. 

Informal observation was carried out at any time the researcher was present in the organisations. 

Any opportunity to spend time inside the organisations was used, even on days where no 

interviews were scheduled. During the field visits, the researcher had complete and free access to 

the premises of the organisations, being able to observe the general nature of work and activities. 

She was given a desk and a computer to operate from, that allowed her to stay in the 
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organisations for the whole day from 8:00 am to 6:00 pm. During these hours, she conducted the 

interviews, attended strategic meetings and workshops, participated in focus groups and collected 

documentary evidence. Furthermore, she joined the main HR informants and their colleagues in 

their lunch breaks, in the course of which numerous work-related discussions could be observed. 

Besides, she could move freely inside the organisations, thereby getting access to the on-site 

library and other information sites. Within both OS and MCA, the researcher was also invited to 

participate in the Christmas and New Year parties. During these events, she focused on the jokes 

and the composition of groups. After the parties, the researcher wrote whatever she remembered. 

These cumulative instances of informal observation contributed greatly to the knowledge about 

the organisations and to getting a feeling for what was going on in general terms. 

Observation, Agendas and Minutes of Strategic Meetings. Data collection was also conducted 

within Board meetings, managerial meetings, work group meetings, and Strategic HRM meetings 

and forums (Appendix 4). Strategic meetings were observed at both the corporate and 

divisional/business group levels. Meetings were useful in offering a source of additional 

information and a further means of triangulation. However, the main benefit was the opportunity 

to observe behaviours and the interactions that occurred between the key players, thereby gaining 

valuable insight into the relationships and the underlying sensitivities. 

The researcher requested to be able to observe various strategic meetings of the Board and top-

management teams (Strategy and Operations Boards in OS and Executive Board, Corporate 

Leadership Team and Operational Leadership Team in MCA, respectively), but this was in some 

cases declined, due to the confidentiality of the issues that were discussed, especially if these were 

considered strategic. In spite of this, the evolving relationship and increasing level of trust 

between the 'gatekeepers' and the researcher resulted in access to these meetings being eventually 

granted, hi each case, the researcher sat as a passive observer and was allowed to record the 

discussions in field notes. Observation of meetings contributed to a further understanding of 

strategic decision-making processes in the two case study organisations and provided valuable 

information on the strategic involvement of the two HR Directors in strategic decisions and their 

ownership in the strategic management process. 

Data collection was also conducted within the monthly Divisional Groups Management meetings. 

Such minutes and agenda items were collected to show how corporate HR managers and HR 

Business Partners interacted with divisional senior and middle managers during these meetings, 

especially how managers made sense of strategic HRM by extent of their strategic conversations. 
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Agenda and minutes of meetings were collected, furthermore, from Strategic HRM-related 

meetings and forums in order to evaluate the types of issues discussed by HR managers during 

Time 1 (HR managers meetings) and Time 2 (monthly HR Strategy Committee meetings). In both 

organisations, there was no formal forum for the discussion of people management related issues 

between the corporate HR department and the various Business Groups in Time 1. Any 

discussions of these issues were mainly carried out informally between senior and line managers 

and HR managers. The meetings were organised by the divisional managers as a means of advice 

seeking from the corporate HR Group. In Time 2, both OS and MCA formalised these meetings 

by the formation of the HR Strategy Committee meetings. These meetings were used for the 

discussion of strategic and policy-related issues between the corporate HR department and 

Strategic Business Units management. 

Data collection in these meetings was chosen because they could be used as a means of 

understanding the outcomes of strategic conversations during the meetings. Minutes of meetings 

and non-participant observation captured the data to reflect the exchange of information among 

stakeholders (or strategic involvement) to demonstrate how stakeholders reached shared 

understanding of the issues discussed. From a strategic HRM perspective, corporate HR and 

senior and line management involvement in strategic conversations and information sharing was 

an effective way of ensuring consistency among corporate, strategic business units and functional 

HRM strategies. The act of information sharing and giving by organisational actors would result 

in a shared meaning and understanding of the complexities of the strategic management process 

(Vamey, 1996). 

This method was only used as a supplementary technique for understanding the types of issues 

discussed at the meetings. The data were analysed to enable interpretation of the conversation in 

the meetings, this allowing sense making (Weick, 1979b; Thomas et al, 1993; Gioia and Thomas, 

1996). In the first instance, meeting agenda items were analysed according to the content of the 

discussion. During the meetings, the discussions were recorded and categorised according to the 

content of discussion taking place between the players. For example, 'strategic' included 

discussions and topics that referred to the organisation's business strategies and the HR 

implications arising out of this particular issue. This type of issue incorporated people 

management implications into the formulation and implementation of business issues. Issues 

categorised as 'functional' would only address operational matters. The notes made during each 

meeting were checked for accuracy by comparing them with the official minutes prepared by the 

committee's secretary. 
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During the visits to OS and MCA's headquarters, the researcher was also allowed to participate in 

various staff meetings. During these meetings she took notes very quickly and afterwards he 

transcribed them onto computer files. Her attention through these meetings was directed mainly to 

whatever staff mentioned regarding the change programmes or the way they were being co-

ordinated. Likewise, she paid special attention to the way they talked, their attitudes, gestures, lay 

out of the room and the structure of the meeting. 

3.5.1.4. Documentary analysis 

Documents provided a rich source of information on the two organisations in general, but also an 

additional source of understanding of numerous organisational processes, notably with reference 

to the management of human resources. A whole range of different types of documents, ranging 

from internal to publicly available documents were collected, viewed and analysed. This included 

corporate strategy statements. Board minutes, strategy documents, minutes of strategy meetings, 

correspondence, steering committee reports, business plans, descriptions of HR interventions, 

letters, reports, memoranda, minutes of meetings, internal surveys and publications. The 

documentary investigation also included the use of training materials, staff briefs, video and tape-

recorded strategy presentations. The researcher managed to collect, furthermore, documents 

written by external consultants dealing with the evaluation of the organisational structure, HRM 

systems and processes or making recommendations about the way they should have been co-

ordinated. An interesting analysis emerged when the content of the documents was contrasted 

with actions and interpretations of the documents. 

Internal documents could in some cases be photocopied and taken away, or in other cases be 

consulted in the organisations. Extensive notes were taken when they could only be consulted. 

Publicly available documents were collected on site or printed from the organisation web site and 

business related newspapers. These documents played a crucial role in establishing triangulation 

and in maintaining the chain of evidence. 

Altogether, hundreds of pages of documents were collected and analysed. Yin (1994: 81) notes 

that the most important use of documents for case studies is to support and augment evidence 

from other data sources. He stresses, however, that researchers need to be aware that any 

document is written for some specific purpose and audience other than those of the case study 

carried out. Documents were therefore approached with a critical and questioning stance and not 

taken at face value, especially if they were provided to the general public. 
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3.5.2. Data Collection Process 

Phasel 

This was an emergent and exploratory phase (timeline August-October 2002 in OS, and February-

April 2003 in MCA, respectively) that provided the opportunity to become familiar with the 

current operating environment of both organisations and to observe issues of strategic concern to 

top management. Another important dimension of incorporating this phase into the research 

design was to trial the research methodology initially designed for the project. This research 

approach allowed for the research methodology to be developed and improved at the completion 

of this phase. 

For this first phase of the study, the researcher spent five weeks at OS headquarters and four 

weeks at MCA headquarters, respectively. During that time, she became familiar with each 

organisation' structure, its products, production systems, work organisation, management 

structure and its human resource management policies. Although the HR Directors were used as 

'gatekeepers' in each of the two organisations, the researcher also arranged to meet the managers 

of the relevant departments during these visits. 

The objectives were: 

(1) To identify the nature of the changes taking place in each of the organisations, the reasons 

for these changes and the impact that these changes were having on the HR function and its roles. 

As the implementation of change is not a simple process, based on rationality and which may be 

carried through without major consequences, it was important for the researcher to understand 

what specific changes have been implemented or are anticipated, when, and which parts of the 

organisation were or are expected to be affected. This allowed the researcher to construct a picture 

of the contextual, substantive and processual elements of change, to understand the rationales for 

the change and the effect of change on work practices; 

(2) To find out how the organisations went about managing their people, the role, and general 

perceptions within the hne about the effectiveness of the HR department; 

(3) To understand the contribution of the HR function to managing change and especially how it 

was being refocused towards playing a more strategic role in each of the organisations. A key 

concern was to observe, over time, how HR was involves in major change, as well to see how the 

HR department operated as a team within the organisation; and 

(4) To explore and identify the appropriate constituency of the role-set for the HR function. One 

of the goals of the interviews at this stage was to understand the perspectives of participating 

managers on how HR department's work and activity is influenced by other key stakeholders 
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(people who had a stake - a vested interest - in the activities and roles of the department) and to 

gather the views of the HR department's members on who they, in turn, need to influence from 

the other business groups in order to implement the HR initiatives designed. 

A total of 69 interviews in OS and 52 interviews in MCA, respectively, were held with informants 

from within the HR department, but also with senior and line managers and other specific 

individuals involved in the change programmes that were being tracked, in order to gain a holistic 

view of the operation of the HR function (Becker and Gerhart, 1996; Gratton et al, 1999). More 

specifically, interviews were carried out with members of the top and middle managers involved 

in the strategic initiative programmes, line managers, members of the personnel function, trade-

union officials, and non-managerial staff Care was taken in this stage to ensure that interviews 

considered both the perceptions of members of the HR function concerning the role played by the 

HR function throughout change implementation, and the perceptions of role-set members. 

Emphasis was placed during the interviews on obtaining specific examples and stories from the 

interviewees to illustrate the points that they were making. 

The interviews with the top HR and management executives in each of the organisations lasted 

between one and two hours, with an average of one and one-quarter hours. All interviews were 

recorded on tape and later transcribed. Interviews were semi-structured, tailored to each particular 

person and focused on their perceptions of what happened and why; on how senior managers 

decided, introduced and monitored changes; senior managers' links with the external 

environments; on how the HR Director was influencing and being influenced by the other Board 

members. 

Interviews with the members of the top-management team were designed to elicit their opinions 

over a range of issues, including the nature of business strategy and strategic decision-making and 

change. For senior and line managers, questions were focused on how the organisation went about 

managing its people, the role, and general perceptions within the line about the effectiveness of 

the HR department. They were asked to describe the people management issues that change 

brought into their area, what kind of role they expected the HR department to play in the process 

and how they were trying to influence the way the function was carrying out its role and activity. 

For the interviews with the top HR executives in each of the organisations, a semi-structured 

interview format was utilised in the interview, with an "agenda" of questions used by the 

researcher to guide the interview and to ensure an exhaustive discussion of the issues. Each 

interviewee was asked at the outset to describe the role of the HR function from his or her 
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perspective. Within this broad topic, the interviewees discussed any events or perceptions which 

they beheved best illustrated their organisations' posture regarding the strategic management of 

human resources. 

Interviews with HR members were focused on both policy and practice and covered the role of the 

HR function and the nature of various HR activities within the organisation (for example, 

recruitment, appraisal, pay, career management). They provided rich information about the HR 

initiatives implemented, the role of the HR function, staffing policies, training, information and 

communication, compensation, and management development. They were semi-structured, 

organised around key areas (HR roles, HR activities and changes, perceptions, expectations, 

influence of others) and emphasised interpretations of key participants concerning actions, events, 

interactions, motives. 

This was supplemented by a focus group within the HR function staff, in-depth analysis of 

organisation's publications, records, policies and internal documents, and non-participant 

observation. Observation was carried out by attending strategic meetings, workshops and forums. 

This provided valuable information on the strategic involvement of the HR Directors in strategic 

decisions and their ownership in the strategic management process. 

Phase n 

This phase (September to November 2003 in the first organisation and December 2003 to 

February in the second organisation) used the information gathered from Phase One on HR 

department's role set and groups that exercise the strongest influence on HR activity for 

narrowing down the focus of the investigation and for considering in more depth the perceptions 

and expectations of these groups. In order to ensure that the researcher gained an in-depth 

understanding of how the perceptions and expectations of the stakeholder groups have evolved 

since the first round of data collection and grasps the dynamics of this process over time, the 

information gathered at this stage allowed detailed comparisons to be made between the first 

round of data collection and the second. 

Interviews were carried out with selected HR members, HR Director, senior and line managers. 

The interviews were semi-structured and focused on the perceptions of members of the HR 

function concerning the changes in the function's roles and activity, the role expected from them 

and how they worked with other business groups in order to build up the credibility of the 

department. They also explored how senior and line managers elsewhere in the business view the 

HR function and if their perceptions have changed since the first round of data collection. This 
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was supplemented by observation and document reviews. For every interview and observed event, 

such as formal and informal meetings and conversations, extensive notes have been taken, 

supplemented with tape-recorded and transcribed material. 

Table 3.3. provides an overview of the overall number of interviews conducted in each 

organisation. More comprehensive descriptions of staff interviewed by grade and business group 

in OS and MCA and a breakdown of the occupational specialisms of interviewees in each of the 

two phases of data collection are given in Appendix 5. 

Table 3 J . 
Number of Respondents participating in interviews in Phase 1 and Phase 2 

At Ordnance Survey 

Multiple Constituency Groups Number in Phase 1 Number in Phase 2 
Senior Management 18 10 
Senior Consultants 2 -

Strategic planning responsibilities 5 2 
Line Management 10 8 
Strategic HR responsibilities 8 6 
HR Business Management 9 7 
Members of the HR department 8 7 
Trade union officials 2 1 
Non-managerial employees 7 5 
Total interviews = 115 69 46 

At Maritime & Coastguard Agency 

Multiple Constituency Groups Number in Phase 1 Number in Phase 2 

Senior Management 16 11 
Senior Consultants _ -

Strategic planning responsibilities 3 3 
Line Management 8 5 
Strategic HR responsibilities 5 5 
HR Business Management 5 5 
Members of the HR department 8 5 
Trade union officials 2 1 
Non-managerial employees 5 3 
Total interviews = 90 52 38 
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3.6. Data Analysis 

The approach taken to data analysis in this study was guided by the principles and procedures of 

grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). The main analytic strategy used was content analysis 

of documentary sources and interview data. This involved the coding of salient categories of 

information, exploration of the interrelationship of these categories and generation of conclusions 

from the data. A qualitative data analysis software package, NVIVO (Qualitative Solutions and 

Research, Version 2) assisted with data management and analysis. 

3.6.1. Grounded theory analysis 

Creswell (1998) explains very simply the procedures involved in grounded theory analysis: 

" It consists of open, axial, and selective coding as advanced by Corbin and Strauss (1990). Grounded 
theory provides a procedure for developing categories of information (open coding), interconnecting the 
categories (axial coding), building a 'story' that connects the categories (selective coding) and ending with 
a discursive set of theoretical propositions." (Creswell, 1998: 151) 

Analysis requires a creative yet systematic interaction of the researcher with the data: thinking 

about the data during collection, asking questions of the data, uncovering relationships among 

concepts through constant comparison of ideas, themes, categories (and their 'properties' and 

'dimensions') and sampling based on evolving theoretical concepts (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 

According to Strauss and Corbin (1998:3), coding refers to ' the analytic processes through which 

data are fractured, conceptualized, and integrated to form theory'. In their view, theory denotes: 

" . . . a set of well-developed categories (e.g. themes, concepts) that are systematically interrelated through 
statements of relationship to form a theoretical framework that explains some relevant social, 
psychological, educational, nursing, or other phenomenon" (Strauss and Corbin, 1998: 22) 

Strauss and Corbin (1998) address the importance of theoretical sensitivity in the analytic process 

and the role of interpretation in theory building. The interaction between the researcher and the 

data in the analytic process inevitably draws on the researcher's wider knowledge, experience and 

'theoretical sensitivity'. In order to show how conclusions were reached in this study from the raw 

data collected, it is important to clarify the role of inductive and deductive thinking in theory 

building. Strauss and Corbin (1998: 22) stress that theorising involves an interplay between 

inductive analysis (findings drawn directly from the data) and deductive analysis (findings 

discussed in relation to the researcher's knowledge, experience and reading of the data and 

research literature). 

3.6.2. Use of NVIVO software 

The qualitative analysis software QSR NVIVO 2 was utilised for the management of the 

qualitative evidence and to facilitate the exploration of relationships between the categories. 
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NVIVO is a software package which was designed for use with grounded theory analysis 

(Richards and Richards, 1994; Creswell, 1998). It is a useful aid in analysing large amounts of 

unstructured, qualitative data. The amount of interview data collected in this study - in total, 

about 2,000 pages of transcript - meant that systematic management of data was an issue. 

Moreover, the interpretive orientation of the study meant that a systematic approach to data 

analysis was needed in order to: represent 'reality' (or 'multiple realities') as faithfully as 

possible; validate findings from as many sources as possible; maintain 'modified objectivity'; and 

seek to explore, understand and explain phenomena central to the research topic through a process 

of theory building rather than theory testing. 

NVIVO is a code-based theory builder program. This means that it has the capacity to code and 

retrieve and allow higher order classifications and connections to be formulated. Thus it can assist 

in developing theoretical connections between coded concepts (Berg, 2000). NVIVO was chosen 

because of the way in which it allows coding and the hierarchical development of categories fitted 

in well with a grounded theory approach to data analysis. Ready access to the software and 

training also influenced this choice. NVIVO allows coding of both on-line documents (such as 

interview transcripts, which can be imported into NVIVO's 'Document Explorer') and external 

documents (which cannot be entered on computer, such as lengthy documentary sources, but can 

nevertheless be coded using NVIVO). In this study, NVIVO was used as a tool for analysis of 

interview data, which could readily be imported on-line. 

NVIVO facilitated easy retrieval of salient comments made by informants which could be quoted 

in the discussion of findings. Direct quotations from transcripts are identified by interview date 

and text units. NVIVO has the added advantage of allowing for some quantification of 

informants' comments through its text and index search facilities. Thus it was possible to write in 

the discussion of findings: 'many informants noted that ... ' , 'several noted ... ' , 'some said ... '. 

Some caveats must, however, be placed on precise quantification/comparison of informants' 

comments: semi-structured interviewing does not require all informants to express views on 

exactly the same questions and issues. Rather, NVIVO allows for exploration of a more free-

ranging set of questions or topics in interviews. 

3.6.3. Analytic procedures 

The data were analysed within each site, as well as across the two sites, to detect similarities and 

compare differences. Categories and associated concepts were developed from the existing 

empirical data following the steps suggested by the grounded theory method (Glaser and Strauss, 
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1967): open coding, axial coding, selective coding and theoretical saturation (Strauss and Corbin, 

1990; Miles and Huberman, 1991). Ways in which this approach was used in conjunction with 

NVIVO are discussed below. 

Within OS (first site) the iterative approach to data collection, coding and analysis was more 

open-ended and generative than in MCA (second site), which focused on the development of 

concepts, properties, and relations. The detailed write-up of the first site and all the data generated 

by interview, observations, and documentation were examined and coded. This used a form of 

content analysis where the data are read and categorised into concepts that are suggested by the 

data rather than imposed from outside. This is known as open coding (Strauss and Corbin, 1990), 

and it relies on an analytic technique for identifying possible categories and their properties and 

dimensions. 

Open coding refers to the process of breaking down, examining, conceptualising and categorising 

the data (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Two steps are suggested for conducting the open coding. The 

first step is 'conceptualising' meaning that abstract concepts are given to the phenomena that the 

researcher has identified as being significant. In practice, data was firstly broken down into 

discrete incidents, ideas, events and acts; secondly, they were given an abstract name (or concept). 

Three ways to break down and identify the important phenomena, suggested by Strauss and 

Corbin (1998), have used in this research; this included line-by-line analysis, sentence or 

paragraph analysis, and entire document analysis (Strauss and Corbin, 1998, 148-156). The 

majority of the data in this study followed line-by-line coding, following the suggestions and 

examples provided by Locke (2001) about how to identify a relevant fragment from a line-by-line 

analysis. A relevant fragment might be represented by a few words, a sentence or several 

sentences depending on the focus of the study. After relevant fragments were recognised, proper 

names were composed to fit the relevant fragments at a conceptual level (Locke, 2001). 

The purpose of the second step is to discover categories (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Firstly, 

concepts with similarities were grouped into more abstract explanatory categories in order to 

reduce the number of units with which the researcher was working. Secondly, categories were 

developed in terms of their properties and dimensions so as to differentiate one category from 

another and give them precision. 'Properties' refers to 'characteristics of a category, the 

delineation of which defines and gives it meaning' (Strauss and Corbin, 1998: 101), and 

'dimension' means that 'the range along with general properties of a category vary, giving 

specification to a category and variation to the theory' (Strauss and Corbin, 1998: 101). Thirdly, 

category is further broken down into subcategories by asking questions such as when, where. 



why and how phenomena occur in order to give the category further clarification and 

specification. 

In NVrVO, open codes appear as 'nodes' which are grouped into 'families of nodes' in a 

hierarchical structure (see Appendix 6). As new themes and categories appeared in the interview 

data, new sub-nodes were included under parent nodes within the node index structure. The 

interview transcripts were entered into the program following preparation of documents (into rich 

text format as opposed to word style documents) and were categorised within the program. These 

are described as nodes in the software package. Whilst it is recognised that the benefits attributed 

to the NVivo software include its speed and ease for coding material into categories and sub-

categories, and its capability for the production of models, its main benefit to the analysis of the 

findings in this study was attributed to the search facility. This allowed the comprehensive 

exploration and searching of categories and facilitated the emergence of higher order categories. 

Once all the data were examined, the concepts were organised by recurring themes. These themes 

became prime candidates for a set of stable and common categories, which linked a number of 

associated concepts. This is known as axial coding (Strauss and Corbin, 1990), and it relies on a 

synthetic technique of making connections between sub-categories to construct a more 

comprehensive scheme. The OS data were then re-examined and re-coded using this proposed 

scheme, the goal being to determine the set of categories and concepts that covered as much of the 

data as possible. The iterative examination yielded a set of broad categories and associated 

concepts that described the salient conditions, events, experiences, and consequences. 

These initial concepts guided the second field study conducted in MCA, allowing the process of 

data collection, coding and analysis to be more targeted. Following the constant comparative 

analysis method (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), MCA's experiences were systematically compared 

and contrasted with those of OS. This analysis also used Miles and Huberman's (1991) technique 

for across-site pattern comparison and clustering, which involved matrix displays to compare key 

events, triggers, and outcomes. The iteration between data and concepts ended when enough 

categories and associated concepts have been defined to explain what had been observed at both 

sites and when no additional data were being collected at MCA or found at OS to develop or add 

to the set of concepts and categories, a situation Glaser and Strauss (1967) refer to as ^theoretical 

saturation'. 

NVIVO allowed the researcher to 'cross themes' (Creswell, 1998: 158), that is, relate or compare 

one node to other nodes. It was at this stage that the researcher could start to generate various 
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forms of data display, which reflected different perspectives or relationships in the data. Analytic 

tools used included conceptual diagrams, cause maps and mini-frameworks to assist the analysis 

process. Cause or cognitive maps were pictorial presentations of concepts which refer to a 

phenomenon's constituent elements and the causal relationships between them (Huff, 1990) and 

were used as a device for the visual representation of qualitative data (see Appendix 7). NVIVO 

offered a sophisticated range of index searches which facilitated axial coding and allowed 

different questions to be asked of the data. 

The final part of the analysis process involved a process of selective coding, that is building a 

story that connects the axial coding categories. According to Strauss and Corbin (1998: 144) 

selective coding is the process of integrating and refining categories - a process which involves 

'interaction between the analyst and the data' and is an 'ongoing process that occurs over time ... 

and does not end until the final writing'. This stage also necessitated a process of verification 

whereby the explanatory and analytic scheme could be checked against confirming and 

disconfirming data. The interview data (reflecting a range of different perspectives), documentary 

data and findings from the literature were used in this verification process. Precautions were taken 

to corroborate the interpretations made (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Yin, 1994). Emerging 

concepts were checked for representativeness by examining them across participants and with 

multiple methods. Triangulation across data sources and across data collection methods 

(interviews, documentation, and observation), further served to strengthen the emerging concepts. 

The constant comparative method also requires the searching out and checking of contrasts and 

negative evidence, thus forcing the confrontation of emerging explanations with possible 

alternative ones. 

NVIVO capabilities as a data management tool came to the fore at this stage. It allowed the 

researcher to stay immersed in the immersed in the interview data at the level of detail, while at 

the same time assisting the process of drawing conclusions at a more abstracted level. It is also 

true to say that the limitations of NVIVO also became apparent at this stage: NVIVO does not 

'do' the analysis, it is merely a 'tool' to facilitate analysis. While this may seem an obvious 

statement, it nevertheless highlights that analysis is a creative process stimulated by the 

researcher's immersion in and thinking about patterns and relationships in the data, coupled with 

an ability to write about the phenomena in question in a descriptive and conceptual manner. 
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3.7. Quality 

An important concern for any research, whether quantitative or qualitative, is that of quality -

how good is it? Within the positivist tradition, assessment of research quality is on the basis of 

internal and external validity, objectivity and reliability (Guba and Lincoln, 1994), criteria which 

are less appropriate for research in which there is no single 'truth', subjectivity is an integral part 

of the research design, and only a small number of cases are involved. Yin (1994: 32) argues that 

to forestall concerns regarding validity and reliability, case study research should be evaluated 

against criteria of external validity, internal validity, reliability and construct validity and that 

tests should be applied throughout the conduct of the case study (that is, from initial design 

through the data analysis). 

Case study research has been criticised for lacking rigour and a firm basis for scientific research 

(Yin, 1994). Sloppiness of logic, inadequate documentation, and investigator bias can, of course, 

create problems in case study research. The steps which were incorporated into the research 

design in order to enhance the validity and reliability of this study are summarised in Table 3.6. 

3.7.1. External validity 

Within the qualitative research field, the criterion of external validity centres on the extent to 

which the findings of a study can be generalised beyond the immediate case, to a wider 

population. Despite in many ways tending towards the positivist in his approach, Yin (1994) justly 

argues that this concept cannot apply in case study research in the way that it does in statistical 

research. He goes on to say that quantitative researchers typically over-emphasize statistical 

generalization to the detriment of the crucial criterion within case study research of analytical 

generalization. Hence, Yin (1994) contends that within multiple case study research, whilst 

statistical generalisation is limited, tentative analytical generalisation is appropriate and valid. The 

logic of analytical generalisation from multiple cases represents the same replication logic which 

underpins many other methodologies (for example, experimentation). 

As Tellis (1997) notes, both Hamel et al (1993) and Yin (1994) strongly argue that the relative 

size of sample, whether two, ten or one hundred case studies, does not transform multiple case 

study research into a macroscopic study. Nor is that a significant problem because 

" the validity, meaningfulness, and insights generated from qualitative inquiry have more to do with the 
information-richness of the cases selected and the observational/analytical capabilities of the researcher 
than with sample size." (Patton, 1990:185) 

Moreover, as Stake (1994:4) states, "case study research is not sampling research, we do not study 

a case primarily to understand other cases". 
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Guba and Lincoln (1981) argue that the term 'Gttingness' is more appropriate and suggest the 

question which should be asked is whether the results of the research could be transferred to other 

situations, but warn that emerging hypotheses are very much context-related and cannot be 

transferred without a detailed knowledge of the original context. Stake (1978) terms this 

understanding of the particular 'naturalistic generalisation', which is arrived at through 

recognition of similarities in issues, and argues that experience enables individuals to use both 

tacit knowledge of situations and explicit comparisons between those same situations to form 

useful naturalistic generalisations (Schofield, 1993). 

" The detailed knowledge of the organisation and especially the knowledge about the processes un&Qxlymg 
the behaviour and its context can help to specify the conditions under which the behaviour can be expected 
to occur. In other words, generalization is about theoretical propositions populations. " (Hartley, 1994: 
225, emphasis in original) 

3.7.2. Internal validity 

In his consideration of internal validity, Yin (1994) focuses on the importance of testing 

inferences made and conclusions drawn to ensure that important variables have not been 

overlooked. Lincoln and Guba (1989) describe this as credibility or truth value and identify the 

problems associated with bias of the researcher and participants and the distortions that can arise 

from the researcher/subject relationship. Although the perspectives differ, the concern is similar -

that the audience should believe that the findings are credible. Within this study, this concern was 

addressed during data collection in the act of 'checking back' with those interviewed and the use 

of multiple sources of evidence, plus the longitudinal aspect of the cases which served to expose 

deficiencies and contradictions in both the data and the author's interpretations. The use of a 

longitudinal design also enhanced internal validity by ensuring that key events are accurately 

placed in sequences and facilitates the detection of possible cause-effect relationships (Leonard-

Barton, 1990). Furthermore, the findings of each case were shared with the relevant participants 

once data collection and initial analysis were complete. 

In rejecting the idea of one identifiable truth, objectivity becomes a position that it is impossible 

to attain or defend, but as Patton (1990) notes, there are negative connotations often associated 

with perceptions of subjectivity. He offers the concept of neutrality as a viable alternative. 

Credible research, he suggests, requires that the researcher seek to 

" understand the world as it is, to be true to its complexities and multiple perspectives as they emerge, and 
to be balanced in reporting both confirming and disconfirming evidence" (Patton, 1990: 55) 

Neutrality should not, however, be confused with empathy which, he argues, is an integral part of 

any qualitative enquiry and which will be considered later in this chapter. 
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3.7.3. Reliability 

The criterion of reliability encompasses the concept of consistency in terms of both the ability of 

the measurement procedure to yield the same answer whenever it is carried out (Kirk and Miller, 

1986) and whether another investigator following the same procedures would arrive at the same 

conclusions. This does not offer a useful way of assessing research quality in the context of case 

studies. Each case is unique, because the combination of values, culture, and individuals cannot be 

the same in different situations, nor do organisations and situations remain stationary over time. In 

addition, any attempt to produce a standard set of results which could be reproduced exactly by 

someone else fails to recognise a fundamental aspect of the non-positivist approach, recognition 

of the influence of the individual researcher's experience, perspectives and attributes or the role 

choices that the researcher makes. All discourse is contextual, immediate and grounded in the 

concrete specifics of the situation created by the interaction (Denzin, 1997) and these dialogues 

cannot be repeated, they 'are always first-time occurrences; each attempt at repetition creates a 

new experience' (Denzin, 1997: 36). It would, therefore, be impossible for another researcher to 

recreate exactly the same piece of research and produce identical outcomes. 

Guba and Lincoln (1989) offer an alternative, and more appropriate, criterion of consistency 

which can be obtained through use of multiple data sources and through establishing an audit trail 

which would permit another researcher both to understand the decisions taken during the course 

of the research and to verify that they made sense in the light of the available data pool. 

Merton et al (1990) recommend that to improve reliability, interviews should be transcribed and 

used jointly with recordings and interview notes. Furthermore, improvements to reliability are 

dependant upon a systematic approach to qualitative data collection and analysis (Turner, 1981; 

Yin, 1994). Hence, the reliability of the case studies presented was enhanced via the use of an 

iterative, systematic process of qualitative transcript based data analysis recommended by Strauss 

and Corbin (1990, 1998). 

3.7.4. Construct validity 

The last criterion of construct validity (establishing correct operational measures for the concepts 

being studies) provides a difficult test for case study research. Yin (1994) argues that the 

judgemental and subjective nature of many case studies leads to considerable difficulties in 

establishing construct validity. However, Yin (1994) contends that the use of three tactics 

significantly improves the construct validity: using multiple sources of evidence; establishing a 

chain of evidence; and key informant review. These tactics were used to enhance levels of 

122 



construct validity in both case studies. Data were derived from a number of alternative sources 

and presented in a manner which maintained a logical flow of evidence but was appropriately 

sourced (subject to anonymity guarantees). Finally, each case was critically reviewed by at least 

two key informants of the organisation concerned as a means of corroborating the essential facts 

and evidence, any disagreements being settled through a search for further evidence. 

The use of multiple sources of data or triangulation of evidence is also recommended by others 

(for example, Eisenhardt, 1989; Patton, 1990; Stake, 1995; Guba and Lincoln, 1994) who argue 

that it is an important means of corroborating findings, in essence providing multiple measures of 

a phenomenon and increasing the credibility of findings. Marshall and Rossman (1989: 146) 

suggest that a two-case design offers another form of triangulation: 

"Designing a study in which multiple cases are used, multiple informants or more than one data gathering 
technique can greatly strengthen the study's usefulness for other settings." 

Chenail (1997: 1) develops this further, suggesting that the 'circular process' of comparing and 

contrasting the knowledge of the phenomenon that exists within the field, the literature and the 

researcher's personal experience forms 'the triangulatory engine of qualitative inquiry'. This 

usefully recognises the sense-making process which occurs in this type of research study wherein 

the role of the researcher as interpreter is acknowledged and both multiple data sources and the 

literature are used as part of an iterative process to understand how emergent findings fit into 

larger contexts. 

3.7.5. The role of the researcher - preference and bias 

As noted in relation to internal validity, the nature of the relationship between researcher and 

subject and the possibility of bias on the part of the researcher are issues that require explicit 

consideration in the context of non-positivist, qualitative research. Inevitably, the choice of 

ontological and epistemological stance influences the nature of the relationship between the 

researcher and the researched. An acceptance that there can be multiple interpretations of a 

situation recognises that human beings interpret their observations and experiences through the 

filters of their own knowledge, experience, expectations and values. This also necessitates 

understanding that the same must be true for researchers, whether involved in quantitative or 

qualitative work. Thus, the investigator and those being investigated are interactively linked and 

the findings are inevitably influenced by that interaction. As Cassell and Symon (1994) observe, 

the researcher is not an uninvolved by-stander but a social being who impacts on the behaviour of 

those with whom (s)he is involved and, as Stake (1994) suggests, a case study is both the process 

of learning about the case and a product of our own learning. 
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Given the source of the author's interest in the subject and her own background, any attempt to 

approach this research without some preformed thoughts and ideas about the subject was 

unrealistic. However, this pre-understanding occurred at a conscious level, and was continually 

questioned and challenged by the researcher who needed to be receptive to change. In each case 

during the research, my pre-understanding was tested in a number of ways, during the data 

collection process by its compatibility with what was said and observed, through referencing back 

to participants my understanding of what had been said and their acceptance or challenging of that 

understanding, during data analysis by reflecting on what emerged and how that did or did not 

mesh with my pre-understanding. 

3.8. Chapter Summary 

This chapter has reflected on the research methodology supporting the thesis and described the 

criteria for the research design in the field and the process involved in securing the involvement of 

suitable sites and informants. In addition, this section also reflected on the process of data 

collection and data analysis. The results of the fieldwork are presented in the following chapters 

and result in the subsequent discussion of the findings. 
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Table 3.4. 
Reliability and Validity of this Research 

Criterion of 
research quality 

Features of research which 
maximise quality criteria 

Phase of research in 
this doctoral study 

Comments 

Construct 
validity 

Triangulate multiple sources of 
evidence to test for convergence 

Establish chain of evidence; set up 
an audit trail 

Verification of draft by key 
informants 

Data collection 

Data collection 

Composition 

Multiple stakeholders' perspective; multiple sources of data 
collection (primary and secondary); using multiple qualitative 
methods 

Clear links among the questions asked, data collected, and 
conclusions drawn 

Send transcripts to informants for validation and checking after 
verbatim transcription 

Internal 
validity 

Do explanation building, search 
evidence for 'why' behind 
relationships 

Data analysis Testing inferences made and conclusions drawn to ensure that 
important variables have not been overlooked 

Longitudinal perspective: key events are accurately placed in 
sequences and facilitates the detection of possible cause-effect 
relationships 

External 
validity 

Collect data using a 'vertical slice' 
approach through the organisations' 
strategic appex, middle line, and 
operating core 

Compare evidence with extant 
literature 

Data collection 

Data collection 
Data analysis 

Obtain response from a larger population of stakeholder groups 

Compare with normative evidence and organisational 
documentation 

Reliability Develop case study 

Establish an audit trail 

Systematic approach to qualitative 
data collection and analysis 

Data collection 

Data collection 

Data collection 
Data analysis 

Thorough and systematic documentation to improve replication 
of research design 

Interviews transcribed and used jointly with recordings and 
interview notes; systematic process of qualitative transcript based 
data analysis 
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In addition to being a way of collecting evidence, Remenyi aZ (1998) describe the role of case 

studies as a knowledge generation approach in which the telling of the 'story' is key. Presentation 

of the 'story', they suggest, requires arrangement of the data in an intelligible and engaging way 

by the storyteller, who must then process the evidence to produce a convincing proposition, 

followed by an explanation of the way that the issues are resolved. A useful case study or story 

will contribute to an understanding of the world or will explain an interesting phenomenon, 

thereby making a contribution to knowledge. 

An important contribution towards an intelligible presentation is an explanation of the approach 

that has been adopted. Each case study is presented in a single chapter (chapters 4-5) and appears 

in the order in which the case studies were undertaken, first OS, then MCA. As the chronology 

was significant in the development of ideas and the understanding in each case building upon the 

previous research and the emerging literature, the researcher believed that coherence and 

intelligible 'storytelling', in respect of the whole research project, was most likely to be achieved 

through reflecting the process as it had occurred. 

Consistent with the recommendations of McClintock et al (1979) and Bourgeois and Eisenhardt 

(1988), rather than reporting exhaustive details, the case studies present representative and 

illustrative quotations which are used to demonstrate the consistency of views amongst 

organisational members. While it is recognised that each case is unique, attempts were made to 

find more general grounds on which to compare and reach overall conclusions about viewing the 

nature and role of the HR function within the two case studies. Chapter 6 and 7 draw together the 

findings from each of the case studies and discuss the similarities and differences which emerged. 

In terms of the thesis as a whole, the next two chapters seek to address the second research 

questions which asks, 'in the case of two contrasting public sector organisations subjected to the 

same commercialisation pressures, but with very different conditions, how did the role of the HR 

function evolve over time throughout commercialisation?'. 

Structure of case studies 

Each case study is divided into five sections. Section one presents the profiles of the organisations 

and places them in the context of on-going reforms in public service provision in the UK. Section 

two explores the processes of change within each case over a period of up to five years and is 

structured around the broad overlapping phases of change within which the role of the HR 
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department in each case has evolved. The section also presents a discussion of the context within 

which change was emerging, as well as a review and assessment of the content, utility and 

feasibility of the change programmes. In both cases, following the approach developed by 

Petti grew (1988) and Doz and Prahalad (1988), the data gathered on each change process 

observed were structured into a detailed chronology of actions - including symbolic actions which 

gave meaning but resulted in no immediate operational or strategic change. This helped the 

researcher to focus the analysis on 'key events' and their consequences. To aid clarity, the 

chronology of the main change events and milestones is depicted in a table that also sets the 

sequence of events in the context within the organisation. Section three discusses the HRM 

implications of changes implemented. Sections four and five then explore over time the 

perceptions held by members of the HR function and the perceptions of role-set members (major 

stakeholders of the HR department). The final section of each case draws together the main 

information on the contextual developments within the case study organisation. 
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CHAPTER 4: Case Study One Ordnance Survey 

4.1. Introduction 

This chapter considers the first case study which is set in Ordnance Survey, an ex-Executive 

Agency which, having been granted Trading Fund status by the government, embarked upon a 

series of change initiatives designed to transform the organisation commercially, technologically 

and culturally, by implementing a new business model combined with a multi-million pound 

investment in technology and new product development, and to encourage the desired changes in 

staff attitudes and behaviour. This involved a number of structural and attitudinal initiatives being 

introduced, which were perceived to be compatible with both the core values espoused and the 

original aims and aspirations associated with the establishment of quasi-autonomous agencies 

within the public sector. 

Ordnance Survey, Britain's National Mapping Agency, could be regarded as a shining example 

of a public sector organisation responding to the New Labour Modernising Government agenda. 

The organisation was considered an appropriate research site primarily because it represented a 

public sector setting within which the changing role of the HR department could be explored. It 

has also been provided with the opportunity to operate and compete commercially and to adopt 

features of the commercial environment. 

At the time of the study, the organisation was confronted by commercialisation pressures to 

improve organisational performance, which led to considerable organisational flux and 

restructuring. It was engaged in radical internal change from various perspectives: a more flexible 

structure marked by adaptability and customer orientation was emerging; business processes were 

being rethought; and commercial, technological and cultural transformation was taking place. 

4.2. Background information 

Britain's National Mapping Agency (hereafter OS) is a quasi-autonomous agency within the 

geographic information industry with Trading Fund status. The organisation currently employs 

approximately 1850 staff, 1350 of whom are based at the Head Office, whilst the rest -

cartographic surveyors and territorial sales representatives - are dispersed among a network of 80 

local offices around the country. The organisation was founded more than two hundred years ago 

to provide geographical information to the government. 
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OS is recognised as a leading participant in the geographic information industry, within which it 

is forging partnerships with key private sector companies. Its principal activities are twofold; the 

maintenance of the National Topographic Database by recording and storing measurements of 

new roads, houses and so forth; and the creation of products from it, such as paper map series and 

digital data-sets used in geographic information systems (GIS). 

The organisation offered an excellent opportunity to study the organisational change required in 

transforming a former government agency into an e-business, culturally, commercially and 

technically. Confronted by powerful pressures to improve organisational performance under the 

Government modernisation agenda, OS implemented a complex e-business strategy, combined 

with a huge investment in technology new product development, which were designed to radically 

change the organisation's structure, management and knowledge processes. To take advantage of 

the opportunities that e-technologies and e-ways of working presented, OS charted an ambitious 

organisational transformation in which e-business was seen as a catalyst for change and the e-

strategy as a route map. 

This knowledge-intensive organisation is a particularly interesting example of how a public 

organisation managed to overcome the constraints of its business context to fashion its own 

destiny. Unlike other public sector organisations with stable, incremental environments, OS is 

operating in conditions of low environmental stability, with frequent, rapid changes in geographic 

information systems technology. Due to the emergence of new digital technology, the geographic 

information industry is on the verge of rapid growth, particularly in the market for location-based 

services. The overlay of layers of data to create new views creates good commercial opportunities 

for OS, such as in the correlation of geographic, commercial catchment area and socio-

demographic data for use in supermarket home delivery services. 

All of these trends made the geographic information industry very different from the more 

traditional consumer and industrial markets in which many other public organisations operate. 

The organisation was involved in a fast-changing, dynamic industry where its clients' behaviour 

changes frequently requiring an immediate response from the organisation. With an increasingly 

challenging environment, pressures to develop e-business under the Government E-strategy in the 

public sector and emergence of new technologies, OS was thus closer to the 'relentlessly 

changing organisations' model of Brown and Eisenhardt (1998) in the high-velocity computer 

industry and the magnitude of change experienced by this organisation could therefore be 

described by the statement 'transformational'. There were these particular high-tech and e-

business features of OS that made this organisation such an interesting case for this research, 
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as the commercial opportunities associated with the development of markets for the geographic 

information systems made commercialisation a highly viable strategy for the organisation. 

Key facts about OS; 

o Modem data collection using the geographic positioning system (GPS) and location 

information; 

• Turnover from operating activities: £110 millions in 2004; most of the income comes from 

computerised geographic data, which is used extensively in both the private and public sector, 

with around £136 billion of Britain's GDP underpinned by it; 

Core markets by 2004: Public sector and Utilities (32%); Land and Property (5%); Consumer 

(12%); Commercial markets (Mobile communications & Wireless; Large retailers; Banking, 

Finance and Insurance; Transport and Distribution) (51%); 

. Has operated as a Trading Fund since April 1999. This provides a greater degree of 

commercial flexibility and increased responsibility for its business planning and finances. As a 

Trading Fund the business has to make a profit but does not receive a subsidy from the 

taxpayer; 

« A potential change in status towards a Government-Owned Pic. was proposed in 2002 and 

rejected because it did not deliver the necessary benefits to the organisation. It was decided 

that it was in the public interest for OS to remam a Trading Fund. However, enhanced 

financial freedoms and flexibilities have been granted by the Government through a revised 

framework document in 2003. 

4.3. Context 

4.3.1. External context 

The escalating cost of this public service has embarrassed previous Conservative administrations 

whose economic policies have focused on curtailing public sector expenditure. Change in the 

1990s was driven by the idea that the service should be managed as a business and focused on 

cost effectiveness and funding mechanisms. A gwaZzYy Day 

programme was launched in 1989 and OS became an Executive Agency in 1990. 

The E-government Strategic Framework (April 2001) set out a series of guiding principles for 

public sector organisations centred upon building services around citizens choices, making 

government and its services more accessible electronically and managing information and 

knowledge in more efficient ways to ensure easier on-line access and more effective use of all 

services. It set a series of e-govemment policies and targets for quasi-autonomous agencies, 
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stating as main objectives that 90% of low-value procurement transactions and 100% of document 

management should take place electronically by 2004 and that 100% of services should be 

available electronically by 2005. In order to meet these aims, public sector organisations must 

innovate within a common framework and manage their services as a business, focusing on cost 

effectiveness and funding mechanisms. 

In line with these targets, Britain's national mapping agency was granted Trading Fund powers by 

Parliament in 1999 to give it direct responsibility for its own finances and freedom to develop new 

initiatives. In effect, this meant that OS would remain obliged to serve Government by providing 

information across Britain while earning revenues in a commercial and increasingly competitive 

marketplace, reducing dependence on the taxpayer. Such a status provided the organisation with 

the opportunity to operate and compete commercially by earning commercial revenues for its 

geographical information in order to be self-funding, as well as be more accountable for the 

efficiency and effectiveness of its operations. 

An independent review conducted in 2002 into the future status of Britain's national mapping 

agency has called for it to be given more freedom to develop commercial initiatives. The review 

was conducted in two stages: 

• Stage One (December 2001) looked in detail at the services the organisation offered, the way 

it delivers them and whether there might be better ways of providing them in the future. The 

Stage One review rejected the options of abolition, merger, contracting out and market testing. 

It considered privatisation carefully, but stated that this was not a real option because there 

was much for the organisation to do to increase its value as a business through increasing 

joiarkxa fyreseiHce awid (iedeiasiag; (aost througfi (ypenidonzd edHScieiicy: /LckihicHnally, the 

reviewers concluded that privatisation could endanger the organisation's existing partnerships, 

both within the government and the private sector. Finally, it was concluded that a 

Government-owned Pic status would balance the requirement of the national interest in 

maintaining consistent, up-to-date and fit-for-purpose geographic information with the 

commercial imperatives of an efficient organisation; 

• Stage Two review (spring 2002) analysed the benefits and costs of the transfer towards GO 

PLC compared to the current Trading Fund status, considered the right structure and operating 

framework for the organisation, proposed the means of removing any obstacles which would 

influence the establishment of the company by April 2003, and investigated how further 

public-private partnerships might benefit the organisation. However, after the review has been 

finalised, it concluded that there was no clear evidence to support the view that the 

organisation would benefit from a change of status to a government-owned pic. 
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Although the additional commercial &eedoms offered by GO Pic. were considered essential if the 

organisation was to deliver further performance improvements, there was also a clear conflict 

between the requirements of the national interest role and the commercial imperatives that 

pressed upon a GO Pic organisation. It was considered that the costs and disruption associated 

with the change in status would outweigh the benefits of change. There was also a concern that, 

with the organisation becoming a GO Pic, the availability of high quality and up to date 

geographic information will be driven by commercial imperatives rather than the needs and 

requirements of the main users - local government, industry or citizens. All these led to the 

decision that the actual Trading Fund status of the organisation should be maintained until further 

evolutions. However, it has been agreed that a new revised Framework Document will offer OS 

enhanced financial freedoms and flexibilities to develop its business and strengthen its 

commercial skills. 

4.3.2. Drivers for change 

OS has expanded considerably in recent years into commercial and leisure markets, both in the 

UK and internationally. The environment in which the organisation operated was characterised 

by emerging opportunities for the rapid expansion of the digital market and, in particular, 

location-based services offered via the Internet. That sat alongside its activities in the mature 

market for traditional paper-based mapping. 

The severe market competition and threat of product substitution through the mass expansion of 

digital information and the new status of Trading Fund acted as drivers for revenue maximisation 

and for placing greater emphasis on increasing the utilisation of geographical data (see Figure 

4.1). A key aspect of becoming a Trading Fund was to move towards performance targets and a 

culture of measuring, and rewarding achievement linked to the business vision. This new 

'business model' meant that OS had to strike the right balance between maintaining consistent 

and accurate geographical information for the whole of Great Britain while ensuring its 

operations are funded by earning income and generating profits from the licensing of data to both 

the public and private sectors. The organisation was also required to make an average return on 

the capital it employs- on average around £40 million - of at least 5.5% a year and to pay an 

annual dividend to the government based on each year's trading results. 
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Figure 4.1 OS Operating Environment: Prime Drivers 

Ownership of the 
organisation; 
Return on national asset; 
Joined-Up Government; 
Evolution of Government 
thinking on organisational 
models 

National interest; 
Availability of mapping for whole 
country to same standard; 
Accessibility of information; 
Leading the industry to enable 
exploitation of emerging 
opportunities; 
Intellectual Property Right 
maintenance for national good; 
Maintaining quality & currency of 
database 

New Entrants 

Political 

Suppliers Competition 

Social 

Substitutes 

Usage based pricing; 
Level of customer investment to 
adopt new standards and cope with 
positional accuracy shift; 
Delivery of operational efficiency; 
Demonstrate value for money; 
Favourable comparison with other 
national mapping organisations 

Economic 

Buyers 

Technical 

Emergence of new 
technologies; 
Collection of topographical 
information via satellite & 
aerial surveying techniques 

Source: Quinquennial Review conducted by external consultant Stage 1, Internal Documentation, 2001, page 15. 

4.3.3. Internal context 

The organisation had a long history of unsuccessful reorganisations and frequent changes of Chief 

Executives. Since 1993, MA has launched three different reorganisation initiatives under different 

governments, all of them recognised by managers and staff as 'spectacularly unsuccessful': 

® The first in 1994, involving the reorganisation to business units and establishment of an 

internal market; 

• The second in 1997, involving the establishment of 2 new business units - Marketing and 

Sales, for greater commercial emphasis; and 

> The third in 1999, following the decision of changing the status of the organisation to Trading 

Fund. 

The organisation was also a classic example of public service culture and organisational systems 

and processes. As an external consultant described his first impressions whilst entering the 

organisation: 
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"On arrival at the reception ... one is impressed by the 'high tech' and 'forward thinking' feel of the 
business - glass and steel, plasma screens, modem furniture, interactive PC's to play with. As you pass 
through the doors into the world 'behind reception', one observes another reality - rows of desks, 
numbers, lights off, out of date exhortations on the wall, piles of paper, rules, procedures, 1960's - a 
land time forgot! ... People appear to be studious, serious and working in isolation, in an atmosphere of 
'calm hush' and low social interaction". 

Similar to other public sector entities undergoing public sector reform in the form of 

commercialisation, the efficiency and effectiveness of management processes were major 

challenges. OS was a vertically integrated organdsation, with an excessive degree of 

specialization, rigid hierarchical divisions and divided areas of activity with niches and 

boundaries that served no useful purpose. OS's administrative structure based on departments and 

well-defined job categories had effectively prevented the organisation from operating in 

accordance with its own objectives and values. It was realised that, especially in the relationship 

between OS's employees and its customers, too much importance was being given to resolving 

bureaucratic issues, to the detriment of customer service. In short, the internal structure worked 

against the integration of main business processes. 

OS was also a major employer in the region and at the leading edge of new technology and basic 

science for geographic systems, as they invested in research and development facilities. Due to its 

public service mission and leading edge technology, OS became an 'employer of choice' to a 

great many educated and dedicated professional and technical specialists. However, that led also 

to steadily increasing operating costs to a level much higher than comparable organisations in 

other geographic areas. The chief sources of the rising costs were very high staffing ratios at all 

levels of operations, generous and highly restrictive collective agreements with unions, toleration 

of mediocre performance standards at all levels, and generally very cumbersome and bureaucratic 

operating procedures at all level of operations. Underlying many of the problems of inefficiency 

and high costs was the monopoly situation that all costs could eventually be passed on to the 

market. 

In response to this challenge, a series of organisation change initiatives began. 

4.4. The Change Programme 

Substance 
The digital revolution offered huge opportunities for the organisation to improve the services that 

it provided to its customers, enhance its interaction with partners and revolutionise the way people 

worked. Firstly, by redrawing the way in which those services are provided to capture the full 

benefits of technology, and secondly, by tailoring the services to the needs of individual citizens, 

customers, and businesses. Electronic service delivery enabled OS to become far more responsive 
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and flexible, as well as creating the opportunity to harvest significant efficiency beneSts. 

The exposure to market forces led to a number of structural changes. These were driven by a 

desire to cut costs, maximise the utilisation of those that worked for the organisation and increase 

the level of managerial control. The strategy of the 'new organisation' had to be refocused 

outward towards its marketplace and competitors rather than just inward toward providing a 

public service as a public organisation. Commercialisation was offering a series of threats as well 

as opportunities. 

The entire change programme was aimed to transform the way the organisation was doing 

business, by implementing a new Business Model. This new Business Model was also aimed to 

meet the requirements of the Modernising Government agenda, in which public sector 

organisations needed to innovate within a common firamework. It was, therefore, essential to re-

align all business processes and organisational policies to the new business model and link them 

to the new business drivers. 

Process 
The entire change programme ran from November 2000 until December 2004, and went through 

three broad phases: 

Phase 1 (November 2000 - April 2002) 

With the advent of a new Chief Executive Officer recruited from the commercial sector in 

September 2000, considerable impetus for change was being evidenced. A re-evaluation of the 

business from the customers' perspective was completed and the need for the organisation to 

develop innovative products and services that could be delivered electronically was identified. 

The review undertaken by the executive team identified that the greatest hindrance to achieving 

OS's corporate goals were its structures and work practices. Whilst traditional organisational 

structures and practices have emphasised size, role clarity and formalisation, greater emphasis was 

now being placed on organisational practices that emphasise speed, flexibility, innovation and 

boundaryless integration. A key strategic objective of the new arrangement was the reduction of 

structural and process complexity and the rethinking of how the organisation provides value to its 

customers. There was thus a strong need to move the organisation from a highly centralised and 

bureaucratic model to a decentralised structure, with cross-functional and cross-boundary teams, 

characterised by a dynamic management style. 
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Another major change that had to occur was a shift from the old culture ofpublic monopoly to the 

culture of a market-oriented, customer focused and self financing organisation. The nature and 

direction of the required cultural shift was a radical change for many employees, who had spent 

virtually all their careers in the relative security, comfort and complacency of the old 'public 

sector ethos' culture. The 'cultural inertia' among the majority of employees, at all levels, was 

one of the major challenges to management in trying to achieve the transformation to the new 

system of efficient business operations. 

Following the review, a new vision formed the foundation on which the organisation could be 

transformed into an e-business: 'OS and its partners will be the content provider of choice for 

location based information in the new information economyIn October 2000, a cross-functional 

team fi'om across OS was established to develop the vision into a new strategy for the 

organisation. The-4eam used the mission statement as a starting point for designing the structure 

and process of the change programme and translating it into a new e-strategy. 

Fundamentally, the e-strategy was about transforming the business commercially, technologically 

and culturally, by implementing a new Business Model, combined with a multi-million pound 

investment in technology and new product development. The main strategic priorities were as 

follows: 

Commercial revenue - increase commercial revenue from existing assets; 

. Reduce costs and waste; 

Invest in new brands, infrastructure and capability; 

Grow data products and help Partners to develop their products; 

. Aggressive marketing for products; 

Grow Partners and enable them to add value to products; and 

« Build the best data to enable 'joined-up geography'. 

The key emphasis was on better knowledge management, focusing on the needs of businesses 

and individuals and helping partners to create radically new products underpinned by data 

maintained by OS. At the heart of the new strategy was the idea of OS working together with 

partners to become the content provider of choice for location-based information. This meant 

establishing commercial agreements with various partners in which OS was providing the 

geographical data and the partners were developing the software required for customising this 

data in different ways and translating it into innovative products and services under OS's brand. 
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A series of objectives were established: 

Delivering excellence in all aspects of the business, employing e-business principles 

to exceed customer expectations; 

® Identifying, developing and maintaining effective strategic partnerships; 

Ensuring that the business strategy is clearly understood by staff, customers, partners and the 

wider community; 

« Establishing OS as the centre of excellence for innovation in location-based information; 

« Developing a business of progressive people with skills appropriate to an e-business; and 

Changing the internal culture. 

A range of projects were identified that would exploit e-business technology and approaches to 

improve performance. An initial assessment of costs, benefits and timescales was prepared. At 

the end of the four-week period, OS's Executive and Non-Executive Directors approved the 

strategy. More detailed planning and evaluation of implementation costs and benefits followed as 

development work began. 

In order to realise successfully the vision and implement the e-business strategy, a vast 

programme of structural and cultural change was designed, having as key milestones: 

. The implementation of the e-strategy with a series of 21 investment projects, grouped into five 

strategic initiatives: Putting the customer first, The strategic alliances. The new Ordnance 

Survey, Developing the market and The enabling infrastructure 

« The development of a flatter and more flexible structure marked by adaptability and 

customer orientation; and 

. The rethinking of business processes, and the commercial, technological and cultural 

transformation of the business. 

The structure of the organisation was reviewed and reorganised in November 2000. The 

realignment of internal group structures and Board responsibilities resulted in: 

• The establishment of two brands businesses, based around distinct customer groups - Digital 

and Graphic Brands. The two brands ' businesses were focused on introducing new and 

innovative ways of working with commercial and government partners to meet different 

customer group needs. Amongst such innovative approaches were the establishment of a joint-

venture company with a commercial partner, with the aim of providing consistent and 

maintained points of interest data for the industry and an estimated £ 35 million content 
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deal with a mobile phone operator that would allow mobile users to access coloured maps 

featuring real-time displays of various locations; 

The creation of a Business Change group that was charged with championing the 

transformation of the way the organisation did business and in particular managing the 

implementation of the e-business strategy. 

• The initial structure resulted at this stage comprised 7 Business Groups: Business Change, 

Strategy, Information Systems, Human Resources & Corporate Services, Data Collection & 

Management, Digital Brands and Graphic Brands. 

A major feature of the e-strategy implementation was the intention to place the organisation at the 

forefront of the new information economy by embracing cutting-edge technology for supplying 

geographical data and enhancing the versatility of OS data. This involved the implementation of 

a new concept of mapping and the development of new products, by transforming the map-

making process so that electronic data could be available to customers within twenty-four hours 

of being surveyed. The key aim was to replace the traditional paper map products with large-

scale electronic mapping, so that most of the products and services offered by the organisation 

could be delivered electronically; digital mapping now accounts for some 80% of the 

organisation's turnover. 

Amongst the most innovative products were a digital database and online service named 

MasterMap, featuring definitive digital data for the whole of Great Britain and an on-line 

integrated product called Pre-Build TM. The MasterMap database provides intelligent and 

accessible data with the flexibility to link information across and between organisations, while 

Pre-Build TM offered highly-detailed digital mapping pinpointing buildings and roads tailored to 

the needs of utilities and telecommunication companies. 

The successful implementation of the new strategy pivoted on the adoption of e-business as a 

corporate philosophy. As the Chief Executive remarked; 

"... e-business is key to our future success, opening huge new opportunities for us and our partners. It 
requires new ways of working and both individual and team efforts right across the business. We have the 
best data to underpin the Master Map of Britain. Our e-initiatives will ensure we can create and supply that 
data when, where and how our customers want it - and at the same times e-enable ourselves." (Chief 
Executive, OS, 2001) 

Collecting, maintaining and delivering geographical data was at the forefront of OS's activity and 

the implementation of the new e-business strategy acted as a driver for the transformation of its 

core business processes — data collection and management. The e-strategy was thus seen as the 

necessary framework for driving forward business change. As some senior managers argued: 
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"... the 'E ' strategy allows us to reassess how we manage the collection and delivery of our data to remain 
at the forefront of the industry, offering agility and flexibility to our customers." (Director -Data 
Collection and Management, OS, 2001) 

"... The Digital Maps business cannot grow enough without the e-strategy. This work is critical because it 
will allow us to create and deliver more innovative products much faster to our customers. It will allow us 
to become far more efficient and cost effective across a wide range of activities. "(Director -Digital 
Brands, OS, 2001) 

As the main supplier of geographical information in Britain, OS needed not only to implement 

tangible customer benefits and to advance online services, but also to change the organisation's 

internal culture to a customer-led one. The prevailing view amongst over 90 per cent of senior 

executives interviewed was that e-business was not only about electronic service delivery, but 

also that 'e ' should become embedded in the employees' ways of working, in terms of approach 

and attitude: 

"We must become a more agile organisation able to respond to our customers and partners needs at 
"internet-speed" ... However, if we are to succeed in achieving our strategic aims and becoming an e-
business, it is essential that we develop new ways of working. We must improve our day -to-day business 
practices and ensure that we get the best out of people, knowledge, systems and facilities." (Chief 
Technology Officer, OS, 2001) 

The process of strategy formulation resulted in a series of 21 investment projects that were 

grouped into 5 strategic initiatives reflecting their inter-connected nature (Table 1). 

Table 4.1. Projects under the e-strategy 

Strategic Initiative Corresponding projects Project 

Customer web sites 1 
New web site for the organisation 2 

Putting the customer Customer Relationship Management 3 
first On-line Service 4 

Digital Mapping 5 
Strategic alliances Establishment 6 

Joined-up government 7 
Alliance Extranet 8 

The new Ordnance New ways of working and Project Platinum 9 
Survey Knowledge management 10 

'Help yourself (personalised online support for all 11 
employees) 
Raising the return (a new financial model) 12 

Developing the Developing the Digital National Geographic Database 13 
market E-Brands 14 

Location-based standards 15 
E-Business channels 16 
Market Development team 17 
Pricing and licensing 18 

EnabUng Enhancing the IT infrastructure 19 
Infrastructure Off-site 24*7 availability 20 

21 
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A new business plan reflecting the e-business strategy implementation has been created. The plan 

described "an ambitious but viable growth and investment strategy that will provide the most effective 

treasure of geographic information in Great Britain" (E-business Strategy document, OS, July 2001). 

Putting the customer first initiative involved the adoption of e-business principles and technology 

to ensure that each customer and partner is managed at segment and individual levels. Customers 

were offered online access to a wide range of mapping data, product demonstrations to show the 

versatility of OS data and tailor -made web gateways into the mapping agency, each fostering 

improved, more focused customer service. These gateways included facilities for the online 

ordering and delivery of existing data products at any time of the day or night or requests for 

special mapping surveys. Each customer web site held information specific to that customer or 

partner as well as access to generic information and functionality available to wider groups. 

By December 2002, the implementation of a portal web infirastructure environment increased the 

efficiency of personalisation and customisation provided to customers. In parallel, the OS web site 

was redeveloped to become a gateway for location-based services and information and an 

enterprise-wide software was implemented to allow better customer relationship management. 

Users of the new web site were able to access location-based information and services either 

directly provided by OS or indirectly by partners and account holders (customers and partners) 

could order digital and graphic mapping online. 

The strategic alliance initiative involved the establishment of a strategic alliance to help drive the 

location-based information industry forward in a cohesive manner and develop collaborative 

working between OS and other parts of the government with the help of e-business technology. It 

involved joined-up geography by using OS data and referencing framework to combine other 

location-based information from other government bodies, for example, land ownership, local 

authorities, addresses, field parcels and land use. It also marked a change in the way OS was 

making available its data-sets to users, by enabling partners to commercialise this data, on behalf 

of OS, in a more flexible way. 

The New Ordnance Survey initiative focused on the people implications of the transformation of 

OS into an e-business. As part of this initiative, two programmes entitled Wew JVays of Working' 

and Project Platinum' addressed issues associated with the current organisational structure, 

people, culture, communication and the way employees worked. The content of these 
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programmes will be described in more detail in the next section, as they are directly linked with 

the contribution of the HR department. 

DeveZopmg fAe MzrW involved developing new partnerships and using new channels to 

reach new customers. In the past, OS focused on an established core of customers in a relatively 

mature market with sectors such as central government, local government and utilities. These 

customers increasingly expected better quality products and services in a market that was 

becoming more competitive. The organisation thus needed not only to develop the existing 

markets but also to find new markets and work with partners to develop new applications that 

would provide benefits to end customers. This involved adopting a proactive brand strategy, with 

a focus on digital location-based information and the launch of a new idea of geographic data base 

- Master Map. Innovative in concept. Master Map was not a map in the traditional sense but a 

digital map framework through which customers could access the precise mapping data they 

needed. It offered a high level of flexibility and a complete reference system for Britain's 

geographical data. 

Enabling Infrastructure initiative involved building a robust new infrastructure of systems to 

underpin the e-business. A considerable amount of infrastructure has been put in place to support 

the whole of the e-strategy but particularly the Master Map idea. The Internet, Extranet and 

Intranet applications were all upgraded and, in order to enhance customer benefit and operational 

efficiencies, the old systems were replaced with a single, integrated, enterprise-wide software 

application platform. This integrated software package called Enterprise-wide software suite 

(ESS) offered a single repository for all OS's data and was implemented in association with 

technology partners. 

In March 2001, OS was given 'green light' from the Government, indicating that its e-strategy 

"fully and convincingly met the 2005 vision ...". 

Phase 2 (May 2002 -February 2003) 

hi May 2002, a new Human Resources Director, recruited from the commercial sector, was 

appointed to drive forward the people side of the change programme. At her initiative, a team of 

senior managers undertook an eight-week review exercise (entitled 'Emerald City') which 

involved looking forward to the future and identifying the challenges and opportunities for the 

organisation. 
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Following this review, in September 2002, the Board announced a further restructuring of the 

organisation to help develop stronger teams and networks around the core processes (see Figure 

4.2) and to create a more flexible structure, with more flexible processes and communication 

patterns. This was accompanied by a review of staffing levels in different functional and sub-

fimctional areas. 

A voluntary early retirement and severance scheme was announced two months later and some 

300 staff, the number that the Board wished to release, had their applications to leave accepted in 

January. In some areas, more than the numbers of staff that needed to leave wished to do so and 

decisions regarding each individual 'willing to go' had to be taken by line managers in relation to 

the immediate skill needs of their particular business area. This proved to be a costly exercise, but 

was seen to offer significant cost savings after initial severance costs were absorbed. 

The managers in the regional/ field offices were also affected by these structural changes. 

However, those who retained their jobs witnessed important changes in the nature of their work. 

Previously these managers had enjoyed a fairly comfortable existence co-ordinating the data 

collection for locations within their region. In the past, HR issues of almost any nature had been 

referred up to the personnel function at the Headquarters, but now they were expected to assume 

active responsibility for the management of the people that the organisation employed to work in 

their area, moving them between different locations in relation to data collection needs. 

A consequence of this restructuring was that a number of old divisions and functions were either 

eliminated or merged, in order to obtain a leaner, flatter structure and increase overall efficiency 

of the business. The proposed new structure involved merging the Digital and Graphic Brands 

businesses into a single Sales and Market Development Group and creating a separate 

Programmes and Products Group, each headed by a Director. The Business Change Group 

activities were absorbed within other parts of the organisation. To give greater integration to 

corporate communications, the Corporate Communications Department has been integrated into 

the Human Resources and Corporate Services Group led by the HR Director. Minimal changes 

were introduced in the other groups. 

As a result of these changes, the new structure implemented starting with November 2002 
incorporated seven major groups (see Figure 4.3 below): 
. Strategy 
« Human Resources and Corporate Services 
o Finance 
• Information Systems, Web, Research and Innovation 
• Data Collection and Management 
• Programmes and Products, and 
« Sales and Market Development. 



The previous structure with two separate customer-facing business groups - Digital Brands and 

Graphic Brands - created in November 2000 in relation to the e-strategy implementation, served 

its purpose of focusing the organisation of work on developing new products and markets and 

gave an impetus to particular projects. This structure allowed OS to strengthen its digital offering 

and also gave the graphic side of the business the confidence and space to develop, and between 

them both business groups could identify notable successes. However, it was still developed 

around the use of bureaucratic procedures, which had been encouraged by the stable and generally 

repetitive nature of the work carried out within the organisation. 

The new structure offered a much higher level of functional flexibility. It gave clarity to the end-

to-end processes of the business - from collecting data, through the production processes, and on 

the supply of data to partners and customers, while allowing the development of stronger cross-

functional teams and networks around core processes. The number of hierarchical levels between 

top management and business groups teams has been substantially reduced and the seven groups 

have been organised along business processes, giving increased operational freedom to Group 

managers. This freedom was balanced by a stronger planning process in the organisation, with 

Group teams working with the Strategy people on the overall planning. 

One senior manager described the aims of the decentralisation process as follows: 

" Since 1999, when we became a Trading Fund, our corporate goal has been to improve management. We 
were confident that we knew what we wanted and that we were serious about attaining maximum quality 
in the services we provided to our customers, but in practice we never seemed to achieve the progress we 
had been hoping for. Something was holding us back. And now we realised that it was the internal 
organisation and the distribution of tasks. That is why we decided that there had to be a change ...". 
(Senior Manager, OS, 2002) 

The different cross-functional teams created meant increased horizontal communication between 

groups as well as vertical between top management team and group teams, facilitated by the use 

of modem information technology. The new organisation of work was trying to combine the 

strengths of a functionally arranged organisational structure, offering a better co-ordination of the 

core business process with the flexibilities in terms of vertical communication offered by a 

process-based structure. 

The transition from the old structure to the new one was a lengthy process. The old structure was 

effectively being moved to the new structure on a level- by- level basis. As employees in the 

positions made redundant under the voluntary redundancy scheme were leaving the organisation, 

the remaining positions were being re-arranged in the new structure and staff were notified about 

the new positions. Transition structures were being used to prop up the old structure and keep the 
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day-to-day operations going. The implementation of the new structure was finalised by the end of 

2003. 

In parallel with these structural changes, in order to track and predict customer, market and brand 

profitability, a Corporate Balanced Scorecard was introduced as a way of consolidating corporate 

performance measures and focus them upon core strategy components. Six dimensions of 

performance (Financial performance; Quality of service; Flexibility; Competitiveness; Resource 

utilisation; and Innovation) have been identified. 

The aim of introducing the Balanced Scorecard, in addition to other measurement tools such as 

Customer Satisfaction Surveys, Employee Opinion and monthly Business Health Checks, was to 

provide the Management Board with the means to monitor the progress of the business on an 

ongoing basis. In addition, the Strategy team could liaise better with individual business planners 

(Business Group' Directors) for co-ordinating business processes across teams and establish 

integrated performance measures. 

Figure 4.2 Core business processes in OS 
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Phase 3 fMarch 2003 —December 2004) 

By this stage, all the projects compnsing the e-strategy were Ailly completed or became 'business 

as usual', with their completion or progress being benchmarked against their key deliverables. An 

overall assessment of the change efforts driven by commercialisation between 2000 and 2003 

suggests the e-strategy implementation was overall successful. The progress made towards 

transforming the way the organisation worked was acknowledged by customers, partners, 

suppliers, and employees noticed a marked improvement in their working environment. In 

addition to this feedback, the e-strategy was awarded five stars by the Government Office of the 

E-Envoy in 2004 and this rating indicated that it was seen as a successful plan of action that has 

largely been met with key deliverables offering customers and staff new benefits. An operating 

profit of £9.4 million was forecasted by April 2005 thanks to careful management of costs, growth 

in revenue and rigorous prioritisation of investments. 

Starting with March 2003, a number of organisational development initiatives were introduced, 

as an extension of Project Platinum that by then became embedded in the current business 

processes. These changes will be reported and explained in more detail in the next section, as 

they are directly linked with the contribution of the HR department. 

A new strategic review called Project Focus was conducted at the beginning of 2004, to clarify 

how directors and senior managers saw Ordnance Survey meeting customer needs in the next 

four years. Based on this strategic piece of work, in March 2004, a new strategy was presented to 

the Board, with four key themes: People, Data, Delivery and Customers and building on some of 

the success aspects of the previous strategy: the creation of better data collection, maintenance 

and management systems as well as the development of new products and geographic solutions 

through partnerships with other public and private organisations. Li April 2004, a new Business 

Plan 2004-2007 entitled ' Focusing upon Delivery' was launched building upon progress made in 

2003-2004 and promoting the following objectives: efficiency gain in data collection by March 

2006; delivery of Key Investment Programmes by March 2007; enhancement of database quality 

and content, flexible data delivery by March 2007; Customer migration and improved customer 

experience by May 2005. 

In July 2006, a new Framework Document was presented to Parliament, setting out fresh 

financial arrangements (the payment of an annual dividend to the government) and reconfirming 

the Agency's Trading Fund status with strong links into the commercial market place. The 

performance of the organisation was rated as 'excellent' in the context of the growing 
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commercial partnerships of OS with partners from the public and private sector (such as Point X 

Ltd, Hutchinson 3G, Tesco, Microsoft, public sector utilities and Inland Revenue). 

4.5. Impact of the change programme on the HR function 

The internal transformation of the business had a significant effect on the HR function. Senior 

managers and managers from the other business groups began to recognise that traditional models 

used in the organisation were fast becoming inadequate. This discomfort accelerated when the 

business re-organisation planned by the Board was implemented, requiring an urgent rethink of 

HR roles. As new standards of organisational performance were established, the HR function felt 

pressure to justify its existence and demonstrate added value. 

The traditional model of personnel in OS had focused on the administration of personnel 

processes and practices, and employee advocacy. Personnel function was regarded as 'the police' 

of the organisation, with personnel policies being vigorously enforced. Business groups' 

managers were used to being told by the HR officers which policies work and which don't, and 

most of these policies were not linked with what the business was actually doing. There was a 

neglect of people management issues by line management and the personnel function was 

perceived to be ineffective. 

As the organisation started to pursue its turbulent journey, management expectations began to 

change. Business managers wanted their Business Groups to compete on a level playing field, 

which meant rethinking the notions of 'uniformity' that permeated personnel activities 

organisation-wide. Impatience grew with the old administrative model of the HR function and 

with its tendency to say 'no' to innovation and differentiation. 

The HR function was, as a result, expected to make a contribution in the following two areas: 

1) Its strategic mission of delivering integrated HR strategies and systems to build organisational 

capability for the business, with a long-term impact on performance; 

2) Put in place those activities necessary for increasing organisational performance: new 

structures, work processes, mindsets, roles, competencies and leadership. 

Three major phases could be identified in the transformation of the HR function in OS: 

Phase 1 fAnril 2001- April 20021 

The first phase was initiated in 2001 and involved aligning HR processes and policies to the new 

business model and linking them to the new business drivers. As part of AAgw 
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5'wrv^ initiative, two m^or programme called 'New Ways of Working' and 'Project Platinum' 

addressed issues associated with the current organisational structure, people, culture, 

communication and the way employees work. The clear target was to make these elements more 

streamlined, adaptive, responsive and customer-driven This included changing the existing 

working practices, the implementation of new performance management and reward systems 

focused on rewarding performance, changing the way information and knowledge are captured, 

co-ordinated and made readily available within the organisation (knowledge management) and the 

implementation of a new software which allowed employees to manage their personnel records on 

line whilst also eliminating unnecessary paperwork, procedures, administration and costly support 

functions. 

"So we had a cultural change programme incorporated into 'New Ways of Working'(NWOW) and 
'Project Platinum'(PP). PP was really with the cultural aspects of the change programme. NWOW was 
more processing, in the sense that we should do things differently, change the rules, business processes PP 
started by selling everyone the vision and making everyone understand their role." (Senior HR Programme 
Manager, OS, 2001) 

"... we called it Project Platinum and it was all about getting our staff to understand the business from 
where we are in 2000 to where we need to get. It was about emotional commitment, our people were 
emotionally committed to the past, but we wanted them to be committed to the future in the same way. So 
it was about them deciding and making real choices. Very strong drive from the top of OS, our CEO still 
insists today to talk to the staff directly." (Senior HR Programme Manager, OS, 2001) 

Eight clusters of initiatives were introduced in the area of HRM to support the shift in business 
strategy: 

The introduction of a new vision and values - What kind of values, behaviours and culture 
does OS need to make this business a success? 

• Redesigning those HR policies which touched staffs motivation and behaviour; 
» The refining of the performance management system 
• New Pay system (move from pay bands to seven job roles) 
« Re-design resourcing, selection and career development 
« Developing leadership capabilities through 
• Recruitment of new managers 
o Management development 

The following sub-projects were considered in this context: 

- Create a new digital business stream - with new skills and new working practices; 
- Implement a new performance management system - including consistent and meaningful 

performance measures and the necessary management skills to successfully apply them; 
- Create a networked organisational culture - learning the skills needed to transform the 

organisation by working with the leaders who will drive change from the top; 
- Implement new reward systems - by defining and implementing an appropriate pay system 

and tailoring soft rewards to individual requirements. 

Vision and values. The vision and values intervention was an attempt to change the strongly 

supportive civil service culture, rich in custom and practice, develop a new culture in line with 

the new direction of the organisation and encourage creative and innovative behaviours. The 

core values were identified as 'customer focused', 'quick', 'working together', 'able to take some 

risks', 'interested and excited by challenge', 'personally accountable', 'commercially 
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oriented' and 'rewarded for results'. Line managers gave feedback on the appropriateness of the 

senior management's development of the vision and values in a series of workshops, and the 

entire package was shown to staff at a set-piece event - Expenence — in 

December 2001. 

The event was attended by all the employees and was designed to explain to everyone the new 

vision and values of the organisation as an attempt to change the strong supportive civil service 

culture, rich in custom and practice, develop a new culture in line with the new direction of the 

organisation and encourage creative and innovative behaviours. It involved every single 

employee in the organisation and was used to build consensus and incentives. Communications 

involved physical symbols and activity. The transformation journey was mapped on to a carpet 

that employees could actually walk along. During the event, employees were invited physically to 

go through either of two doors, one indicating support of the changes, one indicating reservations. 

"...we had this huge event called the OS Experience where everybody came to the headquarters and it was 
incredible substantive. It was a very visual experience. Everyone had their photograph taken and at the 
back, they wrote something that will be doing tomorrow differently than they have done it yesterday. Yes, 
we are a civil service organisation, but it is good to be commercial. There was the civil service ethos that 
'commercial' is bad, but that is complete nonsense." (Senior HR Programme Manager, OS, 2002) 

Developing leadership. The organisation needed new competencies and skills among existing 

managers, so that they could drive forward the change programme. Current management 

capabilities were characterised by excellent technical abilities but poor people management skills 

especially in terms of managing change and risk. It was considered that, in order to change the 

culture of the organisation, leaders and management teams had to develop themselves in readiness 

to embrace the new challenges and opportunities facing OS. 

Two training programmes for developing management skills- a Leadership Training and 

Development programme and a Management Development programme were implemented, 

engaging all senior and middle managers. For less experienced managers or those new to the OS 

there was the Management Development Foundation, whilst for ongoing development of existing 

managers there was the 'Lifeskills in the 21^ Century' programme, that gave managers a better 

understanding of how they interacted with others, what impacts their behaviour has and give them 

the tools to improve. This was combined with the introduction of a 360° feedback for all people 

managers at Technical/Business Manager and above. Giving and receiving on-going feedback was 

an integral part of the appraisal scheme, and information received as a result of the 360° exercise 

was broadening the process of continuous improvement. The scheme also linked into the 

'Lifeskills in the 21®' Century' programme, as the ability to give and receive feedback Was a key 

lifeskill that managers had to consider. 
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In parallel, the Board brought in new top management from either private industry or from 

privatised public organisations which had previously been government-owned public utilities. 

This practice also set a strong signal to the employees that the old ways of doing business were no 

longer possible. 

As part of the 'Creating a network organisational culture' initiative, a long-running culture change 

programme entitled 'Project Platinum' was designed to help leaders understand how they could 

influence the culture of the organisation, identify the competencies and skills required in leaders 

and set in place a programme which could develop the behaviours supporting those competencies. 

"The Board goes off and has a workshop, they review the feedback from this, they review the progress that 
they have made, they then firm up on or adjust their plan for the future, where they want to go. They will 
then go out and put that into place, they will have a Senior Managers conference to share the ideas about 
taking it forward, the Board will go away and develop themselves as a team, have some sort of interactions 
and personal development things. So that cycle of events that continues to move forward as we go, 
increasing getting more of the ownership down the line." (Cultural Development Manager, OS, 2002) 

Workshops at OS were also employed to build consensus: 

"... get people involved and thinking about all this stuff, getting them to understand what change was, and 
what was required, and why you need to do things in a different way, and the approach that they were 
adopting wasn't the right way. " (Cultural Development Manager, OS, 2002) 

Stepping out of and reflecting upon 'normal' working relationships and hierarchies was 

considered an important strategy within the cultural change programme. The documented output 

from the focus groups was then 'fed back' to those who produced it as evidence of what the 

organization was like in the present and also how people wanted the organization to be in the 

future. This practice drew attention to aspects of the organization that were regarded as valuable. 

Performance management. The aim of the managing and appraising performance process was to 

link the organisation's strategic objective to the goals of each employee. The major change in the 

process was the introduction of a 'Skills and Competency Framework' developed to take into 

account the vision, as well as the current and immediate future business objectives, into the 

evaluation and development needs analysis process. There was a set of six core competencies 

(commitment to results, commercial orientation, customer focus, contribution management, 

decision making, working together and functional competency) plus other three competencies for 

managers (functional competency, people leadership and business leadership). Employee's 

performance was then measured each six months against the targets and competencies set by the 

framework and the ratings that could be awarded were 'Outstanding contribution'. Valued 

contribution' and 'Below expectation'. A 'People Development' process was linked with the 

framework, which allowed line managers to review their staffs development needs and 
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aspirations. 

"We revised the competency framework. ..if can develop all these competencies amongst our staff then we 
would feel that we made some progress towards that vision of the organisation that we think could be 
successful." (Senior HR Programme Manager, OS, 2002) 

"The new performance management system was designed to create a clearer link between goals and what 
individuals do on their daily basis, so that they know how they contribute into corporate aims, corporate 
goals. There has been an even stronger delegation to line management to manage the process. And there is 
more explicit recognition of the importance of personal development. There is an increased accountability 
of managers for the results and getting these specified in objectives, holding them to account for them and 
rewarding them if they achieve or holding that on that reward if they haven't achieve. So yes, there is a 
strong element of accountability." (Director of Business Change, OS, 2002) 

Although the Contribution Management was designed to encourage people to comply with the 

desired new behaviours and goals, in practice the implementation of the new system proved to be 

problematic. 

"the thing we are having difficulty with is the 'line of sight' how do my objectives fit with Ordnance 
Survey objectives', particularly if they think there has been a gap somewhere. People were expecting, if 
you like, a perfect cascade, which says - ok, these are the Ordnance Survey's objectives, underneath these 
are my directors ' objectives, underneath that are my team objectives, underneath that my individual 
objectives. And that's ideally how it works." (Senior HR Programme Manager, OS, 2002) 

There have been a number of criticisms about the implementation of the values, namely that there 

has been insufficient preparation and training offered to line managers and employees in order for 

them to understand how their job contributes to the achievement of the vision. In addition, most of 

the process and management issues associated with the new Contribution Management were dealt 

with by line managers, with the HR function having a role to play only in the design and 

implementation of the training modules on the performance management system and in acting as a 

'help point' where issues could not be resolved directly by line managers. Line managers found it 

extremely difficult to define the specific targets of their area and link these targets with the 

performance requirements; similarly, achieving the 'line of sight' of employee's individual goals 

with the overall strategic objectives proved to be a very messy process. Furthermore, another 

theme emerging was that in the context of hne managers playing a key role in enacting and 

interpreting appraisal policy, an individual's experience of the new policy was, inevitably, 

coloured by the way the managers carried out the appraisals. 

"what happens in reality is that some of the things that are OS objectives are not relevant to me in my 
work area, so I have to decide which of these objectives I am actually contributing to ... people are having 
difficulties in doing that . . . Not only that, but they get broken down, people think that they got to have a 
target for everything that is broken down within their team. For instance, I was talking to somebody in 
today my team who was saying: 'If I do this, I am going to have about 30 targets and HR is saying - You 
shouldn't have more than 6.'So we had to work it, so that she can have about 5 targets and I've been 
hitting all of my team's targets as well. So the connection between the two meant that I had to rework all 
out teams objectives in a different way." (Team leader, OS, 2002) 

"HR has given us a guidance booklet to support our thinking and a framework within which to work, but 
they haven't said - you got to do it this way. The drawback of this is that you do find different flavours of 
'Managing your contribution' in different areas. I mean, for example, in IS [Information Systems] they've 
taken things a stage further, they've actually put in additional requests for information, like they want 
people to nominate 6 people that the line managers can go to for evidence of how they've been 
performing. Other people have decided that they have to tackle it in a different way and my actually look 
for common objectives that people can work with." (Line Manager, OS, 2002) ^ gg 



The provision of training for the new system was considered good by the m^ority of staj% as an 

internal survey conducted towards the end of 2002 showed. Nevertheless, there were a number of 

criticisms related to the length of the training (the training involved three different modules -

Agreeing Contribution, Assessing Contribution and Reviewing Contribution, with each module 

needing three months to be delivered to all employees and line managers) and the fact that the 

process was taking too much time for very little result: 

"...senior, middle and business groups managers felt confident that they can actually go out and cascade 
those processes on, but in practice that didn't actually happened ... with the training, overall people were 
satisfied with the training, the feedback sheet that they complete afterwards showed that they had actually 
moved in their learning, the kind of statements that were in those feedback sheets were: ' I didn't feel very 
able to set my objectives before the training, but now I feel quite able to go and set objectives. So that 
shows that we were moving from where people thought they were, but we went and asked/investigated 
how many people actually had their objectives in place, the results were not extremely encouraging. Large 
areas of the organisation still didn't have targets and competencies hasn't been put in place." (Senior HR 
Programme Manager, OS, 2002) 

"... what was coming out of the evaluation was that people were saying - 'I don't think there is anything 
in this for me, I don't think it concerns my job, all these things will not going to make any difference, I am 
still coming and doing the same things every day' , so there were a lot of reasons in different areas for 
resistance in accepting this performance management system and the reason for doing this evaluation was 
that we really wanted to overcome this resistance. " (HR Manager, OS, 2002) 

Pay and Reward systems. The rewards system was closely bound with the performance 

evaluation system, the annual performance appraisal and the vision of the organisation, which 

emphasised that recognition will be based on contribution to results. The appraisal system 

included both assessing how people performed against their individual objectives, and a ranking 

system which was used to determine performance-related pay. A major aspect of the re-alignment 

process was to change the content of performance appraisal to reflect many aspects of desired new 

behaviours in the new culture and to offer incentive and bonus rewards for those who made a real 

contribution to business achievement. The new Pay and Reward model was seeking to combine 

pay incentives and other benefits such as pensions, leave and flexible working patterns in an 

attractive package that could exploit the existing freedoms and constraints from central 

government over pay. In the past, there was no relation between base pay progression and 

performance, and progression was uniform, whatever people's levels of achievement and 

growth/development. The new pay structure implemented considered differentiated increases in 

pay for valued and outstanding contributors (as set by the new performance management system), 

in order to provide incentive for high levels of contribution. 

"The old style of appraisals was almost like in the 'army' where you had no sign of what happened to you 
and now is much more powerful between individual and the line manager. And they are working together 
to decide the best future of the individual and the best way they can contribute to the organisation in 
general. So, we are encouraging line managers to be more rigorous in their approach to assessing 
performance and when performance is unacceptable, it's identified and addressed." (Director of Business 
Change, OS, 2002) 

The majority of employees interviewed expressed a concern that 'Managing your contribution' 

and the associated 'Performance-related pay' did not inspire the best in them in the way of 
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performance and was relying on a lot of coaching and counselling from middle and senior 

managers, with some staff questioning whether managers could give sufficient time to coaching. 

Also, there remained concerns about the performance evaluation and the development reviews 

that employees had to write and agree annually with their line managers. Despite the system 

allowing for a more developmental future-oriented stance, some of the work on development 

within these reviews was still patchy. Furthermore, the prevailing view amongst employees and 

line managers was that the link between the reward, recognition and bonus system, on the one 

hand, and the performance measures, on the other hand, was not always very clear and 

consistently applied to all divisions in the organisation. 

"...if anything has been compromised about this new system, these are things like: the amount of forms to 
be filled and paper work and so on. [HR] actually tried to streamline the process, but what we got at the 
end is a system which is even more bureaucratic for line managers." (Line Manager, OS, 2002) 

"I think the fundamental problem the new system does not address is that OS requires greater granularity 
of performance measures but has not increased managers ability to grade staff into more than three boxes." 
(Line Manager, OS, 2002) 

Resourcing, selection and career development. These HRM policies have been redesigned in 

order to ensure the organisation was attracting the right kinds of people with the right skills and 

competencies. The long-term aim was to devolve these functions to line managers and effort was 

being made to ensure that these functions are linked with the business needs of the different 

business groups. 

Traditionally, OS has always employed professional staff with good technical and operational 

skills, but the necessary commercial and marketing skills have often been lacking. Given the 

environment in which the organisation operated, resourcing, selection and career development 

policies had to be re-orientated towards trying to get OS more externally and commercially 

focused, without losing its core strengths which lay in the provision of the unique geographic 

information referencing system. There was a need to get more customer information into the 

business in order to guide various technical developments more carefully and develop more 

innovative solutions for different categories of customers. An important task for HR was thus to 

ensure that the right skills were developed and were made available when the organisation needed 

them. 

"we've got a new business model and we know what the size and the shape of the organisation should be, 
which is actually going to deliver those things which will make us a successful business. But we've also 
got to have the right skills in the organisation, which are going to take us to that. This is the reason why we 
are going to concentrate certainly on capability. " (HR Manager, OS, 2002) 

With the implementation of all these initiatives, the HR function needed to extend its power and 

influence in order to run the launching of the vision and values initiative and to implement the 

designed changes in HR policies. The function faced a m^or task as, in order to embed the 
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cultural change required, they needed to shift the mindsets of the employees away 6om an 

obsession with procedures towards a culture fostering continuous improvement in achieving the 

business targets. It was also starting to move away from providing what was essentially a support 

role to one which stressed business partnerships with the other business groups within the 

organisation. 

Phase 2 (May 2002- February 2003) 

In May 2002, a new Human Resources Director, recruited from the commercial sector, was 

appointed to drive forward the people side of the change programme. She was appointed directly 

by the CEO with board of director membership and, as a new director, shared with the majority of 

the board directors a determination to transform the organisation and refresh its structure. She 

recognised the need for further changes within the HR department beyond the HR policy domain. 

She arrived with a new vision of the HR role, exploring the ideas of strategic partnership and 

human resources as a competitive advantage'. She also saw the restructuring of the department 

around the business and its needs as vital. HR roles, in her view, had to be described with words 

such as visionary, strategist, integrator, and change agent. 

Following a review undertaken by the Board, starting with September 2002, a major structural 

change was agreed combined with a voluntary early retirement and severance scheme that 

affected 300 staff: 

"To be fair, we had too many of the skills that we didn't need. We had lots of the craftsman skills amongst 
our surveyors. What we actually needed is more technology skills. People don't leave OS, we had less 
than 4% turnover, so one of my key performance indicators was to get turnover higher, while for most 
other companies is the other way around! Genuinely, for a technology business, 4% turnover is very bad 
for us, because we couldn't re&esh. " (HR Director, OS, 2002) 

As part of the structural review, the structure of the HR department was changed and refreshed to 

promote business/customer focus, decentralisation, effectiveness (priorities and resources), role 

clarification, new ways of working. The HR Director made the decision to split the HR function 

into teams organised around key HR processes, developed around a set of core priorities for the 

function and linked in with the strategic objectives of the organisation: business planning, HR 

information, employee relations, recruitment and selection, staffing, training and development, 

together with the provision of HR advice to line managers. It was interesting to note the grouping 

of HR activities into segments based on outputs, rather than functions, as traditionally suggested 

by the HRM literature. Thus, from the organisation's perspective, individual HR 'functions' were 

disaggregated and bundled together as a means of achieving a particular goal. In this way, 

different HR processes (for instance, training or appraisal) were not viewed as activities in their 

own right, but as contributory strands within a number of different programmes and initiatives, 
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where outputs, such as achieving individual and corporate objectives, are the main driver and 

organizing factor. Each team had a direct reporting relationship to and was accountable to the HR 

Director. The new teams were as follows: 

1. Business Management - three business partners to work directly with the senior and line 
managers from the Business Groups; 

2. HR Shared Services - HR Policies (remuneration, pay, recruitment, training, HR systems) 
3. Organisational Development - Knowledge management, Succession, Career Planning, Talent 

Management and Culture Change; and 
4. Corporate Communications. 

Each of the teams had a manager reporting directly to the HR Director. 

One interesting point to emerge at this stage was the view of the HR Director that "having a well-

written HR strategy was not equivalent with developing a strategic approach to HRM\ The HR Strategy 

document emerged later in the change process (see Phase 3), when the organisational 

development needs could be clearly established and linked with the future needs of the newly 

restructured business. Instead, a presentation entitled 'Transforming HR' was written and shown 

to all HR staff, summarising the key HR priorities and the role of various HR teams. 

" . . . the HR Strategy is not written down, because we wanted to be explained, rather than having a written 
document that no one reads and ends up in a filhng cabinet." (HR Director, OS, 2002) 

The HR Director also pointed out that 'there is no sense of having an overarching HR strategy, if 

HR does not really serve the business needs'. Furthermore, she emphasised that the lack of an HR 

strategy actually showed that HR activity was driven by the business needs rather than following 

their own HR agenda. As a result, she considered that the main priorities for HR were introducing 

organisational change in HR policy and practice, adopting a strategy of involving senior and line 

managers, working groups and the unions with the aim of ensuring strategic fit and achieving buy-

in from employees. 

In order to further improve the links between HR and the rest of the business, HR Business 

Partners were introduced. In essence, HR Business partners were working with the business, 

developing close relationships with line managers and helping to solve business issues through 

their knowledge of people management and through coaching and mentoring. They were, in 

addition, a key point of contact for each business group within the organisation on HR matters. 

They had an understanding of the business deliverables of the group and related HR issues, and 

worked closely with managers in that group in the application of HR policies and good practice to 

help achieve the business objectives. One of the HR Business Partners at OS described her role as: 

"Talking to the business manager, making suggestions and challenging his thoughts. Every so often you 
need to take a bit of a risk, don't you? That makes for a healthy relationship."(HR Business Partner, 
September 2002) 
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The reorganisation raised issues both in the technical specialisms of HR and the strategic 

domains. The new HR Director was engaged in shaping the reorganisation right from the design 

change, with HR being recognised as the owner of the structural change project. There was a 

strategic agenda for HR - participate in shaping the change agenda: 

"HR were the owners of the Re-organisation project, [the HR Director] owned the project; the work was 
done by a small internal team. The whole basis of the project was understanding the core processes of the 
business- the operating model and our main competencies, and then coming up with a set of organisational 
design principles." (Corporate Strategist, OS, 2002) 

There was clearly a substantial agenda in the functional core as well, as HR professionals dealt 

with the implications of restructuring, in terms of recruitment, redundancy, redeployment and 

training. At a transactional level, HR supported the reorganisation operationally in developing 

revised job designs, recruitment procedures, and other processes that were needed in the new 

organisation. 

Following the redundancy programme that had taken place and which left the headcount rather 

flat, more recruitment and selection was taking place, with divisions like Sales & Market 

Development and Programmes & Products experiencing a recruitment frenzy and the HR 

Business Partners being heavily involved in helping senior and line managers from the business 

groups with bringing people from outside with strong commercial skills. 

"there is an issue of advertising the right salary in order to attract the right candidate: If we are in there 
from the beginning, we can actually sort out what that is. That's opposed to what was happening in the past 
in OS when HR was waiting until getting a suitable candidate and then we started to talk about how much 
we could pay. If you can actually sort that out before you start, it makes the whole process much more 
easier." (HR Business Partner, OS, 2002) 

Development continued to be a priority area after the restructuring exercise, with the HR Business 

Partners attempting to plan ahead for skill development over the coming two years through a 

series of brainstorming sessions with Business Group managers to fmd out their business 

priorities. One issue emerging was a recognition of the change in skill profile needed for the 

sales workforce as it moved from managing a territory with multiple customers to managing 

relationships with one account customer. 

" Our organisation is product-based, and we would like to move to a skill-based organisation. What we've 
done is we've tried to look two years ahead and identify key areas and skills we need for the business. " 
(Head of Sales, OS, 2002) 

" We've been working with the business trying to define their manpower needs over the next year; define 
staff profile, the skills they need, do they have the resources to actually meet these needs and trying to 
identify these things at a very early stage rather than just think : 'this is a new product and we haven't got 
the people to do it'. So trying to define what the required capability is, and use what people we've got to 
actually meet that. It is also about trying to suggest solutions in relation to things that are happening. If we 
know what job an area of the business is actually doing and if that job is just on short-term, we say' ok, is 
there a better way of actually doing it, which we could use for developing new concepts." (HR Business 
Partner, OS, 2002) 

"... in one area of the Graphic Brands, they wanted to look at the future skills-mix that they are going to 
need. And what I did with them was I worked with a group of their managers and designed a Skills Audit. 
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But what I wanted to do as BP was to actually be in there from the beginning and not just presenting them 
the results of the skills audit. And then try to translate that into training courses with the staff. So not just 
presenting the results, but also help tailoring them towards getting the skills they need."(HR Business 
Partner, OS, 2002) 

" for the future, what the HR Business Partners would be doing would be to think ahead with the areas of 
the business. For example, resourcing issues - talking about where the business is going, is the revenue up 
or down, what does that mean in people terms, how can we solve these issues?" (HR Business Partner, OS, 
2002) 

Work also began on developing new initiatives in the areas of f lexible and remote working. With 

the emergence of new technologies for geographic data collection and the reductions in the 

number of field offices in the regions following the implementation of the new organisational 

structure, there was an increasing emphasis on encouraging staff to work from home, remotely, or 

to use other forms of flexible employment. The new field structure of the Data Collection and 

Management side of the business was based on operating regions, with the nationally dispersed 

surveyors being able to use communication technologies to capture and access databases and 

information remotely in the field. This move was largely driven by fixed costs reduction and 

business needs. New Terms and Conditions for remote and home working were introduced, with 

the HR Business Partners working alongside production and operations managers firom the field to 

establish what people's work patterns were and develop the procedures based on which they could 

be assessed. 

"Part of the Data Collection and Management strategy is to reduce fixed costs and encourage remote 
working'; if people are working directly from home, then inevitably they will be storing equipment at 
home and there will be issues around supervision, management, less contact with their colleagues, 
communication issues coming to play. "(Operations Manager, OS, 2002) 

Phase 3 (March 2003- December 2004) 

Following the implementation of the new HR structure, in February 2003, a new Head of 

Organisational Development (OD) was appointed for the newly created Organisational 

Development division within HR, to take over and drive forward the cultural change programme. 

With the original cultural change programme, Project Platinum, reaching the end of its lifetime 

and becoming embedded in every-day working practices, there was a need to create a 'line of 

sight' between the meaning of the vision and the new structure and to reinforce HR contribution 

to building the capabilities required for change. 

An organisational review concluded in May 2003 identified that, although OS vision and 

business objectives were understood by employees, they were not translated into the right 

approaches for OS customers. Following from this review, a new initiative called The Customer 

Experience was launched in July 2003 to provide a deeper understanding of how every employee 

in the organisation could develop and maintain beneficial relationships with customers and 

partners. The initiative took the form of a six-month journey towards becoming a fully 
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customer-led business, setting up that by December 2003, everyone in the organisation would 

understand OS internal customers and partners. This was preceded by the creation and 

distribution to all staff, in June 2003, of a pictorial representation of the organisation within its 

market place after the restructuring of the business - The Panorama, which provided an 

understanding of how the core activity of the organisation - the collection of geographic data was 

supported by various functions. The Panorama identified five core competencies that were critical 

to the business (data collection, data management, supply, technology exploitation and 

partner/customer management) and a core set of enablers (leadership, communications, 

performance management, value management and customer service - internal and external). 

Under the guidance of the newly appointed head of OD, a new HR strategy for the next three 

years was created in August 2003, promoting a 'strategy of differentiation' on performance and 

focus, that was offering more rewards to those employees who performed effectively in an area 

which added value to the business and less to those who worked in areas that did not add value to 

the business. The new HR strategy had five key strategic outcomes: 

- Transforming the organisation skill base from a product based business to an information based 
business; 
- Developing leaders and managers capable of growing the organisation to achieve its strategic 

aims; 
- Implementing a structure organised around process with the customer at the centre; 
- Employing people working and delivering to a common purpose with clear accountabilities 

and performance expectations; 
- Creating a culture which discriminates positively towards employees who perform and 

deliver. 

The central thrusts were to enhance the organisation's capacity to develop innovative products 

and solutions &om the data collected and owned and to attract and retain high-quality staff to 

deliver a high-quality, customer-focused service. This was supported by the introduction of an 

HR Balanced Scorecard, containing a series of measures that would underpin HR strategy: 

attrition rate, absence/sickness rate, presence of performance development plans, performance 

management embedded, HR Cost Efficiency, staff competence, management competence, 

employee satisfaction. Again, emerging was the view that what was important was not to have a 

well-written HR strategy, but for HR to serve the business needs. 

In October and November 2003, two events - an Action room and a Customer Share Fair were 

held to support the Customer Experience challenge. It enabled various teams to showcase and 

explain to other members of staff 6om other parts of the business how they changed their 

attitudes and working practices to deliver a better service to internal and external customers. A 

review of the current customer strategy and performance was summarised on a customer 
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Wheel with nine elements: Licensing, Quality, Flexibility, Content, Delivery methods. Delivery 

channels. Relationships, Service responsiveness and Price. Both events were designed to move 

the organisation from being a business that was driven by producing and selling products to a 

business that was driven by relationships with customers. A key part of this was building an 

understanding of how OS markets and customers and how the organisation was responding to 

their needs. 

By December 2003, a series of Performance Management Standards for line managers were 

introduced, building on the work of the Organisational Development group in HR. The Head of 

OD explained the rationale of introducing these standards as follows; 

"What we have never done with our line managers is that we have never actually been clear of what we 
expect from them, having some clear boundaries. "(Head of OD, OS, 2003) 

The introduction of the new standards for line managers was linked with the next phase of the 

cultural change programme, which was trying to shift the approach from corporate programmes to 

targeted interventions of lower visibility but higher impact, through adopting a developmental 

approach. The focus was on improvement of team working and performance and involved the 

delivery in 2004 of a number of Learning Programmes (giving people the choice and the tools for 

promoting individual responsibility) to help embedding the learning: 

- Focussing on Yon (for non-managerial employees) 
- Focussing on People (for managers) 
- Focussing on Value 
- Masterclasses 

The HR Director explained the rationale of these targeted interventions as follows: 

"we moved to much more targeted interventions, trying to target those things that we needed to do to make 
the strategy alive. We moved into a series of programmes which pretty much mirrored what the key issues 
were: focus on people management, how managers can get the best out of their staff, performance 
management, values. We ran a lot of Master classes. These were training programmes. Master classes 
were snap shots, done in a few hours, on geographic information market, on management." (HR Director, 
OS, 2004) 

Of the four programmes, 'Focussing on People' aimed at providing managers with the skills to 

coach and develop their staff through their career and preparing them for taking on more devolved 

HR responsibilities: 

"...we're currently running a programme for all the major people managers which looks at actually how 
they manage the business. We're calling it Focusing on People but its content is all about agreeing 
outcomes and understanding what it is that we're actually trying to achieve, and giving people a number of 
techniques." (HR Manager, OS, 2004) 

The new approach to training and development - bite-sized chunks of information to empower 

change - was implemented through both the corporate 'Focusing on .. . ' learning programme and 

the Masterclass series throughout 2004 and 2005, being expected to reach completion by March 
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2006. In September 2004, a new programme entitled was launched to develop 

up-and-coming leadership talent within the business. This continued in 2005 with the 

implementation of a Senior Management Development programme by April 2005 and a revised 

first-line Management Development programme by June 2005, aiming to develop the 

management population to deliver the strategic aims of the business. 

"we are looking for future leaders and we are choosing the top ten people in the organisation. Before we 
didn't have a programme like this which people can actually follow to develop talent," (Organisational 
Development Manager, OS, 2004) 

Following the delayering and downsizing initiative, career management and succession planning 

issues had come to the fore, with the introduction of self-managed careers, where the employee 

was expected to take responsibility for their own career progression within the organisation. 

"We are encouraging people to become more proactive in their own career development, then taking 
ownership of their own career development and actually creating the demand for development. First of all, 
in terms of their own aspirations, but also about succession planning - deciding 'ok, these are the skills 
that we are going to be needing in the future, how are we channelling people into where and when the 
skills are going to be needed, how are we going to develop those skills?" (Organisational Development 
Manager, OS, 2004) 

In the area of training, a new approach was implemented with part of the training being 

outsourced, and the training side of HR providing only basic training focused on priority areas. 

The role of the training function had changed very much into that of training and development 

'broker', with training professionals working alongside line managers to develop tailored 

programmes to be delivered by outside agencies. This was described by an OD Manager as the 

'onion approach', with the basic training targeting only the core skills the business needed and 

the training for the skills that are away from this core becoming the responsibility of individuals 

and their managers: 

"If we are looking for people with particular skills and people who want to pursue those particular 
qualifications and gain that particular skill come to us, then we are sponsoring that area. " 

" ... we are also looking at all the things related to education, qualifications and professionals, because 
since line managers have had this within their own role, we (HR) lost control and sometimes we are 
unaware of the professional training and qualifications that people are actually seeking. "(Organisational 
Development Manager, OS, 2004) 

The main milestones of the transformation 'journey' between 2000 and 2004 are depicted in 
Figure 4.4. A detailed event chart is shown in Figure 4.5. 
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Figure 4.4 : Main milestones of the change journey (2000-2004) 
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Figure 4.5. 

EVENT CHART - A CRONOLOGY OF CnHL/LP̂ GElET/lEISirs; at the ORDNANCE SURVEY 

1 May 1990 Ordnance Survey becomes an Executive Agency 

January-April 1992 
(Task Force 1) 

June - October 1992 
(Task Force 2) 

March 1993 
until 
April 1994 

February 1995 

November 1996 

l j \pn l l997 

Ivlandi 1998 
Post Implementation Review, identifying the successes and failures 

Post Implementation Review, identifying the successes and failures 

- Implementation of the programme began in March 1993 
- The major organisational restructuring was effected in January 1994 
- The internal market operated from April 1994 

- Objectives: 

REORGANISATION of the Business and Professional Markets (B&P), Consumer and 
Education Markets (C&E) and OS International (OSI) business units (plus parts of 
Business Services and a small unit from Data Collection) into the Marketing and Sales 
business units 

create an horizontal structure enabling Sales and Marketing to focus on revenue 
generation and strategy formulation . 
implement the marketing strategy more effectively 
enabling OS to maintain a sustainable business in an environment where the 
department is totally reliant on revenue earned from customers. 

-1. Delayering (no more than 5 layers, to reduce the no. of layers in the management 
structure) 
-2. Reorganising into Business Units: 
7 BU: Data Collection, Information Management, Business and Professional Markets, 
Consumer and Education Markets, Ordnance Survey International, Support Services 
Business Unit and Corporate Office 
3. Introducing an Internal Market, largely based upon service level agreements and 
which provides clear product costing information. 
4.Change the culture (to begin to move the organisation's culture to one in which each 
individual is customer focused, subject to fewer rules, willing and empowered to make 
things happen 

Organisational Change Programme defined with 4 main elements: 
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January 1999 Pre-reorganisation Evaluation; it is decided that Ordnance Survey must change 
its structure in order to respond to customer needs more quickly and to respond 
to the rapidly evolving business environment 

April 1999 From 1®' April 1999, Ordnance Survey moved to a Trading Fund, giving the Agency the opportunity to 
operate in a more commercial way.This provides a greater degree of commercial flexibility and 
increased responsibility for the business planning and finances. 

As a Trading Fund, the business has to make a profit 
The busmess does not receive a subsidy from the taxpayer 
The Treasury is the 'main shareholder' and provides some money for investment 

Consequently, the STRUCTURE has been modified to meet the strategic aims. The new emphasis is 
on the needs of the external customers. The concept of the internal market has gone, business units no 
longer exists. 

i 
1999 REORGANISATION had 2 phases: 
I. First phase - April/October 1999 reorganisation into seven groups, each headed by a Director, to respond to the new 
challenges as a Trading Fund: 

1. Business Strategy and Finance 
2. Data Collection 
3. Product Development 
4. Sales and Marketing 
5. Staff Development 
6. Strategic Operations 
7. Solutions 

II. Second phase 
6 groups 

December 1999 — Strategic Operations merged with Solutions and the structure changed into 

1. Business Strategy and Finance 
2. Data Collection 
3. Product Development 
4. Sales and Marketing 
5. Staff Development 
6. Solutions 

4 September 2000 
T 

October 2000 

November 2000 

New Director General appointed - Vanessa Lawrence; New vision and values for the 
organisation. ^ 

- A cross-functional team from across Ordnance Survey was established to develop an 
e-strategy for the organisation. 
- Boards of Directors (Directors coming on Board) 

1 
- E-STRATEGY . Implementation plans are in place for the 21 projects that will deliver the strategy 
and substantial benefits 
- REORGANISATION. In order to successfully realise the vision and successfully implement the e-
business strategy, the structure of OS was reviewed and reorganised; 

1) The establishment of 2 brands businesses within OS, based around distinct customer groups -
Digital and Graphic Brands. 

2) The creation of a Business Change Group that is charged with championing the 
transformation of the way that Ordnance Survey does business and in particular managing the 
implementation of the e-business strategy 

3) Staff development group has changed into Staff Development & Internal Services , taking up 
the HR groups linked before with Finance and Procurement (PEO, Audit, Risk Management, 
Procurement, Goods, Legal, Estates, Documentary Services); a new HR Director (Bryan Nanson) 
is appointed (member of the Management Board), providing a linkage of the HR strategy with the 
corporate strategy. 



Y 
NOVEMBER -DECEMBER 2000 

The new structure redesigned as a result of the Management Board new strategic vision about the future of Ordnance Survey has 
7 major business groups: 

1. Business Change 
2. Information Systems Group (CTO) 
3. Staff Development and Internal Services 
4. Market Development 
5. Data Collection and Management 
6. Digital Brands 
7. Graphic Brands (Paper Brands) 

January 2001 

March 2001 

From April 2001 

The new overall structure is implemented and the work on implementing the 
new E-strategy starts. 

Ordnance Survey has been awarded 'green light' from the Government, 
indicating that its E-Strategy 'fully and convincingly met the 2005 vision... 

Bryan Nanson reorganises the HR function (formerly Staff Development and Internal 
Services) and the new restructured department (with HR assuming a more proactive 
role in the business) became Human Resources & Corporate Services. Training & Staff 
Development were brought together and The Knowledge Management Unit (Records 
Management, Library, Internet) became part of the Corporate Services 

i 
May 2001 to June 2001 Cultural Change Programme called ' Project Platinum', centred on changing the culture 

of the management team and on helping the managers to develop themselves in 
readiness to embrace the new challenges and opportunities facing Ordnance Survey 

i 
September 2001 Senior Managers coming on Board, change is communicated to all the management 

team 

After September 2001, the Head of the Market Development left and different parts of the Market Development Unit have 
been moved to the other groups: 

Some of the subunits went to Brands Businesses, Information Systems and Human Resources & Corporate Services 
The Research Unit and the Solutions Activity went to IT Group (Information Systems) 
The Market Research subunit has been split between Graphic Brands and Digital Brands 
The Press Office went to Human Resources & Corporate Services. 
International has been incorporated in Business Change Group 

The structure resulted at this stage included 6 Business Groups: 
1. Business Change 
2. Information Systems Group (CTO) 
3. Staff Development and Internal Services 
4. Data Collection and Management 
5. Digital Brands 
6. Graphic Brands (Paper Brands) 

Later in March/April 2002, Strategy became a separate group , added to the 6 existing already. 



November 2001 

December 2001 

Employee questiormaire+ Focus Groups (Towers Perrin) to analyse attitudes towards 
the actual pay, reward and performance management systems 

Change is communicated to all employees through OS EXPERIENCE, a set-piece 
event when the entire Change Programme package is shown to staff 

Starting in 2001 and 
continuing 
through out 2002 

The 21 projects, as part of the e-strategy, are implemented , under 5 headings: 
Putting the Customer First (1) 
Strategic alliance (2) 
The New Ordnance Survey (3) 
Developing the Market (4) 
Enabling Infrastructure fS) 

C O / / ' (3) 

1 

( 4 > \ \ (5) 

New Wav of Working (Project 9): 
9.1. Creating a digital business stream (business improvement team) 
9.2. Implementing an Integrated Performance Management System 
9.3. Creating a networked organisational culture 

Focus: vision Taken up Project Platinum 
Leadership 
'culture' 

9.4. Defining and Implementing new Rewards 

(2)+(4) 

February 2002- July 2003: (2) +(4) = Pay and Performance Management Project (Towers Perrin Consultants) 

Workstreams 

Pay/Reward Contribution Management Communications and Employment Relations 

April 2002 

Strategy becomes a separate group (the 1*) , responsible for Corporate Office and Business 
Strategy, which were before under Business Change. 

Strategy now incorporates: 
" Business Strategy 
- International Business 
" Government policy Business 
" Planning 
" Technical Chief Officer 



New structure 
resulted 
in April 2002 

The initial structure resulted at this stage comprised 7 Business Groups: 
o Business Change; 
• Strategy, Information Systems; 
. Human Resources & Corporate Services; 
• Data Collection & Management; 
• Digital Brands; and 
• Graphic Brands. 

May 2002 Appointment of a new HR Director, recruited from private industry 
She recognises the need for further changes within the HR department 
and sees the structuring of the department around the business and its 
needs as vital. 

July- August 2002 

September 2002 

October 2002 

09 October - The Board announced a further restructuring of the 
organisation to create a more flexible structure, with more flexible work 
processes and communication patterns; 
22 October - A voluntary early retirement and severance scheme 
(VER/VES) was announced for about 300 posts; 
The Balanced Scorecard is introduced as a new means of measuring 
performance in Ordnance Survey; From now on, the assessment of the 
overall progress is done monthly using this instrument 

The majority of projects associated with the e-strategy document are 
nearing completion; 
Plans are put in place for implementing a new form of work organisation to 
support the core business processes; 
10 September 2002 - Board meeting to decide on the new structure; 
It is decided to introduce a Corporate Balanced Scorecard with six 
performance dimensions: Financial performance; Quality of service; 
Flexibility; Competitiveness; Resource utilisation; and Innovation. 

Each of the teams had a manager reporting directly to the HR Director. 

- August 2002, Emerald City Project -eight-week project identifying the 
challenges and opportunities that the organisation was likely to face in 3 to 5 
years time and how the business could be driven forward. 

- The HR function was reorganised under the new HR Director 
The structure of the HR department was split into teams, organised 
around the following key areas: 

Business Management - three business partners to work directly with the 
senior and line managers from the Business Groups; 
HR Shared Services - HR Policies (remuneration, pay, recruitment, 
training, HR systems) 
Organisational Development - Knowledge management. Succession, 
Career Planning, Talent Management and Culture Change; and 
Corporate Communications. 



November 2002/ 
January 2003 

February / May 2003 

» 24 January 2003 - Applicants for the VER/VES are notified; 355 have made 
successful applications and will be leaving Ordnance Survey between end February 
2003 and March 2004; 

• The implementation of the new proposed new structure starts; This involves merging 
the Digital and Graphic Brands businesses into a single Sales and Market 
Development Group and creating a separate Programmes and Products Group, each 
headed by a Director. The Business Change Group activities were absorbed within 
other parts of the organisation. To give greater integration to corporate 
communications, the Corporate Communications Department has been integrated 
into the Human Resources and Corporate Services Group led by the HR Director. 
Minimal changes were introduced in the other groups. 

As a result of these changes, the new structure due to be implemented by August 2003 
incorporates seven m^or groups: 
, Strategy 
» Human Resources and Corporate Services 
• Finance 
• Information Systems, Web, Research and Innovation 
• Data Collection and Management 
• Programmes and Products, and 
• Sales and Market Development. 

June/December 2003 

Work starts at Board level for developing a Business Plan for the next three years; 
Appointments are made for the new posts created in the new HR structure, namely 
Head of Organisational Development and HR Business Managers (February 2003); 
New job descriptions are written, reflecting the changes in the HR function's role and 
structure; 
Work continues on the implementation of the new organisational structure 
March/ April 2003 - New Business Plan 2003-2006 
Initiation of a Customer Migration Programme with implementation throughout 2004 
for the transfer of existing customers to the next generation of data products on 
revised pricing and licensing terms and conditions 

June 2003 - OS Panorama - launched to provide a contextual picture of the 
organisation within its market place, after the restructuring of the business, and how 
data collection is supported by various functions 
- Distributed to all staff under the form of a picture, in order to create a 'line of sight' 
between the meaning of the vision and the new structure 
July 2003- The launch of a six month journey towards becoming a fully customer-led 
business, called The Customer Experience, setting up that 
by December 2003, everyone in the organisation would understand OS external and 
internal customers and partners 
August 2003 - A new HR strategy for the next 3 years, reflecting the new vision of the 
HR Director, is launched 

5 October 2003— Action room and Share Fair to support the Customer Experience 
challenge 
- Review of the current customer strategy and performance summarised on a customer 
strategy wheel with 9 elements; Licensing, Quality, Flexibility, Content, Delivery 
methods, Delivery channels, Relationships, Service responsiveness and Price 
- Setting an individual challenge to make a difference 
- From Products to Relationships 
- Led by Ordnance Survey employees 



Jan/Dec. 2004 

2005/2006 Highlights 

December 2003 - A series of Performance Management Standards for line 
managers are introduced (building on the work of the Organisational Development 
group in HR, including the Head of OD) and linked with the next phase of the 
cultural change programme focused on improvement of team working and 
performance, involving delivery in 2004 of a number of Learning Programmes 
(giving people the choice and the tools promoting individual responsibility) to help 
embedding the learning: 

o Focussing on You (for non-managerial employees) 
o Focussing on People (for managers) 
o Focussing on Value 
o Masterclasses 

From January 2004: Continue business performance improvement through re-
engineering OS business processes and the delivery of HR modules 
The new approach to traming and development -bite-sized chunks of information 
to empower change - is implemented through both the corporate 'Focusing on ' 
learning programme and the Masterclass series. 
Implementation of the Customer Migration Programme by March 2004 
Project Focus - a strategic piece of work that clarifies how Directors and Senior 
managers see Ordnance Survey meeting customer needs in 2008 
New Programme Delivery Unit created to support programme and products project 
across the organisation 
March 2004 - New strategy presented to the Board, with 4 key themes: People, 

Data, Delivery and Customers; 
April 2004 - New Business Plan 2004-2007 ' Focusing upon Delivery' building 
upon progress made in 2003-2004: 

o Efficiency gain in data collection by March 2006 
o Delivery of Key Investment Programmes by March 2007 
o Enhancement of database quality and content, flexible data delivery by 

March 2007 
o Customer migration 

June 2004- the new Ordnance Survey GPS Infrastructure goes live 
July 2004 - A new Framework Document setting out fresh financial arrangements 
and reconfirming the Trading Fund status for Ordnance Survey 
September 2004 - The first ever Future Leaders Programme was launched to 
develop up-and-coming leadership talent within the business 

Improvements to the Corporate Data Management Infrastructure (by Sept. 2006) 
Various Data Collection and Management Investment Programmes implemented 
by April 2005 
Improvements in product portfolio by June 2006 
Further enhancements of the corporate pricing and licensing model by the end of 
2005 
Implementation of a new electronic records management system by December 
2005 
Develop management population to deliver the strategic aims by implementing a 
Senior Management Development programme by April 2005 and a revised first-
line Management Development programme by June 2005 
Delivery of the corporate 'Focusing on ... ' by March 2006 
Customer migration and improved customer experience by May 2005 



4.6. Perceptions held by members of the HR function 

The interviews with HR department members revealed that prior to the arrival of the new HR 

Director in May 2002, the perception of HR members was that neither the former personnel 

director nor the HR department itself played a proactive role in the change programme. The 

dominant view was that HR played a role only in the implementation: 

"HR role has been exactly to support the change, it was a bit like 'you, the business, tell us what you want 
and we will come along and deliver that', rather than HR being involved in leading the business to the 
changes that we wanted. " (HR Manager, OS, 2002) 

"The role of HR tended not to be involved in the whole of the business, but has tended to be reactive - we 
will do what the business wants us to do. How we were paying the people, are we training people to get 
the skills that we need. But rather than the HR taking the lead of the business, the role of HR has been 
more to reflect what the business wants. And that has been a sort of HR model here for a long time. 
Although it tended to be made to work more with the business, it has never been like that." (Head of 
Business Unit, OS, 2002) 

After her arrival in May 2002, the new HR Director acted deliberately over the entire change 

programme with the intent of changing the role of the function. For instance, one area of direct 

intervention was in the structure of the HR department, established by the HR director when she 

first joined the organisation. This was explained in the following way: 

"HR is supporting all the changes in the business. We are restructuring to work more closely with the 
business. So we will have a small team of staff who are responsible for working with a particular director 
and the people within that directorship and we manage eveg/thing from pay grades to recruitment and 
retirements. They will work so closely with the business, understand all the business needs, the Groups 
difficulties with recruitment, what the business is about, what they've got to achieve, what their objectives 
are, so they can really understand. The HR Director, thus, will have a 'dotted line' to each of the 
businesses and that can only be good, because when they [HR] understand the requirements and needs of 
each of the businesses, they can support them much better. At the moment, where HR is, they go and talk 
to the business and then they have to come back and talk to another team about changes in terms and 
conditions. And that takes a long time." (HR Director, OS, 2002) 

The creation of the new structure was seen by many HR members as designed to enhance the 

credibility of the department in the eyes of business groups managers and employees and achieve 

'reputational effectiveness' (Tsui, 1984b; Truss et al, 2002). This also reflected an awareness on 

the part of the director of the importance of the views of role-set members. 

" We have to demonstrate that we are adding value to the business, and not only to be perceived as a costly 
overhead." (HR Director, OS, 2002) 

" we are actually trying to move it to have a more strategic role and for us to be involved in the strategic 
decisions and, ia some cases, to be leading on some of those issues, rather than just responding and saying, 
oh, yes, we will support you in whatever you want to do." (HR Manager, OS, 2002) 

There was evidence that the intention of the HR director was to develop long-term HR strategies 

supporting the overall direction of the organisation. In addition, a planned approach to 

implementation was being adopted, accounting for short as well as long-term interventions: 

"As HR we have to make sure that we get in the individual Business Groups and influence and advice, and 
also we work with the Strategy Group to set the overall corporate framework, which is encapsulated within 
the Business Plan.." (HR Director, OS, 2002) 

"The role of HR in this restructuring is primarily to make sure that all people issues are actually thought in 
advance and planned ahead. So it's communication, a lot of it is around certain issues that certain people |gg 



have — eg the consultation with the trade unions that we may require. Be able to plan ahead and know what 
the redundancy situation may be and how can we deal with that." (HR Business Partner, OS, 2003) 

The HR team adopted a strategy of involving line managers, working groups and the unions with 

the aim of ensuring strategic fit and achieving buy-in &om employees: 

"HR has very much been working within the business strategy, by leading/driving forward the Early 
Release Programme which is an important of the business strategy, because we need to reduce our costs. 
HR has been very much owning this initiative forward, working with the business groups, making sure 
that we can co-ordinate this in an effective way. So I think that's a good example of how HR is becoming 
far more proactive and is owning some of these things, not only making them happen but driving them 
forward." (HR Manager, OS, October 2002) 

"it depends on how people communicate with each other and it depends on the relationships they have 
with each other. That's an issue we are trying to concentrate on, by saying: ' the communication is actually 
about the relationship, it is not so much about the channel that you use."(HR Manager, OS, 2002) 

An important aspect was the influence of expectations surrounding the perceived relationship of 

HR members with division and business unit management. HR members were aware of 

expectations placed on them to achieve, and on themselves to deliver the best possible service. In 

addition to being responsive, many HR members expressed how they used their influence to 

actively influence managers 'expectations of what was possible: 

"...once the Business Partner role will become well established, the more chances are that we will get 
involved in strategic issues. So we will become more strategic, but there is always a question about how 
business groups expect us to be highly strategic." (HR Manager, OS, 2002) 

Many HR members mentioned 'perceived discretion' as a positive and contributory element of 

their role, as it allowed a degree of freedom in pursuing their role. HR members' perception of 

discretion was related to the function of their role - whether or not they viewed discretion as an 

'issue selling' opportunity, or whether it contributed to the ability to generate new solutions: 

"Our role is about trying to suggest solutions in relation to things that are happening. If we know what job 
an area of the business is actually doing and if that job is just on short-term, we say' ok, is there a better 
way for actually doing it?" (HR Business Partner, OS, 2002) 

As the need to be influential in terms of key decision-makers arose as a consequence of often 

competing and conflicting expectations between HR and business groups, consistently emerging 

were accounts related to inter-role conflict between different HR roles. A potential source of 

conflict acknowledged by some HR members was the conflict between HR legitimate tasks and 

the boundaries of the role: 

"When there are obvious problems in certain areas, try to look at the next level above and ask - is there a 
problem higher up or a fundamental problem that we need to resolve? Also quite often, we are actually 
finding ways of pragmatically resolving problems, which don't quite fit into the procedures, but we don't 
have the time to make sure these procedures are changed. So our actual way of working and what's written 
down falls further and further apart, which is ok except that, for the new managers coming in, we haven't 
actually got anything to refer to, so they are coming to us and are relying more and more on us to know 
how to do things. There is a bit of conflict/uncertainty about where our role stops and where organisational 
development starts, what reorganisation or organisational design means, it is something new." 
(HR Business Partner, OS, 2002) 

By 2003, there was a continuing perception held by the HR department members of HR's role 
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being one of developing HR processes to support organisational strategies and acting as a central 

source of advice on processes to division and business unit managers: 

"Because we are trying to position HR as, if you like, a 'centre of expertise and excellence' that they can 
actually call upon and we work in partnership with them to help them to actually achieve their own 
business goals. With the Business Partners stream, we actually have our HR people working with other 
business managers ... so HR to work alongside other business managers to bring our different parts of 
expertise together to solve the business problems that we have ... rather than the business managers 
coining to us and saying ... oh, I need to recruit somebody ..."(HR Business Partner, OS, 2003) 

In their view, building up trust and confidence through such interactions had led to a positive view 

of the function's contribution for its support in trying to resolve division and business unit 

managers' immediate problems: 

"HR [business partners] become a sort of conduit for things which are happening in the rest of the business 
and they can reflect that back into the HR. So we (HR) become much closer to what it is that people are 
needing to achieve in their part of the business and how HR can make that happen overall."(HR Business 
Partner for DC&M, OS, 2003) 

HR department members, particular the most senior ones, perceived their role as being very 

strategic within the organisation. The language and discourse were almost exclusively those of 

strategic HRM, with little evidence of the old style public sector administrative ethos. 

Encapsulated within it were clear indications that strategies being pursued by the department 

included linking the HR strategy to the overall strategy of the organisation, developing and 

maintaining high levels of HR expertise among the HR team, and an openness to wider HR issues 

through involvement in Business Unit management teams. 

"We are taking on more and more a role in the whole business process. We used to be a support function, 
whereas now we will get involved in something to see whether it is viable." 
(Member of the HR department, OS, 2003) 

Nevertheless, the view amongst some HR members was that first line managers still evaluated 

service from the function in operational terms not on the basis of its strategic contribution which 

could be invisible to the line and raise questions about what the function actually did. As one HR 

manager corroborated: 

"They [managers] are very happy with what we are delivering, because they don't particularly want us to 
be strategic, they want somebody in HR that they can always tell the story and will always be there 
available and any issue solved for them or helped to solve it. They don't care that we are strategic, they 
don't tell us - I think you don't have to do this in this way because they are better ways of doing it. For 
them, they are actually comfortable vnth what we are doing. But I am not convinced that we shouldn't be 
doing more of the strategic stuff."(HR Business Partner, OS, 2003) 

By 2004, the prevailing view amongst over 90 per cent of HR members interviewed was that the 

HR Business Partners made a major contribution in building up the credibility of the function and 

proving that HR can add real value to the business: 

"Business Groups managers have all said they do recognise the difference in approach, the partnership 
approach that we are trying to adopt and have been appreciative of it. I think we proved that, by working 
together with the Business Groups managers and sitting in their Group meeting, we have sent a signal of 
what HR can do and that we have the knowledge and skills to understand the business issues they are 
confronted with. I feel this helped us gain credibility and now they come to us to help them improve their 
business." (HR Business Partner, 2003). 
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Nevertheless, the majority of HR members interviewed, especially the most senior ones, 

recognised that 'business partnering' must be approached as a process of evolution rather than 

revolution: 

" We have been working hard to develop the role of HR to get it to work more closely with the business 
and to be part of influencing and shaping business strategy. We've used business partnering as a concept 
and vehicle to do that, but we are going about it more as a gradual process of building capability than 
radical change." (Head of HR, OS, 2004) 

The perception of HR managers was also that this was not always an easy process, with HR 

Business partners having to demonstrate knowledge and experience in order to overcome the 

resistance from some line managers: 

" . . . there was a tendency for HR managers to revert to their old roles under the pressure from their 
so-called 'line partners'. At times, there was also some nervousness about the new HR business partners 
'going native' and out of the control of corporate HR, and we didn't want to respond to these pressures 
with a higher degree of centralisation." (Senior HR Manager, OS, 2004) 

4.7. Perceptions of role-set members 

4.7.1. Role-set membership 

The data collected from the case study allowed the identification of the appropriate constituency 

of the role-set for the HR department. The term 'constituents' refers to all stakeholders who 

depend on and exert control over the HR department. In general, all who come into contact with 

the HR department have a stake in its activities (hence 'stakeholders'). They may not only be 

dependent on it for services or products, but may also control important resources, financial and 

political, that the HR department needs. This constituency approach does not assume that all 

groups are necessarily aware of the most critical contingencies facing the organisation in the 

external environment, are cognizant of the organisation's business strategies, or are in agreement 

as to which activities would be most important for the HR department. It only assumes that each 

constituency pursues the fulfilment of its self-interested needs, some of which can be satisfied by 

the HR department and it views the organisation as a political economy in which subunits and 

constituencies interact in a network of resource-oriented exchanges. Key stakeholder groups 

suggested by the extant literature include: senior and line managers and executives (Tsui, 1987), 

customers (Kochan and Dyer, 1993), trade union officials (Galang, 1999) and employees (Hunt 

and Boxall, 1998; Hall and Torrington, 1998). 

In OS, six groups of stakeholders were found to have a significant impact on the activity and role 

of the HR department throughout the commercialisation process. Table 4.2. summarises the main 

categories of stakeholders by degree of intensity of the influence on the HR department's role. 
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Table 4.2. Constituency of the role-set for the HR department in OS 

Intensity 
of 

influence 

Group 
number 

Category of 
stakeholders 

Group composition 

H GH 1 Top-management team Directors of main functions (Strategy, Data 
Collection and Management, Programmes 
and Products, Sales and Market 
Development, Information Systems, Web, 
Research and Innovation, Finance) 
Non-executive board members 
External consultants (advisers) 

2 Division and Business 
Unit line managers 

First-line managers, middle managers, 
operating unit line executives and project 
leaders 

3 Trade unions 
representatives 

Trade unions officials representing the 
interests of the trade unions in the change 
programmes, especially in relation to the 
voluntary redundancy scheme introduced; 

4 Government 
compliance agencies 
and regulators 

Investors in People, Government officials 
and Treasury representatives (for the 
voluntary redundancy scheme) 

1 f 
5 Employees Professional level employees (office and 

operative 
LOW 6 External customers Customers of digital and graphic products, 

external commercial partners 

The first two groups were found to have the greatest impact on the HR department. Whilst the 

impact of the organisation's top-management team was primarily through the shaping of strategy 

and the allocation of resources, the influence of division and business unit management was 

through ensuring that the HR department was making a contribution to and did not hinder the 

reaching of strategic goals at the business group level. Division and business unit managers were 

virtually the 'champions of change', the key actors who could act as a driving force for making 

change happen at the business group level through translating the corporate strategy into 

achievable divisional and business unit strategies and creating the necessary link between senior 

managers and directors and the technical staff. They depended on the HR department for 

products (eg training programmes, employee handbooks, benefits forms) or services (eg 

information, problem solving, recruitment campaigns). Furthermore, both groups depended on 

the HR department for advice or information and provided important resources such as financial 

and/or political support. Trade union representatives and government officials were two 

constituencies who could impose specific constraints and demands such as requesting 

information and data from the HR department, as well as provide opportunities for the HR 

department to gain influence and power. Employees depended on the department for information. 
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advice and services, whilst external customers could indirectly influence certain personnel 

procedures and policies through influencing business group strategies. 

Having identified the relevant role-set actors in OS, the next section will explore the perceptions 

of role-set members. 

4.7.2. Perceptions held by role-set members 

In the first round of data collection (Time 1), perceptions of the HR department were generally 

that the task of achieving excellence was a difficult one, given the base from which they had to 

work. However, many interviewees voiced their doubts about how well the department managed 

'the basics' - how it defined its role and contribution, its visibility within the organisation and the 

calibre of some of the administrative staff. Senior and line managers generally perceived HR 

strategy to be quite ad hoc, with a strong resonance of the pubhc sector administrative heritage. 

The HR department was perceived by many stakeholders as being remote and isolated, cut off 

from the needs of the organisation: 

"During 2001,1 think there were not strong enough linkages between what we were doing in the change 
programme and what HR was doing." (Senior Manager, early 2002) 

"I am sure people on the other side, the HR people, would have a slightly different view, but this is how 
here it was sometimes felt. It wasn't pro-supportive change." (Senior Manager, OS, early 2002) 

The implementation of some of the initiatives that the HR department put in place as part of the 

e-strategy, for instance the performance management system (Managing Your Contribution) and 

the appraisal system, were not without critics, although most stakeholders acknowledged that 

they enabled more accurate assessments of performance to be made throughout the organisation: 

"I made an effort to understand the MYC process, but it didn't make the business more effective, because 
people don't have the ownership of it. At the moment, the only people having ownership are the line 
managers."(Production Manager, Data Collection and Management, OS, 2002) 

"As an overall concept, the system is very good, but there are huge clashes in it, in terms of methods of 
assessment. There is no measure of how well line managers run the process, and there is no cross-level 
moderation. The staff I have in my jurisdiction are not fully committed at the moment. The training 
modules for MYC have not been scheduled and cascaded well."(Line Manager, OS, 2002) 

" The fact that they introduced something is good, because there was nothing before." (Line Manager, 
2001) 

By the second half of 2002, with the arrival of the new HR Director in May 2002, there was 

evidence of strategic innovation in a number of HR policy areas. It was clear in many of the 

interviews that the HR Director was highly regarded by Board members, and this without doubt 

helped to raise HR department's credibility in general: 

"There have been significant changes in HR since [the new HR Director] arrived, that I've not seen in the 
last 2 years. But she is really changing that now, in a very positive way, to an HR department that is 
essentially in very close support of business change, identifying what the business will need tomorrow and 
putting that into place today. Rather than waiting until the businesses says ' Oh, we would like this please'. 
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And then having to respond to it, which was very much what was happening in 2001: HR just responding 
to what the businesses required from it..." (Director, OS, 2002) 

"I think the changes she is putting into place are quite positive." (Manager, OS, 2002) 

With regard to the new structure of the HR department implemented, Division and Business Unit 

line managers perceived it as beneficial, especially in relation to the creation of HR Business 

Partners role: 

"... every business group has some significant people issues they need to address and that's the beauty of 
having these 'experts' that now have foot in both camps, they are part of HR but they also on the 
Management Boards of each group and they are the ones that can really make sure that the managers are 
addressing the human resource issues and these issues are getting to the Board. In the past they may have 
not done so." (Division Manager, OS, 2002) 

"We got an HR business manager who just started to get more local coherence and a much better 
understanding of our business and of what we are trying to achieve. She is really getting under the skin of 
what these problems are, she is really helping us." (Director, Business Group, OS, 2002) 

However, although changes in HR service provision were intended to reduce the function's 

involvement in operational matters, there was a continuing expectation from many senior and line 

managers and the trade unions that HR staff would continue the same level of involvement in 

operational HR matters. Situations that respondents identified where the function's presence was 

of particular benefit were disciplinary procedures, dealing with poor performance, handling sick 

absence and employee grievances, pay allowances and remote working. 

"HR needs to be able to provide advice in terms of the size of the organisation, the cost of the 
organisation, all issues to do with pay and implications of terms and conditions, be aware of the 
employment law and legislation, provide advice for us so that we don't take risks in employment." 
(Production Manager, OS, 2002) 

By December 2003, it appeared that the line managers, particularly the more senior ones, had a 

much clearer idea of the kind of role they expected the HR department to play. 

"I want from HR a complete training and development plan and a workforce plan ... the HR had done 
some good work in assisting with the restructuring process, such as the co-ordination of the people 
management issues across the different business groups.... The Board determined what needs to be done 
and how we need to do things for our business operations and the HR people need to support these 
business directions with various strategies and policies". (Senior Manager, 2003) 

"One of the things that I have noticed is that, given our structure and given that Directors have been given 
autonomy to act in a particular way, that has led to them focus on their own areas of operations rather than 
on Ordnance Survey. This is where HR have, particularly, a role to play, as they can do quite a lot with the 
Strategy Group as well, to try to pull all these things and groups together, define the resources and time 
that we should be investing in." (Senior Manager, 2003) 

Senior and line managers also stated that they wanted the HR department to contribute by 

developing HR strategies that supported the overall direction of the organisation. There was some 

evidence from the interviews that the department had made progress towards achieving this: 

"I think in terms of organisation, we must continue to develop core competencies and build the business 
around core processes. There will be an element around improving performance, how we manage people 
and performance within the business. In the last 12 months, we have done a lot to sort of break up with the 
old structures and the old 'ethos' culture within the business and taking things forward. HR Strategy is a 
corporate vision. It is more linked with the business strategy. One of side benefits of HR taking a leading 
role in the organisational re-design, they really emphasised their role and take it into account more 
seriously than we have done before. [The new Head of Organisational Development] is working to make 
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sure that there is a connection between HR and the business which remains in place." (Division Manager, 
OS, 2003) 

By July 2004, evidence was found of further developments in HR. Some line managers were 

particularly enthusiastic about the function: 

"I think they have come a long way... HR has become a leading part of the organisation together with the 
Strategy Group in terms of setting the overall framework in which the Business groups operate." (Senior 
Manager, 2004). 

"I am not sure what changes would come from this centralised-decentralised point of view, I think where 
we are now is that we have effectively organised maps around core processes, there is greater transparency 
in what we do, although certainly not perfect. A lot of the authority naturally rests within the business 
groups that we have. I don't think we would became more centralised, I think HR is trying to develop a 
professional side of their activity, professionalise all their activity, so that they provide the real guidance 
for operational managers, at one level, but at another level they are setting the people strategy in the 
business. And you get some of that and the business operational aspects as well." (Senior Manager, OS, 
2004) 

The reorientation of the HR function was linked by all business group managers to the 

development of specialised HR managers dedicated to developing workforce capabilities for 

strategic goals. For example, one senior manager suggested that the creation of the HR Business 

Partners to work directly with the business had enabled the HR function to be taken more 

seriously by the rest of the business. As an HR Business Partner observed, the key issue was: 

"... taking the business with you so that they [senior and line managers] understand it and why you are 
doing it and not overloading the business. The first step in getting the business to understand you is to be 
able to prove that you have the knowledge and information that is arguing why you need to do it and what 
the impact is going to be." (HR Business Partner, 2004) 

One implication of the adoption of the HR partnering approach was the greater ability to relate 

HR concerns to wider business issues. On the one hand, this HR 'innovation' was seen by 

business group managers as clearly enhancing the credibility of the HR function with other 

groups. On the other hand, this development could also be seen as a response to the credibility 

concerns voiced by many HR managers in relation to the direction the business was going. For 

instance, one senior manager commented on the fact that, in the past, many HR initiatives were 

not taken seriously by the rest of the business because there was this perception among line 

managers that this was essentially just a 'personnel thing'. 

" . . . if you are not careful it becomes an HR initiative, not a business strategy." (Senior Manager, 2004) 

By December 2004, the HR function was now highly rated by many managers and improvements 

were noted not only in the delivery of platform services, but also in its ability to build long-term 

value for the organisation. An internal HR survey conducted in November 2004 also suggested a 

substantial improvement in perceptions of the HR department's role. As one Business Group 

Director noted: 

"HR business partnering implies a two-way, adult-to-adult relationship. Previously, HR did whatever the 
business needed. Now the function is moving away from taking orders for consultancy. The role of a 
consultant is to challenge the problem presented, which may not be the actual problem, and this could be 
difficult if they don't have the power and the confidence."(Business Group Director, 2004) 
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Many business group managers were praising the work and involvement of HR Business 

Partners, especially in relation to the implementation of the new remote working policy and 

performance management system: 

"The HR Business Partner has been like an account manager to Data Collection throughout the 
implementation of the remote working policy. She's been excellent, because she's been very 
approachable, she made herself available and willing to listen, to talk things through, she's also quite 
knowledgeable and logical in the way that she talked things through. She's been very useful as a point of 
contact between us and HR." (Operations Manager, OS, 2004) 

" I had a lot of contact with our HR Business Partner and it's made a significant difference. She listened 
well and she took on board what I said, and then she promoted that out widely, generating consistency." 
(Business Group Manager, OS, 2004) 

4.8. Conclusions 

An overall assessment of the change efforts in OS between 2001 and 2004 suggests that the 

change resulted in differentiated effects. The available evidence based on HR department 

documentation and involvement in strategic activities therefore indicate that, starting with the 

arrival of the new HR Director and continuing throughout 2003 and 2004, the HR department in 

OS appeared to have successfully repositioned itself. Whereas in the first phase of the 

transformation (2001-2002), the function was primarily fulfilling the role of administrative expert 

by modernising HR policies and systems, by 2004 it seems to have extended its activities into the 

two strategic roles of both business partner and change agent. Throughout the second half of 

2002 and continuing in 2003, there was evidence that the HR Director was proactively engaged 

with broader strategic issues and involved the HR managers in a number of activities of a 

strategic nature such as: leading and driving forward the Voluntary Severance Programme, 

shaping the formation and implementation of business group strategies through the use of HR 

Business Partners, leading initiatives designed to enable the organisation achieve cultural and 

attitudinal change, taking on a wider portfolio and membership of activities (for instance, HR 

managers being part of multi-functional project teams and managing redundancies) and 

influencing organisational structure, rules and regulations (for example, the HR Director getting 

actively involved in the shaping of the new strategic direction of the business, by leading the 

team that examined the necessary reorganisation of the business and persuading other directors 

and managers of its importance). In the last phase of the transformation (2004), the function 

played a central role in creating change by reshaping the employee behaviour and attitudes that 

were necessary to create an enabling environment for innovation leading to the creation of new 

business solutions and for improvements of the overall business processes. In this phase, the HR 

function clearly supported the required transformation of the skills and culture through the 

delivery of corporate on ... programmes and targeted development of capability within 

core competency areas. 
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The Maritime and Coastguard Agency 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter considers the second case study which is set in the Maritime and Coastguard Agency, 

an Executive Agency responsible for maritime safety, coastguard search, rescue services 

provision and environmental protection within the shipping and maritime industry. The impact of 

changing Government policy for the shipping industry on the organisation was significant and the 

case offered the opportunity to analyse the evolving change processes driven by 

commercialisation in an industry becoming an international business and strongly marked by 

international regulations. 

This quasi-autonomous agency was another interesting example of a hybrid organisation and a 

new form of organising in the public sector. Under the Modernising Government agenda, the 

organisation was provided with the opportunity to adopt features of the commercial environment, 

whilst enhancing efficiency, improving economic performance and public accountability. A 

review of the cost-effectiveness of the Agency's operations undertaken in 2001 identified that the 

organisation could achieve new forms of less costly and more efficient operations by moving 

away firom old principles and traditional arrangements, and restructuring its business. This 

triggered the implementation of a programme of strategic change, designed to introduce new work 

and service arrangements, coupled with the development of new HRM practices and changes in 

the overall strategic HR content and discourse. 

5.2. Bacl^round information 

The Maritime and Coastguard Agency (hereafter MCA) is a quasi-autonomous agency within the 

maritime industry responsible throughout the UK for implementing Government's maritime safety 

policy. That includes co-ordinating search and rescue at sea through a Coastguard service, and 

checking that ships meet UK and international safety and security rules. The Agency works to 

prevent the loss of lives at the coast and at sea, to ensure that ships are safe, and to prevent coastal 

pollution. It is putting increasing effort into prevention work and a measure of its success is when 

accidents do not happen, or where it intervenes to minimise their impact. The Agency's slogan is 

' Safer Lives, Safer Ships, and Cleaner Seas'. 

MCA was established on July 1999, following the merger of the Coastguard and Marine Safety 
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Agencies and is currently an Executive Agency of the Department for Transport. It operates under 

a Framework Document authorized by the Secretary of State and reviewed every five years. The 

Chief Executive is accountable to the Public Accounts Committee. The Chief Executive 

supervises an Executive Board that is committed to continuously improving the service the 

Agency provides based on both statutory (primarily The Merchant Shipping Act 1995) and 

customer-led requirements, and to achieving excellent standards of service. While the Maritime 

and Coastguard Agency retained much of the technical excellence of its former constituent parts, 

the Coastguard and the Surveyor sides, it now operates in a much more coherent and collaborative 

way both internally, and with the UK and International maritime industry. 

In 2003-2004, the Agency had an annual budget in excess of £ 110m and employed around 1,200 

staff supported by over 3,250 Volunteer Auxiliary Coastguards. The Headquarters of the MCA is 

based in Southampton, which is the home of its support functions and policy making teams, as 

well as some front line services for seafarers, and a further 19 Coastguard Co-ordination/Rescue 

Centres and 18 Marine Offices are spread around the coast. Additionally there is also a Training 

Centre in Highcliffe and the Registry of Shipping and Seamen is in Cardiff. Most of MCA's 

operational work on ships and the coast is carried out locally. 

The Agency works closely with the shipping industry and the public to influence four overall 

objectives, which provide an indication of its effectiveness: 

• a reduced rate of accidents, and accident related deaths, involving UK Registered merchant ships and 
fishing vessels; 

• a reduced number of accidents, and deaths resulting from accidents, within the UK Search and Rescue 
Region and Coastline; 

e a reduced number of incidents of pollution from shipping activities in the UK pollution control zone; 
and 

® an enhanced safety record for the Red Ensign Fleet. 

The Secretary of State is responsible for the policy framework in which the Agency operates; for 

determining its strategic objectives; for allocating its resources; and for setting its annual 

performance targets. Ministerial key targets are set for the Agency in the areas of: 

® rescue response time; 
® effectiveness of ship survey and inspection; 
• counter pollution prevention and cleanup measures; 
® other service delivery to customers; 
• efGciency measures; and 
• progression of relevant legislation. 
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Services 

MCA's Coastguard Rescue Co-ordination Centres operate around the clock and use the latest 

communication technology to respond to any incidents at the coast or at sea. The incidents are 

reported via 999 service, over maritime radio, or through the automated distress alerting 

equipment used by ships, some of which uses satellite technology. The Agency draws on a full 

range of rescue resources, including its own helicopters and those of the RN and RAF, RNLI 

lifeboats, and the voluntary Coastguard Auxiliary Rescue Teams. In pollution incidents, MCA has 

its own emergency tugs, strategically placed at the four comers of the UK coast. 

MCA also manages the UK Shipping Register and its technical surveying staff undertake regular, 

detailed surveys of UK ships. The Agency values its shipping customers and works with them in a 

spirit of co-operation and partnership to ensure that safety standards are maintained. It also 

inspects foreign registered ships visiting UK ports and can detain unsafe ships. Seafarers must be 

very qualified and competent to undertake their work in line with international standards. UK 

certification is held in high esteem internationally and there is great demand for the MCA stamp 

of approval, with the Agency providing certification and examination services. 

Funding and Fees 

MCA is required to charge for the provision of its statutory activities, and in accordance with the 

Treasury guidelines, such charges are set at a level sufficient to recover the full cost of each 

activity. The customers are assured that the calculation of new fees is done in a transparent and 

objective manner, which is subject to independent review by the National Audit Office or by 

Depart of Transport's Internal Audit Services. The Agency is partly subsidised by the government 

and is subject to public expenditure controls. 

5.3. Context 

5.3.1. External context 

Under the Labour Modernising Government agenda, MCA was required to review the cost-

effectiveness of its operations and achieve new forms of less costly and more efficient public 

services operations. In line with these reforms, MCA has been encouraged to look at the assets it 

held and consider commercial opportunities that would generate additional income to help deliver 

its objectives. While the Agency's strategy and business plan would still have to take into account 

public sector priorities and interests and the evolving maritime policy, commercialisation would 

force the organisation to become more accountable for the efficiency and effectiveness of its 

operations. 
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The Agency was operating in a favourable and positive commercial and political environment. 

The shipping industry was continuing to flourish and grow and the Agency was in a position to 

positively influence maritime safety standards by assisting countries seeking to join the EU to 

develop appropriate maritime legislation. The Government has also actively promoted the growth 

of the UK Flag and the training and employment of UK seafarers. At the same time, ship owners 

had welcomed MCA's reorientation towards being more responsive to customer needs and more 

constructive in the Agency's dealings with the maritime industry generally. Since the publication 

in December 1998 of 'Charting a New Course', which established a tripartite of support between 

Government, industry and seafarers' unions, cooperation continued to evolve in a constructive 

manner. 

As an international business, shipping was also regulated at the international level through two 

United Nations bodies: the International Maritime Organization (IMO) and the International 

Labour Organization (ILO). The IMO is concerned with the safety of ships and the prevention of 

marine pollution and the ILO deals more specifically with working conditions on board ships. The 

Members of the European Union (EU) and the European Commission (EC) itself were also 

concerned with all aspects of safety and working conditions. Other bodies such as the 

International Organisation for Standardisation (ISO) prepared standards, guidance and 

recommendations that impacted on the maritime sector. The work of all these bodies had an 

influence on the organisation's strategy and plans, particularly in relation to the European Union 

where the Presidency changed every six months. Furthermore, to represent the UK in the 

international arena, MCA set up an International Liaison Branch, dedicated to providing a 

coherent voice in the presentation of Government policy, including at the IMO, the EU and the 

ILO. 

As directly subordinated to the Department of Transport, MCA's relations with central 

government were particularly sensitive and close, and the organisation was still subject to certain 

governmental procedures. The Agency therefore needed to be flexible enough to take account of 

the changing Government priorities. Policy and strategy were kept under review within the 

context of the MCA's Framework Document, which was reviewed periodically. The 

Government's maritime strategy to enhance the safety of UK ships and fishing vessels, the 

working conditions on board and to eliminate substandard ships from UK waters also impacted 

the long term vision of the Agency. 
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5.3.2. Drivers for change 

Drivers for change included increasing competitive pressures of services substitution (both 

international and domestic), the emergence of new communication technologies and increasing 

demand by the Government for efficiency and economy in service delivery. Commercialisation, 

as part of the Modernising Government agenda, was the means for MCA to undergo restructuring 

to achieve greater operating efSciency and considerable beneGts in order to compete 

successfully. It emphasised the opening up to the market and external competition of those public 

entities previously operating under monopolised conditions. A significant challenge for MCA 

was, therefore, finding the right balance between fulfilling a role in implementing Government 

maritime policy and providing high-quality services to customers. The internal transformation of 

the organisation has also been driven by a strategy of cost reduction combined with improved 

service delivery. 

Historically enjoying the security of significant government spending, driven by a conception of 

national interest which was deemed to override their national cost, the maritime industry was 

facing a significant threat to its status as a prestige industry, status which it had maintained 

despite previous periods of competitive pressures. With the emergence of new technologies under 

the form of integrated coastguard communication systems and computerised incident 

management systems, the industry was on the verge of significant growth, posing a real threat of 

services substitution for MCA. Internationally, pressures to set up a European organisation which 

could deal with search and rescue globally meant that third party providers would be able to enter 

into the market to provide direct competition for MCA's search and rescue services. All these 

influences acted as drivers for revenue generation and for placing greater emphasis on flexibility 

in service provision. 

5.3.3. Internal context 

A key aspect for the Agency was to move towards performance targets and a culture of 

measuring, and rewarding achievement linked to the business vision. Annual performance targets 

were agreed with the Secretary of State by the Chief Executive and cascaded through the 

hierarchy, at each stage translated into the relevant measures of performance for particular units. 

The organisation had a long history of public service culture and organisational systems and 

processes and similar to other public sector entities undergoing commercialisation, the efficiency 

and effectiveness of management processes were major challenges. As the product of a merger 

between a service provider - the Coastguard Agency and a regulator - the Maritime and Safety 
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Agency, MCA was bringing together two different operations and two different cultures. The 

Maritime side was more advanced technologically and had a more qualified workforce. The 

Coastguard side, on the other hand, was a classic public sector bureaucracy with its rule-bound 

procedures and strong hierarchies. Both agencies, however, had been clearly defined, rigid 

hierarchy managed on a command and control basis and, were perceived internally and externally 

as bureaucratic and slow to react. Furthermore, both agencies were in many ways entities in 

which the role culture, as identified by Charles Handy (1976) still predominated, although there 

was a desire to introduce a more task-based approach. This created the need for transforming 

MCA from being a rigid, structured organisation into a more flexible one with an emerging 

culture. 

"The 2 agencies had different strategic approaches: one was far more advanced than the other. Putting the 
two cultures together was difficult." (Director of Technical Services, MCA, 2003) 

Following the merger and the appointment of a new Chief Executive Officer (CEO) in mid-1999, 

MCA began the first phase of the commercialisation process, by changing its organisational and 

reporting structures. The Executive Board involved the entire MCA staff in developing its Vision 

that underpinned the journey to an 'excellence' culture, as follows; "To be a world-class 

organisation that is committed to preventing loss of life, continuously improving maritime safety, 

and protecting the marine environment: safer lives, safer ships, cleaner seas"(MCA Annual 

Report, 2000). 

5.4. The Change Programme 

In the summer of 2000, the Executive Board commissioned a planning project - Building 

Sustainable Success, which was completed in December 2000. The outcome paved the way for a 

more robust organisation by mapping out a high level strategic vision for the Agency based on the 

principles of continual improvement, greater flexibility and maximising wider market 

opportunities. The report set out a long-term strategy for the MCA, key success factors and future 

opportunities for development of the MCA survey regime. Amongst other things, the project team 

looked at the characteristics of a successful organisation and explored opportunities for the 

Agency to build on its success and to evolve into a world class safety organisation. Essential to 

the development of the long-term strategy were a series of function reviews under the Better 

Quality Services (BQS) initiative (in line with ISO 9001: 2000 Quality System Management 

standards) as part of the Modernising Government initiative. 

As part of the Agency' initiative to enhance the quality and responsiveness of its services to 

customers and stakeholders, MCA adopted the European Foundation for Quality Management 

(BFQM) Excellence Model to measure the progress, as a key foundation on which to build 
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sustainable success. The Executive Board endorsed the use of the model as a diagnostic tool and 

agreed a three-year programme to conduct reviews of its major business activities, as part of the 

Modernising Government agenda. The project team was also commissioned to review the whole 

of the MCA's structure and to suggest an alternative structure for Coastguard Management. The 

outlined structure could enhance the greater flexibility of Coastguard resources expected from the 

introduction of the Integrated Coastguard Communications System. The project team also 

considered future opportunities for development of the MCA survey regime. 

hi this instance, the relationship between the corporate centre and the business groups was 

redefined to give the corporate centre the responsibility in setting strategic direction, monitoring 

performance across the business groups and managing external relationships with its stakeholders. 

This involved applying the principles of corporate governance as the basis for ensuring strong 

internal controls and proper risk management within the activities of the organisation. An Audit 

committee under the chairmanship of an independent member of the Advisory Board and 

comprising four senior managers from across the organisation met on a regular basis taking advice 

from our internal and external auditors. In 2001, the Strategic Planning Team (SPT) was formed 

to provide effective support to the Executive Board in Strategic, Corporate and Business Planning. 

MCA was one of the first major organisations to achieve certification to the new ISO 9001:2000 

Quality Management System (QMS) standard. This prestigious internationally recognised 

standard was published in December 2000 and a fast track approach was adopted to transfer 

survey and inspection work from the previous 1994 standard, and at the same time extend the 

licence scope to include the MCA's search and rescue and counter pollution activities. The ISO 

9001 principles of customer focus and continual improvement support many of MCA objectives. 

Figure 5.1. shows how MCA integrated management systems with business planning. In order to 

empower staff to develop a more strategic approach to the business, the Corporate Leadership 

Team (CLT) and the Operational Leadership Team (OLT) were also introduced (see Figure 5.2) 

to supplement the original management composition. 

Throughout 2001, an extensive series of reviews of main functions were completed to align the 

organisation with the efficient and effective delivery of customer-focused strategy, as follows: 

• Directorate of Marit ime Operations- February 2001 

• Marine Safety and Pollution Prevention - April 2001 

• Search and Rescue - April 2001 

• Press and Publicity - April 2001 

® Directorate of Human Resources - September 2001 

• Technical Services Directorate - August 2001 

• Directorate of Quality and Standards - September 2001 

• Finance Division — September 2001. 
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Following a number of workshops, meetings and experimental pilot schemes with leaders, 

managers, staff and Trade Union Representatives, a regional organisation exercise was agreed to 

be implemented in 2002. Starting with April 2002, a regional reorganisation and structural change 

was implemented, involving the followings: 

• Restructuring of Headquarters and Regional Directorates; 
• Restructuring of the Directorate of Maritime Operations (DM0) by operating a new field 

structure based on three Operating Regions - East, West and Scotland & Northern Ireland 
(previously, there were six operating regions); 

• Reduction of management tiers in order to enhance empowerment at all levels and improve 
communication links between managers and Board members; and 

® Introduction of Area and District Operations Managers posts within the Coastguard service in 
the regions. 

The new structure made up of three rather than six regions represented a more logical and 

effective structure for MCA and supported the delivery of better, joined up services for customers. 

In particular, the opportunity was taken to align the traditional coastguard and survey districts, 

which would further enhance the organisation's integration efforts: 

"The effect of the reorganisation is that we managed to get away with 50% of the managers that we used 
to have to run the coastguard side of the business. "(Director of Maritime Operations, MCA, 2002) 

"This new structure allowed us to standardise a lot more of our operations. There used to be a standard 
joke in the old days that we had six different coastguards -one from each region but they all had different 
cultures and styles. By reducing that to three, it reduced this complexity, and we are trying to standardise 
what we do with our Search & Rescue, Prevention & Response. There are less opportunities for variations 
across the three regions. We also centralised a lot of our administration services and obviously there are 
some cost benefits there. We empowered our officers to take on more personal responsibility." (Area 
Operations Manager, Search and Rescue, 2002) 

The reduction in management tiers has enhanced the empowerment at all levels and improved 

communication links between regional managers and board members, on the one hand, and 

between managers in the headquarters and those in the regions, on the other hand: 

"... in my opinion, there has been a vast improvement in our response to incidents and in training our 
personnel, and the opportunities we have are now wider than before - across disciplines different tasks, 
different areas of MCA come together and this in a result of the D M 0 Review and the amalgamation of 
the Marine Safety Agency and the old Coastguard." (Regional Director, 2002) 

As a result of these changes, the new structure implemented incorporated five major directorates 

(see Figure 5.3 below): 

• Directorate of Maritime Operations 
• Directorate of Human Resources 
• Finance 

• Technical Services 
® Quality and Standards 

In order for the organisation to explore new commercial opportunities, a Wider Markets initiative 

was launched to look at the assets that MCA held and consider new commercial opportunities that 

would generate additional income. This was linked with the introduction, within the new 

organisational structure, of a new Business Development Division, as part of the Directorate of 
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Quality and Standards. The new division's role was to identify and take forward projects which 

would generate income in line with the organisation's non-statutory core business. 

Following the set up of the new division, a number of commercial initiatives were launched 

towards the end of 2002: 

• A Large Yachts Unit ENSIGN was set up to commercialise inspection and surveying consultancy 
services for large yacht industry; 

• An in-house Training and Advisory Services was set up in August 2002, to export the expertise in 
maritime safety training and consultancy services across the world. By utilising the expertise and 
facilities of the Training Centre, the organisation developed a portfolio of Search & Rescue 
training courses and services on offer, and sought to broaden the customer base by providing 
training for various European countries within or outside EU. The initiative also gave rise to 
opportunities for the operational and training staff to broaden their experience by working overseas 
or training delegates at the training centre; and 

® An agreement for commercialisation of Ship Inspection for oil tankers was set up with the Oil 
Companies International Marine Forum (OCIMF) and a number of MCA's inspectors were trained 
and accredited by OCIMF to take part in the programme. 

However, compared with Ordnance Survey for instance, whose turnover from operating activities 

was around £110 millions annually, the commercial opportunities that MCA could capitalize on 

remained relatively modest, in terms of revenue generation: 

" MCA's total expenditure is about 120 million pounds in a year. The actual income that we can generate 
from our statutory services is about 5-6 million pounds and then we generate a further 3-4 million pounds 
from other areas like wider markets. Our total income is about 10 million pounds against expenditure of 
120 million pounds. So if we are talking about generating new revenue, it will be relatively small; if we 
can generate an extra 1 million pounds as a revenue, yes that's good, but that's against 120 millions total 
expenditure. We are never going to be in the position of being able to generate more than our expenditure 
to move to a Trading Fund status" (Finance Director, 2002) 

The commercial initiatives implemented, nevertheless, represented a good attempt for the 

organisation to establish a balance between fulfilling its statutory obligations and developing a 

portfolio of commercial services Irom its non-statutory core business. They also helped enhancing 

the credibility and international standing of the organisation: 

"We get revenue from our surveyors - the shipping companies pay us for survey and inspection. We've 
got a regulatory obhgation in terms of survey and inspection and meeting targets for ships that are on the 
British flag, but equally we have a commercial driver to increase the number of ships on the British 
register and actually reverse the decline of trade going by sea, which we've done over the past few years. 
That equally implies generating more revenue, but it is not just about revenue for us, but also making sure 
that we provide a quality, customer-focused service. "(Director, MCA, 2003) 

"The large yachts unit Ensign is selling our consultancy service which we set up and proved that we can 
operate commercially and profitably. The Training Center is another example of something that we set up 
to make a profit. There are Treasury guidelines, but we still have been out to prove that there is a business 
case to carry on with these particular markets, and we can actually generate a profit from it which we aim 
to put back into the MCA resources. " (Director, MCA, 2003) 

By 2003, the move towards commercialisation created the need for tighter strategic planning. A 

five-year Strategic Plan 2003 - 2008 was developed in line with the vision and aligned with that 

of stakeholders/partners, for example, Government, Shipping Companies, and other emergency 

organisations. An internal control hramework, designed to manage rather than eliminate the risk of 
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failure in achieving the policies, aims and objectives by managing the risks efjSciently, effectively 

and economically, was also put in place. It informed the corporate planning and decision-making 

processes in the Agency, and all risks were evaluated in terms of their likely probability and 

impact upon the business. The yearly business planning cycle commenced in the autumn of the 

previous year when staff were contacted, through line management, by the Strategic Planning 

Team to provide input to the next year's Business Plan and Forward Look (see Figure 5.4.). This 

was linked with the introduction for all staff of Personal Performance and Development Plans 

(PPPs and PDPs). 

Figure 5.1 
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Figure 5.2. Management composition 

The role of the Advisory Board is to assist in advising the Secretary of State on the corporate and business plans 
of the Agency, its performance against the objectives and targets set in them; and on the performance of the Chief 
Executive. 

ADVISORY BOARD 

EXECUTIVE BOARD 

The Executive Board includes the Chief Executive and is responsible for the strategic direction of the 
MCA, and supporting the Chief Executive in his role as Accounting Officer. 

CORPORATE LEADERSHIP TEAM 
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The Corporate Leadership Team was established to prioritise plans, policies and procedures, and deliver 
the Agency's strategy. Providing two-way communication with the Executive Board and the 
organisation, securing corporate commitment to strategy. 

OPERATIONAL LEADERSHIP TEAM 

The Operational Leadership Team's focus is to provide feedback and support to the CLT in the 
development of key areas of MCA business and the agreed strategies for the MCA Regions. 

Figure 5.3. The new organisational structure 
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Figure 5.4. MCA's business planning cycle 
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The new 5 years Strategic Plan established a number of priorities: 

® Accident prevention - Shift in focus from responding to accidents in search and rescue to 
preventing them, by establishing a new Accident Prevention Branch; 

• £10 million investment in new technology in coastguard coordination centres and introduction 
of a computerised Incident Management System; and 

• Developing the relevant skill and expertise through training. 

The introduction of new technology in coastguard stations under the form of an Integrated 

Coastguard Communication System (ICCS) and an Incident Management System (IMS) allowed 

for much more flexibility in coastguard staffs working patterns and for significant cost savings 

to be achieved. It also involved a review of the terms and conditions of employment for 

volunteers and coastguards. The implementation of both systems was successfully finalised by the 

end of 2004. 

A new Chief Executive joined the agency early in 2004, promoting a new agenda, geared towards 

improving internal and external communications, working relationships, work processes and 

practices. The new CEO also recommended the implementation of a matrix structure, by moving 

away the Agency from strict hierarchies and rigid organisational divisions towards a more flexible 

approach based on cross-cutting projects focused on agreed priorities. 

5.5. Impact of the change programme on the HR function 

The transformation of the HR function in MCA began in 2001, when a new HR Director recruited 

from the commercial sector joined the organisation. Prior to 2001, a strong public sector culture 

was entrenched in MCA. The role of the personnel department was one of personnel management 

and administration and there was a neglect of people management issues by line management, 

who perceived the personnel department as ineffective. 

The new HR Director recognised that the first and critical step in achieving major change within 

the MCA is for the Personnel department to evolve into an HR department with the following 

mission statement: "To facilitate the development of a culture that enables the MCA to bring in 

and bring on talent", making it a more integrated management activity aligned with MCA 

business plan. 

The predicted timescale for full transformation was illustrated in a diagram as follows (Figure 

5.5.) 
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Figure 5.5. HR Department's transformation journey 
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The new HR Director was representing the HR team at Board Director-level and was given the 

mandate to produce HR's own Strategy and Business plan linked to the agency's Business Plan & 

Forward Look. The new HR Director was part of the Corporate Leadership Team, the Operational 

Team and a number of steering groups, and, as a member of these committees, (together with 

other general managers), had equal input into the development of the long-term vision. 

During 2001, the HR department served two major functions, namely corporate HR strategic 

planning and policy and service provision. The core activities included manpower planning, 

employee development and employee support (for example, redeployment programs, counselling, 

health and consultative processes). 

The key goals incorporated into a written HR strategy statement were as follows: 
• To implement a new pay strategy; 
• To change the reward strategy to provide greater recognition of the contribution made by 

individuals; 
• To introduce Personal Performance and Development Plans for all staff; 
• To review the Performance Related Pay (PRP) System to ensure consistency of approach and 

equality proofing of Personal Performance Plans; 
• To implement an integrated HR Management Information System; 
• To facilitate the development of the right organisational climate. 

To create the right organisational climate, the HR function was restructured to make it better able 

to drive the changing needs of the business. The new structure demonstrated a more integrated 

approach through changes in the training function, by creating a technical (coastguard and 

surveyor) training capability and a behavioural training facility. Most importantly, the new 

structure places emphasis on achieving greater customer focus. Key changes designed to enable 

HR to deliver services to its customers more effectively and efficiently include: 

• The formation of a dedicated recruitment team 

• Recruitment of a Health & Safety specialist, a HRD consultant (Survey) and a HRD team 

leader. 

The grouping of HR activities was based on functions. The new HR teams were as follows: 

1. HR Operations- comprising a Recruitment and selection team and an Operations Team 
managing the operational side of human resources based in the regions (coastguards and 
survey inspectors) led by a head and a team leader; 

2. HR Policies - policy advisors, equal opportunities and diversity, sick leave, health and safety; 
3. Pay and Reward - payroll administration, comprising a small team led by a head and a team 

leader; 
4. HRD Team - comprising a number of HRD Consultants, led by a head of HRD. The entire 

team was based at the Training Centre in Highcliffe, and not at the headquarters 
Each of the teams had a head reporting directly to the HR Director. 

A new system of Personal Performance and Development Plans for all staff was introduced, 
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which allowed line managers to review their s taffs development needs and aspirations. This was 

linked with improvement in the pay and reward systems, with pay progression arrangement being 

reviewed to encourage recognition based on contribution to results. However, in the absence of a 

clear competency framework that would define the behaviours and competencies required from 

employees, the implementation of a new performance related pay system remained at the stage of 

rhetoric. 

In addition, although people management issues were considered in the strategic planning process, 

the divisional plans at the directorate level were formulated in isolation from each other during 

separate planning sessions. Although the HR Director assumed a 'championing' role in the board 

room and number of HR heads were sitting on a number of steering groups, such as the Corporate 

Leadership Team and the Operational Team, the implementation of strategic HRM remained at 

the stage of 'rhetoric'. According to several divisional managers, there was a feeling that the HR 

group hijacked these strategic committees, by trying to implement its own agenda, whilst the rest 

of the divisions were devising their own isolated local strategies. For instance, some managers 

commented as follows: 

"The meeting was taken over by corporate HR as a means of controlling the agenda." (Group Manager, MCA, 
2001) 

"Well, the meaning of planning has been basically lost. People are producing business plans just to 
produce a document, and not really planning. " (Divisional Manager, MCA 2001) 

An integrated HR Management Information Systems was implemented in December 2001, to give 

managers access to information on their teams and to provide employees with the facility to 

access their own data. This improved HR's administration efficiency and freed up HR time to 

devote to more strategic matters. 

" . . . with HR MIS, we get a better handle of individual costs and built a better picture of the total pay 
costs that the agency is running, which then gives you a better means to be able to predict future 
requirements." (Finance Director, MCA, 2002) 

The restructuring exercise and the introduction of the new regional structure in April 2002 created 

the need for HR to play a more instrumental role in supporting the regional structural changes by 

playing the role of a 'change agent' and ensure that the organisation's human resources had the 

right skills and mindsets. However, this contribution remained again at the stage of rhetoric, with 

regional managers pointing out that the HR department was not an active player during the change 

process. Whilst regional managers needed support from HR in the areas of staff redeployment and 

consultation, redesign of posts, rewriting of job descriptions, organising recruitment campaigns 

and changing a number of policies which were vital to the successful implementation of the new 

structure - such as flexible and remote working, or performance and pay, the HR department was 
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heavily involved in promoting policies like equal opportunities and diversity which were not 

relevant to the current organisational context. The entire burden of implementing the new regional 

structure was left to the latitude of line and senior managers based in the regions. 

By 2003, there was evidence of further developments in the area of HR strategy and there were 

signs that a more long-term approach was being adopted. A new written HR strategy 2003-2004 

entitled "Bringing in and Bringing on Talent" was developed, outlining five key objectives: 

# Developing people management capacity and capability 
® Improving HR effectiveness 
# Sharing good practice 
® Getting stakeholder buy in 
# Strategic HR. 

This strategy statement was explicitly located within the framework of the government's 

Modernising People Management across the public sector. The central thrust of the strategy was 

to enhance MCA's ability to attract and retain high quality staff to deliver a high-quality, 

customer-focused service, to enhance and improve people management skills and to enable line 

managers to better plan and manage their staff, as well as playing a greater part in the strategic 

management of the Agency. One of the articulated principles underpinning the new strategy was 

'developing people management capability'. This included providing a climate and resources to 

enable staff to advance on merit, offering pay and benefits that were fair, maintaining two-way 

communication, and rewarding excellence . 

The strategy was based around seven key policy areas (see Figure 5.6.) 

Internal 
Communlcallons 

OperaQons 

Recruitment 

Pay and Reward 

Health and 
Safety 

HR 
Development 

Figure 5.6. Key areas - HR Strategy 2003-2004, MCA 
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To support this new vision, minor changes were operated in the structure of the HR department. 

A dedicated centralised recruitment team was introduced to allow for cost savings and efficiencies 

as well as improving MCA's employer branding (image) to bring in the best person for the job. A 

Competency Framework of Technical, Non-technical and Behavioural competencies for each role 

was developed and linked with the already existing Personal Performance and Development Plans 

for all staff. This was further linked with the development of Competency based recruitment, that 

ensured that the right person is selected for the vacancy rather than an existing role holder with 

higher seniority and that an 'internal labour market' was discouraged. Furthermore, HR Advisors 

and Assistants were introduced within the Operations HR team to play a 'business partnering 

role' and deliver a range of services to people in the Regions and HQ and support line managers 

with advice and guidance on a variety of employment and staff welfare issues. 

More recruitment was taking place, with managers talking more about the importance of 

recruitment, especially within the context of 'building a pool of talent', bringing people in at the 

start of their career and developing the skills they needed: 

"It is incredible difficult to recruit good people with the skills that we require. In fact, they probably don't 
exist externally anyway, so even if you brought in good people by today's standards, you would still need 
to be able to develop them to where you wanted them to be." (Line Manager, MCA, 2003) 

With the advent of a new Integrated Communication and Incident Management System being 

introduced in coastguard centres across the country and the reductions in the number of field 

offices in the regions following the implementation of the new organisational structure, there was 

an increasing emphasis on encouraging staff to work from home, remotely, or other forms of 

flexible employment. The new system allowed for flexible working practices to be introduced in 

the working patterns of coastguards, inspectors and auxiliary coastguard volunteers. Issues of 

remote working, with increasing numbers of coastguards working remotely, emerged consistently 

through the interviews with senior and line managers. The new field structure of the Maritime 

Operations side of the business was based on operating regions, with the nationally dispersed 

coastguards being able to use the new command and control communication technologies to 

coordinate and control maritime incidents in multiple locations, with significant fixed costs 

savings for the organisation. New Terms and Conditions for remote and home working had to be 

introduced, with HR being required to work alongside operations managers in the field to 

establish how people's work patterns were changing and develop the procedures based on which 

they could be assessed and paid. 

"We have issues around change management -we tried to encourage staff to work flexible and come out of 
a very rigid, watch-keeping system, take on the technology. The background of this technology is that 
stations in remote areas will be brought together, so that if there is a need for one station to stop and carry 
other functions, then it switches to another station, one operation room is taken to another one, so they can 
do the work at both stations. There are obviously risks, but it releases quite a few of our staff to carry other 
functions. " (Operations Manager, MCA, 2003) 
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"... people need to be assured that their jobs are safe, but they will have to move houses, to change 
locations and the personal disruption needs to be kept at minimum with them. And that's very much about 
communicating people what's happening." (Operations Manager, MCA, 2003) 

Again, the poor involvement of HR in developing such flexible policies and the tendency for HR 

to focus on initiatives which were not connected enough with the requirements of the business 

were emphasised by some managers. 

Despite the introduction of HR Advisors to work directly with the regions, the issue of poor 

communication between the corporate HR department and regional offices due to the lack of HR 

representation in the regions remained a major obstacle to the change management process 

throughout 2003. The limited number of HR Advisors meant that HR was still not able to fully 

support specific regions and provide them with a single point of contact on HR issues: 

"When we are 400 miles away, it takes a long time to move around and thus we kept re-establishing new 
relationships with HR, so we argue that front-line, personnel HR function should be in the Operations, and 
not in the Corporate Services in the organisation". (Regional Director, MCA, 2003) 

Development became a priority area in 2003 and 2004, with a series of initiatives promoting 

development and performance management being introduced across the organisation. All new 

managers were required to attend a 'Fundamentals in Management' training course and all 

managers had the opportunity to participate in a Certificate and Diploma in Management. 

Improvements were also noted in relation to the training and development provided through the 

Training Centre, which supported the development of relevant skills and expertise. 

Although the introduction of Personal Performance and Development Plans (PPPs and PDPs) was 

advocated by the HR Director and senior management team as a "cornerstone of the 

management's commitment to training and development", prior to 2003, employees and managers 

perceived the system as bureaucratic and not able to accommodate the differences in functional 

and staff needs, which made the application of performance standards inconsistent and difficult to 

adapt to different work areas. 

To address this 'slippage' in the PDP/PPP process, a comprehensive appraisal-training 

programme was launched in 2004, developed around the revised system and delivered to 

managers, with briefing sessions for managers and staff as how to get the most from this 

development process. Changes in the pay strategy were also planned to be implemented by 2005, 

with the Pay & Reward managers holding meetings with Treasury officials to discuss proposals 

for the new reward package and costs and a series of pay strategy workshops being scheduled to 

take place with senior managers from August 2005. 

A detailed event chart is shown in Figure 5.7. 
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Figure 5.7. 
Event Chart - A Cronology Of Change Events At The Maritime And Coastguard Agency 

July 1999 -4-

July 1999-early 2000 

The Maritime and Coastguard Agency (MCA) is established on the merger of 
The Coastguard Agency and the Maritime Safety Agency 

Two -year project to integrate the two agencies: 
The Coastguard Agency more advanced technologically than the Marine Safety 
side, which played more a role of 'regulator' 
Implementation of the new agency involved merging 2 different cultures and 
introducing a new IT infrastructure 
Pursuing a more commercial direction for the organisation 
Integrating new technologies and modem equipment 
Since the publication in December 1998 o f ' Charting a New Course', which 
established a tripartite of support between Government, industry and seafarers' 
unions, cooperation has been very good and constructive in the maritime industry 

Summer 2000/ 
December 2000 

January/ 
December 2001 

Building Sustainable Success strategy 
The Executive Board commissions an agency-planning project - Building Sustainable 
Success, completed in December 2000 
The report set out a long-term strategy for the MCA, key success factors and future 
opportunities for development of the MCA survey regime 
It included a series of function reviews under the Better Quality Services (BQS) initiative 
(in line with ISO 9001: 2000 Quality System Management standards) as part of the 
Modernising Government initiative 
It is decided that the existing structure of each directorate will be reviewed and 
restructured 
Management and Infrastructure Reviews for all directorates, divisions and functions are 
agreed to be undertaken in 2001 | 

New HR Strategy and Business Plan 2001 -2002 
Introduction of a Strategic Panning Team, a Corporate Leadership Team and an 
Operational Leadership Team 
As part of the Agency' initiative to enhance the quality and responsiveness of its services 
to customers and stakeholders, the Agency adopted the European Foundation for Quality 
Management (EFQM) Excellence Model to measure the progress 
An extensive series of reviews of main functions have been completed to align the 
organisation with the efficient and effective delivery of customer-focused strategy: 

o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 

October 

Directorate of Maritime Operations- February 2001 
Marine Safety and Pollution Prevention - April 2001 
Search and Rescue - April 2001 
Press and Publicity - April 2001 
Directorate of Human Resources - September 2001 
Technical Services Directorate - August 2001 
Directorate of Quality and Standards - September 2001 
Finance Division - September 2001 

December 2001 - Consultation, planning and announcement of a major 
restructuring exercise to be implemented in 2002 and 2003 
Introduction of Personal Performance and Development Plans for all staff 
A new pay strategy is implemented 



January/ 
December 2001 
(cont) 

2002 

2003 

i 
Review of the Performance Related Pay (PRP) system to ensure consistency of 
approach and equality proofing of Personal Performance Plans 
Changes in the Reward strategy to provide greater recognition of the contribution 
made by individuals 
An integrated HR Management Information Systems HRMIS is implemented 

January 2002 - The Executive Board met with the Trade Union Representatives to 
discuss and agree on the restructuring exercise 
April 2002 - Regional reorganisation and structural change, as follows: 

o Headquarters and Regional Directorates are restructured 
o Restructuring of the Directorate of Maritime Operations (DM0) by operating 

a new field structure based on three Operating Regions (previously, there 
were six operating regions) 

o Reduction of management tiers in order to enhance empowerment at all levels 
and improve communication links between managers and Board members 

o Introduction of Area and District Operations Managers posts within the 
Coastguard service in the regions 

A Wider Markets Initiative is introduced to exploit new commercial opportunities and 
a Wider Markets Division and a Business and Marketing Branch are created within 
the division 
A Large Yachts unit ENSIGN is set up to commercialise inspection and surveying 
services for large yacht industry 
August 2002 -Training and Advisory Service set up to commercialise externally a 
portfolio of training courses and services for search and rescue 
Agreement for commercialisation of Ship Inspection for oil tankers set up with Oil 
Companies International Marine Forum (OCIMF) 

New HR Strategy and Business Plan " Bringing in and bringing on" 2003-2004 
HR Advisors (for the role of Business Partners) are introduced and other changes are 
operated in the HR structure 
March 2003 

o Introduction of a Management Development Programme 
o Introduction of Competency Frameworks linked with Personal Performance 

and Development Plans 
o All new managers required to attend the Fundamentals in Management 

training course and all managers have the opportunity to participate in a 
Certificate and Diploma in Management 

April 2003 - New 5 years Strategic Plan; 
o Accident prevention - Shift in focus from responding to accidents in search 

and rescue to preventing them, by establishing a new Accident Prevention 
Branch 

o £10 million investment in new technology in coastguard coordination centres 
and introduction of a computerised Incident Management System 

o Developing the relevant skill and expertise through training 
Introduction of a new pay progression system starting with April 2003 
November 2003 - Introduction of Competency-based recruitment 
A Job Evaluation and Grading Support (JEGS) exercise is conducted 



2004 
New Chief Executive joins the agency early in 2004, promoting a new agenda, geared 
towards improving internal and external communications, working relationships , 
work processes and practices 
Moving to a matrix structure: move away from strict hierarchies and rigid 
organisational divisions towards a more flexible approach based on cross-cutting 
projects focused on agreed priorities 
HR Approach based on: 

o Performance training to be delivered throughout 2004 to all first line 
managers to encourage improved performance management 

o Modernising the Agency's Pay and Reward strategies: pay strategy 
workshops taking place with senior managers to consider the approach from 
August 2005; meetings with Treasury officials to discuss proposals for the 
new reward package and costs 

o Refresh the Internal Communications Strategy 
The new Incident Management System (IMS) has been successfully rolled-out for use 
in Rescue Co-ordination Centres 
Review of the Auxiliary Coastguard service and the terms and conditions of 
employment for volunteers 



5.6. Perceptions held by members of the HR function 

The interviews with HR department members revealed that prior to 2001, the perception of HR 

members was that the role of the personnel department was mainly concerned with policies, 

processes and government legislation. 

"[HR was] more concerned with compliance with the rules and administration of employee entitlements, 
and perhaps a very traditional adversarial approach to go with it as well." (HR Member, MCA) 

The newly appointed HR Director, in 2001, believed that leadership was crucial in ensuring the 

HR philosophy was present within the strategic management process and ensured that HR team 

was represented in all strategic leadership teams: 

"It's important to have the strategies in place and have the Executive Board sign up for them." (HR 
Director, MCA, 2001) 

However, it was clear that the move towards a more strategic role was not that straightforward at 

the HR department level, with most HR members sharing the view that HR must provide essential 

services, rather than strategic alignment. The perceptions held were also that, as a public sector 

entity, MCA had to operate within the ambit of Government's strategies and targets, and thus 

there was little scope for flexibility in the focus of HR activities: 

"HR is there to support the business, that's what HR should be, it should have an input in getting the 
managers get the most out of the business. You can't do the job without the staff, so our job is to help 
them manage their staff and get the best out of their staff, so that they carry out their activities. Being a 
government department, it is very difficult to plan too far ahead". (HR Team Leader, 2002) 

Throughout 2002 and 2003, the tendency of the HR department to be transactional was still 

evident. One interesting point to emerge was that the predominantly transactional approach of HR 

was not perceived in negative terms by all department members, even after the introduction of 

Wider Markets initiatives involving commercialisation of some of MCA's services: 

"We are getting restrictions from the Government and it is our job to find the way around, to still be legal 
in terms of contracts and pay under the employment law and the Cabinet Office law as well. I don't think 
commercialisation will make a huge difference in HR." (HR manager, MCA, 2003) 

Notwithstanding the demands for a direct representation of HR in the regions from regional 

directors, the majority of HR members did not see any benefits for HR getting closer to the 

business: 

"Regional managers say that they want regional HR, but why, what you are going to do with them? You 
can do so much of the HR work now on-line each individual can log on and change his staff details. At the 
moment managers want it just to have someone to sack people instead of them doing it. I see it as a 
backward step, because it will turn the HR person into the old fashion personnel. You will be closer to the 
regional manager, but you will be going away from anything more strategic to get your hands on." (HR 
Team Leader, MCA, 2003) 

Concerning the perceived credibility of the department, members of the HR department expressed 

a sense of being undervalued by the line: 

"They have high expectations and rightly so. They expect you to have the magic pot, they expect you to be 
easy, they don't really mind how you get but they look up and say 'I need a new member of staff or I don't 
like this new member of staff, let's get rid of him/her', they expect HR to do it quickly. And they don't 
realise that if a member of staff isn't performing, HR can't turn to them and give them warnings, is got to 
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be their manager who is doing that. Managers got to understand the restrictions that we work within, the 
boundaries, the facts and influences we have in our work. They don't really understand that, they say that 
if they want to get rid of someone it should be quick. They don't understand the parameters that we got to 
work within, the problems of law. Yes, you can be in a tribunal and it may cost us thousands pounds, we 
got this equal opportunity-diversity legislation, things that they don't understand." (HR Team Leader, 
MCA, 2003) 

By 2004, there was some evidence that some members of the HR function, especially the HR 

Advisers, perceived themselves as much stronger in influencing decisions at regional level: 

"In my role, I certainly have a lot of influence and persuasion over line managers, a large proportion of 
which are newly appointed line managers who need assistance and guidance. And I would like to think 
that, yes, I can influence and persuade them whenever possible when I don't think that something is right. 
There are times when I am not going to be able to persuade them however hard I try, but with negotiations 
and a bit of consultation, I can usually at least let them see where I am coming from and make them aware 
of the implications of what's happening." (HR Advisor, MCA, 2004) 

Some of the HR members also seemed to have got to the bottom of the problem with the 

continuing transactional role of the HR function in MCA, by expressing the view that it was not 

the lack of a strategic approach that was the problem, but the fact that the real priorities were dealt 

with at the lower levels of the organisation: 

"I think sometimes we are not implementing the strategies, we can talk about them but they are not always 
coming down to the lower level for the managers to implement them properly and for the people to be able 
to see what is happening. In these situations, there are a lot of criticisms about HR, what are they doing?" 
(HR Business Development Manager, HRD Team, MCA, 2004) 

In addition, many HR members recognised that most of the strategic HR agenda promoted in the 

last three years by the HR heads was just rhetoric, and the real issues were yet to be addressed: 

"I don't believe we have put in place the infrastructure, and the communication strategy and the mechanisms to 
really articulate those values in a way that everyone understands them. I also don't believe that we ... really 
believe those values. Certainly through our behaviours we don't espouse those values. So there is a significant 
gap between what we write down and what we really do." (Senior HR Member, MCA, 2004) 

5.7. Perceptions of role-set members 

Role-set membership 

The data collected from the case study allowed the identification of the appropriate constituency 

of the role-set for the HR department. In MCA, six groups of stakeholders were found to have a 

significant impact on the activity and role of the HR department throughout commercialisation. 

Table 5.1 summarises the main categories of stakeholders by degree of intensity of the influence 

on the HR department's role. 

The first two groups were found to have the greatest impact on the HR department. Whilst the 

impact of the organisation's top-management team was primarily through the shaping of strategy 

and the allocation of resources, the influence of division and business unit management was 

through ensuring that the HR department did not hinder the achievement of goals at business 

group level. Division and business unit managers depended on the HR department for products 

(gg training programmes, employee handbooks, benefits forms) or services (eg 
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information, problem solving, recruitment campaigns). Furthermore, both groups depended on 

the HR department for advice or information and provided important resources such as financial 

and/or political support. Trade union representatives and government officials were two 

constituencies who could impose specific constraints and demands such as requesting 

information and data fi-om the HR department, as well as provide opportunities for the HR 

department to gain influence and power. Employees depended on the department for information, 

advice and services, whilst external customers could indirectly influence certain personnel 

procedures and policies through influencing business group strategies. 

Table 5.1. Constituency of the role-set for the HR department in OS 

Intensity 
of 

influence 

Group 
number 

Category of 
stakeholders 

Group composition 

HI [GH 1 Top-management team Directors of main directorates 
Non-executive board members 

2 Division and Business 
Unit line managers 

First-line managers, middle managers, 
operations and regional managers and 
directors 

3 Government 
compliance agencies 
and regulators 

Investors in People, Government officials 
and Treasury representatives (for changes 
in HR policies, terms and conditions) 

4 Trade unions 
representatives 

Trade unions officials representing the 
interests of the trade unions in the change 
programme 

T 5 Employees Professional level employees (office and 
operative 

LOW 6 External customers Ship owners, external agencies, external 
contractors 

5.7.2. Perceptions held by role-set members 

Throughout 2001 and 2002, from the perspective of the majority of divisional, regional and line 

managers, the HR function was reactive to legislative and policy changes. Some operations 

managers based in the regions commented on the reality of the political process in achieving a 

match between HR and organisational strategies: 

"This is partly a result of the Civil Service rules - it's a huge machine and it takes time to make any 
changes. But it is also about HR, because they are not capable of foreseeing things. For instance one of the 
major changes that we had to deal with was to change the terms and conditions of the surveyors. We are in 
a situation now when new legislation has arrived and we cannot meet this legislation because our 
surveyors are having a 9 to 5 job, 5 days a week! These are their terms and conditions." (Regional 
Director, MCA, 2002) 

With the implementation of the new commercialisation initiatives in 2003, there was a continuing 

perception of HR as operating at a transactional level. However, more than before, this was 

accompanied by an acknowledgement that the 'strategic' agenda promoted by HR was not serving 
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the best interests of the organisation: 

"our responsibility is to deliver the business... If HR is going to come in and start importing all these 
different HR rules, which is fine, they may have to be done when you read all these forms, but not when 
you work as a business."(Divisional Director, MCA, 2003) 

The prevailing view amongst senior and line managers from other business groups was that , 

throughout commercialisation, they had a very clear idea of the kind of role they expected the HR 

department to play. They expected HR to support them put in place the required organisational 

processes and design a number of vital policies, such as flexible working or terms and conditions 

for the auxiliary staff: 

"From the HR side, they were not and still are not geared to deal with the changes. They develop the 
policies, but they are not geared to do what line managers want them to do. We have policies on diversity 
etc, but they are not good to work with various individuals."(Divisional Director, MCA, 2004) 

"The changes were driven and decided by line managers. HR was supporting the process, so the line 
managers were clear about what they wanted to do. However, they were not very sure about how they 
should go about to do it and this is where they needed HR advice,-but it wasn't as available as it should 
have been. I think it is an organisational problem, not be flexible enough when we need to be. HR should 
be able to react in a better way in the context of the restructuring /reorganisation. People were overloaded 
with things to do and HR was not able to provide the help they needed. "(Divisional Director, MCA, 2004) 

By the end of 2004, the overall perceptions remained that HR had failed the organisation when it 

was most needed and that the way the department understood to promote' strategic HRM' was not 

in line with the real requirements of the business: 

"One of the things we are looking at is 'where are we like a business and where are we not like a 
business?'. And we pointed out several times that the senior HR management in this organisation can 
choose to ignore the operational people, and there are not any consequences for them. If this was a private 
company that had to survive by delivering a profit, and the directors in charge of the production for that 
company were saying - these HR people are killing the production process - the executive board would 
have fired all HR. In this organisation, that is not happening and that's why we are not like a business!" 
(Manager, MCA, 2004) 

5.8. Conclusions 

The available evidence based on HR department documentation and involvement in strategic 

activities therefore indicate that the HR department in MCA appeared to have played an 'enabling 

role', supporting the overall change process rather than championing it despite the HR Director 's 

'strategic discourse and rhetoric'. Throughout 2001 and 2002, despite implementing a number of 

initiatives, the HR function within MCA suffered from a poor reputation for being non-strategic, 

transactional and reactive. This was partly due to the fact that the function seemed more 

concerned with complying with Government's policies and legislation to cultivate the image of a 

'modem HR department' rather than supporting the business. By 2003, there were signs that a 

more long-term approach was being adopted, with the creation of an HR strategy including 

references to the key role of line managers in motivating and retaining targeted individuals, and 

their personal goals included references to HR targets. The new training and development 

initiatives for improving performance management and facihtating the understanding of Personal 
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Development and Performance Plans helped the department align its role more closely with the 

goals and values of the organisation. There was little additional evidence by the end of 2004 to 

suggest any strategic involvement over and above that found before, with the department starting 

to improve certain policies (for instance, the terms and conditions of the volunteers) that could 

support the business, although that happened two years after the need for such policies was raised 

by regional directors and operations managers. 
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6.1 Introduction 

Having considered the nature and role of the HR function within the two case study organisations, 

it is clear that an understanding of the influence of both the internal and external context and the 

stages of organisational transition is vital for understanding the complex roles that are required of 

the HR function in the context of commercialisation of public sector agencies. In order to 

comprehensively explain the relationships between the inner and outer contexts of these 

organisations and the different stages of transition in the role of the HR function, an integrative 

framework is constructed and presented in this chapter. This model outlines the stages of 

organisational transition identified for the two case study organisations and how their HR 

functions moved between these different stages of transition, as well as the roles required of the 

HR function at each stage. The model also helps highlighting the factors that emerged as 

important enablers or constraints to the contribution made by the HR functions at each stage. 

This chapter comprises five main sections. The first section exposes the conceptual model 

proposed and its components and suggests three stages in the change processes of the two 

organisations, within which HRM emerged, labelled evolution, transformation and incorporation. 

The second section discusses the 'evolution' stage of change and compares and contrasts the roles 

played by the HR functions in the two organisations during this stage. The third section discusses 

the 'transformation' stage of change and the roles required of the HR functions in the two 

organisations at this stags. The fourth section discusses the last stage in the change process, the 

'incorporation' stage, and outlines the roles played by the HR functions in the two cases 

throughout this phase. The last section provides a summary of the research findings for all three 

stages of change. 

6.2. Stages in the transition of the HR function: a process model 

VVithin the Ihfznihire lari lorgimisaiticHiai them: tias Ibeaa (:orisidei3dble iresearch on thus 

sequence of activities that accompany the process of change (Lewin, 1951, 1958; Petti grew et al, 

1992; Dawson, 1994; 2003) and various models have viewed the process of change as a 

framework of recognisable phases which take the organisation from its current state to a new 

more desired future state. In one such model, Lewin's (1958) model of change, change at its most 

basic level has been said to consist of three fundamental stages of change - TMoWng 
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and refreezing (Lewin, 1958), although movement through these stages has been acknowledged to 

involve more than sequential activities and behaviours. 

By drawing on these ideas from the transition literature, the processes of change within the two 

case study organisations which make the object of the present study and their HRM implications 

can be represented through a sequential model in which organisational change and the transition 

of the HR function can be viewed as an ongoing process which occurs in stages, whilst also being 

influenced by outer and inner contextual factors. The proposed model, presented in figure 6.1, 

depicts three stages in the organisational development and renewal process driven by 

commercialisation of the two organisations, within which HRM emerged, labelled evolution, 

transformation and incorporation. In each stage of change, a number of factors from the external 

and internal contexts of the two organisations emerged as important enablers or constraints to the 

increased strategic involvement of their HR functions. The analysis of data from both cases also 

revealed the way in which critical differences in HR micro-processes can serve to enable or 

inhibit the contribution of the HR function. An in-depth discussion of these factors will be 

provided in Chapter 7. 

The author is mindful of the fact that terms such as "evolution" and "transformation" have 

specific meanings within the change management literature. However, in the context of the model 

presented in this thesis, the author acknowledges that the terms employed to describe the three 

broad phases of change within each of the cases {eg "evolution", "transformation" and 

"incorporation") are not used in the way and with the meaning that change literature uses them at 

a theoretical level. Rather, the terms are employed as ''metaphors" to describe the stages of 

transition in the evolution of HRM and HR roles in the two organisations. Thus, for instance, 

although the second phase of change was labelled "transformation", it is not in any way suggested 

that a radical HRM transformation of an identical magnitude has occurred in both cases, in the 

sense that the change literature would understand and describe it, especially in the context of the 

evidence presented in this chapter showing the persistence of some of the features associated with 

the traditional public sector model of personnel management in both cases. 

The role of the HR function in each phase of change was analysed in terms of the four roles of the 

HR function described in Ulrich's (1997) conceptual model. The typology defines people and 

process aspects of HR roles, and operational and strategic activities (Ulrich, 1997; Hope-Hailey et 

al, 2005). The first process-oriented role, 'strategic partner' focuses on the alignment of HR 

strategies and practices with business strategy, and contrasts with the second, more operational 

process-oriented role of 'administrative expert, which concerns how the HR function designs 
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and delivers the processes for staffing, training, appraising, compensating, rewarding and 

promoting. The people-oriented strategic role of 'change agent', which focuses on managing 

organisational transformation and change, contrasts with the operationally focused role of 

'employee champion', in which HR helps enhance employee contributions to the organisation 

through the attention paid to employee needs. 

In addition, Legge's (1978) influential model of HRM, which identifies three strategies by which 

the personnel function could gain power and influence within the organisation - the 'conformist 

innovator', the 'deviant innovator', and the 'problem solver' was used in conjunction with 

Ulrich's framework, to emphasise the continuous interplay between the change context and the 

power and legitimacy of the personnel function in each of the two cases in all three stages of the 

change process. 'Conformist innovation' occurs when the function demonstrates its worth by 

introducing changes which fit in with the dominant values and norms of the organisation, by 

aiming simply to satisfy the requirements of senior management, whereas 'deviant innovation' 

occurs when the function attempts to introduce new values by subscribing to a different set of 

norms or gaining credibility and support for ideas driven by social values rather than strict 

economic criteria (Legge, 1978; Marchington and Wilkinson, 2005). Finally, 'problem solving' 

requires personnel managers to engage in conceptualisation, diagnosis and strategy by 

demonstrating both how and the extent to which good personnel management can and does 

contribute to organisational success (Legge, 1978: 136). 

Each of the three stages described in the proposed conceptual model for the change process is 

examined below. 

205 



Figure 6.1: Stages in the change process and the roles played by the HR function - an integrated model 
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6.3. Phases of change and the evolution of HR role 

6.3.1. Stage one: ^'Evolution" 

The first phase of change within the two cases, labelled the 'evolution' stage, was characterised 

by the emergence of a new 'commercialisation and marketisation' discourse signifying a move 

away from the old public sector principles and traditional arrangements towards a new 'business 

model' emphasising the importance of commercial revenue generation from their activities and 

improved service delivery. In terms of timeline, the 'evolution' stage spread from September 2000 

to May 2002 in OS, and from June 2000 to April 2001 in MCA, respectively. 

In each case, the new discourse had the capacity to influence 'strategic conversations' and create a 

shift in cognitions amongst the top management team, leading to the emergence of a vision that 

challenged the public sector status quo and "order of discourse" within the organisation. A 

number of new key ideological constructs, such as 'customer focused', 'able to take some risks', 

'personally accountable', 'commercially oriented' and 'rewarded for results', were identified and 

deployed by leaders to manipulate readiness for change. In each of the cases, the overall context 

of processes leading to the commercialisation initiatives were shaped by the changes in their 

industries, increased competition, emergence of new technologies and significant threats of 

products and services substitution, as well as by the government pressures to increase the 

efficiency of public services and earn commercial revenue under the modernisation agenda 

promoted across the public sector. 

In line with the commercial orientation of reforms, during this stage, the HRM discourse was rich 

in symbolism and offered a series of metaphors that provided a measure of logic and legitimacy to 

management plans articulated during this phase of change within the two case studies. In both 

cases, the focus was on people management becoming 'more professional' and 'more business-

like', in an attempt to liberate public sector managers from the rule-based and process-driven 

bureaucracy typical to public sector organisations. Rather than being planted frilly formed, the 

language of HRM provided a range of metaphors and related concepts used as a discursive 

resource by the dominant coalition to provide meaning and legitimacy to change strategies. 

Metaphors such as "revenue generation", "business -oriented" and "service quality" provided an 

important means of integrating the "new views" of the employment relationship and emergent 

strategies for culture change, in an attempt to build some degree of social consensus among 

organisational decision-makers and organisational actors, leading to a gain of legitimacy from the 

point of view of profit-seeking and commercialism. 
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At OS, for example, change leaders likened the nature of the organisation to a 'team', signifying a 

unified culture bound together by a shared ideology concerned with the achievement of 'a leader 

status for location based information', with the use of concepts such as 'working together to 

transform the business commercially, technically and culturally', 'dynamic marketplace', 'the 

new information economy', 'customer-focused', which opened the way to the creation of a 

positive view of the change programme amongst employees. Constructs and statements such as ' 

it is our value sets and our mind-set that prevents us doing things' and 'we need to change the way 

we do business' provided an important source of both explanation and legitimation for change. 

Marketed under the banner of 'a new e-strategy', the change programme was framed by the 

'business-focus' metaphor, and talk of 'us' and 'we' was creatively combined with the metaphor 

of 'market' to place responsibility on employees as well as their managers for the future success 

of the business. This also reflected the existing culture of the organisation which was 

characterised by a consultative and no-blame culture at senior management level, with senior 

managers mentioning feelings of pride and confidence in an organisation that was high 

performing and innovative. 

The change strategies at MCA displayed a less sophisticated attempt to target employee attitudes 

and values, with more emphasis being placed upon performance management and tight business 

planning and control over individual activities, on the one hand, and the discourse of competence 

placed upon personal growth and development to create 'an excellence culture' geared towards 

'becoming a world-class safety organisation', on the other hand. This strongly reflected the 

existing organisational culture, which was performance target driven, top down and directive 

rather than consultative. 

The two organisations differed in the resources spent on developing an awareness of the need for 

change during the initial phase. In OS, strategic conversations were characterised by a 

sophisticated attempt at achieving cultural integration through the implementation of a 'top-down' 

indoctrinative approach, centred round a clearly articulated vision primarily shaped by the 

commercialisation process. A series of workshops were designed to sell the vision to all 

employees and make them understand their role in changing the rules, the business processes, and 

attempt to change the traditional civil service ethos that 'becoming commercial' is something 

negative for the organisation. The change strategies employed were very 'visual' - reflected in all 

employees having their photographs taken and displayed along side personal messages of 

'something that they will be doing tomorrow differently than they have done it yesterday', in an 

attempt to target employee attitudes and values. The case also displayed the capacity of HRM 

language to structure understanding and facilitate acceptance of change. The introduction of 
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a number of important initiatives in the area of HRM to support the shift in vision led in time to a 

"voluntary" acceptance amongst the majority of staff of the new work conditions and policies. 

At MCA, change instigators adopted a more pragmatic approach drawing upon a vision of change 

based on the premise that the development of common understandings could be assumed once 

implementation strategies began to be 'rolled out'. Planning of implementation strategies was 

described by the Strategic Planning and Operations directors in rational analytic terms in which it 

was assumed that people issues such as bringing support functions into line, or designing and 

implementing a number of vital policies required by the business (such as changing the terms and 

conditions for the auxiliary volunteers or putting into place the right flexible working policies to 

support new working arrangements) in line with the requirements of the business in the newly 

restructured regions, 'would fall into place'. In practice, the process of implementation of new 

policies or the re-design of some of the existing policies was delayed because of differences of 

interests and opinions between personnel and line managers as they sought to agree on new 

policies. 

6.3.1.1. Roles played by the HR function in the 'evolution' stage 

The combination of 'hard' and 'soft' strategic choices emerging at corporate level in this phase of 

change had a significant impact on the ongoing HRM change processes. The overall discourse of 

'becoming commercially oriented' constituted a combination of two contrasting types of 

messages resonant with "hard" and "soft" versions of HRM (Storey, 1992; Guest, 1987). 

hi OS, strategic conversations and the HRM discourse introduced by change leaders reflected a 

complex mix of both "hard" and "soft" discursive practices, with the former focused on the 

development of new working practices and personnel policies geared towards improving 

employee and organisational efficiency, and the latter focused on developing opportunities for 

employee skill development and leadership skills for managers. The development of a new pay 

and performance management system was an example of a "hard" culture change mechanism, 

viewed as critical to the process of cultural renewal. 

"We needed to operate changes in pay and performance management as a very strongly reinforce of the 
cultural change. We couldn't bring about cultural change if we didn't do something about the way we pay 
and reward people, and how we managed their performance." (Director of Business Change, OS, 2001) 

These changes were reinforced by "softer" change mechanisms that emphasised the importance of 

creating a 'learning organisation', which empowers people and enables them to develop and learn. 

This reflected the new HRM discourse emerging at corporate level which mirrored the emergence 

of the 'commercial enterprise' culture promoted by the New Labour modernization agenda and 

which was centred round images of 'leaner' more competitive organisations that allowed 



people to take risks and accept responsibility for their own actions. The traditional public sector 

employment relationship dominated by trade unions and collective agreements was seen to 

impede the free working of the market and discourage the development of individual 

responsibility. These individualistic and unitary values that pervaded the enterprise discourse were 

central to the new managerial lexicon emerging within OS, and were communicated through the 

internal staff communication channels, networking al all levels within the organisation and 

literature circulated to all employees. 

In contrast to OS, in MCA corporate policy changes in this first phase of change reflected a strong 

focus on "hard" discursive practices manifested in the articulation of a new company-wide quality 

management system and associated integrated performance measures (structured around the key 

government targets and objectives related to the overall maritime policy), combined with the 

introduction of tight strategic business planning and control which asserted the primacy of cost 

control and increased efficiency in managing the agency's staff Strategic planning was 

centralised at corporate level and coordinated by a number of strategic planning managers 

responsible for the strategic planning process, with human resources being labelled as a 'support 

function'. Each functional group was expected to undertake its own strategic plan during the 

planning cycle, feeding back into the organisation level plan through the corporate planning 

process, whose main purpose was achieving alignment between the organisational plans, services 

offered to customers and organisational priorities. 

6.3.1.1.1. HRas "Strategic Partner" 

During this first phase of change, in both cases, the personnel directors and their teams were 

excluded from the early conversations about commercialisation, consistent with what they 

described as a 'public sector culture' in which the personnel managers' role was one of 'typically 

reacting' to business decisions arising from the top of the organisational hierarchy. This changed 

only after the arrival of the new HR directors recruited from the commercial sector in 2002 in OS, 

and in 2001 in MCA, respectively (that will be discussed in more detail in the 'transformation' 

stage of change). In OS, for instance, prior to 2002, the personnel department was represented in 

the hierarchy of the organisation as the 'staff development' unit and, although the unit director 

had board-level membership, he did not feel fully comfortable and compatible in this role due to 

his technical-engineering background, his previous role as the director of a technical business 

unit, and his lack of concrete specialist HR expertise. As a result, there was little HR expertise 

incorporated into the design of the new HR systems, with the personnel function being described 

by key stakeholders as 'involved' rather than 'engaged' in the changes driven by the e-strategy 

implementation and the cross-functional teams that decided on the way forward for the 
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organisations comprising the CEO and the top senior managers, with the HR function represented 

only in a 'facilitating role'. A similar situation was found in MCA, where prior to 2001, the 

personnel department was excluded from the early planning of the change programme and played 

a 'welfare' role, with the function offering what was perceived by key stakeholders as a 'platform 

service'; decisions about the design of change were the responsibility of a steering group (chaired 

by the CEO) that included a cross-section of managers from maritime operations, finance, 

technical services and quality standards with no involvement from personnel. 

The differences in the extent to which the organisations were exposed to market mechanisms (eg 

different quasi-markets, different commercialisation capabilities and different levels of 

government funding) has fed through, in this stage of change, to produce differences in the way in 

which OS and MCA were experiencing the 'commercialisation' agenda, resulting in changes of 

different magnitudes for their personnel functions and in the requirements of a strategic HR 

function in the context of OS pursuing a revenue growth strategy and MCA following a cost 

reduction approach combined with improved service delivery, respectively. 

In OS, the function played the kind of role which more closely resembled to that of a 'conformist 

innovator' (Legge, 1978), by contributing to the alignment of HR processes to the new e-strategy 

launched and translate this new business strategy into HR policies and practices. The function 

kept its image of 'service to the business', nevertheless, with no involvement of HR in the actual 

planning of change and with HR managers facilitating the implementation of the changes in the 

performance management system, the rolling of performance related pay and the recruitment of 

additional staff with commercial skills in certain business areas. 

"I think things were fairly neutral, there wasn't a negative feeling towards change, it was neutral. In fact, 
there was an opportunity there to really accelerate change by driving through the changes in performance 
management or something like that. But I don't think it was enough contribution to that thinking in the 
design stage (of the appraisals, performance management systems) from HR. It was more about' Well, you 
change it, people can go and design it, and yes, we will implement it and will tell you what can be 
implemented and what can not be implemented'. That was how the HR role was felt." (Strategist, OS, 
2001) 

The changes were mainly top-driven, and the interaction between HR and the top management 

team could be described more as 'facilitative', with little involvement of the function in the 

development of change strategies. Up until the second half of 2002, although officially there was 

a direct reporting line between the head of HR and the top management team, the new corporate 

strategy making and the design of the change programme took place without much influence from 

the HR unit. 

"There have been some strategic issues about our people such as: how many we've got, skills profiles and 
all these sort of things. HR had been reactive during that, dealing with the practices of recruiting and of 
laying off people, that sort of things. It was not taking a strong leadership role in contributing to the 
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business strategy and how we should do things in relation to that. There have been cases where HR has 
said - 'tell us what you want and we will do it'. Not 'we have an important strategic contribution to 
make'." (Director of Business Change & Board Member, OS, early 2001) 

The HR managers worked together with a group of external consultants to implement the new 

performance management and pay systems, after these were primarily designed and tested by 

consultants and their 'rolling-out' agreed by the top management team. HR managers were 

reporting directly to the director of business change, a key member of the top management team. 

Their behaviours, activities and interventions were all geared towards demonstrating the personnel 

function's worth through ensuring HR was participating in and contributing to the assimilation of 

the newly instilled 'hard' values and measurements under the new HRM commercialisation 

discourse oriented towards strict financial measurements and increased efficiency. 

"HR wasn't proactive ...this is how at the Board level it was sometimes felt. We wanted the input from 
our HR professionals to the design and the creation of some of the new processes and systems. So the 
opportunity for HR was either to remain separate from the change programme or to engage very strongly 
with the change programme, and in fact take a quite strong leadership role, and ensure that everything they 
do - policy, practice and structure was supporting, reinforcing what we were doing with that change. I 
think that opportunity was missed. And a lot of the work we were doing on cultural change, in fact all of 
this work, the work we were doing in designing new performance management systems, pay grading and 
all sort of things that the programme HR manager was leading on, had very little engagement with HR. 
And there were probably faults of both sides. But HR had a much stronger opportunity, I felt, to reinforce 
the change as we brought it about." (Director and Board member, OS, 2001) 

Conversely, in MCA, it seemed that assuming a more strategic and business role for HR at this 

stage was difficult to achieve due to the strongly hierarchical nature of the organisation, which 

was reflected symbolically in the perception that the HR function was a staff function, separate 

from the core coastguard and maritime activities of the agency. Top management seemed to lack 

interest in the HR function altogether, in the context of the head of HR having scant access to top 

management, with senior managers focusing their entire attention on the integration of the two 

former agencies - coastguard and maritime safety - in terms of operations, use of available 

communication technologies and services provided (commercial and non-commercial). The role 

of the personnel department was one of personnel management and administration and there was a 

neglect of people management issues by line management, who perceived the personnel 

department as ineffective. Key stakeholders' perceptions of the personnel function was that the 

function was purely reacting to the legislative and policy changes, with the corporate HR unit 

trying to demonstrate its worth as the 'accurate' supplier of workforce planning information to the 

corporate planning process. 

"Senior and line managers' perception of HR planning is that is very much about numbers". (Line 
manager, MCA, December 2000) 

Some directors suggested that the organisation was not competent at this stage in dealing with 

intangibles, such as the knowledge base in its human resources, because of its traditional 

'inspection and surveying' culture with its rule-bound procedures and strong hierarchies. As a 

long-serving member of staff commented, "there was a deliberate neglect of soft people 
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issues by a bunch of officers and coastguards". The restrictive administrative policies of the 

organisation, coupled with the lack of training and of results-oriented managers led to the 

personnel function being excluded from communications and critical business discussions by 

line managers. 

There was general agreement among stakeholders that the corporate HR unit, during this first of 

change, was reactive and had little connection with the strategic planning process. The prevailing 

view amongst over 90 per cent of stakeholders was that the 'strategies' which came out of the 

corporate HR unit were predominantly reactive and that 'strategic HRM' was all about getting the 

workforce planning figures right. 

"There were inadequate linkages between what we were doing in the change programme and what HR was 
doing." (Director, MCA, early 2001) 

The majority of informants criticised the HR unit for not producing the policies and strategies that 

were useful to the business groups. The HR department was expected to provide advice to senior 

management and support MCA's strategic vision and objectives: 

"Corporate HR is there to service senior and line managers and to provide whatever expertise and resourcing that 
we need ". (Senior manager, early 2001, MCA) 

"The role of the corporate HR is to develop strategies, policies and frameworks from the HR perspective to 
support MCA's vision and to operate a consultancy and advisory service to line and directorate or division 
managers to help them integrate those strategies and policies into business practices". (Strategic planning 
manager, MCA, early 2001) 

However, despite these clearly formulated requirements of HR, senior and line managers were 

critical of the level of HR input into the strategic management process and there was general 

consensus amongst interviewees that, during this phase of change, the corporate HR unit lacked 

strategic leadership. 

"Most of our people management issues were technical in nature ... people with technical problems went to 
the personnel function with different issues and HR didn't know how to approach these problems."(Director, 
MCA, early 2001) 

6.3.7.7.2 HR 

Despite the lack of involvement of HR in the creation of the new vision and the actual planning of 

change in this first stage of change, there was evidence and a general consensus among 

respondents in OS, that the HR function supported the cultural transformation of the organisation 

and the creation of a corporate environment that would allow staff to shift in time from the public 

sector culture to that of a commercialised environment. 

"In terms of the creation of vision and values, no, HR didn't have a role. In terms of implementation, yes, 
they did have a strong role. Through their processes and practices, enabling or disabling, but they didn't take 
a leadership role on that. Nevertheless, what they did was to take part in the implementation of the new 
vision. " (Director of Business Change, 08, 2001) 
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This was reflected in HR's contribution to launching the 'vision and values' initiative and the 

'advocacy programme' incorporated within the 'New Ways of Working' change stream. A core 

group of 'advocates' was selected from across the key areas of the business (including the HR 

department) to create a force for change in employee values, attitudes and ultimately behaviours, 

through campaigning and effectively helping various business teams 6om local work areas to 

challenge their old practices and set new standards. The programme, ran by HR with extensive 

support from senior, line managers and operational staff &om across the business, was considered 

a successful initiative by the majority of staff, especially in terms of attempting to shift the 

mindsets of the employees away from an obsession with procedures towards a culture fostering 

continuous improvement in achieving the business targets. 'Advocates' played key roles in 

identifying best practices in various local work areas and helping local managers implement 

action plans to eliminate barriers to corporate change. This reflected the emerging organisational 

philosophy within OS - the recognition of the need to ensure commercial success through its 

people. 

" it is about change driven by the people, for the people." (HR Manager, OS, 2001) 

"advocates work with the local work area teams , simply acting as coordinators to help work groups 
streamline business processes, change attitudes to work practices and promote good practices that can work 
in more than one area." (Advocate, OS, 2001) 

" the idea is to create a corporate environment under which the employees and supervisors can work together 
to implement the vision and eliminate the barriers or otherwise." (HR practitioner, OS, 2001) 

Although the role of HR practitioners as facilitators of the organisational change process was 

acknowledged by various shareholders, many senior executives questioned the linkage of the 

change agent role with the overall strategic planning process within the organisation. In particular, 

a significant disabler for change during this initial phase of change was the lack of management 

competencies and capabilities in implementing change, and the available evidence suggested that 

HR did not make a significant contribution to developing and enhancing the commercial skills and 

competencies of the management cohort. Although initiatives like 'Project Platinum' had a strong 

senior management development side and various recruitment or training strategies contributed to 

building leadership skills, the corporate HR unit was not considered an active player in 

developing this long-term managerial capability: 

"HR's main role has been introducing practices or processes to support the improvement of managerial 
competence. But they [HR] haven't been the driver for it or defined what may be suitable for management 
competencies. They have been reactive to these needs rather than anticipating them and didn't take a role in 
defining these needs." (Director of Business Change, OS, 2001) 

Conversely, in MCA, the picture emerging from the interviews was that HR had limited influence 

on the transformation and integration process following the merger of the two former coastguard 

and maritime agencies, and did not play an active role as a change agent during this phase in the 
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communication of change or instigation of cultural change, with the responsibility for the overall 

change laying with the corporate core, in conjunction with the line managers: 

" . . . the corporate core in partnership with the individual business groups, but not corporate HR, were 
responsible for the bottom line results." (Senior corporate planning manager, MCA, early 2001) 

"corporate HR did not play any role in the communication of change within the organisation, line managers were 
key in this process. " (Line manager, MCA, early 2001) 

"I was involved with the Executive Boards and every single board I have been involved with had the same 
problem: heads in the sand for HR. Anything hard, HR would put their heads in the sand. What's more, they 
did not want to communicate the problem out to their staff, which was bad." (Regional Director, MCA, 2001) 

"99% of our staff are very trustworthy and are up for change, if you present it to them in the right way. But 
HR in general do not trust the MCA's staff, and as a consequence, every single time when you want any 
major change to happen, we make it hard for our s taff" (Director, MCA, 2001) 

6.3.1.1.3. HR as "Employee Champion" 

During this phase of change, there was little evidence to suggest that the HR function in OS 

represented employees' concerns and needs to the management. Most of the HRM changes were 

mainly designed, monitored and imposed from the top, with relatively little involvement of 

employees in putting these policies into practice, beyond the initial workshops targeting 

employees' commitment to the change programme. Nevertheless, the 'advocacy programme' 

instigated throughout the organisation helped maintaining relatively trustful relationships between 

management, HR staff and employees, as the 'advocates' were in a good position to understand 

and address employee concerns and concentrate on a 'welfare' oriented role. As pointed out by a 

manager: 

"if people can openly discuss their problems, this can help the management deal vvith the situation in a better 
way". (Manager, OS, 2001). 

Consistent with the public sector nature of the organisation, OS had a long history of placing a lot 

of emphasis on industrial relations related activities. In the past, OS had enjoyed particularly good 

relationships with the trade unions from the industry and thus, the acceptance of the change 

programme by the trade unions without industrial disputes was considered a key objective in order 

to ensure minimum industrial disruption. Nevertheless, although negotiation about the aims of the 

change programme was carried out at a very general level between management and trade union 

representatives, a similar top-down approach was adopted in an attempt to reach a compromise 

between the various interest groups involved. HR professionals were also perceived as key 

advisers to line managers in assisting them with workplace disputes and the negotiation of 

agreements in relation to the new pay system and structures. The emphasis was on short-term fire-

fighting and operational industrial relations-related activities and processes, with the HR unit 

continuing to provide technical industrial relations expertise and advice to line managers: 

"corporate HR played a real role in supporting us negotiating enterprise agreements ... they have the 
expertise to actually take these agreements and turn them into certified agreements." (Line manager, OS, 
2001) 
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"in terms of the industrial relations side of HR, a lot of the work of these HR professionals has been very 
operational with resolution interpretation, pay reviews and dispute resolving." (HR manager, OS, 2001) 

" industrial relations is an area where we [corporate HR unit] do all the stuff." (HR practitioner, OS, 2001) 

Similarly, the available evidence indicated that, during this first phase of change, the HR function 

within MCA suffered from a poor reputation for not playing the right 'employee champion' role 

to help enhance employee contributions. This was partly due to the fact that the function seemed 

more concerned with complying with Government's policies and legislation and administrating 

the workforce planning process, rather than supporting the employees. The lack of changes in the 

organisational structure in this phase, as well as the continuation of the traditional divisional 

structure based on directorates that had a tradition of operating as centralised and rather 

bureaucratic entities, meant that, in most parts of MCA, for employees it did not come natural to 

approach HR professionals with their grievances and concerns. The HR department was mostly 

dealing at this stage with administrative HRM issues, such as recruitment contracts and salaries. 

"They [HR] have this economic rationalist approach with performance indicators that don't reflect the 
longer-term people-oriented objectives such as 'What would we want our people to look like? ... How do we 
reduce absenteeism?" (Senior line manager, MCA, early 2001) 

6.3.1.1.4. HRas "Administrative Expert" 

One of the challenges for both organisations' HR functions in the transition from government 

agencies to commercialised entities was how to deal with the task of developing an HRM 

infrastructure that would ensure efficient and effective HR processes and practices, while at the 

same time paying sufficient attention to the existing public sector legislative and procedural 

constraints in developing 'private sector style' HRM policies and practices. 

During this phase of change, in OS, the HR function faced a big challenge in the implementation 

of the new performance management system and its links with the new pay and reward system, 

especially in relation to the amount of administrative support and advice that had to be provided to 

line managers for the new systems. There was a degree of dissatisfaction among line managers in 

relation to the provision of training offered to them in relation to the newly introduced employee 

management systems (performance, pay and rewards); line managers felt that the corporate HR 

unit was mainly concerned with complying with public sector personnel management policies and 

processes and government legislation, and that they were 'over-serviced' with corporate level 

policies, but left on their own to deal with the process and management issues associated with the 

new Contribution Management, with the HR function having a role to play only in the design and 

implementation of the training modules on the performance management system and in acting as a 

'help point' where issues could not be resolved directly by line managers. From the line 

manager's perspective, the information provided by HR electronically (through the new integrated 
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HR Oracle management information system ISIS) was useful, but there was still a need to talk 

over the process. From the perspective of many line managers, the additional contribution 

management implementation work had been just 'dumped' on them and they identified these 

responsibilities as a source of frustration which distracted them from other more important 

priorities they felt better equipped to deal with. 

"the information provided on the HR site was good, but people [line managers] needed a lot of support and 
advice in running these processes to deal with those issues". (Line Manager, OS, 2001) 

HR staff conversely reported feeling that, because contribution management issues could be 

complex and time consuming, some managers just did not tackle them. They were concerned 

about the capacity and commitment of some operational managers to devote sufficient time to 

these HR issues and an observed tendency for managers to adopt a minimalist approach to these 

priorities, which ultimately created more problems: 

"... before, we had a top-down decision-making and what it was lacking was management accountability and 
ownership. Managers have now to become aware that 'not everything is by consensus'. We aim at having a 
more bottom-up decision-making and encourage accountability. And managers have to understand that even 
if they don't have all the answers, we learn from experience". (HR Programme Manager, OS, 2001) 

There was also a continuing expectation from line managers that the HR staff would continue to 

provide information about workplace legislation and support the line with the coordination of 

recruitment and selection processes: , 

"Corporate HR unit has an important co-ordination role, I rely on them to alert me about changes in 
employment legislation". (Operations Managers, OS, 2001) 

A key issue during this phase of change was the altering of recruitment and selection procedures, 

with the introduction of competency-based recruitment to support commercial and marketing 

skills acquisition in the two key commercial areas of the business (Digital and Graphic Brands) 

and the discouraging of the traditional practice of 'internal labour market'. The lack of internal 

staff resources at the HR department level and the absence, as a direct consequence, of a dedicated 

HR recruitment team, often led to delays in the recruitment and selection processes, with line 

managers from the two business areas and units perceiving a lack of support from the corporate 

HR professionals in the handling of staffing issues and employment contracts. From a business 

unit perspective, the perceived slowness in handling staffing issues and the reactive recruitment 

and selection strategies which came out of the corporate HR unit indicated that the HR function 

failed to line up to the demanding needs of an organisation undergoing such a huge 

transformation. 

"HR has been always too far away from the business. They [HR] don't really understand what problems we 
have and how they can possibly help. Internally, the quality of the staff we have is changing. We had to 
bring in people at a higher level and pay them a lot more. We have known for a few months now that there is 
going to be a requirement for certain skills. And HR has done nothing at all to put a structure in place (in 
terms of manpower planning, recruitment and selection) or look at what freedoms we have as an organisation 
and at the processes that we go through ... And now we are actually going to have to do that and the systems 
aren't there." (Business Group Director, Graphic Brands, OS, 2001) 
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"Their role was reactive in terms of looking at this part of the business, they are always catching up with 
things, they are not up there taking the lead." (Business Group Director, Digital Brands, OS, 2001) 

Senior and line managers viewed the HR department as imder-resourced and slow in providing 

advice on various HR policies. The absence of a dedicated HR policy team and the poor 

communication within the HR function itself led to slowness and inefficiency in providing 

professional advice to line on policy issues, with inquiries being passed over from one HR officer 

to another and few of them being constructively solved. 

Conversely, in MCA, the available evidence suggested that during this phase of change, the 

corporate HR function was mainly concerned with complying with public sector policies and 

government legislation (especially in terms of equal employment, equity and diversity 

management and anti-discrimination) and its activities were similar to those required of a core 

administrative function. 

" In their current role, they still co-ordinate the preparation of workforce planning numbers, all the reporting 
of the statistics for absenteeism and training hours, and all that type of thing .. ." (Strategic planning 
manager, MCA, early 2001) 

Key stakeholders were critical of the lack of contribution from HR in the design and 

implementation of a new HRM infrastructure through developing and writing policy changes (for 

instance, in the terms and conditions of surveyors) and implementing more flexible working 

arrangements. Only relatively few changes and adjustments were made in the administrative 

HRM processes during 2000 and 2001. The available evidence suggested that there was a lack of 

coherence between the strategic orientation of changes promoted by the top management team 

and the HRM devices concretely implemented, with the prevailing view amongst over 90 per cent 

of stakeholders being that the contribution of the function at this stage was only to provide 

workforce planning figures and that the practices which came out of the corporate HR unit were 

predominantly reacting to legislation; 

"there is a lot of legislation arriving in from Europe and the only way to meet that legislation is to have a 
change in the terms and conditions of our surveyors. Now this is no surprise, we knew it and we reiterated 
the matter, a year ago, to the Head of HR at the time. We held the meeting, explained that we really had to 
look at the terms and the conditions because all this legislation was arriving and the only way of meeting it 
was to change these terms. And the HR attitude was: it's all too hard! They put their heads in the sands." 
(Regional Director, MCA, early 2001) 

6.3.1.2. Discussion of the Evolution phase 

An overall assessment of the change efforts in OS and MCA during the 'evolution' phase would 

suggest that change resulted in differentiated effects. In OS, a company-wide internal staff 

opinion survey conducted early in 2002 showed that there were some successes in that the 

implementation of the new vision and strategy under the new commercialisation agenda triggered 

specific changes in employee behaviours and values, with 90 per cent of them becoming more 
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commercially aware, and that employees noticed a marked improvement in their working 

environment in terms of improved alignment of all areas of the business and all work activities 

with the vision. However, no widespread changes to attitudes towards personal accountability for 

middle and front-line managers were evident, with many managers displaying reluctance to 

increase their level of personal accountability within the organisation and latter become 

accountable for the results of their decisions. While the survey indicated that a significant 

minority of middle and front-line managers did not entirely share the "reality" of 

commercialisation created by senior managers, there was evidence that the new commercialisation 

discourse started to erode the powerful public sector cultural artefact in which the 'blame culture' 

and the lack of accountability for results were embedded, allowing for further diffusion of a 

particular version of marketisation discourse and its associated HRM discourse favoured by the 

top team. Shared understandings of the new commercialisation values espoused by senior 

management, however, were only partial and open to continual re-interpretation as organisational 

participants sought to reach agreement on developing further action plans for change and 

implementing them. These processes have been clustered under the second phase of change 

examined in the next section of this chapter. 

In contrast to the consequences of the change programme in OS, characterised by sustained effort 

and greater sophistication, the more incremental nature of change efforts in MCA have yielded 

less benefits to the organisation during this phase of change, in terms of not being able to shift the 

emphasis from a short-term view of strategic management, with annual planning and budgeting 

considered the main strategic planning concern, towards a multidimensional model emphasising a 

longer-term focus and objectives. The limited time and resources invested in the development of a 

communication programme that would challenge the public sector attitudes and behaviours 

institutionalised within the organisational structures also contributed to the relatively slow 

progress with implementing new strategies. 

In relation to the roles played by the HR functions in the two organisations in the 'evolution' stage 

of change, the cases highlighted different categories of problems occurring in public sector change 

programmes. 

In OS, there were signs of linkages between business strategy and HR starting to be built up, with 

members of the HR department contributing to the alignment of some of the HR processes with 

the new e-strategy, such as the refining of the performance management system and the 

introduction of a new pay system (with a move from the traditional public sector pay bands to the 

use of job roles), the altering of recruitment and selection procedures with a focus on 
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competency-based recruitment to support commercial and marketing skills acquisition in the two 

key commercial areas of the business (Digital and Graphic Brands) and the focus on training and 

skills development for certain categories of staff {eg IT specialists, programmers) and for new 

project managers. Nevertheless, although the needs and conditions of the business at that time 

would have required the HR function to take on a 'deviant innovator' role in order to instil the 

new set of commercial values and performance criteria required in the context of 

commercialisation, the absence of appropriate strategic leadership and HR capabilities at the HR 

department level meant that assuming such a transformational role would have been difficult 

without the existence of the necessary conditions to support such a role. Instead, the 'conformist 

innovator' route adopted by the HR function reflected the limited capabilities of the HR 

department at that time. 

In the absence of the necessary HR skills and capabilities at the HR department level, the 

dominant coalition leading the change programme initially considered imitation, adopting 

solutions and practices which were tested and tried in the private sector. A form of 'patterned 

solution' relying on 'best practices' was considered, with new performance management and 

performance-related pay systems being introduced. The launching of multiple initiatives, many of 

which were designed by external consultants in the absence of internal expertise, under the banner 

of 'New Ways of Working' programme provided an important benchmark of "best practice in 

HRM" which placed primacy on the integration of HRM strategies and practices (in particular, 

performance management, appraisal, training and development) with business objectives. At the 

symbolic level, external consultants engaged to provide support to the introduction of a new 

performance management system and performance-related pay played a significant role in their 

capacity as 'suppliers of labels and metaphors' (Gagliardi, 1990: 354). Building upon the 

emergent discourse of HRM, consultants introduced new concepts of 'strategic HRM', such as 

'personal accountability' and 'rewards for results', which became central to a univocal 

managerialist "world view" that had an important influence upon the broadening of the 

vocabulary of change. 

However, the absence of significant alterations to the existing organisational structure and to the 

old structure of the HR department at this stage meant that, although a transformational change 

was advocated throughout the organisation, this was difficult to achieve in practice without major 

structural changes occurring in authority relationships and working arrangements to support the 

advocated 'new ways of working'. The existing gap between the new, innovative HRM policies 

introduced, on the one hand, and the old bureaucratic structures that did not follow a similar 

evolution, on the other hand, reflected a lack of coherence between the content and the 
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context of commercialisation initiatives (Pichault, 2007). A genuine integration of the different 

HRM variables was pursued (by defining and pursuing 'bundles of best practices' of 

modernization in line with the configurational perspective of strategic HRM) taking a significant 

distance from usual practices in the public sphere: significant investments have been made in the 

implementation of a new performance management system and of performance related pay and 

significant alterations have been introduced in some important HRM variables (recruitment, 

appraisal, promotion, wages, training). However, these new HR policies, attempting to 'erase 

traditional landmarks for both managers and employees' (Pichault, 2007: 269), were not able to 

stimulate alone a process of organisational change (Legge, 1995b), in the context of a growing 

gap between innovative HRM policies and pre-existing bureaucratic structures, with the outcome 

being that such individualising methods were rapidly diluted within bureaucratic structures still 

dominated by a strong division of work, a standardisation of processes, a centralised decision-

making process and a compliance with organisational rules (Mintzberg, 1979; Pichault, 2007). 

This also reinforces the significance of the relations that should be established between HR 

initiatives and organisational restructuring, with the latter being supposed to follow the former. 

Furthermore, all these HRM alterations were mainly designed, monitored and imposed from the 

top, with relatively little real involvement, beyond the rhetoric, of employees or trade union 

representatives (Horton, 2003), although attempts were made, through the practice of OS 

Experience 'workshopping' and the long-running culture change programme entitled 'Project 

Platinum', to reach a compromise amongst various interest groups involved. Activities and 

workshops advocating culture change aimed at integrating the interests of managers and 

subordinates with the assumption that fi-ont line managers and employees would contribute to 

management decisions and, in so doing, enhance processes of continuous improvement and 

organisational performance. The paradox emerging, however, evident in the absence of employee 

involvement in decision making on the one hand, and messages that talked of employee 

empowerment on the other hand, has been neatly summed up by Marchington (1995:63): "senior 

management has now decided that it is time for all employees to be empowered, and have devised a 

scheme for achieving this. You will now participate!". The lack of real self-engagement of civil 

servants combined with the precipitation in implementing a wide range of new HRM devices for 

immediate and tangible results has also created a growing gap between the transformational 

nature of changes implemented and the real capabilities of operational managers and employees to 

put these changes into practice with the same speed, which in turn led to resistance to change from 

middle and line managers and a willingness to maintain unchanged existing structures and ways 

of working. Tensions have consequently started to emerge between the language of emergent and 

participative change expressed at senior levels (with emphasis placed on a participative 
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discourse - e.g. 'bringing staff on board' and on adopting solutions which are tested and tried in 

the private sector - eg the 'flatter structures and lean business processes discourse' adapted from 

the industry) and the lived experience of tighter control and accountability and work 

intensification experienced by middle and front line managers at lower levels. 

"no one was dealing too much with the feelings of middle managers. They were told that they were in fact 
the key people within the organisation that could make things happen; they knew the senior managers and 
the directors, they knew the technical staff, they created that link, therefore they were in many ways the 
driving force ... By margin, a good number of the middle managers are quite switched on and self -
motivated individuals anyway. They don't need to be led all the time, of course, and THEY will take their 
own initiative, but they didn't really feel empowered. They were feeling that there were all sorts of things 
that were stopping them from doing things or the idea that if they did something that was wrong, then they 
will just get the blame message. " (Unit Manager, OS, 2002) 

Finally, referring to the 'best fit' paradigm, in theory there should be a close fit between 

organisational structure and culture, and between culture and business strategy. Although attempts 

were made to change the culture of the organisation through the 'Project Platinum' cultural 

change programme, overall, there continued to be a significant gap between the innovative e-

strategy promoted at high speed, which placed emphasis on quick decision-making, commercial 

agility, innovativeness and reaction to the market and the customer rather than to internal agenda 

and timescales, on the one hand, and the civil service culture still embedded into the everyday 

business practices, on the other hand. Thus, whilst some of the HR variables were moving at high 

speed towards the new 'business-like' model promoting new cultural values, such as staff 

efficiency and effective job performance, in line with the new e-strategy, in the absence of 

significant alterations to the existing organisational structures, the changes in the mentalities and 

perceptions of the workforce were happening at a much lower speed. In effect, the persistence of 

traditional rigid structures and processes led in many areas of the business to a progressive re-

establishment of old ways of working and practices. Moreover, although the introduction of the 

new performance management and appraisal systems aimed to reinforce the culture change 

messages disseminated through the cultural change programme of 'becoming customer focused' 

and 'taking ownership for decisions', in many areas of the organisation employees were not able 

to relate these new values to the work that they did, which indicated a training need which was not 

properly addressed through other HR mechanisms: 

"I work in a technical non-customer facing area of the business. People who are not necessarily close to 
certain aspects of the business, such as the revenue side of it, or don't necessarily have good views of the 
external customers, they have difficulty saying ' Well what does it mean for me?' "(Manager, Technical 
area, OS, 2002) 

Conversely, in MCA, in the absence of a powerful and lobbying HR director, there were little 

opportunities for the function to demand a more strategic role and achieve a consistent approach 

to personnel policies across all the key HR processes, in line with the on-going needs of the 

business and the organisational context. Firstly, a major difficulty concerned the content of HRM-

based changes, in that the change process was limited to some preliminary signs of change 
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{eg the contribution of HR to the overall manpower planning process), while most of HR's basic 

components remained organised in a traditional way. This issue has been widely discussed in the 

HRM literature. A 'configuration of practices' (Delery and Doty, 1996) seems to have a positive 

impact on organisational performance rather than individual practices (Huselid, 1995; MacDuffie, 

1995) and the potential benefits resulting from HR 'bundles' have been more recently explored in 

public organisations (Gould-Williams, 2003). Secondly, similar to the situation in OS, the absence 

of major alterations to the existing organisational structure and to that of the HR department, 

combined with the lack of HR capability and expertise, meant that there was limited potential at 

the HR department level to create a quantum change and raise the standards and credibility of the 

function at this stage. 

6.3.2. Stage two: '^Transformation'' 

The second phase of change within the two cases, labelled the 'transformation' stage, 

corresponded to the implementation in both organisations of further fundamental changes in 

organisational structures and processes and in-depth restructuring of the usual way of working of 

the operational core, designed to reduce the contextual incoherence between the content and the 

context of modernisation attempts which persisted after the first stage of change. In both cases, 

planning processes were dominated by project designs that displayed a rational analytic approach 

to managing change concerned with structural issues. 

In terms of timeline, the 'transformation' stage spread from May 2002 to July 2003 in OS and 

from May 2001 to December 2003 in MCA, respectively. 

6.3.2.1. Roles played by the HR function in the 'transformation' stage 

From an HRM perspective, this phase of change was characterised by a multiplication of 

meanings of strategic HRM, as new 'hard' structural changes were introduced at both the 

organisational and HR department levels following the arrival, in both organisations, of new HR 

directors recruited from the commercial sector in 2002 in OS, and in 2001 in MCA, respectively. 

Given the outcomes achieved during the 'evolution' stage of change, in OS there was awareness 

amongst the board members of the top management team that although a shift in employees' 

norms and attitudes was beginning to take place, the overall performance of the organisation was 

not as good as expected, culture change was more difficult than had first been anticipated and that 

a shift in behaviours and values could not be achieved through changing the work practices and 

the "mind sets" of employees, line and middle managers alone. While the previous system 

changes had helped communicate the espoused new culture of 'performance' and 'results', 
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by targeting individual cognitions amongst managers and employees, they needed to be reinforced 

by deeper fundamental changes in corporate structures and business processes, which had to be 

simplified, hi light of these circumstances, the perception was that the long-term success of the 

change programme driven by commercialisation could only be achieved through further structural 

changes in authority relationships and working arrangements, coupled with a reduction of 

management layers. Consistent with this rational, the language of 'commercial excellence' 

emerging at corporate level was focused predominantly on the 'hard' version of HRM. The new 

head of HR assumed a significant role in the development of a fi-esh approach to change focused 

on the need to develop "hard" structural change mechanisms which gave primacy to the creation 

of leaner organisational forms and more efficient HR structures, organised around the needs of the 

key business areas. 

In MCA, the emergent discourse of HRM promoted at corporate level constituted a combination 

of both "hard" and "soft" aspects of HRM. The "hard" discourse was reflected in implementing a 

structural review and streamlining of maritime operations within the different regions in which 

MCA operated, in order that they become more cost effective. It was focused on the development 

of new working practices and personnel policies geared towards improving employee and 

organisational efficiency. Statements about the intended nature of change were also framed by a 

"soft" version of HRM that emphasised employee development and empowerment with a focus 

on flexible working practices. The new HR director played an important role in the transformation 

of the HR department, although not towards implementing the change strategies conceived at 

corporate level. 

6.3.2.1.1. HRas "Strategic Partner" 

The data highlighted that in OS the function took on a more strategic and business role in line 

with Legge's 'problem solver' (1978) during this phase of change. The new HR director recruited 

from the commercial sector assumed, after her arrival in May 2002, a championing role in the 

board room by identifying as the current greatest hindrance to transforming the organisation its 

existing organisational structure and instigating a new phase of change focused upon the need for 

further restructuring of the business and rethinking of the key business processes. She criticised 

the 'inside-out' model of strategic management pursued by change leaders and strategists in the 

previous phase of change as "attempting to build the organisation fi-om the inside and then trying 

to work out which market is being served higher" and advocated a change in management 

thinking towards adopting an 'outside-in' strategic approach, focused on bringing together the two 

key business areas - Digital and Graphic Brands and creating different combination of products to 

suit different markets. The following comments illustrated this shift in approach to change: 
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"A key change for us is to actually start from the customer, work out how the customer wants to do 
business and hopefully there are enough customers of a similar type that we can formulate a business model 
and we can put a structure in place for them. And then working backwards, what do we need behind that 
Sales and Marketing structures for each of the market sectors... "(HR Director, OS, 2002) 

"we need to review any structure from the market end, to understand what markets are in, to understand 
how we want to service those markets". (Corporate Strategist, OS, 2002) 

"our organisation was structured in a very inflexible, inappropriate way ... our business was split in two: we 
got the paper maps side of the organisation, with a traditional manufacturing process, with a very centralised 
business model, along with the digital side. We had these two ways of doing business and we had two 
business counters for this. So we didn't have joint-up thinking." (HR Director, OS, 2002) 

"... we've got some strong aspirations to be more commercial, but we haven't address rapidly enough or 
clearly enough what that means in terms of organisational structure, organisational development and the 
competencies of our people. We are trying to be very commercial, we are trying to do lots of the right 
things, but our people skills and our capabilities haven't been in line with that." (Corporate Strategist, OS, 
2002) 

These recommendations marked the starting point of a new phase in the transition of the HR 

function. Strategic activities and conversations in this second phase of change became 

predominantly framed by a language of "hard" HRM, with mechanisms for change being focused 

on "hard" structural changes that became an exercise in what Beer et al (1993: 101) have called 

"task alignment" - reorganising employee roles, responsibilities and relationships to solve specific 

business problems. The approach was underpinned by an assumption that the re-construction of 

formal reporting relationships and organisational systems would "force" through behavioural and 

attitudinal changes amongst managers and employees, thus allowing for the creation of a new 

"world view" amongst participants. Consistent with this task-aligned approach, the target of 

cultural change was at the level of roles and responsibilities rather than at individual and team 

cognitions. 

Noting the difficulty in articulating change outcomes in objective and measurable terms, the HR 

Director emphasised that harder measures were required in order to reinforce the trust and 

confidence amongst the majority of senior managers who controlled the funding for change. An 

important influence upon this dynamic was evidence of increasing competition for the 

organisation within the geographic information industry and associated changes in corporate 

strategies emphasised the need to ensure that HRM strategies could "add value" to the business. 

This rhetoric of HRM provided an important means of sustaining the power relations created by 

the kind of political activity noted above, with HRM becoming a significant discursive resource 

that allowed for a univocal and positive image to change to be presented to the senior team and 

other change recipients. 

As a Board member with full voting rights (along with the chief executive and the directors of 

marketing, sales, strategy and finance), the new HR Director assumed a championing role in 
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drawing up a coherent plan for the restructuring of the business and integrate business strategy 

with HR strategies of transformation and change at the highest level of the organisation. During 

the first few months after her arrival, the HR head assumed in the boardroom the leading role of a 

'general manager with personnel specialism' which went beyond the remit of the HR specialist 

tradition to amount to an act of sponsorship for strategic change: 

"I see my role on the board first and foremost as a business person devising strategies and policies to achieve 
corporate and business objectives rather than as a personnel specialist." (HR Director, OS, 2002) 

"The CEO brought me in because she believed that HR could make a significant difference to performance 
in this organisation. I have to be a director first and an HR director second, assume the risks of shaking this 
organisation and get real results for our business." (HR Director, OS, 2002) 

"What we tend to do is have a change driven by Directors or other forces, and that's where the HR Director 
and HR have a quite big role in creating this end picture of what the organisation might look structurally or 
organisationally, so that the experts we have can work with the people who got the business knowledge to 
come up with the right sort of mixture of competencies and organisational structure."(Corporate Strategist, 
OS, 2002) 

From being a function that was largely neglected by OS's executive management, HR now 

became the driving force in instigating a new stage in the process of corporate renewal. The new 

HR Director's strong leadership and presence on the board provided a clear integrative linkage 

between the strategy-making process and the management of human resources, on both a formal 

and an informal basis. The interaction at the board level between the HR Director and the other 

board members was described by senior managers as 'transformational', with the personnel 

director assuming a leading role in the design of the new structure. 

". . . the new Director has got an ability, an opportunity to have more influence on structural change and 
organisational development than had her predecessor. "(Executive Director, OS, 2002) 

" . . . what we tend to do is to have change driven by Directors or other forces, and we launched into another 
organisational structure, but there is no real coherence or plan as of where we are trying to get, there is no 
sort of end picture of what the organisation might look like structurally or organisationally, or in terms of the 
people, their competencies, and I think that's where the new personnel director and HR can have a quite big 
role, so that with the experts we have here we can work with the people who got the business knowledge to 
come up with the right sort of mixture of competencies and organisational structure".(Strategist, OS, 2002) 

During the latter half of 2002 and continuing during 2003, the HR function worked together with 

an external consultant brought in to work with the HR head and the other members of the 

reorganisation team on the shape of the new structure and the re-distribution of roles 

responsibilities within the organisation. The establishment and roll out of the 'HR partner' 

concept in 2002, with the appointment of HR business partners for all the business areas, created 

an opportunity for an enhanced HR strategic contribution within each business area/unit. One 

important aspect was that HR Business Partners were formally appointed as senior HR managers 

to work on various HR issues with various business groups, had a strong senior management 

support and thus they were empowered to promote HR business role: 

"This is one of the reasons why [the HR Director] is developing that sort of HR business partnering role. 
Each Group has different, but a number of big HR issues. For example, in some of our production areas, we 
have a very heavy -aged profile, in other areas - for example, partnership management- we perhaps haven't 
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got the right skills. So every business group has some significant people issues they need to address." 
(Strategist, OS, 2003) 

HR Business Partners also provided feedback to people in HR, and worked with the whole HR 

team to ensure HR policies were right for the business. As one HR Business Partner explained the 

prevailing view: 

" Business Groups managers want us to understand what are the people issues each area is confronted with 
and how can we meet those issues in a way which is suitable for the business. They want us to be able to be 
thinking ahead within a particular area of the business and come up with solutions. They also want us to take 
shared responsibility and shared risk - in other words they would like to know that if it is success or failure, 
we succeeded or felt with them, so they want to know that there is some ownership and shared risk." (HR 
Business partner, OS, September 2002) 

In contrast with the situation during the previous phase of change, when line managers felt that 

they were 'over-serviced' with corporate level public sector policies but not advised on the best 

course of action in relation to these policies, HR was now perceived by senior and line managers 

as more responsive to problems that arose and to line needs, and better integrated. HR Business 

Partners played a key role in maintaining relations between the department and the line and in 

facilitating dialogue that fostered intra-departmental cohesion and improved HR service 

provision, and were held in very high regard, hi particular, senior and line managers 

acknowledged the HR partners' role in providing an interface between the line and the HR policy 

team: 

"HR business partner's role is more of a go-between, she acts as an account manager, she is our first point of 
contact, she is the person you go to with a particular policy issue and she is going to find whoever it is to 
deal with it." (Operations Managers, Data Collection Group, OS, 2003) 

"HR advises us on policy and this has been top class. I ask my HR Business Partner, she goes and speaks 
with people in HR, clarifies what the policy is, speaks with people firom the HR Shared Services team and 
then comes back to me with a decision and I decide on the issue, but the HR partner advises us as whether 
the policy is allowing me to do certain things. So the BP coordinates my correspondence with people from 
the administrative part of HR, which saves me time and a lot of hassle". (Sales Manager, Sales and 
Marketing Group, OS, 2003) 

"The HR Business Partner is making a big contribution. I've been working with her particularly on quite a 
lot to do with terms and conditions, so we would be identifying the issues, the problems that we had with 
existing terms and conditions and how they don't meet our needs. What the BP has been doing is 
investigating through people in HR what the possibilities are for alternative terms and conditions". (Line 
Managers, Sales and Marketing Group, OS, 2003) 

"The HR Business Partner has made a huge positive difference. Before we had her, you didn't know who to 
go to, you could find yourself talking to 3-4 different HR people. By having one HR person for our group, 
she identifies who are the people that should be involved, I know I can go to her and she will find the right 
people and come back with the right answers. So that's a big change which happened definitely for the 
good." (Programmes & Products Senior Manager, OS, 2003) 

Senior and line managers also regarded very highly the contribution of the HR team in writing up 

and implementing the new flexible working policies, which were seen playing a vital role in the 

implementation of leaner structures across the Data Collection Group. New Terms and Conditions 

for remote and home working were introduced, with the HR Business Partners working alongside 

production and operations managers &om the 5eld to establish how people's work patterns were 
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and develop the procedures based on which they could be assessed. Praises were raised by senior 

and line managers for the quality of work undertaken by HR partners in defining the 'best 

practices' of flexible working and helping the HR policy managers design standardised flexible 

working procedures that could be applied to different groups in the regions. 

The interviews conducted with business group senior and line managers revealed that by the end 

of 2003, they felt that the HR services were better adapted toward the particular needs of each 

business area and that HR professionals dealt efficiently with the strategic implications of 

restructuring, in terms of recruitment, redundancy, redeployment and training, whilst also being 

able to influence the strategic decisions at the business group level. There was consensus amongst 

the line and senior managers interviewed that the corporate HR unit had been effective in assisting 

with the restructuring process and in the coordination of the people management issues across the 

different business groups. The reorganisation of the HR department and the creation of the HR 

partner function thus led to the HR function exert more influence on strategy making and its 

implementation at both the business area and unit levels. 

"Business partners are participating in divisional management meetings. I think they influence strategic 
decisions quite successfully as much as the role enables them to do so. They all have a good, strong 
relationship with the Directors of the particular Business Group and that's how they do their influencing." 
(Business Group Director, OS, 2003) 

However, this proved to be the result of a long-term process of 'negotiated evolution' in the 

shared meanings and interpretations of the language and practice of HRM amongst key 

stakeholders involved in the change process - the members of the HR department, on the one 

hand, and the senior and line managers, on the other hand. During the latter half of 2002 and early 

2003, it was apparent that a barrier in HR business partners becoming more intimately involved in 

strategic discussions at business group level was related to the continuing expectations fi-om 

business line and senior managers that HR professionals would continue the same level of 

involvement in operational HR matters. Although HR business partners saw their prime role as 

one of developing HR processes to support organisational strategies and acting as a central source 

of advice on processes to line manager in accordance with the devolved 'business-manager' 

model (Storey, 1992: 171) where responsibility for operational personnel maters resided with line 

managers, differences were emerging between the line and the specialist function about the focus 

of its contribution. Situations that respondents identified where the HR professionals were 

required to deal with issues at transactional level were resourcing and disciplinary issues, handling 

sick absence, pay allowances and remote working, as illustrated by the following observations: 

"I know HR are meant to have a more strategic role but the day job still needs to be done and what I really 
need is old fashioned personnel support - to be honest for me a good service is making sure my vacancies 
get filled as quickly as possible"..." (Sales and Marketing Graphic Brands Manager, OS, 2002) 

"at the moment, it is a fairly broad role. A lot of it is day-to-day resourcing and disciplinary issues, - reactive 
stuff, sick absence, helping managers to deal with all these issues. ... and a certain amount of strategic stuff22g 



- how can we organise our sales better. It's very much into traditional HR stuff. We are probably not as 
strategic as we would like to be and the amount of influence of strategic decisions isn't as high as probably 
you would have hoped. " (HR Business Partner, OS, 2002) 

"We gof a person working with each part of the business as a consultant. Their role is to deal with all the HR 
issues right firom the basic resourcing problems; from daily re-organisation, moving people around the 
organisation right to implementing business change. There is mainly an implementation side, as the 
organisational development side now tends to deal mostly with helping designing the restructuring, and 
we've got involved in that as well."(HR Business Partner, OS, 2002) 

"We still do far too much 'bread and butter' personnel work, our role is to make a strategic contribution but 
my staff have to spend too much of their time hand holding and sorting out issues that managers should deal 
with." (HR Director, OS, 2003) 

In this context, initial shared interests and understandings of strategic HRM amongst managers at 

the business group level and HR members initially became strained, as HR partners were 

attempting to obtain short-term strategic successes through 'quick wins' over key issues in the HR 

strategic agenda, whilst first line managers continued to expect HR to be involved in resolving 

their immediate problems to avoid them 'making mistakes'. The view shared by HR managers 

was that first line managers evaluated the service from the function in operational terms not on the 

basis of its strategic contribution, which could be invisible to the line, and raise questions about 

what the function actually did. This situation was exacerbated by the lack of skills and 

competencies amongst business group managers in managing operational issues in relation to their 

staff. As one HR manager conveyed: 

"Most line managers still want a quick fix and we gain brownie points when we can solve their immediate 
problems, in my view that is what they ultimately judge HR's performance on." (HR Manager, OS, 2003) 

The available evidence suggested that overcoming this barrier proved to be an evolutionary 

process, associated with HR business partners developing in time the necessary competencies 

needed to fulfil a more strategic role and engaging in a constructive dialogue with senior and line 

managers concerning the kind of tools that, on the one hand, would serve to integrate personnel 

and business practices across units, and, on the other hand, would be sufficiently adaptable to the 

needs and specificities of each business group. 

"... the area where we have influenced and we seemed to be getting better is whereas HR up to a year or so 
ago were very dogmatic - this is how the rules say, this is how it should be, it's written down, that's it -
we've moved on from there and in many parts of HR, there is more flexibility and acceptance that, yes, there 
are guidelines, but those are to be questioned and they need to listen to what our problems are." (Operations 
Manager, OS, 2003) 

From this perspective, networking and exchange of experiences across business groups and 

amongst HR teams were crucial in the processes of both clarifying the role to be played by HR 

professionals at different organisational levels and to further develop how strategic HRM issues 

are handled throughout the organisation. This allowed key participants - HR members, middle and 

front line managers - to gain concrete experience and create their own interpretations of the 

language and practice of HRM, which further enabled them to exercise upward influence upon 

229 



conversations of change that during the previous stage of change had been dominated by the top 

team. 

"... the amount of influence of strategic decisions hasn't always been as high as probably you would have 
hoped ... in time, once the 'business partnering' role will become well established, the more chances are that 
we will get involved in strategic issues. HR Business Partners themselves are still learning some of the 
aspects of the job, so they do not feel as comfortable as they could to deal with that level of decision. They 
are getting carried away in the day-to-day stuff, which prevents them from being strategic." (HR Business 
Partner, OS, late 2002) 

"Compared with last year [2002] we become more strategic, but I think there is always a question about how 
business groups expect us to be highly strategic." (HR Business Partner, OS, late 2003) 

Moreover, these processes highlighted the rather dialectical relationship between decision-making 

structures at corporate and business levels that allowed for "bottom-up" as well as "top-down" 

influences upon the development of "best practice" within the organisation. Appointed as a 

champion", the HR Director had considerable power to make her own meaning of HRM within 

the particular constraints imposed by structures at corporate and local level, such as different 

sources of power play (formal authority, interpersonal alliance and coalitions, control of scarce 

resources and control over the key business processes). However, as the change effort progressed, 

with new ideas being tested out and new implementation strategies being developed, dominant 

management coalitions and stakeholder groups were more likely to challenge the dominant view 

of the organisation created by change leaders. 

By the end of 2003, senior and line managers felt very positively about the function and regarded 

the contribution of the HR Director very highly, with the HR department being perceived as 

increasingly strategic and integrated. Some teams within the department were well regarded, such 

as the recruitment team. Senior and line managers also praised the quality of the work done by 

the HR Business Partners and the advice they gave, with the majority feeling that they were 

supportive and managers had good relations with them. 

" that's the beauty of having these 'experts' that now have foot in both camps, they are part of HR but they 
are also on the Management Boards of each group and they are the ones that can really make sure that the 
managers are addressing the people issues." (Business Group Director, OS, 2003) 

In sharp contrast to OS, in MCA, the needs and the context of business during this phase of 

change required the HR function to fulfil a role other than that of a 'strategist' or a 'deviant 

innovator', as it was the case with OS. The main requirements of the business at this stage were 

for an HR that would assume a less interventionist role, that would enable regional directors and 

managers throughout the country to carry out the strategic objectives that the Board has agreed to 

and design those essential HR policies that would support the regional organisation exercise and 

the introduction of the new Integrated Communication and Incident Management system in 

coastguard centres across the country. Amongst these policies were those that could offer the staff 

more flexibility in delivering the organisation's core business (pay and rewards), as well as 

230 



those policies that would encourage staff to enter various forms of flexible or remote working. 

The available evidence based on HR department's documentation and involvement in strategic 

activities indicated, however, that that the function played predominantly a tactical, 'rule-policing' 

role and did not contribute to a great extent to the alignment of HR processes to the new 

commercialisation strategies launched in 2001, despite the HR Director's strategic discourse and 

rhetoric. 

Given that the new HR Director was a Board member with full voting rights, there was an 

improvement in the level of interaction between corporate HR and senior executives, with the HR 

function gradually receiving more attention &om top management and the head of HR becoming 

more intimately involved in corporate strategy discussions. The HR Director's presence on the 

board provided an improved integrative linkage between the strategy making process and the 

management of human resources, on both a formal and informal basis. 

Following her arrival, a number of organisational processes were put in place to make the 

personnel function more 'strategic'. Amongst these, she became part of the Corporate Leadership 

Team, the Operational Team and a number of steering groups, and, as a member of these 

committees (together with other general managers), she could have equal input into the 

development of the long-term vision. She described herself as "a legitimate member of the whole 

business ... to provide advice on matters of business, and not to be restricted on matters of human resources", by 

pointing out that: 

"HR must have a strategic role, that's a key function, but they need to have the mechanisms at the Board 
level to implement that strategy. HR must be at the Board level, which is now. So everything the Board 
wants to do, the operational strategies that they want to follow ultimately involve people and you must have 
2 things on the Board - the people issue and the money issue. Both of them are represented now in MCA at 
Board level and are not far away from decision-making. It is much easier when the Board operates in their 
decision-making with HR expertise in hand, because it is stretching it from the top of the organisation to the 
bottom." 

The workforce-planning fi-amework was also revised to ensure a closer tie between strategic 

planning and the management of human resources and, unlike during the previous stage of 

change, the revised framework included the corporate HR department as a contributor to the 

organisation's planning process. 

"Post 2000,1 think we've done a lot more, that is because we have better strategies in place for dealing with 
the business issues. We have a working relationship between the business groups and the corporate HR unit." 
(Senior Executive, MCA, 2001) 

"In theory, in the last months, we have developed in consultation with the HR managers an implementation 
methodology for the workforce planning." (Strategic Planning Managers, MCA, 2001) 

Nevertheless, although a formal corporate level business planning process was introduced in 2001 

to support the commercialisation agenda and the espoused change strategies, a key barrier in the 
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effective implementation of corporate planning during this stage of change was the lack of real 

commitment of lower level managers towards the strategic planning process, despite the senior 

management's effort of involving them in this process. The existing philosophy among line 

managers was not one of treating human capital as an important resource. In this context, as noted 

by a corporate strategic planning manager, line managers tended to produce business plans in 

order to provide a showcase document which did not show integration and a strong link between 

the commercial values articulated in the new strategy, people management and the strategic 

management process: 

"... there is a significant gap between what we write down and what we really do." (Senior planning 
manager, MCA, 2001) 

Moreover, the HR unit made a proposal for the introduction of Personal Performance and 

Development Plans for all staff and this was approved by the top management together with the 

set-up, as part of the Human Resource Development Team, of an in-house Training and Advisory 

Service that would commercialise the maritime safety training expertise across the world, and the 

re-design of the pay and reward systems towards encouraging recognition based on contribution 

to results. 

However, with these initiatives regarded as main exceptions, the prevalent view amongst regional 

directors and business group managers was that, although the HR Director did not lack strategic 

leadership, she was seeking to implement her own agenda of complying with Government's 

policies and legislation to maintain the 'modem public sector HR department ' image rather than 

support the real needs of the business, whilst the rest of the divisions were devising their own 

isolated local strategies. The activities engaged in by the HR function were significantly at odds 

with the expectations of key senior and line managers, with the HR department continuing to 

promote standardised employment practices and terms and conditions and emphasis on staff 

training and equality of opportunity in the workplace for cultivating the image of 'model 

employer', resonant with the traditional pattern of people management in the public services, 

whilst consistent with the current requirements of the business the function would have been 

expected to remove the traditional HR boundaries and barriers and support the organisational 

change programme with the right HR practices and initiatives: 

"MCA is busy adopting every HR initiative and directive of Central government in Europe and 
implementing it at high speed, so that it can be looked like the paramount of modem HR organisation to the 
outside world and for the government, to look good in the government, all kinds of initiatives which in a 
business were due in about 5 years time. We don't need this now, we've got a business to deliver." (Regional 
Director, 2001) 

More specifically, the prevalent view of senior and line managers interviewed during this stage of 

change was that the HR function have failed to put in place the right HR systems, policies and 

processes to support the commercial initiatives launched in 2002 and the new organisational 
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structure based on regions implemented latter in the same year. The views of stakeholders were 

that HR was too 'strategic' about promoting initiatives linked with the broader central government 

and public sector modernisation agenda, while the real priorities were dealt with at the lower 

levels of the organisation. Thus, in reality, the 'strategic business partnership' proved to be an 

organisational rhetoric, in that the corporate HR continued to be involved in compliance-type 

activities rather than long-range planning, and failed to identify early enough the key HR policy 

requirements for making possible the smooth implementation of the new organisational structure 

based on regions and for enabling the rolling-out of the new commercialisation initiatives. This 

contradicted the discourse of the head of HR on the increasing focus on the strategic input of the 

HR function in the strategic management process. 

Firstly, the introduction of a portfolio of commercial initiatives within the remit of the Large 

Yachts Unit (Ensign) to commercialise inspection and surveying consultancy services to the wider 

private sector market was considered key to the organisation moving towards a more-

commercially oriented service. Regional directors and operations managers acknowledged the 

important role of these initiatives in generating additional revenue, which under the 

commercialisation agenda promoted by the Labour Government, could be retained by the 

organisation and re-invested in the business: 

"In the Regions, we set up initiatives like working with the large yachts business. Our line managers ran the 
technical side of this, and then, they report to me and we solve the business issues. Basically, with Ensign 
Large Yachts Unit, we are exploiting our expertise - we offer class expertise in large, luxury yachts. When 
we were a government department, it meant that this money we get out of this would go straight to Treasury, 
but now under the New Wider Markets initiatives, any money we make on this work, we can keep this 
income in here and invest it further. We are running this for three years and we are generating a nice income 
- a quarter of a million, which covers 10% of our costs". (Regional Director, MCA, 2002) 

In this context, the stakeholders' expectations of HR were for the function to put in place the 

required changes in the pay and reward system to accommodate the new commercial initiatives. 

There was consensus amongst regional managers that the corporate HR unit failed to assist the 

commercialisation process with a more flexible reward system that would encourage higher 

performance in the coastguard teams: 

"In this kind of commercial environment ... we need to train our staff to be more flexible with their 
availability to the customer, in the way that a business would be. We identified this need in our statutory role 
one year ago, and we communicated this to the HR function. We need to change the way we pay and reward 
our staff so that they are happy to do flexible work 24 hours of 7, because we've got staff available 24/7 on 
the ships ... and with the large yachts unit is the same. But that hasn't happen." (Regional Director, MCA, 
2002) 

Similarly, although 'empowerment' represented the foundation stone for the rolling-out of the 

revised organisational structure, with coastguard officers being empowered under the new 

structure to take on more personal responsibility whilst their direct line managers received wider 

reaching areas of responsibilities for their staff, the current pay and reward system was perceived 
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by regional directors and operations managers as a significant barrier to achieving the desired 

performance outcomes from individuals and teams. The perception was that, although the need for 

creating a new system of bonuses and rewards allowing for the allocation of individualised pay 

awards was raised by regional managers well in advance of the actual structural implementation, 

the HR function was very reactive to the issue and failed to deliver on time the required changes 

in the pay scheme and thus support employee empowerment. 

"Our pay and rewards system and our systems for managing the expenses our employees incur when doing 
the job and for the time they spent say 'I don't trust you and I don't value your time'. That's what our 
processes say to them because they are cumbersome, knit-picking and they want every detail, they check, 
cross-check, double-check, with the level of cost which is completely disproportionate to any of the risk of 
any money gone astray. So the way these are making our staff feel is that they feel under-valued, not 
confident." (Regional Director, MCA, 2002) 

Secondly, the introduction of a new Integrated Communication and Incident Management System 

in coastguard centres across the country and the reductions in the number of field offices in the 

regions following the implementation of the new organisational structure in 2003 created the need 

for more flexible arrangements to be introduced in the working patterns of coastguards, inspectors 

and auxiliary coastguard volunteers. Issues of remote working, with coastguards working 

increasingly remotely, emerged consistently from the interviews with senior and line managers. 

The new field structure of the Maritime Operations side of the business was based on operating 

regions, with the nationally dispersed coastguards being able to use the new command and control 

communication technologies to coordinate and control maritime incidents in multiple locations, 

with significant fixed costs savings for the organisation. This required the introduction of New 

Terms and Conditions for remote and home working and the expectations were that HR would 

work alongside operations managers in the field to establish how people's work patterns were 

changing and develop the procedures based on which they could be assessed and paid. However, 

despite the requirements of the business being clearly for such flexible policies to be designed, the 

HR involvement was described by stakeholders as extremely poor: 

" . . . the HR changes that needed to be done in order to have the flexibility for our staff to deliver our core 
business - the commercial and the non-commercial sides - haven't been delivered." (Regional Director, MCA, 
2003) 

Implicit in this view was that HR appeared to be unable to manage the legislative complexity of 

the issue and as a consequence, this was left to the latitude of regional senior and line managers. 

Regional managers described instances when they had to apply the principle of 'self-management' 

by creating their own solutions to their HRM problems at regional level. This in turn led to high 

differentiation and inconsistency in the application of flexible working across the regions, with 

multiple 'realities' existing amongst the different ranks of coastguard station and operations 

managers about how these policies could work in practice. Practices used in certain regions for 

encouraging employee flexibility and autonomy contrasted with those applied in other regions and 

were coloured by the personal views and abilities of specific managers. In this context, the 
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ownership of key strategic decisions related to empowerment was 'handed over' to regional 

managers: 

"I think we set up three little empires [eg regions] who tend to do their own thing and I think it's a big task in 
getting consistency." (Regional Director, MCA, 2003) 

"It would be nice to have the flexibility of people working from home. Now we've got stuck up in 
arrangements with individual staff for them to work from home, without introducing this huge raft of risk 
assessment, safety stuff, how much do we pay them for the use of these days. These people know that if it is 
a benefit for them, it is a benefit for us. And every time the HR department tries to approach it, they 
approach it like the whole of the Civil Service coming on the bulldozer, and creates these monolitic 
structures that we are not prepared to deliver. And so, we say, forget it, we don't want working from home 
and we go back to our little local arrangements." (Regional Director, MCA, 2003) 

Thirdly, during the implementation of the regional reorganisation throughout 2002, there was 

consensus amongst regional senior and line managers interviewed that the HR team failed to 

deliver on time and on schedule the necessary recruitment and staffing processes to assist 

managers with the reorganisation of employee roles, responsibilities and relationships across 

different business groups and this resulted in huge delays, costs and inefficiencies in the rolling 

out of the new structure. Recruitment was felt to be slow and the perception was that the 

department, although not under-resourced, was slow in processing applicants and inaccurate in its 

record keeping and paperwork. There was also a perception that the department was hierarchical 

and unwilling to take criticism or discuss problems: 

"... advertising, organising interviews have been quite a challenge for HR ... Just to get the line managers 
through that process ... A consequence of that is that once we've got into that process, the normal 
recruitment process is falling behind, so now we've got a problem with the old vacancies which occur as a 
result of the natural wastages, natural processes within the organisation. And the operational structures are 
running very thin. We've got some significant individual problems - very high standard over-time, 
difficulties in having sufficient people in place to fulfil operational commitments because of the vacancies 
which emerged. That was a naive recruitment, the total work which could be involved in the same time with 
looking to delegate any of that to the people in the regions meant that we couldn't bring our own resources to 
solve the problem, and we suffered. So that has been an outcome that has not been foreseen by HR, certainly 
it was foreseen by us and we flagged it up, but it wasn't noticed." (Regional Director, MCA, 2002) 

Fourthly, negative comments were expressed by key senior and line managers in relation to the 

existing centralised structure of HR, which was significantly at odds with the real strategic 

requirements of the business. The specific nature of MCA business meant that the majority of its 

core activities - maritime operations, search and rescue and the workforce responsible for 

delivering them were not concentrated in the headquarters, but were spread around the country 

under the form of coastguard stations and operational search and rescue units. The reorganisation 

of the business in 2002 and the implementation of the new regional structure created an even 

stronger need for a more flexible HR structure organised around the regions and a decentralisation 

of HR strategic planning to the group level, with devolved group HR units being responsible for 

the implementation of people management processes in the field. The perceptions amongst senior 

and line managers were that a decentralised HR structure operating on two levels - a centralised 

HR function providing only macro-level policy and strategic direction, on the one hand, and HR 

units devolved to the main directorates and functional groupings, supporting specific local 



issues and reporting directly to line managers of each regional ofGce, on the other hand, would be 

closer to the heart of the organisation's core operations and lead to improved efficiencies and less 

bureaucracy in the management of human resources. In their views, such a devolved structure 

would enable corporate HR to focus on policy and strategic level issues, whilst devolved HR units 

in the regions would focus on operational issues and be more responsive to the concerns of the 

various directorates and departments: 

"They [HR] haven't really any idea as to what the real problem is here in the regions and the context of the 
problems. We have been asking to have personnel representation in the regions and HR has always refused 
to ... as a consequence of that, what we had to do privately is to almost invent our own personnel 
management, because if you can handle it at the lower echelons of the organisation - even if it is a small 
problem and you can resolve the small problem up there in the regions, if you don't handle it as a small 
minor problem, it becomes a formal problem, is passed up to HR and all of a sudden, it becomes legal, you 
have to go through all the legal hoops and procedures because HR as a corporate entity has to handle it in a 
very legalistic way If you find the problem and can approach it early enough, you can easily tackle it without 
having to go through the hoops."(Regional Director- West, MCA, 2002) 

"I think originally the model that I had in my head at the beginning of the change process was that we will 
have a small HR policy unit in the headquarters, and we will have 3 HR personnel management representing 
each region. The HR function now has 60 people in an organisation like this - there are ridiculously too 
many!" (Regional Director, MCA, 2003) 

"...what we thought we are going to get when we moved from personnel to HR, and the kind of model that 
is going to be used - a small HR expertise based in the base, and the actual day-to-day running of HR up in 
regions, never happened. I don't know the reasons for that." (Regional Director - Scotland & Northern 
Ireland, MCA, 2004) 

The rational for not having personnel representation in the regions was explained rather 

differently by HR staff, who considered that introducing a devolved HR structure could 

potentially make more difficult for HR to keep a consistent corporate line in developing best 

practice policies across the organisation and exercise control from the centre, which in turn could 

lead to increased vulnerability to potential claims of unfair practice and personnel cases being 

referred to employment tribunals. Some members of the HR department considered, moreover, 

that the frequent face-to-face interactions between HR officers in the headquarters helped them 

establish and promulgate 'best practices' across the regions, which was beneficial for the business 

in general, in the long run: 

"The benefit of working in the headquarters with my other HR colleagues is that I hear what the other 
regions are doing. I know what best practice is in the other two regions. Any decisions that we are making in 
the eastern region are going to set a precedent which is going to work for another region, so I think that's 
important - the HR advisors to provide support for each other and we bounce ideas to each other all the time, 
which I wouldn't have if I was working in the regional office." (HR officer, MCA, 2003) 

The prevalent view of over 90 per cent of HR staff interviewed was also that, due to the large 

number of coastguard, search and rescue stations spread around the country, a devolved HR 

structure in the regions would not be cost-effective and would only increase the already high HR 

headcount. In addition, devolved group personnel teams would spend a lot of time 'fire fighting' 

and managing a high administrative workload, and would have little time to develop strategy: 

"I am not sure if it will make a difference, because if you put HR out in the regions, they are still going to 
move firom one office to another ... and you will still going to have coastguards that will access their HR 
advisors by telephone, email or occasionally in a critical situation, by fax." (HR officer, MCA, 2003) 235 



"I can see the benefit of an HR person actually sitting in the same office with the regional director and the 
senior manager, because they are working in one location, I would see them on a day-to-day basis and 
would talk to them about things that I wouldn't know about otherwise, but I would still be based in one 
location and still wouldn't be seeing other Coastguard stations, of which they are about 15 in the Eastern 
region." (HR officer, MCA, 2003) 

In the context of such contrasting views existing between HR and the rest of the organisation over 

the most effective HR structure, the centralised approach was maintained despite the requirements 

of the business being clearly for a decentralised HR structure and the majority of regional 

managers emphasising that the centralisation of HR was generating inefficiency in terms of 

making many of the basic HR processes extremely bureaucratic. 

Although intended to enhance the strategic contributions of HR professionals, the establishment 

and roll out of a corporate-wide HR 'business partnering model' during 2003, with the 

introduction of three HR Advisors to play the role of strategic 'business partners' and deliver a 

range of services to people in the Regions and Headquarters, as well as to support line managers 

with advice and guidance on a variety of employment and staff welfare issues, came too late to 

generate significant improvements to the performance of the HR department. The fact that the HR 

Advisors working directly with senior and line managers firom the regions were introduced when 

the vast majority of the structural reorganisation of the business was almost completed did not 

allow them enough time to establish vital horizontal and vertical networks in the organisation and 

built formal and informal relationships with the line and thus, they were not in a good position to 

influence key strategic decisions at business group level. Although regional managers 

acknowledged that HR advisors played an important role in maintaining relations between the 

department and the line and that improvements in the HR capability were more noticeable since 

the introduction of the HR advisors, the corporate HR was still perceived as remote from the 

organisation: 

"... they [HR] introduced what they called HR advisors, so each region has an HR advisor, who isn't 
situated in the region, but in the headquarters. But since we had these advisors, things have improved, 
because at least if you have a small problem, you can inform the HR advisor and at least have an input from 
the HR and it has improved slightly the situation. But the real answer would be to have a proper regional 
personnel management situated in the Regions. "(Regional Director- West, MCA, 2003) 

By December 2003, HR recruitment team was perceived by the line as more responsive to 

problems that arose, with the senior members of the team being seen as supportive and as having 

good relations with the line. Within the recruitment team, morale seemed to be high and the 

pressures from line managers appeared to be dealt with in a professional manner, with the 

recruitment managers taking a more proactive role in the process: 

"Line managers never suggest anything, but there are sometimes criticisms. More recently, we had a lot of 
praise about the way things are going. And I think they couldn't understand the process and the way the 
process is carried out, and the process is there to protect the organisation from employing the wrong person, 
as well as ensuring that the agency employs the right person. And often they will say - 'it is too much paper 
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work', but this is a useful part of the recruitment process, we do not want to take people we don't really 
need." (Recruitment Manager, MCA, 2003) 

Although the new system of Personal Performance and Development Plans for all staff was 

designed to help line managers review their s taffs development needs and aspirations and link 

these with a pay progression aligned with employee's performance, the absence of a clear 

competency framework that would define the behaviours and competencies required from 

employees at this stage proved to be a major barrier in the attempt to change the paternalistic 

public sector culture and instil new commercial values in the minds of line managers and 

employees. Again, the introduction of a competency framework for all staff and of a dedicated 

centralised recruitment team at the end of 2003 came too late for the function to support at 

strategic level the changes operated throughout the organisation. 

6.3.2.1.2. HRas "ChangeAgent" 

Overall, the available evidence suggested that during this phase of change in OS the corporate HR 

function assumed the role of a 'change agent' and was an active player in the reorganisation 

process, with HR Business Partners playing an instrumental role as members of multi-functional 

project teams dealing with the reorganisation and HR members from the policy team acting as 

internal consultants to line managers. 

"When an area is actually looking at restructuring, as Business Partners we are invited to go along and work 
with them, develop the ideas for it as opposed to being told by the group managers ' This is what we want to 
do, you sort it out'. It's a different way of working." (HR Business Partner, OS, 2002) 

A direct consequence of the new HR Director's leading role in the design of the new structure in 

OS was that HR could engage directly in building the capabilities for change and avoid the 

reactive position of picking up the pieces after the reorganisation has happened, as during the 

previous phase of change: 

"There is an overall goal, which is around becoming a more flexible, responsible organisation, with 
competencies increasingly based upon IT expertise, a mixture of cartographic and customer management 
skills, rather than the skills that we have at the moment. HR moves from being a service to the business to 
being more something that leads in terms of organisational development, in terms of defining together with 
the groups what skills we need, making sure that we train and develop those skills, or we recruit those 
skills." (Business Group Director, OS, 2002) 

There was also evidence of HR playing a role in the acquisition or development of the right 

commercial skills for staff, through recruitment or training, and thus in building the required 

human resources capabilities for change: 

"irom now on, we are going to include capability in our business model, whereas we may have ignored it 
before. Very good and able people, who have not been here for very long, tell us that we are not actually 
making the best of their particular skills and their abilities, so somewhere between recruitment and then 
being here for a year or so, we are not meeting their expectations. "(HR Manager, OS, 2002) 

The fact that within the new structure, the Corporate Communications unit became part of the HR 

department and was reporting directly to the head of the HR, helped streamline the way 
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communication and messages about restructuring and redundancy were cascaded down 

throughout the organisation. Communication and training were viewed as important mechanisms 

for announcing and explaining the short-term but also mid and long (two-year) term objectives of 

the dramatic structural changes introduced and generating acquiescence and enthusiasm for 

change. Acceptance of change was seen to rely heavily on clear 'awareness communication', 

followed by training and development practices for those employees who were not made 

redundant that focused on their skills, roles and responsibilities within the new structure rather 

than on their values and attitudes, as in the previous stage of change. 

In order to improve communication with employees, regular forums with all the business group 

directors entitled 'Speak-Easy Sessions' were organised for all staff. Various directors and senior 

managers were chairing these meetings and positive communication was encouraged, with staff 

being able to ask questions. The HR Director was actively involved in chairing a number of 

sessions to explain the rationale and the process of the Voluntary Redundancy scheme: 

"... people go into the lecture theatre and the Directors and Senior Managers are also part of the audience, 
and anyone of them will pick up a question that has been asked by the audience and answer it. "(HR 
Manager, OS, 2002) 

"On Tuesday, there was a staff Speak Easy session when I think about 400 staff turned up, it was 
oversubscribed and the HR Director chaired that meeting. " (Employee, OS, 2002) 

However, although these group meetings were designed to bring together key people for 

information exchange and keep all employees up-to-date with the change programme, the 

majority of the employees interviewed acknowledged that communication was only one-way, 

with employees, team leaders and first-line project managers being excluded from the 

conversations which preceded decisions about the intended nature of the restructuring exercise 

and plans for implementation. They referred to 'poor communications' on the part of top 

management and 'no involvement from people like us' as decisions about restructuring were 

made, yet they were expected to administer some sort of employee participation within their 

groups. This problem was alleviated by the establishment of 'horizontal coalitions', allowing for 

team leaders or front-line managers to interpret their own local tactics from an integrated 

perspective, which acted as a significant barrier to the incorporation of the new discourse into 

everyday social relations. The perception was that the way restructuring was communicated 

resembled to an 'imposed system of priorities' that made it very difficult for lower-level managers 

to translate change rhetoric into practice. 

During the first half of 2003, a lot of criticisms were raised by a number of operations and 

production managers in relation to the implementation of the voluntary redundancy exercise 

(VER) across the organisation and the way in which the practicalities of the redundancy 
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exercise was handled by senior HR managers. Firstly, a number of long-serving members of staff 

with key technical and operational skills were allowed to leave on the grounds that they lacked the 

commercial skills required and this allowed for an important skill base to be lost, that could be not 

compensated latter through the recruitment of new staff from the commercial sector, which lacked 

the right technical and operational knowledge of the geographic information industry and 

operational activities. Secondly, the perceptions were that the HR department failed to manage 

efficiently the implementation of the new structure, in terms of creating a better timing between 

the announcement of the redundancies and the implementation of the new structure, with many of 

the planning processes for the new structure falling behind and line managers having to manage 

the expectations and anxiety of numerous staff who were required to apply for the redundancies 

without knowing if they will actually still have a job in the new structure: 

"... the redundancy was announced first, and then we had to rush into this new structure, and no one had the 
information of how many jobs were needed into each area before putting in their applications ... things that 
could be dealt differently by HR!" (Production Manager, Data Collection & Management, OS, 2003) 

Conversely, the HR function within MCA suffered from a negative reputation for not acting as a 

truthful change agent throughout commercialisation. Based on the normative literature, this role 

could be expected to be particularly important in a classic public sector bureaucracy like MCA, 

which was attempting to change from a rigid and structured organisation with rule-bound 

procedures and strong hierarchies into a more flexible one with an emerging more commercially -

oriented culture. More specifically, although the opportunity was there for HR to play a proactive 

role in creating the process necessary for implementing the commercialisation strategies, key 

stakeholders in the organisation, such as senior and line managers as well as trade union 

representatives, felt that whenever members of HR tried to act as change agents, the results were 

not impressive. 

The restructuring exercise and the introduction of the new regional structure created the need for 

HR to play a more instrumental role in supporting the regional structural changes by playing the 

role of a 'change agent' and ensure that the organisation's human resources had the right skills 

and mindsets. However, as in the previous stage of change, this contribution appeared to have 

remain again at the stage of rhetoric, with regional managers pointing out that the HR department 

was not an active player during the change process. Whilst regional managers needed support 

from HR in the areas of staff redeployment and consultation, redesign of posts, rewriting of job 

descriptions, organising recruitment campaigns and changing a number of policies which were 

vital to the successful implementation of the new structure - such as flexible and remote working, 

or performance and pay, the HR department was heavily involved in promoting policies like equal 

opportunities and diversity which were not relevant to the current organisational context. The 

entire burden of communicating change to employees and trade unions and of implementing 
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the new regional structure was left to the latitude of line and senior managers based in the regions: 

" I would want to blame HR ... certainly they were not passing information to people at the time, and there 
were individuals who were not actually sure that they will have a job at the end, and as a consequence of that 
a quarter of those who were excellent left and found jobs in other organisations." (Regional Director, MCA, 
2002) 

"The role of managing all that expectation and anxiety has been carried out by the line management. HR 
didn't take any role in that, I don't think they even understood the issue." (Regional Manager, MCA, 2002) 

The HR function would have been expected to support the cultural transformation of the 

organisation and the creation of a corporate environment that would allow staff to shift in time 

firom a public sector culture to that of a more commercialised environment. In sharp contrast to 

OS, at MCA it was considered that changes in the 'mind sets' of managers and employees could 

be largely achieved through structural changes in authority relationships and working arrangement 

alone, with softer cultural change mechanisms being not regarded as critical to strategic change 

implemented during this stage. The structural reorganisation undertaken in 2002, although 

attempting to shape managers' cognitions currently framed by discourse centred on traditional 

forms of management control and conflict resolution, could not, nevertheless, address in a 

powerful way the attitudes and beliefs held amongst senior, middle and line managers who 

remained predominantly attached to the old style of management. From an HR perspective, taking 

observable actions on communications, recruitment, training, development and payment would 

have acted as important mechanisms for generating 'acquiescence and enthusiasm for change'. 

However, the picture emerging from the interviews was that the HR function had limited, if any, 

influence on the cultural transformation and integration processes occurring during this stage of 

change. The absence of a company-wide cultural change programme led by HR with Board 

mandate, that could signal to employees the need for a fundamental shift away from the 

paternalistic public sector culture, acted as a barrier to change during this stage of transformation, 

in that it did not enable people to change their attitudes and behaviours as well as to gain 

ownership for the change. 

"I don't believe we have put yet in place the infrastructure, the communication strategy and the mechanisms 
to really articulate those [commercial] values in a way that everyone understands them. I also don't believe 
that we really believe those values. Certainly through our behaviours as managers we don't espouse those 
values. So there is a significant gap between what we write down and what we really do." (Senior manager, 
MCA, 2001) 

.. on the Coastguard side of the business, people are sitting on their backs and waiting for something to 
happen. We would need to work closer with HR to change that culture. Existing people are realising that 
their jobs are changing, but there is still this cultural divide which we are trying to eliminate by involving all 
people. There is this cultural tradition in MCA, that whatever is going on in the world and how many 
problems we face, we wash our brains and ignore them. "(Regional senior manager, MCA, 2002) 

While emphasis was placed on employee development and empowerment through the use of 

competency frameworks and flexible working practices, there remained an absence of cultural 

change mechanisms that could facilitate a flow of ideas up the hierarchy and enhance the 
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contributions of employees and lower-level managers to strategic and managerial conversations 

about the change programme. 

"We come out with nice company statements, we are trying to act based on those values, we start moving in 
that direction, staff start moving with us, and then, a completely mixed message emerges from the most 
senior part of the organisation and we have to 'reset' to the original positions. " (First-line manager, 
Maritime Operations, MCA, 2003) 

Data revealed that, during this phase, the wrong communication mechanisms for targeting cultural 

change were used. The initial change discourse generated at the top of the organisation was 

shaped by political relations embedded in organisational structures, with existing reporting 

relationships clearly supporting the strong hierarchical assumptions of the organisation and 

reflecting a lack of willingness to delegate beyond the corporate leadership team (with the head of 

HR being a member of it). The establishment of the Operational Team provided a forum within 

which heads of departments were now 'equal partners' in strategic conversations, allowing for the 

emergence of shared understandings over the strategies for change. Although the discourse of 

'empowerment' was omnipresent in official communication messages, more junior managers, 

their subordinates and union representatives were not included in the initial poUcy decisions and 

design of the change initiative. Consistent with the thesis about the 'paradoxes of participation' 

(O'Connor, 1995), involvement was closely prescribed by change instigators because it was being 

used as a way of trying to achieve business objectives, rather than as a form of altruism. It meant 

that the change discourse was characterised by a constant play between inclusion and exclusion of 

different stakeholder groups depending upon ongoing changes in organisational context. Focus for 

change at lower level management centred on structural change consistent with the approach 

taken by Beer et al (1993). This was underpinned by an assumption that the re-construction of 

formal reporting relationships and organisational systems would 'force' through behavioural and 

attitudinal changes amongst managers, thus allowing for the creation of a new 'world view' 

amongst participants. This was to be accomplished under the auspices of the reorganisation 

programme and the introduction of new Communication and Incident Management System in the 

regions, which provided a means to rationalise the organisational hierarchy and introduce the 

concepts of empowerment and flexibility amongst the various ranks of coastguard officers and 

operations managers. 

Consistent with a task-aligned approach, the target of cultural change remained at the level of 

roles and responsibilities, rather than at the level of individual and team cognitions. Implicit in 

this view was that the reaching of consensus amongst different levels of managers about the 

meaning of 'empowerment' and 'flexible working', the prioritisation of goals and the setting of 

performance standards was relatively unproblematic. In practice, informants' accounts indicated 

that this was not the case because of "multiple" realities existing amongst the different ranks 

242 



of area and district managers. Strategies geared towards changes at managerial level contrasted 

with those targeted at the lower coastguard service level and, in the absence of any negotiations of 

meanings between personnel and the line regarding the concepts of empowerment or quality, 

multiple interpretations about the meanings of terms began to emerge in practice depending upon 

the orientations and interests of different managers. This resulted in mixed and inconsistent 

messages about 'what will be changed' being disseminated to operating staff, which led to 

resistance to change. 

"Because in both parts of the organisation -the survey part but in particular the coastguard part - there are an 
awful lot of people who signed to join a paternalistic organisation, because they wanted to be in a 
paternalistic organisation and they didn't want to think about their job. Now we started to change the 
organisation quite a lot, we were talking about empowerment and we were empowering people. Now quite a 
lot of them are coming, taking the argument, and it has been a case of personal campaigning for teams, 
talking to people one to one, reassurance and the rest of it, but we started to bring them out from these 
disempowered little caves and into the breathing world of empowerment and non-paternalism. Then, all of a 
sudden, the completely anti-cultural message comes from the Executive Board or from the HR department -
everyone goes back into the old ways of doing, because we are afraid." (Regional Middle Manager, MCA, 
2003) 

6.3.2.1.3. HR as "AdministrativeExpert" 

In OS, the reorganisation of the HR function during the second half of 2002 into four main teams, 

of which an HR Shared Services team would become responsible for all the administrative HRM 

processes (staffing, remuneration, pay, recruitment, training and HR information systems) and the 

development of improved corporate tools, improved stakeholders' perceptions of HR capability in 

handling administrative and functional activities and in the provision of administrative support to 

line mangers in the day-to-day aspects of people management. 

"HR help to define the policy we should adopt and the advice they give is based on things like employment 
law, general policies both internal and external that I may not be familiar with. They are using their HR 
expertise, so they can give me that advice." (Line Managers, OS, 2003) 

Compared with the previous phase of change, senior and line managers felt also more positively 

about the contribution of HR to improving recruitment procedures for recruiting staff with 

commercial skills and designing more flexible pay packages to accommodate the constraints of 

the Civil Service pay and rewards structure and policies, in collaboration with the HR Business 

Partners. From this perspective, more flexible salary systems were designed in order to attract 

skilled applicants from the commercial sector: 

"we need more highly-skilled people in the areas that have been downsized and for that we need to offer 
more competitive pay packages and that will happen soon. We have problems recruiting because there is a 
shortage in the market and a mixture of the salaries we are offering and there is this perception that these 
people are having that, as a civil service organisation, we offer certain pay packages."(HR Business Partner, 
OS, 2003) 

"I am working very closely with the HR business partner on things like terms and conditions, allowances 
(what can we do to help recruit and retain staff in the London area? Are there new things that we can do? 
What are we allowed to do within Government rules and what are we constrained by? So, how much 
freedom do we have in order to attract staff?). Very core role for HR there." (Operations Manager, OS, 
September 2003) 
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Conversely, in MCA, stakeholders' perceptions regarding the administrative expertise of the 

function during this second stage of change were that HR remained mainly concerned with 

complying with public sector personnel policies and processes and government legislation. 

Although the structure of the HR department was changed in 2001, after the arrival of the new HR 

Director, criticisms were raised by line and senior managers in relation to the function's capability 

of handling administrative and functional activities and of providing administrative support to line 

mangers. Especially during times of great upheaval for the organisation, such as during the 

implementation of the new organisational structure organised around the operating regions, the 

perception was that the function failed to deliver the necessary changes in some vital policies, 

such as pay and reward, flexible working and terms and conditions of surveyors and auxiliary 

staff employed in the coastguard stations. 

Frustration was expressed by regional managers in relation to the slow recruitment processes and 

the lack of reaction from HR in response to regional managers' requests for changes in the way 

operational staff delivering the commercial and statutory services were appraised, compensated 

and rewarded. 

"I think it is an HR problem, not to be flexible enough when we need it to be." (District Operations Manager, 
MCA, 2003) 

From a commercial perspective, the perceived slowness in handling staffing activities and the 

reactive position adopted by HR in relation to the implementation of some vital changes in the 

terms and conditions of the operational and auxiliary staff, required by regional managers for the 

delivery of statutory and commercial services, indicated that the personnel function failed to live 

up to the demanding needs of running a semi-commercial business. 

"One of the issues which is worrying me is that HR is not tackling the auxiliaries [paid volunteers], who 
don't work quite happily at the moment on the terms we already have around the Regions. We are in the 
danger of heating up our auxiliaries services, heavy sledge them and this is going to drive a lot of the good 
people away." (District Operations Manager, MCA, 2003) 

Not particularly surprising, there was less than perfect agreement between the regional managers 

and HR concerning what constituted "best HRM practices", with the HR department being 

heavily involved in promoting policies such as equal opportunities and diversity, on the one hand, 

and senior and line managers requiring urgent changes and adjustments in what they considered 

'essential' personnel policies (like pay and reward, flexible working, more flexible terms and 

conditions) for delivering the vital coastguard and maritime operations services, as well as 

generating extra revenue S-om commercial areas developed under the wider markets initiatives, on 

the other hand. Concern was expressed by regional managers in relation to the sheer 

unattractiveness of the system of pay and rewards for the operational coastguard and maritime 

staff and the volunteers employed by the organisation, which could lead to high staff turnover and 
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jeopardise the delivery of the commercial non-statutory services. 

"There is a complete arrogance towards us. The auxiliary service is made of volunteers, but they are not 
stupid labour volunteers, they are often individuals who are counted as professionals in their industries, and 
if you begin to impose a raft of bureaucratic requirements on them, they would rather walk away. And when 
you try to explain this fact to our HR management, they are very arrogant about it." (Regional Director, 
MCA, 2003) 

Similar frustrations were expressed regarding the reactive position adopted by HR in relation to 

changing the procedures for handling employee grievances which could lead, on long term, to a 

growth in disciplinary litigations and abuse from poor performers, who would use the legislative 

context surrounding the empowerment strategies introduced in the regions as a mean for involving 

the organisation in costly litigations. 

"with this empowerment thing, we have these very rule-book processes of dealing with grievance, which are 
almost never used genuinely. The process/policy is used by some employees whose performance is poor as a 
mean to have a go at their hierarchic manager and not be made accountable for their low performance. In 
most commercial organisations, the senior manager says 'you are not allowed' and you send them back to 
their shift. In this organisation, a massive process goes on, in which the innocents [the managers] are 
subjected to extremely stressful proceedings." (Regional Director, MCA, 2003) 

The perception was that the lack of HR cooperation and the reactive position adopted by the 

department in handling these matters was driven by concerns that the department will loose its 

external civil service recognition from government officials as a modem public sector HR 

department, if it would be seen as not promoting the traditional public sector 'paternalistic style of 

management' purporting to protect and promote the welfare of the workforce (Famham and 

Horton, 2000). 

"In HR, nobody who is in a position to change things would do anything about it, because they are 
frightened of how it will look to the Civil Service masters, that is the problem." (Regional manager, MCA, 
2003) 

"I think we had made it better at the operational level, but in fact at the HR policy level is got worse from an 
addiction to compliance with all these requirements, policies and stuff emanating from the government and, 
in fact, from European legislation without any connection with our business. "(Regional Director, MCA, 
2002) 

In other words, while there was acceptance amongst senior and line managers that a 'best 

practice' approach was good for the business, the HR Department and the staff in it were not 

generally seen as promoting the right 'best practices'. In large measure, the HR function in MCA 

was perceived to concentrate on the wrong kind of action, and indeed to be unable to understand 

the business enough to grasp the right kind of action. 

By December 2003, the perceptions of key stakeholders following the introduction of HR advisors 

(business partners) to work directly with regional managers reflected an improvement in the 

delivery of HR department's platform services, with senior and line managers acknowledging that 

HR partners were able to 'work around' the formal structure and processes in order to meet the 

line needs and be more responsive to problems that arose. This was however attributed to the 
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personality of specific individuals working as HR business partners, rather than to the capability 

of the department as a whole, and some views tended to be still coloured by prior negative 

experiences, despite more recent changes: 

"The successes we had in our region recently are based on the fact that we now have an HR advisor that 
understands the way we work in the region ... That works quite well, but it is only because of her personality 
and because we managed to get that relationship and in effect, she sat in our region, in our offices and I 
could see her quite often." (Regional Manager, MCA, late 2003) 

6.3.2.1.4. HR as "Employee Champion " 

The role of the HR function in providing professional expertise to allow 'other managerial work 

to happen' has been acknowledged in the literature {eg Tyson and Fell, 1986: 65). This does not 

necessarily limit the provision of HR expertise to line management. Attending to employee 

relations issues, or dealing with personnel matters that would be a distraction for line managers, 

can free up line managers to concentrate on their own areas of professional expertise, but in both 

OS and MCA, following the changes in the structures of their HR departments, the emphasis was 

on HR providing advice to managers to support the principle of devolving HR responsibilities to 

the line. Asked who they saw as the customers for their services, the majority of HR staff 

described their role not as primarily one of providing service to employees, but to line mangers. 

In relation to HR responsibility for employee 'well being', one HR manager in OS observed: 

" I am quite clear about that, our role is advising management, employees' interests are represented by the 
trade unions." (HR Manager, OS, 2003) 

In this context, the HR function within OS suffered from a poor reputation for not playing the 

right 'employee champion' role to help enhance employee contributions. Whilst the focus on 

restructuring strategies that would fit the demands of the new 'business model' during this stage 

of change has earned the HR function a place at the strategic table and recognition from key 

stakeholders, the available evidence suggested that this approach deepened the tensions between 

meeting the employee needs and aspirations and business objectives. The data revealed that HR 

staff valued the involvement in strategic decision making and the pohcy aspects of their role more 

highly than addressing the service needs of employees and trade unions. 

During the first half of 2003, a lot of criticisms were raised in relation to the implementation of 

the voluntary redundancy exercise (VER) across the organisation and the way senior HR 

managers handled the communication process with Trade Unions and attended to employee 

relations issues. Although the relationship with the trade unions was considered vital in achieving 

the required consensus for the rolling-out of the structural review, the perception amongst key 

stakeholders was that the way in which the HR department, led by the HR Director, choose to 

communicate the restructuring events to trade unions was conducted in the same 'indoctrinative' 

manner that characterised the approach adopted throughout this stage of change. The power 
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and influence of trade unions over the survival of collective bargaining structures and pay review 

systems based on a pluralist view of employment relations, which characterised the traditional 

pubhc sector employment relations (Famham and Horton, 1996, 2000; Boyne et al, 1999; Bach 

and della Rocca, 2000; Bach, 2005), was seen by senior corporate and HR management as a key 

constraint to the development of individual flexibility and differentiation in pay and work 

arrangements. However, the perception amongst lower level business managers and employees 

was that, conducting the negotiations with the trade unions in a 'dictatorial', 'constraining' 

maimer, shifted the focus from an emphasis on negotiation and a closer working relationship to an 

emphasis on conflict and an adversarial relationship and made it very difficult for union 

representatives and the group they represented, the employees, to conduct negotiations over the 

implementation of the structural review, with the relationships between OS management and 

unions being perceived as 'astonishingly low'. The way the structural change programme was 

accepted at the end by the unions was described by some respondents as a process of 'fire-

fighting' and 'power domination' from the part of HR, with union representatives being 

'constrained' to reach a certain degree of consensus over the redundancy and pay issues rather 

than negotiate it. This was considered by many lower level business managers and employees as 

damaging the long-term relationship with the trade unions and jeopardising the future negotiation 

of enterprise agreements and workplace disputes. The perception amongst trade union 

representatives was that HR department's representatives lacked flexibility and forward-thinking. 

"The relationship between the unions at OS and OS management have always been very good, very high, 
always have been well respected on both sides, but I would have to say that this relationship is at the 
present time low." (Trade Union representative, OS, 2003) 

"We are normally invited to the Strategy Board once a year, but the relationship between us and OS is not 
very good at the moment and I have only attended one strategy board meeting in the last few months." 
(Trade Union representative, OS, 2002) 

The same view was shared by a number of operations and production managers from inside the 

organisation. The perceptions were also that the way in which the redundancy has been 

communicated outside the organisation, to long-term customers, clients, partners and other 

officials, was very poor: 

"The relationship with the Trade Unions was really good before, but were the way this was handled this time 
was gastric. The Pay discussions with the unions were difficult and disputed. Things were not communicated 
well to the customer either, and customers were wondering ' what is going on'? Do we really want to go this 
way, upset and loose all our customers?" (Business Improvement Manager, OS, December 2002) 

"The applications for the positions in the new structure would be in until March 2003, after that people will 
be told about transfers around the field. It is hard for all of us, as we worked together for many years, and I 
may get my job but some of my colleagues could not. We had a very good performance year in terms of 
where we are as a management team and these are the kind of issues which affect our performance." 
(Production Manager, Data Collection & Management, OS, 2003) 

The importance of professional counselling and support for employees and proactive actions so as 

to ensure employee commitment are particularly important during periods of complex corporate 
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renewal. However, whilst the organisation was struggling to inculcate a certain corporate loyalty 

to the vision and change programme within its operational staff, paradoxically, the reduction 

strategy implemented during this stage had the opposite effect. For instance, to the extent that 

there would have been shared expectations concerning the employee champion role on the part of 

the HR function, the loss of some employees with key competences during the restructuring 

processes might have been avoided. At a time of great turmoil for employees, the limited HR 

professional counselling and support for employees, combined with the lack of proactive actions 

to ensure employee commitment caused the loss of a number of employees with key competences 

during the redundancy exercise. A number of long-serving members of staff with key technical 

and operational skills were allowed to leave on the grounds that they lacked the commercial skills 

required. Nevertheless, the prevailing view amongst over 90 per cent of employees, operations 

and production managers interviewed was that the way in which the downsizing exercise has been 

planned and executed was very poor, with the perception being that the redundancy allowed an 

important skill base to be lost. As one operational manager admits: 

"The way it is going at the moment, we are going to lose the wrong people, which had the key skills, and the 
knowledge will go with them. It takes years to train a good surveyor and we won't be able to get better 
people in, because not everyone knows how to collect data to make a map. This is a very distinctive kind of 
knowledge and we won't be able to get it back too soon, once it's lost." (Manager, OS, 2003) 

Whilst jobs in the new structure were redesigned, employees' every day work experiences 

deteriorated. Employees felt increasingly estranged from the HR department, and some members 

of the HR staff recognised this conflict. For employees, there was a perception that the HR 

function was no longer there to support and advise them and a number suggested this had changed 

when the function was renamed as the HR Department in 2002, as evident in this employee's 

comment: 

"The old personnel department was for employees and managers, but it's all changed now and it's just HR 
Mr. Big and Nasty. HR currently is something that is done to us but is not about employees." (Employee, 
OS, 2003) 

This created a sense of there being no one to go to when employees just sought advice or wished 

to talk through a problem but did not wish it to be regarded as a formal employee relations issue. 

As one employee put it: 

"I had a problem with my line manager and really wanted to talk it through in confidence with someone who 
was not involved. I rang the HR department - they told me to talk to our business group manager, who is a 
level above my direct manager, but that didn't seem right as it was rather sensitive stuff. In the end, I talked 
to a colleague I work with but the problem is still there. I don't want to make a big issue of it by involving 
the trade unions, but ultimately that is what I think it will happen." (Employee, OS, 2003) 

The majority of OS operational staff expressed concern over the extent to which the HR function 

managed to maintain a close and trustful relationship with employees in order to be in a good 

position to understand and address employee concerns. In concentrating on implementing 

a 'best- fit' strategic HRM, the people-oriented HR roles of 'employee advocate' and 'human 
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capital developer' (Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005) were neglected and the emphasis was more on 

HR processes - establishing an efficient administrative expert structure, acting as a change agent 

and playing an active strategic partner role. As a consequence, employees felt increasingly 

isolated and neglected, with some long serving HR staff with years of employee relations 

experience acknowledging this role conflict: 

"No one took responsibility - everyone just passed the buck until there was no where to go to in the 
organisation." (Employee, OS, 2003) 

"My line manager was the problem but HR still kept telling me to go and talk to her." (Employee, OS, 
2003) 

"We hear a lot about the need for our commitment but where is the evidence of commitment to us?" 
(Employee, OS, 2004) 

"I felt so isolated - there was just no one to talk to so I had to get legal advice". (Employee, OS, 2004) 

"I genuinely think we are in danger of losing the plot if HR just talk to senior and line managers. " (HR 
Member, OS, 2004) 

Similarly, in MCA, the available evidence indicated that despite implementing a number of 

initiatives throughout 2001 and 2002, the HR function's activity was not helping enhance 

employee contributions. This was partly due to the fact that the function seemed more concerned 

with complying with Government's policies and legislation and maintaining standardised 

employment practices across the organisation, rather than supporting the employees: 

"If we haven't had an HR department, we would have done it better. The change would have been 
implemented faster, with less pain for our staff, with less crouching along. But that doesn't mean that we 
shouldn't have an HR function."(Regional Director, MCA, 2002) 

During the first half of 2002, a lot of criticisms were raised in relation to the implementation of 

the new structure across the organisation and the fact that HR managed very poorly the 

relationship with Trade Unions. Consistent with the public sector nature of the organisation, MCA 

had a long history of placing a lot of emphasis on industrial relations related activities, with trade 

unions in the industry being influential in workplace-related issues. Good working relationships 

with the trade unions were considered highly critical especially during periods of great upheaval 

for the organisation, such as during the implementation of the structural review of the organisation 

during 2002, and vital to achieving a certain degree of consensus over the change programme. In 

order for the change programme to be readily accepted by the unions, regional directors and 

operations managers placed particular emphasis on keeping all the communication channels with 

trade unions representatives open, in order to avoid a costly industrial conflict and to facilitate the 

unions' acceptance of the restructuring plan and the subsequent pay issues raised by the structural 

review. However, key stakeholders were very critical of the effectiveness of the passive role the 

HR function played in the negotiations and the overall communication processes with the trade 

unions. There were views that HR did not fulfil properly this role, with the negotiations of 
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changes in the structure and pay conditions with Trade unions being carried out by line and 

divisianaljuanagers^and the HR assistance being almost absent: 

"I think the delays caused by the discussions with the unions were unnecessary and, from the unions 
perspective, the concerns raised by their representatives resulted from a faithfrilness in the organisation 
adopting a more robust position." (Regional Director, MCA, 2002) 

"Being a public service organisation, unions are afraid of such bad news and as a result of that a lot of our 
staff has spent a lot of time hanging around, waiting for us to move forward and in human terms, that has 
been very curse for them to a kind of faithfiilness as a central position." (Regional Manager, 2002) 

Whilst senior managers considered the trade unions as key stakeholders during commercialisation, 

their perceptions were that the HR department failed to assist line managers with the negotiation 

of enterprise agreements prior to the implementation of the new structure: 

"There were a number of issues with the Trade Unions when we announced the changes, perhaps the issues 
could have been dealt with better. At the end of the day, in the regions, we had to manage expectations and 
disappointments, while HR were busy pulling the structure together. So I think we all had a few challenges 
with that one."(Regional Director, MCA, 2002) 

"A big area of concern is negotiations with the Trade Unions. There is a desire in this organisation to keep 
all of that at the high level, and to resist any discussions at the local level. We managed to break that, but it 
took us several years. Again, in a business, by the time it reaches that level, is not resolvable, and there are 
so many vested interests and political positionings involved, that everything gets lost in a much bigger 
game."(Regional Director, MCA, 2002) 

Notwithstanding the demands for a direct representation of HR in the regions from regional 

directors and employees, the majority of HR members did not see any benefits for HR getting 

closer to employees, providing counselling and support and ensuring employee commitment. The 

shared view amongst HR professionals was that paying attention to employee needs and 

enhancing their contributions could not be considered a role that a 'strategic HR function' would 

play: 

"I am not against a devolved HR model based in the Regions, but I want to see the business benefits first. 
You will be closer to the regional manager, but you won't be involved more because you will be busy 
talking to people about sickness, you will be doing the line managers' job." (HR Team Leader, MCA, 2003) 

Thus, the establishment of an HR partner model did not contribute over time to closer 

relationships between HR professionals and employees, as it did not allow HR to develop close 

and trustful relationships with the employees at various locations. Hence, HR professionals were 

not in a good position to understand and address employee concerns: 

"If you have a problem and can approach it early enough, you can easily tackle it without having to go 
through the legal hoops. It would come natural to approach an HR professional with our grievances and 
concerns. Instead, because HR remains based in the Headquarters, the only person I can talk to is my line 
manager, but if the problem is sensitive, I can not go to him and the problem is buried without any proactive 
actions and support from HR. " (Employee, Regional Office, MCA, 2003) 

The increase in the HR functions' advisory services to line managers due to the growth in 

employment rights appeared to have eroded the functions' ability to act as an employee champion 

in both organisations and thus had impacted on their capacity to develop beyond the 
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provision of a professional advisory service and contribute to building organisational capability 

and enhancing employee commitment to organisational strategies. In the context of the HR 

flmction not undertaking anymore the role of 'employee champion' and promoting employee well 

being as a means of enhancing employee commitment, this role was only played by the trade 

unions. Thus, of the four roles identified by Ulrich (1997) for HR, the 'employee contribution' 

role appeared to focus in both organisations on helping managers manage effectively, rather than 

representing employees' views to management. 

6.3.2.2. Discussion of the Transformation phase 

An overall assessment of the change efforts in OS and MCA during the 'transformation' phase 

revealed significant differences in the change strategies adopted and their resulting effects. 

In OS, the HR function assumed the role of a 'problem-solver' (Legge, 1978) and was able to 

challenge management thinking and influence management style. The presence of a powerful and 

lobbying HR Director supporting the implementation of a more flexible structure and leaner 

business processes arguably helped correcting the gap noted during the previous stage of change, 

between the 'private-sector style' HRM practices implemented and the pre-existing bureaucratic 

structures. The fact that HR staff were able to demonstrate strong internal consulting skills helped 

the HR function achieve external recognition from senior and line managers, as well as a more 

consistent approach to personnel policies across all the key HR processes, in line with the on-

going needs of the business. The function's influence has been further enhanced through its 

leading role in strategic decision-making processes, through shaping and facilitating major change 

and restructuring projects and through working alongside business group senior and line 

managers, as part of their management teams, in line with the HR 'business partnering' model 

adopted. 

A growing recognition amongst change instigators of the contribution of HRM to the success of 

change programme led to a re-positioning of the personnel function. It allowed personnel 

managers greater involvement in 'strategic conversations' in which they were able to influence 

the collective mind-set of the dominant managerial group. The articulation and incorporation into 

the organisational discourse of an HRM-based discourse emphasising a direct link between 

business results and the construction of flatter organisational structures helped the HR function 

demonstrate a closer link (or 'fit', as defined by the normative literature) between corporate 

strategy and HR strategies, by gradually incorporating various HR activities into the 

implementation of the new structure, and thus stimulating the gradual creation of an organisation-

specific knowledge base about the benefits, not only the costs, of HRM policy and practice. 
251 



This also paved the way for line and senior managers to incorporate HR processes into their 

thought processes in an informed way (Hope-Hailey, 1999), which helped the process of 

devolution of HR responsibilities to the line in the next, 6nal phase of change. 

However, the acceptance of the new structural changes by middle and front-line managers and 

employees and their commitment to translating into practice the voluntary redundancy scheme 

and the planned structures proved at times problematic in the context of emerging tensions 

between the proclaimed content of structural reforms (towards more flexibility, decentralisation 

and managerial autonomy) and the process by which they were effectively introduced (Pichault, 

2007). The complex and emergent nature of the reorganisation in OS meant that a more 

'transactional ' style of management - consisting of trials and errors, progressive adjustments to 

line management's reactions and problems encountered, enrolment of stakeholders, bargaining, 

search for convergence between contradictory interests (Gallon, 1991 cited by Pichault, 2007; 

280) would have been far more effective in the long run than the highly centralised and top-down 

approach designed, monitored and imposed from the top adopted by the dominant coalition during 

this phase of change. The lack of negotiations about the aims with the trade unions and of 

involvement and participation of lower-level managers in the planning stage of the reorganisation 

process, with no attempt to reach a compromise between the various interest groups involved 

before the rolling-out of the new structure and no management of inequities, led to various forms 

of resistance and an initial lack of commitment from lower-level managers and employees that 

could have been avoided. This is because a more participative style of management would have 

been more adapted to the emergent nature of the change process and would have helped lower 

levels develop a more realistic view of it. 

The evidence also suggested that the pursuit of the strategic and business partnership was at the 

cost of the HR function eroding its ability to play the 'employee champion' role and represent the 

employees perspective, with emphasis being placed on HR processes - establishing an efficient 

administrative expert structure and playing an active strategic partner role. Although the HR 

department became more important strategically, the human factor of people's everyday work 

experience deteriorated during and after the implementation of the voluntary redundancy scheme, 

with employees feeling increasingly estranged from the HR department and the HR function 

being less able to advise them on operational matters and represent their interests. For employees, 

it meant that there were less likely to seek support and advice from the HR function. 

Conversely, in MCA, given the scale of transformation and of current and forthcoming HR issues, 

the personnel function would appear to be accorded a relatively traditional, administrative 
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role. As the main factor triggering the establishment of the predominantly 'rule-policing' and 

'trouble-shooting' orientation of the HR function was the perceptions of key stakeholders that HR 

was reacting to the changes taking place throughout the organisation and failed to deliver the 

necessary HR policies and processes to assist managers with the reorganisation and the 

implementation of the organisational change programme. From an HR perspective, however, the 

existing 'strategic HR' rhetoric cultivated by the HR Director and HR staff suggested that, at the 

HR department level, the strategic role of HR was evaluated in terms of how well the function 

would comply with the latest policies and legislation from the Government and how quickly 

would introduce changes in certain policies (such as equal opportunities and diversity) that would 

help maintain its external image as a modem public sector personnel department and the status of 

the organisation as a 'model employer', even if those policies were not vital for the business at 

that time. 

In practice, the real needs and the context of the business at this stage would have required HR in 

MCA to assume a less interventionist (but not necessarily non-strategic) orientation and position 

in the organisation that would have not followed the 'deviant innovator' route, but rather of that of 

a 'conformist innovator' (Legge, 1978). This would have helped the function achieve a consistent 

approach to personnel policies across the organisation, which on longer term would have 

improved perceptions of its capability. The regional directors and maritime operations managers 

spread around the country were key to the change process, held the necessary capabilities and 

knowledge of reorganising the coastguard and maritime operations in their units and their strong 

power base could not be eroded in the context of the real capabilities of the organisation resting in 

their business units. Thus, the absence of the essential HR policies (recruitment, pay and rewards, 

flexible working) and processes meant that for HR to champion a transformational change 

throughout the organisation was difficult without the provision of the relevant systems to support 

it. Equally, the fact that the function was trying to pursue an HRM agenda of its own (focused 

predominantly on preserving the traditional public sector features of personnel management: 

standardised employment practices and equal opportunities agenda), very different to that which 

was actually required by the current organisational context of restructuring and cultural change, 

was perceived by key stakeholders as detrimental to the business and alienating regional 

managers. This reinforced stakeholders' perceptions of HR as formulating policies without regard 

to structural reforms priorities or necessarily addressing managerial problems. 

A huge task was maintaining the employee cohesion and commitment that had been nurtured by 

the strong paternalistic culture of the organisation, whilst trying to instil new corporate values of 

'willingness to accept personal accountability' and 'empowerment'. The presence of union 
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strongholds in some regions meant that many obvious and crude initiatives such as the 

introduction of performance development plans and competency frameworks were simply not 

effective for the personnel function to receive external recognition from the line and other key 

stakeholders in the short term. 

Three categories of inconsistencies appeared to have contributed to the 'troubleshooting' 

orientation of the personnel function in MCA. Firstly, the 'reality gap' between the rhetoric of 

strategic HRM cultivated at the HR department level through the actions and behaviours of the 

HR Director and other senior HR members, on the one hand, and the continuation in practice of 

the traditional public sector model of personnel management (with priority given to issues such as 

equal opportunities and diversity, standardised employment practices which lacked flexibility and 

differentiation, and the pursuit of the 'model employer' status), on the other hand. This acted 

against the stated objectives of the commercialisation programme, which attempted to change the 

traditional features of personnel management and replace them with a rational style of HRM that 

would place more focus on staff efficiency and effective use of manpower, and would promote 

more flexibility and differentiation in relation to the terms and conditions of employment for key 

categories of staff. 

Secondly, the gap between the expectations of key stakeholders in relation to what an effective 

HR department should do to support the business and the perceptions of HR department's 

members of what constituted 'best practice of HRM'. The available evidence suggested that 

whilst the expectations of senior and line managers were of a function that would support the 

business with more flexible HR practices and procedures promoting more flexibility and 

differentiation amongst staff and facilitate, if not drive, culture change throughout the 

organisation, the effectiveness of the personnel function as perceived by senior HR officials was 

expressed in terms of adherence to established public sector policies and procedures, non-

interference in line management, posing no treat to external government bodies and the provision 

of low level internal consultancy support. In these circumstances, perceptions of the value of HR 

amongst key stakeholders remained negative, with the personnel function being viewed as 

obstructive, inflexible, having an ivory tower approach and more concerned about maintaining its 

image of professionalism than about the quality of its services to the business. As a regional 

director conveyed: 

"In terms of the support to delivering commercialisation, which requires us to be much more flexible, the 
current HR function is an obstruction, rather than an asset... the way the personnel function is organised in 
this particular organisation is heavily over-loaded with staff, fat and it isn't operating properly as a function." 
(MCA, 2003) 
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Thirdly, the absence of a company-wide culture change programme to reinforce the proclaimed 

structural change initiatives promoting decentralisation and empowerment. There is disagreement 

in the literature about the primacy of "hard" or "soft" change mechanisms required to achieve 

transformational change. Those who emphasise the former argue that the articulation of a clear 

(and shared) vision coupled with appropriate changes in structures and systems will "force" 

behavioural change, which in turn will lead to more fundamental changes in attitudes and values 

through time (Schein, 1985; Beer et al, 1990, 1993). Other authors have argued that simply 

altering cultural artefacts (structures) will not alter the culture in the long term. These surface 

changes are equated with behavioural compliance rather than behavioural commitment. As a 

result, they do not affect or change deeper levels of awareness and will eventually be discarded as 

the prevailing cultural values and assumptions reassert themselves (Gagliardi, 1986; Ogbonna and 

Harris, 1998; Ogbonna, 1992). At MCA, the strategies for change assumed that changes in the 

mind-sets of employees and managers could be largely achieved through alterations in authority 

relationships and working arrangements. Although these structural changes were a vital precursor 

to culture change and to altering the power dynamics within the organisation, in the absence of a 

company-wide culture change programme targeting individual and group perceptions and beliefs 

through a heavy investment in education and training, they were not able to produce durable 

changes in behaviours and attitudes and provide implicit legitimacy and coherence to the language 

of commercialisation introduced in 2000. 

6.3.3. Stage three: Incorporation 

The final phase of change within each case, labelled the 'incorporation' stage, was characterised 

by the incorporation of the new discourse of commercialisation into workplace routines and as 

part of the natural language of the organisation, with more incremental HRM initiatives being 

introduced in order to stabilise, institutionalise and consolidate the strategic changes carried out in 

the previous phases of change and allow them to become 'anchored' in new social structures and 

practices. 

In terms of timeline, the 'transformation' stage spread from August 2003 to June 2005 in OS and 

from May 2003 to August 2005 in MCA, respectively. 

6.3.3.1. Roles played by the HR function in the 'incorporation' stage 

6.3.3.1.1. HR as "Strategic Partner" and "Change Agent" 

In OS, the data highlighted that the function assumed a 'deviant innovator' role (Legge, 1978) 

during this phase of change, with the evolution of the HR function being part of a wider series of 
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organisational developments. Under the guidance of the newly appointed head of Organisational 

Development (OD), recruited from the commercial sector during 2003, a series of new, more 

consistent set of HR quantitative and qualitative measures were introduced, which attempted to 

gain acceptance for a different set of criteria for the evaluation of HR contribution to the business. 

Within this new framework, "performance contracts" were drawn for HR staff, with an emphasis 

on all HR activities adding value to the business: 

"Effectively, HR has a mission in the business, this is what we are here to do, and that's the context of the 
HR Strategy document. What makes us different is that everybody in the HR function has a mission and 
his/her work contributes specifically to this. There is no work happening in the ftmction that actually doesn't 
relate to this. And as work comes in and we are requested to do it, and we see that, actually it does not relate 
to this document, we either refuse it, or if it is important to the business, then we resource that through 
projects. Getting HR into the businesses is important. We have been excellent here at doing lots of different 
things, but we have not been very good at embedding. So from an HR perspective, our challenge is to embed 
it. Part of the reasons that my job exists is because they wanted things embedded into the business." (Head of 
OD, OS, 2004) 

"We aim to get a more robust set of measures, which will include quantitative and qualitative dimensions." 
(Head of OD, OS, late 2003) 

The emergent discourse of HRM promoted at corporate level constituted a combination of both 

"hard" and "soft" aspects of HRM. "Hard" practices were manifested in the introduction of an 

HR Balanced Scorecard, containing a series of measures that would underpin HR strategy; 

attrition rate, absence/sickness rate, presence of performance development plans, performance 

management embedded, HR Cost Efficiency, staff competence, management competence, 

employee satisfaction. This closely mirrored the six dimensions of performance incorporated into 

the Corporate Balanced Scorecard (Financial performance; Quality of service; Flexibility; 

Competitiveness; Resource utilisation; and Innovation) adopted at corporate level as a way of 

consolidating corporate performance measures. The articulation of associated integrated human 

capital performance metrics, asserted the primacy of cost control and increased efficiency in 

managing human resources: 

"We will achieve and sustain the next level of performance if all employees are able to relate what they do 
every day in their jobs to our customers and to our performance targets. Please check that your objectives 
and what you do every day in your job support these integrated performance measures both at your location 
and for the organisation as a whole." (Head of OD, OS, late 2003) 

A new HR strategy for the next three years was created in August 2003, promoting a 'strategy of 

differentiation' on performance and focus, in that it promoted a differentiation of rewards for 

those employees who performed effectively in an area which added value to the business and 

underlined the importance of managers' personal accountability and responsibility in relation to 

people management issues, thus signalling a strategy of devolving HR responsibility to the line. 

fri addition to the "hard face" of change, the HRM discourse was also influenced by "soft" people 

centred policies that stressed the "strategic importance" of employees taking their personal 

development seriously for the performance of the organisation, and their own career 
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prospects within the organisation. Competency matrices, organised around five critical 

competencies that were critical to the business (data collection, data management, supply, 

technology exploitation and partner/customer management) were presented as the foundation 

stone for the development of fuller spectrum of HRM activities. This was reflected by the re-

labelling of common terms, with surveyors being exhorted to view their work as a "career" rather 

than a "job", training being defined as an opportunity for "personal development" rather than 

skills development" and "pay" being replaced by the concept of "reward based on performance". 

The language of HRM was trying to integrate in a creative fashion "hard" and "soft" contracting 

(Tyson, 1995), with the term 'competence' providing a convenient device to emphasise shared 

interests. On one hand, policy statements placed emphasis upon personal growth and 

development, and on the other a concern with performance management and tight control over 

individual activities. The latter values were reflected in the way the competencies concept was 

used, which suggested that the new vocabulary had the potential to make subordinates more 

'knowable" and hence more manageable (Townley, 1994; Holmes, 1995). Such an active 

participation of employees in personal development planning, and in rating their performance 

represented new possibilities for less obtrusive surveillance and discipline of employees or 

"disciplinary power" (Townley, 1998). Performance measures were to be derived from a complex 

standard of attitudes, behaviours and attainments, such as teamwork and flexibility, customer 

responsiveness, relationships etc. 

Mirroring phase one of change, a staged series of information packs and workshop activities 

under the Customer Experience initiative emphasised the business case for further change 

occurring in employees and middle and front-line managers' understandings of 

commercialisation, by drawing upon the metaphor of 'the marketplace' and 'the customers' and 

how the organisation responded to customer needs. The practice allowed various work groups 

from different parts of the organisation to exchange views and experiences about how they 

changed their attitudes and working practices to deliver a better service to internal and external 

customers. 

In addition to these processes, a multi-stage learning and development programme for lower -level 

managers (targeting, in particular, middle and front-line managers) and employees was rolled out 

and was regarded as critical to bringing operational managers and team leaders 'on board' and to 

empower change. For instance, 'Focussing on People' development sessions aimed at providing 

managers with the skills to coach and develop their staff through their career and preparing them 

for taking on more devolved HR responsibilities, while 'Focussing on Value', 'Focussing on You' 

and Masterclasses were focused on improving team work and performance, by giving staff 
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the choice and the tools for promoting individual responsibility. While these different training 

courses took place for different levels of management and non-managerial staff, the stated aim 

was for line managers to act as 'role models' to the staff who expected them to be empowered 

leaders. 

The new approach to training and development was implemented throughout 2004 and 2005, 

reaching completion by March 2006. hi September 2004, a new programme entitled Future 

Leaders was launched to develop up-and-coming leadership talent within the business. This 

continued in 2005 with the implementation of a Senior Management Development programme by 

April 2005 and a revised first-line Management Development programme by June 2005, aiming to 

develop the management population to deliver the strategic aims of the business. The rational was 

explained as follows: 

"Although we identified where gaps were coming up, we never really had a succession planning in place, 
and we were looking at what capabilities we actually needed in the future and planning to have this system in 
place. So there will be much more structure around that, so that we are more geared for the future rather than 
us just being reactive and keep filling posts as they become vacant, have a managed succession planning." 
(Organisational Development Manager, OS, 2004) 

In practice, these initiatives precipitated growing tensions between competing hard and soft 

discourses of HRM. On one hand, the discourse framing the new HRM policy mix and recent 

training workshops aimed to foster consensuality and participation. On the other, the actions of 

many line managers operated largely in terms of the hard discourse that emphasised the control of 

costs and effective utilisation of labour. As a result, the rhetoric of team autonomy and career 

opportunities remained heavily circumscribed: 

"We've got told that there are no barriers, but this was only management propaganda. The reality people have 
found to be different, very constrained by the measures that have been put in place." (Team Leader, OS, 2004) 

The interviews also revealed that perceptions of career management amongst employees was quite 

negative: 

"Self-motivation sounds nice in theory, but it is difficult to divert into another area even if you are self-
motivated, with all these measures in place." (Employee, OS, 2004) 

Other negative implications of empowerment arose from the organisation recruiting a number of 

new managers from the commercial sector and giving them the authority to manage the 'older' 

management workforce without the right technical and operational knowledge of the industry and 

operational activities. This often resulted in tensions between team leaders and project managers 

belonging to the 'old brigade' and the commercially-oriented senior managers leading them, 

partly generated by the lack of a clear 'line of sight' between the two groups. These tensions were 

also aggravated by the fact that newly recruits from the commercial sector were often receiving 

more attractive pay packages and pension schemes than previous managers occupying the same 
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positions, designed to increase their commitment and motivation towards working for a public 

sector organisation like OS. 

While the empowerment approach adopted during this stage aimed to introduce more participative 

management styles and a 'team spirit' within the business areas, in practice, various lower-level 

managers reported the continuance of "us and them" attitudes and behaviours at the workplace, 

indicative of the old public sector discourse, and the disillusionment felt amongst first-line 

managers whose expectations have been raised by the new 'empowerment' discourse. As change 

progressed, there emerged a proliferation of competing "realities" that reflected significant 

differences of interests between the new and old echelons of managers within the organisational 

hierarchy. Consistent with this view were comments made at focus group interviews with team 

leaders and first-line managers which indicated that the new commercially-oriented managers 

were referred to as the "bosses" who "tell us what to do". 

"He is still the one that will come in and change the daily combination and say, no do that now!" (Middle 
Manager, OS, 2004) 

"I think one of the problems with communications is that there is still a "them and us". They will pass you in the 
corridor and will not pass the time of day with you." (First-line Managers, OS, 2004) 

A similar situation emerged in the opposite context, when commercially-oriented middle 

managers, team leaders and project managers were employed firom the commercial sector to lead 

lower-level teams fi'om the two Sales & Marketing and Programmes & Products divisions, but 

they had, as their next hierarchic managers, staff from the older brigade. While managers fi'om the 

older ranks had eschewed the new language of negotiation and compromise and remained 

attached to the traditional "command and control" pubhc sector style of management, the newly 

recruits firom outside were demanding more autonomy which was met with fi-equent resistance 

fi'om the older 'block'. 

"our authority is getting greater, but is still limited ... There are still a lot of things going on that we know 
nothing about. " (Team Leader, OS, 2004) 

"We have to be aware that we empower, we have to make sure that people are quick and with the right skills 
to take it and actually understand what it means. And sometimes it is more appropriate that senior managers 
stand up and do the shouting bit; and sometimes I think we should take more opportunity to say -
'We [senior managers] made it clear what we need to do, you [line manager] take the responsibility and do 
that'." (Senior Manager, OS, 2004) 

Much prescriptive literature describes visionary leadership and processes of achieving cultural 

integration as being relatively unproblematic, and downplays differences in interests between 

managers firom different disciplines and levels of decision-making, as well as those differences 

that exists between managers and their subordinates (Collins, 1999). In the case of OS, it meant 

destroying social structures in which managerial demarcations, and "them and us" attitudes and 

behaviours, were embedded and creating an alternate reality that could be understood and shared 
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amongst all organisational participants. Strategies for change in OS has been thus based on the 

assumption that the attitudes and behaviours of middle and operational managers could be altered 

primanly through a change in organisational structures and systems, plus skills training in the 

development of a more participative style. These assumptions underestimated differences in 

values and interests between senior managers and lower echelons of management: 

"it's about us behaving the way we want the managers to behave, and it is about engagement and 
communication, teamwork with the other managers. So instead of 'us and them' it's 'us'. As a whole, there 
is a gap between senior managers and lower level managers (middle and front-line), and I think we need to 
fill that in - some of it is by better communication, some of it is by more engagement. I think we just need to 
build that team, so that we are inclusive of it rather than staying apart from it. " (Senior Manager, OS, 2004) 

Accompanying organisational development initiatives, was a process of ongoing devolvement of 

HR responsibilities to line managers, by attempting to define what the HR function's services 

should encompass and moving towards a shared service model of HR with a division of roles 

between the operational and the strategic. This process of devolution had led to the drawing up of 

a series of Performance Management Standards for line managers, which were designed to define 

the boundaries of line managers' responsibilities when undertaking the role of 'fi'ont line' HR 

"We've set a series of Standards for line managers, formally for the business and how we expect them to 
behave in relation to managing their business units. These standards are very simple and very clear. What 
we've done was to reinforce the consequence of delivery and non-delivery. And the consequence of delivery 
is that people will get more of the consequence of non-delivery if they come under treat. We will also have 
in mind a model of what happens to employees from the moment they came in to the moment they leave. 
And one of the standards that we expect people to aspire to is what do they mean as employees. Will the 
managers like it? I doubt it. Will they have a choice? Absolutely not!" (Head of OD, OS, 2004) 

The pursuit of this devolved HR model was followed by a process of outsourcing of some of the 

function's activities such as training, search and selection for certain jobs and skills that were not 

considered core for the business, whilst attempting to centralise targeted training interventions for 

the core skills the business needed. As an OD Manager corroborated: 

"Following on from what we are doing in terms of how are we changing the structure and how are we 
deciding what out core activities actually are, is looking at the skills that we need in that structure, 
identifying what it is that we've got at the moment and then, developing the interventions which are needed 
to fill those gaps. Within that particular stream, we started to centralise all the training budget. It used to be 
decentralised, but because we lost control over what people are actually doing, we decided to centralise it. If 
we could become better at identifying what the skills gaps are, then we would get better at designing the 
interventions as well." (Organisational Development Manager, OS, 2004) 

Conversely, in MCA, there was little evidence to suggest during this final stage of change that the 

HR department went beyond the usual rhetoric of a modem, professional HR department, to 

develop a more central role in the transformation process, and played what could be described as a 

consultative, enabling role. Change strategies employed during this stage were largely framed by 

a "soft" discourse of HRM focusing on the need for culture change and the importance of 

development. Employee development and training were viewed as important soft change 

mechanisms that would give primacy to the creation of a homogeneity of meaning across different 

levels of workplace discourse. This was reflected in the introduction of new training and ^ 



development practices for managers (training courses such as Fundamentals in Management, 

similar to those introduced in OS, to give managers the tools for managing their employees and 

empower people) and for various ranks of coastguards and survey inspectors to develop the 

relevant skills and expertise. These training programmes aimed to go beyond skills training and 

enable people to change their attitudes and behaviours. 

The new management philosophy also aimed to create commitment amongst managers and their 

subordinates to the personal development planning, with employees encouraged to take the 

process of creating their Personal Performance and Development Plans (PPPs and PDPs) seriously 

for the performance of the organisation, and their own career prospects within it: 

"it is vital that all our employees are encouraged and given the opportunity to develop and maximise their 
contribution to performance." (Personal Development Factsheet, MCA) 

The approach found in MCA in relation to the use of the competency frameworks introduced at 

the end of 2003 mirrored the practices adopted in OS. The focus placed on Personal Performance 

and Development Plans and on competency matrices reflected an intention to cast off-limits the 

language of "command and control" that remained embedded in everyday talk about personnel 

matters and signal the shifting of HR responsibilities to line management, similar to the practices 

noted in OS. 

Prior to the introduction of the Competency framework, although Personal Performance and 

Development Plans were advocated by the HR Director as a "cornerstone of the management's 

commitment to training and development", employees and managers perceived the system as 

bureaucratic and a distraction from what they should otherwise be doing. The link between MCA 

vision, tangible behaviours and assessed performance was not very clear and the behaviours and 

values required from staff were expressed in very general terms of ' quality', 'communication', 

'responsiveness' etc., and could not accommodate differences in functional and staff needs, 

making the application of performance standards inconsistent and difficult to adapt to different 

work areas. Worryingly, a significant amount of staff across the locations felt that their position 

and contribution was not valued and, in many cases, this was caused by the lack of clear job role 

guides and job objectives together with the poor application of the PDP/PPP process. The 

majority of managers interviewed also expressed a concern that the PDP/PPP process was relying 

on a lot of couching and counselling, with them questioning whether they could give sufficient 

time to this extra-activity. This was also linked with the strong public sector 'ethos' which existed 

in MCA and the nature of the workforce, with qualified professional staff considering the system 

an 'offence' to their professional identity and expertise: 

"In many ways, as professional people we should do the job that is expected from us anyway, so why the 
need to make a fuss?" (Professional member of staff, MCA, 2004) 261 



The introduction of the competency framework for all staff in late 2003 gave more consistency 

and flexibility to the application of performance standards across different work areas and ranks 

of officers and managers, with an internal staff survey conducted in 2004 reporting improvements 

in employees and managers' perceptions about the usefulness of the system in improving staff 

performance. However, criticisms were still expressed by line managers in relation to the system 

relying extensively on managers' people management skills and competencies in managing their 

staff, that many of them did not have. In particular, line managers continued to be critical of the 

passive role of HR as a 'strategic partner' in putting in place the right organisational systems and 

processes to assist them with this devolution of responsibilities. As commented by a senior 

manager, "so you ended up with different sides of the fence constantly trying to shuffle back responsibilities and 

nobody taking any responsibility". 

From the HR side, HR Advisors working as HR business partners for senior line management 

commented of being caught in the middle as they tried to resolve issues faced by line managers as 

well as supporting Corporate HR 's policies. One HR Advisor endorsed this view: 

"We are in a very difficult situation because we are the meat in the sandwich. Regional managers and 
operations line managers come to us 'for questions and issues, solve this and that problem, I want this or that 
policy'. Corporate HR has a responsibility for the overall framework and they are putting pressures on us, for 
us to do things in a certain way as well. We are getting barked at from both ends." (HR Advisor, MCA, 
20M) 

To further address the shortcomings, a comprehensive appraisal-training programme was 

launched in 2004, developed around the revised performance management system and delivered 

to managers, with briefing sessions for managers and staff as how to get the most from this 

development process offered. Changes in the pay strategy were also planned to be implemented 

by 2005, with the Pay & Reward managers holding meetings with Treasury officials to discuss 

proposals for the new reward package and costs and a series of pay strategy workshops being 

scheduled to take place with senior managers from August 2005. However, the overall 

perceptions of regional and operational managers were that these changes came too late to yield 

full and immediate benefits for the organisation, in fact two years after the initial need for a pay 

strategy that would allow for differentiations in pay and allocation of individualised pay awards 

was raised by regional managers. 

Whether or not the change in attitudes towards personal responsibility and accountability for 

managers and employees actually materializes in the years to come will depend not only on the 

initiatives and competencies of the line managers, but perhaps even more on the HR role 

expectations communicated by line managers and employees. 
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6.3.3.1.2. Devolution ofHR responsibilities to line management: who is undertaking the role of 

In both organisations, the strategy pursued throughout the 'incorporation' stage of change has 

been to devolve direct day to day operational responsibility to line managers. Part of the rationale 

for encouraging the line manager to undertake the role of 'front line' HR manager was that it 

could free up the HR specialist to take on a more strategic role. 

Nevertheless, accompanying the devolvement of HR responsibilities to line management, was a 

growth in proceduralisation led by the HR function, largely driven by a concern to ensure a 

consistency of approach in the interpretation and application of HR policies and the avoidance of 

costly litigation. This contributed to a reinforcement of negative perceptions among both 

operational management and employees on the grounds that the function would return to the 

traditional preoccupation with bureaucracy and administering the rule book. In the case of 

employees, this was interpreted as a focus on procedures to the detriment of care for the 

individual. 

In parallel, the creation of internal intranets providing access to HR policies and procedures, 

guidance to managers and, in some instances, the ability for individuals to access their personnel 

records on a self service basis have been introduced to reduce the level of demands for 

information from the function. In both organisations, the IT systems intranets as sources of HR 

information were already well developed by this stage to provide such employee services. 

Although all these changes in HR service provision were intended to reduce the function's 

involvement in operational matters, in both organisations, it was apparent the continuing 

expectation from many line managers and the trade unions that HR staff would continue the same 

level of involvement in operational HR matters. Group-level managers, trade union 

representatives and employees saw a value in the specialist function's continuing presence in 

many of the routine interactions that took place between employee and line manager but for rather 

different motivations. For the trade unions and employees, there was still a view that the HR 

function had a critical role to play as the custodian of the rule book and in policing the line for 

organisational consistency and fairness (Renwick, 2003). For line managers, an HR presence was 

preferred to provide third party support for their decision-making and to have immediate access to 

HR expertise to avoid 'making a mistake'. Situations that respondents identified where the 

function's presence was of particular benefit were disciplinary hearings, dealing with poor 

performance, return to work interviews after periods of absence or handling employee grievances: 
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"I always advise my members to ask for a representative from HR to be there if there is any hint of a 
potential disciplinary issue. There needs to be someone to see that procedures are followed especially if there 
is personal conflict between the employee and the managers." (Trade Union representative, MCA, 2004) 

In MCA, devolution was seen by some line managers as being at the cost of getting the basics 

right leading to a subsequent loss of credibility for the function as evident in this first line-

manager's observation: 

"I have now been waiting two months for some clear advice on a long term sickness case. We need to make 
some sort of replacement but HR just keep deferring the issue ... I need an answer, but they [HR] are too 
busy writing more manuals for us to follow I suppose." (MCA, 2004) 

A lack of intervention was explained rather differently by HR staff who were reluctant to be seen 

as interfering with operational decision-making although they recognised that line managers were 

often worried about making decisions in an area where they lacked expertise or were concerned 

about potential claims of unfair treatment. Sympathy was expressed for the position of line 

managers: 

"We are expecting a lot of our line managers and I can understand why quite routine personnel issues are 
referred to us but there really is a lot of guidance provided on the HR self service portal. The basic problem 
is that it is ultimately managers who have to make the decision and they don't feel comfortable with that." 
(Senior HR Manager, MCA, 2004) 

hi OS, there was also a concern that, with the focus of HR playing a more strategic role, the HR 

function was in danger of losing 'a feel for what is going on': 

"I genuinely think we are in danger of losing the plot if HR just talk to senior managers. We do have a role 
in playing devil's advocate and I can only do that if I keep my ear to the ground" (HR Manager, HR Shared 
Services, OS, 2004) 

hi MCA, long serving HR staff were more inclined to express a similar view: 
"It is important that I have regular contact with both managers and employees, it's the only real way of 
finding out what is going on and it stops all that talk about personnel being in its ivory tower and all that. I 
am certainly out there getting involved, best bit of the job." (HR member, MCA, 2004) 

hi both organisations, transactional HR work was being devolved to line management, while HR 

Business Partners/ Advisors were largely oriented towards more strategic issues. However, the 

shifting of HRM responsibility to line managers seemed to be problematic in that line managers 

had neither the time nor the training to give HR work the priority it needed. Similar to the 

conclusions reached by McGovem et al (1997), McGovem (1999) and Hope-Hailey et al (2005), 

line managers were not ready to take on people management responsibilities and they put up 

barriers to accepting the input and advice of the HR department. Evidence 6om both case studies 

showed that the attempts to decentralise some of the functional and operational aspects of HRM 

(such as training and development, performance monitoring and sick leave) to line managers were 

ineffective. Line managers were neither capable nor motivated to take on these issues and felt that 

they did not possess the right skills to manage their employees. They also perceived this 

additional responsibility as taking away too much of their time from their business at times when 

their organisations were experiencing periods of high uncertainty. 
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In both OS and MCA, group-level managers were measured against their targets (level of sales or 

data collection and management targets in OS, service quality in MCA), not by their people 

management practices, and were therefore left with few incentives to perform the people-oriented 

role of 'employee champion'. Analysis of the qualitative data showed that some of the discomfort 

and distress of particular managers resulted from their feeling of being torn in two. They wished 

to spend time in employee champion roles showing concern for staff and enabling them to 

manage change, but had to neglect these activities in favour of attaining business targets: 

"If we try to solve a case of poor performance, we get lost in this myriad of rules and legal procedures, and it 
means hours and days of my time spent on it without an immediate favourable result. I am a qualified and 
expensive sales manager and I do wonder if it is the best use of my time. We are judged on achieving our 
sales targets and the people bit is just not easy to measure. " (Sales Manager, Programmes and Products, OS, 
2004) 

" . . . if I did all that HR expected, there would be no time for the day job." (Line Manager, OS, 2004) 

"... One more area of work that has been dumped on us!" (Divisional Manager, MCA, 2004) 

"I am judged on how well the coastguard service is delivered - all that fairness and employment rights 
stuff is personnel's job." (Regional Manager, MCA, 2004) 

In common with the findings of other recent studies, there was also a lack of clarity about the 

boundaries of the HR responsibilities of the line manager and the HR function with each party 

offering different perspectives (McGovem et al, 1997; McGovem, 1999; Guest and King, 2004; 

Hope-Hailey et al, 2005; Francis and Keegan, 2006). In OS, for instance, despite the drawing up 

of 'standards' for line managers and their increased HR responsibilities, they reported that 

employment legislation and the potential for litigation had reduced their scope for exercising 

discretion to agree individual solutions (Sisson, 1999). A commonly shared view was that the 

expansion of employment rights, especially in the civil service, meant it was better for matters to 

be handled centrally by the HR function to ensure consistency. Line managers' perception was 

that devolvement had led to an increase in procedures resulting in more HR responsibility but it 

had actually been accompanied by reduced opportunities to exercise managerial discretion. 

The growth in employment rights and legislation was seen by nearly all the interviewees in both 

OS and MCA as a constraint on the future extent of line decision-making in relation to people 

issues, which generated reluctance among line managers to take on personnel responsibilities 

which presented legal complexity. Hard pressed service managers and line managers alike 

challenged the wisdom of expanding their HR responsibilities in an area where they lacked both 

specialist knowledge and the time to devote to issues seen as 'too hot to handle'. Legislation was 

also seen by nearly all the HR members interviewed as a constraint on HR activity, with many HR 

members sharing the view that devolving some of these responsibilities to the line have actually 

increased HR workload. For instance, in OS HR staff reported an increase in issues being referred 
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to the function as employment rights legislation had grown and had tried to pre-empt this in the 

guidance provided to the line: 

"We actually get more queries about legislation than ever before so we have tried to deal with it by having a 
set of questions and answers about the particular aspects of legislation and our policies on the intranet, but 
we still get plenty of phone calls." (HR Advisor, OS, 2004) 

"One of the problems of devolving to the line is that by the time problems reach us they have become far 
more difficult to solve and attitudes have hardened." (HR Advisor/Business Partner, MCA, 2004) 

From the manager's perspective the information provided electronically was useful but they still 

identified the need to talk over the process as one manager in OS observed: 

"The information provided on the HR site is very good but you still usually have to give personnel a ring 
through as it is never clear cut and if you get it wrong it is often too late to put it right in my experience." 
(Operations Manager, OS, 2004) 

Yet for employees, managers who did not engage with their HR responsibilities could lead to 

grievances and a sense of demotivation as identified by this employee in OS: 

"Our manager likes a quiet Hfe which just means some people get away with it. There is no real consistency 
of approach, some managers are really supportive and others have no real time for you. I am still waiting for 
a personal development review this year, but I know other staff who get regular reviews. Sometimes it seems 
as though you are working for different organisations, it doesn't exactly inspire you!" (Employee, OS, 2004) 

In these circumstances, the devolution of HR transactional tasks to line managers combined with 

the adoption of the 'business partnership' model aiming at positioning HR closer to the business 

seemed to have eroded HR function's ability to act as an employee champion. To enhance its 

organisational status, visibility and credibility, the HR departments in OS choose to concentrate 

on the more strategic-oriented HR roles of 'strategic partner' and 'change agent' and place 

backstage the 'employee champion' one. With business partnering becoming driven by senior and 

line managers, the HR function was under constant pressure to meet simultaneously both business 

and employee needs, which resulted in a neglect of the more people-orientated roles. A direct 

consequence of this strategy was that employees lost trust and confidence in the HR function to 

advocate their needs and represent their perspectives. Similarly, the devolution of HR 

responsibilities to the line had particular implications for an organisation like MCA, where the HR 

function was less able to advise on operational realities and to present the likely workforce 

response in senior management forums, and this has weakened employees' wider sense of 

commitment to the organisation as an employer. Paradoxically, devolution appeared also to be 

eroding rather than supporting the strategic input the HR function could actually make, due to less 

opportunities to engage in the 'nitty gritty' personnel work for those in policy roles. 

6.3.3.1.3. A return to 'conformist innovation' via HR devolution? 

Two further direct implications of the devolution process for the nature of the roles played by the 

HR function could be observed during this final stage of change in both organisations. 
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Firstly, in the case of OS, the specific context of devolution of HR responsibilities to the line in 

the public sector led to the gradual re-establishment of the old 'conformist innovation' practices 

despite the function assuming and playing the role of a 'deviant innovator'. 

In the light of the increasing legal complexity, growth in employment rights and public sector 

constraints of adhering to legislation around equal opportunities and fairness of treatment, coupled 

with the HR concerns about the level of managerial skills and commitment to handling 

employment issues, the HR function's response has been to concentrate on the development of 

highly structured, depersonalised procedures, which aimed at removing any areas in the process 

which might be influenced by individual judgement or contain potential bias and provided the 

rules for managers to follow. This especially resulted in an excessive preoccupation of the 

specialist HR function with the development of highly systematic employment processes in 

handling employee grievances, cases of poor performance and disciplinary hearings. The 

reinforcement of such a defensive, legal compliance approach to handle employment issues 

through the development of procedures, which concentrated on the application of prescribed 

standards and consistency of treatment, led in practice to the re-establishment of the old 

'conformist innovator' role through a reinforcement of standardisation in HR practices. In this 

context, there was indication of a new form of vicious circle, between the attempts of the HR 

function to pursue a 'deviant innovator' role by re-defining the boundaries of HR responsibilities 

and the outcomes of this process, which required the HR function to become involved in the 

development of standard procedures for line managers. This meant, in effect, a return to the old 

practices of 'conformist innovator' through ensuring a process of procedural efficiency and 

consistent management of procedures. This in turn paved the way for the production of 

standardised HRM procedures and rules, which meant a growing gap between modernist 

discourses and traditional personnel practices. 

Secondly, associated with the devolution processes was the emergence in both organisations of a 

new role for the HR function as a 'referee' (Harris et al, 2002; Harris, 2005) in the employment 

relationship, to ensure that procedures are in place and adhered to. This was particularly the case 

in the handling of disciplinary and grievance procedures, when line managers perceived as 

important to have the HR function acting as a neutral third party in deciding issues of fairness and 

arbitrating according to circumstances. Thus, paradoxically, whilst in theory the devolution 

processes pursued in both organisations aimed to free up the HR specialists to take on a more 

strategic role, in practice, they led to the re-establishment of personnel practices that paved the 

way for 'conformist innovation' rather than 'deviant innovation' or 'problem solving'. Thus, in 

the context of the specific public service procedural and legislative constraints, there was 
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indication that the process of devolution of HR responsibilities to the line actually led to the 

emergence of a new form of vicious cycle, by creating the conditions for the HR function to return 

to the role of 'conformist innovator' via involvement in ensuring procedural consistency through 

more bureaucratic procedures. This in turn led to a greater reluctance to dismantle centralised HR 

control and facilitate devolution of day-to-day HR responsibilities to the line. 

6.3.3.2. Discussion of the Incorporation phase 

An overall assessment of the change efforts in OS and MCA during the 'incorporation' phase 

revealed a number of similarities in the change strategies adopted and their resulting effects. 

Management activities during this final phase focused in both organisations on consolidating 

formal organisational policies and procedures allowing for change to become partially 'anchored' 

in new discursive structures and practices. 

In OS, the HR function maintained its strategic orientation during this last phase of change and 

assumed the role of a 'deviant innovator', by attempting to gain acceptance to a new set of HR 

measures that placed greater emphasis on the added value of HR to the business and establishing a 

clear 'line of sight' between the vision and the role and contribution of the HR function. In the 

words of the Head of Organisational Development: 

" . . . with this new HR strategy, we are setting a clearer 'line of sight' between the vision and what HR is 
there to do... we are looking to get line managers to do the things that typically a personnel function used to 
do. But also shifting the skill-base. HR would be the kind of 'gatekeeper' and 'delivery partner' and become 
much more consultancy-driven." (Head of OD, OS, late 2003) 

The mix of "hard" and "soft" aspects of HRM promoted by HR leaders, which placed emphasis 

on articulating integrated performance measures geared towards improving employee and 

organisational efficiency, on the one hand, and on training and skills development for managerial 

and non-managerial employees, on the other hand, provided an important benchmark of "best 

practice" and "best fit" in HRM which placed primacy on the integration of training and 

development strategies and practices with business objectives, and better alignment between of 

employees' individual goals and incentives with the organisation's strategic goals to improve their 

'line of sight' to the core strategic objectives. However, the implementation of these strategies in 

practice proved to be problematic, with growing tensions between competing hard and soft 

discourses of HRM reflected in contrasting initiatives promoting consensuality, participation, 

personal growth and development for employees, on the one hand, and effective utilisation of 

labour through tight control over performance metrics, on the other hand. These contradictions 

were exacerbated by the differences in values and interests between various echelons of 

management, such as those between longer-serving managers with deeply-rooted public sector 

values and the newer managers recruited from the commercial sector with a stronger 
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orientation towards organisational routines emphasising flexibility and autonomy. Moreover, the 

strategy of devolution of HR transactional tasks to line managers combined with the adoption of 

the 'business partnership' model aiming at positioning HR closer to the business was at the cost of 

the HR function eroding its ability to play the 'employee champion' role, with the HR function 

being less able to advise employees on operational matters and represent their interests. A direct 

consequence of this strategy was that employees lost trust and confidence in the HR function to 

advocate their needs and represent their perspectives. A further implication of the devolution 

process for the nature of the roles played by the HR function related to the gradual re-

establishment of the old 'conformist innovation' practices, in the context of the function pursuing 

the role of 'efficient administrator' through the development of highly systematic employment 

processes in handling employee grievances, cases of poor performance and disciplinary hearings. 

Conversely, in MCA, the HR department played predominantly a consultative, enabling role. 

Although by this stage there were signs that a longer-term approach was being adopted, with the 

creation of an HR strategy including references to the key role of line managers in motivating and 

retaining targeted individuals and their personal goals included references to HR targets, the HR 

function did not seem to manage to meet the expectations of line managers in terms of 

implementing the required adjustments to the pay and rewards system and the performance 

management process, and in providing a competent 'advocate' service to employees. The new 

training and development initiatives for improving performance management and facilitating the 

understanding of Personal Development and Performance Plans by employees did not help the 

department play a proactive 'human capital developer' role. There was little evidence that these 

interventions helped staff make the behavioural transition necessary to carry out the jobs or align 

staffs behaviours and competencies with the goals and values of the organisation. There was little 

additional evidence by the end of 2005 to suggest any proactive involvement over and above that 

found before, with the department starting to improve certain policies (for instance, the terms and 

conditions of the volunteers and changes in the pay and rewards system that would allow the use 

of individualised pay awards and bonuses for coastguards) that could support the business, 

although that happened two years after the need for such policies was raised by regional directors 

and operations managers. This led to a continuation of perceptions amongst key stakeholders, and 

especially amongst senior and line managers, that the HR department's focus on the important and 

essential aspects of HRM came too late for the personnel function to be able to reposition itself 

within the organisation. The majority of HR policies and processes continued to be influenced by 

the broader central government agenda in promoting issues like equal opportunities and diversity, 

which could preserve the HR function's image as a modem public sector personnel department, 
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whilst the real human resources priorities were dealt with by senior and line managers at the lower 

levels of the organisation 

6.4. Conclusions 

This final section draws together the main findings regarding the role played by the HR function 

within the two case study organisations. 

Overall, the change programme in OS was successful in that the organisation implemented with 

positive results a new vision, an innovative strategy, a leaner, flatter structure and a cultural 

change effort that allowed significant increases in the overall efficiency of the business. In 

contrast, for MCA it appeared that the results of the change programme were not as impressive, in 

that many of the 'old style' public sector attitudes and behaviours remained institutionalised 

within the organisational structures, which contributed to the relatively slow progress in 

implementing the new vision of flexibility and quality in services. Furthermore, the culture 

change effort in OS was notably more sophisticated in design, more realistic in expectation and 

more considered and thorough in implementation than the one envisaged in MCA, which was 

dominated by unrealistic expectations that changes in employee values would occur merely on the 

basis of changes in systems. 

Evidence from across the two case study organisations presented in this chapter has also 

highlighted a rich tapestry of roles performed by the HR functions throughout the three stages of 

transition. The analysis has also revealed significant variations in the HR roles enacted during the 

different stages of organisational transition. An additional aspect that was noted related to the 

discrepancy which emerged during different stages of transition between the actual role played by 

the HR function and the role that would have best suited the requirements and conditions of the 

business at a given time. 

In OS, the requirement was that the HR department would assume an activist role, driving 

forward the strategy of the organisation to make it more commercial as part of a team, examining 

the necessary re-organisation of work and persuading other directors and managers of its 

importance. In this sense, there was evidence that the HR function was able to become more 

strategic in its approach and way of operating over time, by shifting its role fi-om that of a 

'conformist innovator' during the evolution stage of change, to that of a 'problem solver' during 

the transformation stage of change, and then displaying the main characteristics of a 'deviant 

innovator' during the incorporation stage of change. However, although the HR department 
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became more important strategically, there remained some differences between the 'rhetoric' of 

what the HR function was seeking to achieve and the 'reality' experienced by employees, for 

instance, in terms of the delayering and downsizing initiatives implemented in 2002, the 

deterioration of the human factor in people's everyday work experience and the negative 

perceptions around the appraisal system, the redundancy exercise and the introduction of self-

managed careers. 

In sharp contrast to OS, the requirements of the business were for an HR that would play an 

enabling role by assuming a less interventionist orientation and position in the organisation, in the 

context of the strong power base of regional and maritime operations managers who were key to 

the change process and held the necessary capabilities and knowledge to drive forward their 

business units. This would have enabled regional directors and managers to carry out the strategic 

objectives set through the change programme and the HR function to proactively support these 

objectives with a number of vital HR policies, such as those related to flexible working, pay and 

rewards. However, in reality, the function played a largely administrative and support role during 

the evolution and transformation stages of change and a 'consultative' role during the 

incorporation stage of change. In this sense, it could be regarded more of an interpreter and 

implementer of government's policy rather than taking a proactive role. The views of key 

stakeholders (senior and line managers, as well as employees) were that HR was too 'strategic' 

about promoting initiatives linked with the broader central government and public sector 

modernisation agenda, while the real priorities were dealt with at the lower levels of the 

organisation. Therefore, in large measure, the HR function in MCA was perceived to concentrate 

on the wrong kind of action, and indeed to be unable to understand the business enough to grasp 

the right kind of action. 

In relation to Ulrich's four roles of strategic partner, change agent, administrative expert and 

employee champion advocated for the HR function, evidence of role conflict (Caldwell, 2001, 

2004) emerged throughout transition. This was more prevalent in OS, where consistently 

emerging during the 'transformation' and 'incorporation' stages of change were accounts related 

to the constant inter-role conflict between maintaining professional control of the specific narrow 

areas of HR and becoming engaged with broader strategic issues as a 'strategic partner'. A similar 

ambiguity was noted in relation to the enactment of both the roles of 'strategic partner' and 

'change agent', that was described by Caldwell (2001: 42) as the ' constant tension between the 

visionary strategic promise of HRM and the shifting array of expertise necessary to make change 

happen'. 
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In both organisations, a clear decline of the 'employee champion' role was noted throughout the 

transition, but for different reasons. In OS, the pursuit of the strategic and business partnership, 

built around an active 'strategic partner' role and a focus on an efGcient 'administrative expert' 

structure during the 'transformation' stage of change was at the cost of the HR function eroding 

its ability to play an 'employee champion' role for employees and represent their perspective, 

with employees feeling neglected during the implementation of the voluntary redundancy exercise 

and finding little support and advice from the personnel function for their needs. In MCA, on the 

other hand, although there was evidence that the HR function did not play the roles of 'strategic 

partner' and 'change agent' throughout the transition, the function's 'old style' HRM agenda 

focused predominantly on preserving two of traditional public sector features of personnel 

management - standardised employment practices and equal opportunities agenda, but not on 

representing the employees perspective or providing them with advice, which most of the time 

was left at the latitude of trade unions or line managers. 

The persistence of Legge's role ambiguities and vicious circles in the public sector 

Evidence from across the two case study organisations confirmed that, despite considerable 

attempts in both organisations to develop a more competitive culture, some of Legge's role 

ambiguities and vicious circles retained their relevance. 

The first ambiguity identified by Legge, the overlap between HRM as an activity for all managers 

and also a specialist function, was apparent in both organisations during the 'incorporation' stage 

of change in the context of devolution of HR responsibilities to the line. This was partially 

resolved through a process of gradual evolution in the perceptions of line managers that people 

management responsibilities were part of their roles as managers and that the HR function must 

provide them with appropriate systems and support. However, evidence also suggested that the 

HR function's response to this shift in roles has been to concentrate on the development of highly 

structured, depersonalised procedures to ensure consistency and fairness. These were described by 

line managers as an obstacle leading to the classic Weberian paradox of processes becoming a 

means in themselves and distorting the overall aims of the devolution. 

The second ambiguity, concerned with the uncertainty about the success criteria in relation to HR 

interventions, continued to be a problem especially for public sector organisations in transition, as 

it was the case of OS and MCA. In OS, for instance, evidence suggested that although both 

qualitative and quantitative measures were established for evaluating HRM performance during 

the last phase of change, the most important indicator of HRM effectiveness remained ultimately 

the judgements of key stakeholders. In MCA, on the other hand, it was noted the existing 
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mismatch between the interpretations of key stakeholders and those of HR department's members 

over where the priorities of a strategic function lay, and between the definitions of HR 

effectiveness by key stakeholders and the definitions of HR effectiveness by HR members; this 

reflected the existing gap between the function's preserved traditionalism and the real 

requirements and needs of the business. In terms of the uncertainty surrounding the responsibility 

for success or failure, differences emerged again between OS and MCA. In OS, this proved to be 

a process of evolution in senior and line managers' thinking fi-om views that the function should 

be solely responsible for negative outcomes, during the first stage of transition, to perceptions 

that this is a joint responsibility (and shared risk) between HR and role-set members (directors, 

senior and line managers). In MCA, on the other hand, there continued to be reluctance amongst 

role-set members in accepting responsibility for the outcomes of HR interventions in the context 

of the personnel function's dysfunctional agenda. 

The third ambiguity concerning the role of HR as part of management but also representing 

employees' interests appeared to have been paradoxically resolved in both organisations, but not 

in the favour of employees, through the decline in the 'employee champion' role played by the 

personnel function. A direct consequence of this trend was that employees lost trust and 

confidence in the HR function to advocate their needs and represent their perspectives. 

There was indication of a new type of ambiguity, acknowledged also by other studies {eg Guest 

and King, 2004; Francis and Keegan, 2006) but frequently noted in public sector organisations 

like OS and MCA, concerning the gap between HR bureaucracy designed to promote fairness and 

senior and line management's preference for a more flexible approach (Harris et al, 2002). More 

specifically, within public sector organisations, HR processes have been heavily influenced by an 

agenda to promote equality of opportunity and by a close attention being paid by employers to 

issues of 'demonstrable' fairness in HR practices. In MCA, for instance, this aspect was noted in 

relation to the excessive focus of the HR function on the application of legislation around equal 

opportunities and diversity in the detriment of other more urgent priorities, such as the design of 

flexible working or pay and reward policies. In OS, on the other hand, the same aspect was more 

keenly felt in areas such as pay, although this ambiguity was resolved following the 

implementation of the new pay system. 

Turning to Legge's vicious circles, there was evidence in the two organisations that their 

significance appeared to have changed. Firstly, the lack of HR power and centrality to decision-

making arising from the inability to influence key HR decisions emerged as an issue in the two 

cases only in the evolution stage of change, but appeared to have been resolved in the context 
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of both HR Directors being members of the Board during the second and third stages of change. 

However, evidence also suggested that the power and centrality of the function was influenced by 

other micro-processes within the organisation, which will be discussed in more depth in the 

following chapter. The second and third vicious circles, the uncertainty regarding HR priorities 

and the lack of HR business focus were apparent in both organisations during the first stage of 

change, but appeared to have been resolved in the two organisations following the emergence of 

the 'business partner ' model working in partnership with line managers; this however proved to 

be the result of a process of 'negotiated evolution' (Bamett et al, 1996) linked with HR business 

partners developing in time the necessary competencies needed to fulfil a more strategic role and 

engaging in a constructive dialogue with senior and line managers. 

There was evidence of a new form of vicious circle emerging in both organisations, associated 

with the processes of devolution of HR responsibilities to line managers and the new role for the 

HR function as a 'referee' in the employment relationship, which created the conditions for the 

HR function to return to the role of 'conformist innovator' via involvement in ensuring procedural 

consistency through more bureaucratic procedures. 

In relation to Legge's advocated solutions to the lack of power, surprisingly and in contrast to the 

results of other studies in the area {eg- Guest and King, 2004), there was evidence that the HR 

function in OS was able to become more strategic in its approach and way of operating over time, 

by shifting its role from that of a 'conformist innovator' during the evolution stage of change, to 

that of a 'problem solver' during the transformation stage of change, and then displaying the main 

characteristics of a 'deviant innovator' during the incorporation stage of change. Nevertheless, it 

was noted that the specific context of HR responsibilities' devolution to the line in OS led to the 

re-establishment of the old 'conformist innovation' practices in the last phase of change despite 

the function assuming and playing the role of a 'deviant innovator'. 

In summary, the analysis of change processes conducted in both OS and MCA revealed a rich 

tapestry of roles performed by their HR functions throughout the three stages of transition. There 

was also evidence that Legge's ambiguities and vicious circles continued to be present to different 

degrees in the two cases and that additional vicious circles could be identified. The next chapter 

will elaborate in detail the factors that emerged as constraining or enabling the latitude for 

strategic behaviour available to the HR functions in the two organisations, to complement the 

findings discussed in this chapter. 
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7.1. Introduction 

This chapter addresses the factors from the external and internal context of the two organisations 

that have enabled or constrained the development of HR function's role over time in each of the 

three stages of transition - evolution, transformation and incorporation identified in the previous 

chapter. The analysis of data from both cases also revealed the way in which critical differences in 

organisational and HR micro-processes can serve to enable or inhibit the contribution of the HR 

function. 

This chapter comprises five sections. The first section explores the contextual differences between 

the two cases that were found to influence the nature of HRM adopted and the roles played by the 

HR function throughout the transition. The second section provides a theoretical overview of the 

micro-processes that affected the development of HR role. The third section addresses the 

constraining and enabling factors 6om the outer and inner context that influenced the role of the 

function during the 'evolution' stage of change. The fourth section addresses the contextual 

factors which emerged during the 'transformation' stage of change. The fifth section explores the 

specific contextual constraining or enabling factors which emerged during the 'incorporation' 

stage of change. In each of the three stages of change, the presentation of factors is structured to 

reflect (1) the factors from the institutional context, (2) the factors fi'om the organisational context 

and (3) the factors laying with the HR function itself, its structure and how it managed its role. 

7.2. Contextual differences between the two settings influencing the role of HR 

There were three main contextual differences between the two settings, which were found to 

influence the nature of HRM adopted or prevalent in the two organisations and the roles played by 

their HR functions in all three stages of change. Table 7.1 presents a comparative summary of 

these contextual differences. 

7.2.1. Nature of external environment 

The differences in the nature of the organisations' external environments emerged as important in 

relation to the role taken by the HR function. The extent to which the two organisations operated 

in a highly uncertain environment (characterised by rapid and often unpredictable change) or in a 

relatively stable one was found to have a strong impact on the nature and scale of the change 

programme and, in turn, on the nature of the role played by the HR functions in the two 
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organisations. 

The environment in which OS operated was dynamic and undergoing rapid and unexpected 

changes, with the emerging opportunities for the rapid expansion of the digital market and 

location-based services offered via the Internet offering huge revenue opportunities and efficiency 

benefits for the organisation. As a data organisation responsible for the national injfrastructure of 

geographical information, OS had already a strong competitive position in the market for 

geographic data, with few competitors which could rival its provision of information solutions to 

its traditional clients and with no single other organisation which could, at least partially, replicate 

the enormous pool of expertise, information and technology incorporated in the production and 

storage of geographic data. However, a shrinking demand for paper maps and the threat from a 

whole new set of smaller size competitors which could compete with OS in the commercialisation 

and provision of digital solutions to the private sector, combined with the government pressures 

for revenue maximisation and increased efficiency in its operations forced the organisation to 

rapidly adapt. In addition, the 'high-tech', 'knowledge-intensive' environment in which OS 

operated was favourable to the use of sophisticated mapping technologies and e-commerce, thus 

acting as an enabler for the implementation of certain innovations in the organisation, such as e-

strategy, partnership arrangements and e-strategic alliances. Such a permissive environment for e-

business and knowledge-intensive activities offered huge opportunities for OS to develop its 

strong expertise in topographical and geo-spatial mapping and use it as a key capability for 

building various successful partnership arrangements with public and private sector partners. 

"Who are our competitors? There is no single competitor for us. Because we are responsible for the national 
infrastructure of geographical information, there is no single other organisation who could and would want 
to replicate that, because it is hugely expensive to replicate that". (Head of HR, OS, 2002) 

"If we had kept a low profile (remaining a Government department) and stayed within the sort of things we 
were always doing, then maybe we would have had less threat of competition, or there might have been 
some competition but with less of a threat for us. But essentially because nobody else would be able to make 
any money out of it, it wasn't a market that everybody else wanted to get into, and so, if it was no 
competition, the chances were that we would probably do something that our customers didn't want anyway. 
So, in time, we would still lose business. If it wasn't the competition, it will be that we were still looking for 
alternatives and people coming to us for mapping data." (Director of Business Change, OS, 2002) 

One way to respond to this rapidly changing environment was to reduce the structural and process 

complexity of the business and become a more agile organisation able to respond to customers 

and partners, in order to take advantage of the opportunities that e-technologies presented. In these 

circumstances, the language of commercialisation was strongly pursued by change leaders from 

the first phase of change, and this created in time a more permissive context for the HR function 

to engage strategically in the change process and demonstrate added value. 

"this new context is really changing HR role, in a very positive way, to an HR department that is essentially 
in very close support of business change, identifying what the business will need tomorrow and putting that 
into place today. Rather than waiting until the businesses says ' Oh, we would like this please'." (Director of 
Business Change, OS, 2002) 
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Unlike OS, MCA was primarily a bureaucracy operating in a relatively stable environment, 

responding to changes in legislation and government performance criteria. One of the primary 

reasons for its stability has been the continuity in political leadership that it has experienced for 

over 5 years. MCA reigned supreme and played a major regulatory role in the shipping and 

maritime industry, as the main regulatory body for the promotion of standards of maritime safety 

and pollution prevention. With the organisation operating under conditions of some uncertainty, 

but less radical than those experienced by OS and mainly associated with regulatory and 

governmental changes, the commercialisation initiatives were not given such a high priority, as it 

happened in the case of OS. hi these circumstances, the language of commercialisation wasn't 

pursued vigorously enough by change leaders during the first two stages of change, which in turn 

increased the ambiguity surrounding the role the function should take in these circumstances and 

fostered over time a predominantly peripheral position for the HR function. 

"We are very innocent in terms of commercial practices. What we have is expertise in shipping, but so do 
lots of other people. They are task-location societies; there are surveyors around the world, so we have to 
look at areas which are unique - like wider markets, large yachts - very successful. And it did make a lot of 
money in the first year of trading, more than we imagined." (Head of Directorate, MCA, 2003) 

7.2.2. Nature and degree of commercialisation (commercialisation framework) 

The differences in the extent to which the organisations were exposed to market mechanisms and 

to government control over products, services and targets exerted an influence over HR 

organisational policy implementation and created both opportunities and constraints for their 

personnel functions. These differences were particularly influential for the nature of the role 

played by the HR function during the 'evolution' and 'transformation' phases of change. 

OS was an organisation in which commercialisation was a very viable strategy, with its 

geographic data an obvious commodity to market and well served by the advances in technology 

and satellite communications. The organisation was operating under a very favourable business 

model, which allowed the organisation to fully commercialise its services and earn commercial 

revenue for its geographical information from the licensing of data to both the public and private 

sectors. The fact that OS was from the start dependent on its competitively-eamed revenues from 

customers helped more rapidly instil in the organisation a certain commercial culture. The 

proximity of the organisation to the commercial market place and the fact that its income was 

significantly affected by these commercial markets created an opportunity for the personnel 

function to become more organically involved in the transformation of the organisation during the 

first and second phases of change and play a key role in the acquisition and development of the 

right skills and capabilities for the workforce to support the business. 

"the way the market is developing it's clearly not developing as fast as we would wish to, competitive treats 
are arising all the time and this is putting internally significant pressures on pricing ...out traditional 
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customers (utilities, Central and Local Government) are looking to get greater value for money, seeking for 
components of geographic information more cheaply from other places ... so I feel an incremental 
programme is no longer appropriate ... we need a smaller and more highly skilled organisation than we've 
got today. And HR will have a significant role to play in helping us nurture these skills." (Head of Strategy, 
0^2W%) 

However, OS's status as an executive agency and the high degree of national dependency on its 

geographical data meant that, in the same time, the organisation was still responsible for the non-

commercial national provision of mapping and geographical data, which was funded through a 

special agreement with central government. This generated constraints for the personnel function 

to developing a private-sector, business-like strategic HR agenda, in the context of the 

organisation having to satisfy both the national interest and its commercial customers and its HR 

strategy having to accommodate this duality of goals. 

"There is one constraint as a government department, if anybody criticises us or our prices, people who 
criticise OS can write to the Minister or Members of Parliament, and we have to take that very seriously. As 
a private sector organisation, we could ignore some of the criticisms that we get. As a Government 
Department, we can't ignore it. So we have additional costs as a result of having to handle some of the 
consequences of being linked with the Government. It probably costs us 100,000 -200,000 pounds a year 
just to cover the costs of handling government issues." (Head of Strategy, OS) 

"There are some constraints upon us because we are a government department, but there are not 
fundamentally different firom the constraints upon any organisation. We can't just throw money on our staff, 
as a Trading Fund we are wholly dependant on our revenue and we live within what we can earn to develop 
the business." (Director and Member of the Strategy Committee, OS) 

By contrast, as an Executive Agency of the Department of Transport, MCA was still very 

'innocent' in terms of commercial practices and limited in terms of the wider markets the 

organisation could access to increase its commercial revenue. This was partly due to the fact that 

the agency had still to play a major regulatory role in the shipping and maritime industry, whilst 

also commercialising some of its services (for instance, the training of coastguards internationally 

or large yachts unit) in order to become more cost-effective. It was operating under the conditions 

of a quasi-market and its income was not as exposed to markets because the majority of its 

income was raised through direct fees and government funding, with the agency being required to 

charge for the provision of its statutory activities at a level sufficient to recover the full cost of 

each activity, whilst commercialising its training, inspection and survey services as well as its 

inspection and surveying services to large yachts. The statutory activities of the agency related to 

search, rescue and maritime safety were subject to key targets set by government. These 

circumstances had a direct impact on the HR strategies pursued by the organisation, which had a 

relatively modest commercial orientation and retained a strong emphasis on talent improvement 

and service quality, as well as an impact on the personnel function's overall involvement in the 

commercialisation process. 

"I think the requirements from HR in here are more of a support role. The problem is that they [HR] assumed 
a strategic role without the organisation wanting them to. HR should be a hands-on function, available to 
staff on a day-to-day basis. At the end of the day, if the staff is happy, MCA will get results. HR has to have 
a strategy as such, but at the end of the day, HR should work to support the staff who are more concerned 
with achieving the agency targets, aims and objectives." (Director, MCA, 2003) 
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7.2 J. Etrenf q / " z / ^ w g n c e 

The differences in the extent of government influence over organisational strategies, goals, 

priorities and performance criteria of the two organisations emerged as important in relation to the 

nature of role played by the personnel function. The degree of flexibility and freedom that the two 

organisations were allowed to have in interpreting and applying government policy was found to 

act both as a facilitator and a constraint for the nature of the role played by the HR function. The 

available evidence suggested that the influence of this factor on the roles played by the HR 

functions in the two organisations was particularly visible and strong during the 'evolution' and 

'transformation' stages of change. 

OS's links with government were somewhat more at arms-length. The 'radical' Labour reform has 

still exposed OS to a period of turbulence and conflict, with pressures to expand the range of 

products and services in the context of harsh reductions in government funding provided over the 

last years. However, the strategic direction for the organisation was determined by the 

Management Board, which did not have direct reporting links to any external government 

committees or bodies. OS board members were nominally independent directors and, indeed, 

technically the OS was a quasi-autonomous agency run on Next Steps lines with its activities not, 

as a consequence, regulated by any government department or body. The government's overall 

strategic framework (such as e-govemment) and its targets were used only as guiding principles 

and as a foundation on which the organisation could draw its independent strategies. In addition, 

as a Trading Fund, OS was required to make an average return on the capital it employs- on 

average around £40 million - of at least 5.5% a year and to pay an annual dividend to the 

government based on each year's trading results, but such performance targets were not directly 

influenced by legislation and government performance criteria. 

"Government was not particularly driving the strategy at the Ordnance Survey. It was more an interested 
observer on the side lines and they wouldn't particularly have a major influence on our strategy". (Director 
of Business Change, OS, 2002) 

During the 'evolution' phase of change, the limited government influence over its strategic 

priorities allowed OS to implement a change agenda of significant magnitude without external 

government pressures over priority focus and goals. The internal strategic change agenda was 

entirely driven by the new Chief Executive Officer recruited in 2000 from the commercial sector 

and the management board, with government influence over the overall change agenda being 

almost negligible. These weak political ties with the Government allowed OS significant 

freedoms and flexibilities in developing its overall strategic direction in line with the current and 

future business needs and consequently, did not restrict the range of initiatives that the HR 

department could promote. As financially independent, furthermore, OS was not affected by 
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budgetary constraints or dependant on funding from external government sources, which in turn 

did not act as a constraint to the amount of resources that could be invested in the change 

programme. 

During the 'transformation' phase of change, this factor also proved particularly influential in that 

the limited government influence allowed the organisation to implement an extensive voluntary 

early retirement and severance scheme, which otherwise would have been perceived as unpopular 

by government officials and not in line with the traditional 'collectivism' of the public services 

(Famham and Horton, 1996, 2000) (characterised by a strong role of trade unions in negotiations 

of employment conditions and redundancies, as well as extensive staff participation and 

consultation), and release a significant number of people with limited external political and 

government interference, which helped create over time more flexible structures and business 

processes. 

By contrast, as financially more dependant on the government, the MCA's relations with central 

government were particularly sensitive and close, and the organisation was still subject to a 

number governmental procedures. Like other public bodies with a regulatory role, the agency was 

subject to targets, performance indicators and the results measured and published. The 

organisation had a number of maritime, search and rescue priorities (such as speed of action and 

response to search and rescue emergencies), which were subject to changes as political bodies 

tried to respond to the newly coming European Union legislation about maritime safety and ship 

inspection. New initiatives and directives of Central Government in Europe could lead to MCA 

having to respond to additional priorities. These aspects limited the capability for the coastguard 

service to expand its commercial income and the existing opportunities for the organisation to 

access wider markets. In this less permissive and less opportunistic context, the commercialisation 

agenda pursued by MCA was driven more by pressures towards cost reduction and additional 

revenue generation, by taking advantage of the new satellite navigation technologies under the 

form of integrated coastguard communication systems and computerised incident management 

systems. 

Considerable political consensus and co-operation also characterised the MCA, a function in large 

part of the fact that there was a more unitary vision on the degree of overall control that the 

government should exercise over its activities. These strong political ties made MCA experience a 

number of difficulties, such as conflicts between the short-term, political nature of government's 

goals and priorities and the long-term nature of organisational strategies, with many contradicting 

priorities coming from a variety of external stakeholders, such as the Department of Transport and 
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government representatives. 

During the 'evolution' phase of change, for instance, the strong government influence over the 

organisation's overall strategies fostered the continuation of a 'paternalistic' management 

approach to change, which was not permissive to implementing the necessary radical changes that 

would have resulted in significant efficiency gains, such as reductions in staff numbers and radical 

changes in some of the HR policies, like pay and performance. During the 'transformation' phase 

of change, this factor continued to restrict the range of strategic initiatives that the HR department 

could promote and placed frequently competing demands on people management strategies (for 

instance, achieving cost reductions and increased staff efficiencies had to be done without having 

staff redundancies, that were perceived as 'unpopular' by political representatives; issues related 

to poor performance had to be tackled in a fashion that was typical to the 'paternal style' of HRM 

promoting concepts of fairness and welfare amongst employees). 

"The government policy is more intended to be popular. When they find out that they are not popular, they 
try to change their minds. We have to implement various things and then we find out, a few months later, 
that we need to stop it and do something else, so no continuity. There are drivers from the government, but 
we have to be careM how we apply them." (Director, MCA, 2003) 

Table 7.1. Contextual differences between the two organisations influencing HRM 

Factors CASE 1 - OS CASE 2 - MCA 
Nature of external 
environment 

Turbulent, rapidly changing. Permissive context for 
e-business and knowledge-intensive activities. 
Pressure on the HR function to engage strategically 
and demonstrate added value 

Relatively stable, with incremental 
changes. Ambiguity surrounding 
the role the HR function should 
take 

Nature and degree of 
commerciahsation 

Dependence on competitively earned revenues 
required acquisition and development of key 
commercial skills and capabilities for the workforce. 
HR strategy and HR strategic agenda had to 
accommodate a duality of goals: national interest for 
subsidised surveying and mapping and commercial 
customers 

Modest revenue generation 
triggered low interest in 'private-
sector' like HR strategies 

Extent of government 
influence 

Weak government influence allowed significant 
flexibilities and freedoms in corporate and HR 
strategy development and did not constrain the 
erosion of the traditional pattern of public sector 
HRM 

Strong government influence led to 
contradicting politically-motivated 
priorities and placed competing 
demands on HR strategies 
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7.3. HR processes enabling or constraining the contribution of the HR 
function: an overview 

The analysis of the stages of transition in the role of the HR functions in OS and MCA also 

revealed a number of critical differences in HR processes that could enable or inhibit the 

contribution of the HR function. This section provides a theoretical overview of these processes; 

an in-depth discussion of the specific processes which influenced the enactment of HR practice in 

the two cases will be undertaken in the next sections of this chapter discussing the specific 

contextual factors in each of the three stages of change. 

The existing HRM literature on HR processes is notably fragmented and, to date, reveals a lack of 

consistency in the way the notion of 'process' has been used. Nevertheless, despite the disparity 

of concept definition, a number of meanings have emerged in the literature. 

One sense in which the term has been used is related to the way in which HRM devices and 

strategic intents are implemented (Schuler, 1992; Gratton et al, 1999b; Purcell, 1999; Truss and 

Gil, 2005; Pichault, 2007). Whilst HR programmes are defined as 'co-ordinated HR efforts 

specifically intended to initiate, disseminate and sustain strategic organisational change efforts 

necessitated by the strategic business needs' (Schuler, 1992: 24), HR processes are the ways in 

which 'all the other HR activities are identified, formulated and implemented' (Schuler, 1992: 

26). Gratton et al (1999b: 22) take Schuler and Jackson's (1987) view that processes embrace 

'philosophies, policies and practices' a stage further by suggesting that 'the emphasis is on 

practice and embedded processes, those that take place in a systemic rather than an ad hoc manner 

and that have a procedural reality rather than a philosophical rhetoric'. The processes through 

which HR policies are translated into practice play the role of mediating mechanisms between HR 

policy and organisational outcomes: although HR activities are not considered themselves as 

directly impacting on organisational performance, they influence the development of in-house 

capability, which, in turn, can impact positively on performance (Youndt and Snell, 2004; Bowen 

and Ostroff, 2004; Wright and Nishii, 2005; Truss and Gil, 2005). 

A second sense may emerge 6om bringing the perspectives offered by role-set theory and the 

negotiated order concept into the analysis. In Chapter 2, it was argued that the role of the HR 

function could be understood within the frameworks of role-set theory and negotiated order 

perspective (Figure 6.1). Role theory provides a strong and appropriate theoretical base to explore 

the role and contribution of the HR function. Katz and Kahn's (1966, 1978) study of roles 

explains how any organisational function or department generates or accommodates certain role 

expectations, that, in turn, influence behaviour within the organisation. Role relationships are 
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therefore postulated as being at the core of organisational effectiveness and the key to effective 

role behaviour through "learning the expectations of others, accepting them, and fulfilling them" 

(Katz and Kahn, 1978: 188). In this sense, members of a function may not simply be reactive to 

expectations but may pro actively change and/or create expectations and therefore the social 

environment (Fondas and Stewart, 1990; Rodham, 2000). This "expectation enactment" suggests 

that members of the HR function become active contributors in defining role expectations and 

behaviours, with role behaviours being closely bound to a matrix of social relations. 

Thus, within the HR department itself (as figure 6.1. illustrates), it is possible to differentiate 

between 'role attributes' and 'role behaviours'. A difference can be drawn, firstly, between the 

'sent role' illustrating the signals sent by major role-set members (the key stakeholders in the 

organisation) to the HR department about the nature of the role HR should play and the 'received 

role' encapsulating the interpretation of these expectations of stakeholders by the HR department 

members about the nature of the role HR should play in the organisation, which are in turn 

embedded into various 'role attributes'. Secondly, by drawing on the notion of negotiated order 

(Strauss et al, 1963; Bamett et al, 1996; Truss et al, 2002), it can also be argued that HR 

department members are not just passive recipients of role expectations, but are able to engage 

actively in processes to alter the nature of their role (Truss et al, 2002). At a theoretical level, role-

theory (Katz and Kahn, 1966, 1978) also suggests that these processes of negotiation and 

influence with other groups and actors within the organisation would be translated into certain 

'role behaviours' by various HR department members (such as, for instance, HR managers and 

officers, and HR directors) encapsulating the activities and actions performed and the decisions 

taken by the HR department members and the HR Director in order to actively influence and alter 

the nature of the personnel role (Truss et al, 2002). 

Figure 7.1. The role of the HR function within the theoretical frameworks of role-set theory 
and negotiated order 
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The importance of this conceptualisation lies in its explanatory power, in the way it is able to 

emphasise the role played by micro-processes within the organisation in the implementation of 

change and the contribution of the HR department: (1) the process of negotiation between key 

stakeholders (role senders) and HR members and (2) the micro-processes within the HR function 

itself. Such micro-processes were found to influence the enactment of HR practice in the two 

cases in all three stages of change. They reflect, in essence, 'the complex interplay of power 

relationships among parties with contradictory interests' (Pichault, 2007: 268) and encompass the 

various strategies developed by the stakeholders concerned to promote their own interest, with 

some stakeholders trying to stimulate a change towards a new direction and others trying to 

stabilise the context. 

The HR function faces, in this context, changing expectations that come from many different 

clients and constituencies (Tsui, 1987) and, from a stakeholder perspective, as Guest and Peccei 

(1994: 224) argue, the subjective judgements of key interest groups become ultimately the most 

important indicator of HRM effectiveness. Understandably, the needs of various stakeholders are 

not the same, particularly when contrasting the needs of board members, directors and senior 

managers against the demands of middle and first-line managers or supervisors, but all require 

specific attention (Kakabadse and Kakabadse, 2001). Thus, it has been argued that HR needs to 

take a proactive communication role within the organisation to "establish and nurture productive 

relationships (Yate, 1992: 98) and harness the proven effect of communication on satisfaction, 

performance and profits (Heintzman et al, 1993). HR managers should look for ways to improve 

communication with other stakeholders, on the basis that the "management and manipulation of 

information is becoming an increasingly important dimension of work"(Bruce and Blackburn, 

1992:101). 

The first category of processes suggested above relate to the processes of negotiation and 

influence with other groups and actors within the organisation that come with the engagement of 

HR departments with different roles (such as change agent, strategic partner, employee champion 

and administrative expert) (Bamett et al, 1996; Truss et al, 2002; Monks and Loughnane, 2006). 

The second category of processes, which relate to the micro-processes within the HR function 

itself, can be further divided into two sub-categories: 

(1) Processes fostered specifically through the actions and interventions of the HR department, 

such as the structuring of HR departments (Lawler and Mohrman, 2003; Truss et al, 2002; Truss 

and Gil, 2005), communication (both internal communication - inside the HR department between 
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the HR members from various pohcy or functional teams and external communication - between 

key members of the HR department and other organisational actors and stakeholders from other 

business groups or divisions, through participation in meetings and committees at divisional or 

business group level) (Colbert, 2004; Truss et al, 2002; Bamett et al, 1996), co-ordination and 

combination of HR department activities and interventions (Colbert, 2004; Truss and Gil, 2005), 

as well as various aspects of HR policy or practice that send consistent messages to key 

stakeholders and employees about the meaning of HRM within the organisation (Bowen and 

Ostroff, 2004; Truss and Gil, 2005), in other words those features of an HR system that 'send 

signals to employees that allows them to understand the desired and appropriate responses and 

form a collective sense of what is expected' (Bowen and Ostroff, 2004: 206). 

If these processes are strong, they can foster clarity of interpretations and perceptions (both 

individual-level and collective perceptions) among stakeholders over the meaning of strategic 

HRM in the organisational setting, thereby allowing for similar "cognitive maps" or "causal 

maps" to develop among people and for collective sensemaking processes and shared meanings of 

HRM consistent with organisational strategic goals to form (Weick, 1995; Bowen and Ostroff, 

2004). In these circumstances, strong HRM processes can enhance organisational performance 

owing to shared meanings in promotion of collective responses that are consistent with 

organisational strategic goals, assuming the appropriateness of those goals (Bowen and Ostroff, 

2004). Conversely, if these processes are weak, HRM practices may send messages that are 

ambiguous and subject to individual interpretation, and given ambiguity, they may contribute to a 

collective sensemaking process and shared interpretations over the meaning of strategic HRM in 

the organisation that may be inconsistent with organisational strategic goals and result in 

unintended outcomes, such as variability in behaviours or unintended sensemaking. 

(2) Processes related to the behaviours of HR members within the HR department, such as the 

leadership and power wielded by key department members and the HR Director (Truss et al, 

2002; Bowen and Ostroff, 2004; Colbert, 2004), competencies of HR staff and the nature of their 

involvement with organisational strategic issues (Lawler and Mohrman, 2003; Truss et al, 2002; 

Truss and Gil, 2005), the ways in which HR staff go about working alongside senior and line 

managers to help them achieve their objectives (Huselid et al, 1997) and ways in which HR 

managers are able to change the nature of the work that they do (Strauss et al, 1963; Bamett et al, 

1996; Truss et al, 2002; Colbert, 2004; Truss and Gil, 2005). Over time, such processes can create 

a stronger organisational climate adaptable to change and build long-term organisational 

capability. 
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The available evidence suggested that at OS, these micro-processes were relatively weak during 

the first phase of change (the 'evolution' phase), became much stronger during the second phase 

of change (the 'transformation' phase) and continued to be strong throughout the Gnal phase of 

change (the 'incorporation' stage), hi sharp contrast to OS, similar processes in MCA were absent 

during the first phase of change, weak during the second phase of change and continued to be 

predominantly weak in the last phase of change. A detailed exploration of these processes will be 

undertaken in the next three sections, which address the specific inner and outer contextual factors 

as well as the HR processes that emerged during each stage of change in the two cases. 

7.4. Factors influencing the role of the HR function in the ^Evolution' Stage 

A number of constraining and enabling factors were identified during the 'evolution' stage of 

change as having an impact on the contribution made by the HR function. Table 7.2 presents a 

comparative summary of the two cases in this stage. 

7.4.1. Constraining factors 

7.4.1.1. Government influence and public sector nature of the employment relationship 

The particular nature of the employment relationship in the public sector (Famham and Horton, 

1996, 2000; Boyne et al, 1999; Winchester and Bach, 1999; Bach and della Rocca, 2000; Bach, 

1999, 2000, 2002, 2005) and the dependency of both organisations, as public sector entities, on 

the embedded public sector mechanisms of centrally-determined pay and of adherence to strict 

policy procedures and legislation, both acted as major constraints in the development and 

implementation of extensive HR strategic agendas and limited the scope of HR activities in both 

organisations. These factors were particularly influential during the 'evolution' stage of transition, 

with no evidence of any lessening of their influence during the 'transformation' and 

'incorporation' stages of change. 

A key element of the new public management' has been the attempt to break down the centralised 

system of collective bargaining, decentralise pay determination and link pay to performance 

(Bach and Winchester, 1994; Famham and Horton, 1996, 2000; Bach and Kessler, 2005; Bach, 

2005), as well as move away firom the 'internal labour markets' approach focused on fair wages, 

vocational commitment and career progression (Winchester and Bach, 1999), that would give 

public sector organisations more flexibility in developing new policies and practices and new pay 

arrangements, such as performance-related pay and job appraisals. However, the available 

evidence suggested that the various degrees of government funding that both organisations 

received, the embedded public sector mechanisms for determining pay terms and conditions, 
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coupled with a continuation of government control over the expenditure in relation to its statutory 

activities in MCA and a requirement to break even on its income and expenditure account, make a 

certain percent return on net assets and not exceed its financial limits on capital projects for which 

government funding was offered in OS, respectively, continued to limit the scope of autonomy of 

the HR function in developing and implementing what constituted 'private sector style' HR 

initiatives and HRM policies and practices. This was particularly the case in relation to the design 

of the appraising, compensating and rewarding processes; the HR functions in both organisations 

still had to operate within the ambit of Civil Service pay and rewards structure and policies and 

this limited their degree of discretion in using pay and reward systems as efficient tools for 

developing more flexible and attractive pay arrangements similar to those offered in the private 

sector. The issue of government control (in particular of the Treasury) over the HR pay agenda at 

OS and MCA emerged as a recurrent theme throughout the research. 

The constraints of working within a government centrally-driven system of pay components and 

allowances were particularly apparent in the HR priorities for pay and reward: 

" I think the main hindrance is the fact that OS is under budgetary restrictions as a Trading Fund, everybody 
works within financial limits ... that's imposed higher up the organisation, and people end up frustrated that 
there is no flexibility from the HR department." (Manager, OS, 2001) 

"The civil service regulations are pushing us very much faster than our natural business needs would take 
us." (HR Manager Pay & Reward, OS, 2002) 

"As a public sector body, we must comply with a lot of government rigidities: we have many very 
demarcated staff groups, our payroll incorporates many components of gross pay. We must develop and 
negotiate our pay remit and get the approval of Treasury, there are fixed allowances that can not be changed, 
it's a very messy system." (HR Manager Pay & Reward, MCA, 2002) 

For OS, particularly during the 'evolution' and 'transformation' stages of change, the constraints 

of working within the ambit of Civil Service pay and rewards structure limited HR discretion in 

using these policies as an efficient strategic tool in the implementation of new reward and 

performance management processes, that would encourage, for instance, a stronger relationship 

between performance and rewards and would give more attractive incentives for high 

performance. This in turn placed significant constraints on other important HR activities and 

processes, in particular on attracting and recruiting new senior managers and project managers 

from the commercial sector to support the commercial and marketing skills acquisition: 

"There are constraints upon what we can pay to attract staff There are certain aspects: we can't give share 
options, we can't completely give cars to staff, we can't give them any insurance." (HR Programme Manager, 
OS, 2002) 

"There are some things that are available to managers and staff in the private sector, and not available to 
them in the public sector, such as the ability to pay large amounts of money or give shares, options ... if we 
are looking to recruit managers from the commercial sector, because we need that marketing or information 
technology expertise that they have, they are not going to be paid as well as in a good private sector job, so 
the rewards for them to come and work with us aren't so attractive."(Director of Business Change, OS, 
2002) 
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As a Trading Fund and self-funding organisation, OS had much greater autonomy in approaching 

pay issues and more control over certain budgetary restrictions and general pay parameters than 

MCA. Nevertheless, the government continued to exert Anancial pressures, which took the form 

of the requirement for the organisation to make an average return on the capital employed of at 

least 5.5% a year, which in turn influenced the amount of resources that could be invested in staff 

development, training and appraisal: 

"There are some constraints upon us because we are a government department, we can't just throw money on 
our staff, as a Trading Fund we are wholly dependant on our revenue and we live within what we can earn to 
develop the business."(Head of Strategy, OS, 2002) 

Similar constraints were apparent in the area of recruitment and selection, where having to operate 

within the ambit of civil service procedures and adhere to legislation around fairness clearly had a 

negative impact on resourcing activities, especially in terms of the organisation's ability to attract 

people with the right skills and competencies at the right time for the organisation: 

"We do have a recruitment policy across the Civil Service of 'fair and open competition', and that sometimes 
has prevented us to move as quickly as we wanted to - to get the right candidates into the right job as quickly 
as we wanted and sometimes this is over-bureaucratic and does not always come up with the most effective 
solution to circumstances." (Director, OS, 2002) 

These regulatory constraints were constantly cultivating the negative perceptions of senior and 

line managers from other business groups that HR lacked flexibility in dealing with government 

regulatory framework: 

"We go to HR with certain issues that we want to address, and quite often, their response is: 'It is in the 
rules!', so we don't get a two-way conversation, as to 'Why you are asking us this?', 'Lets try and get a 
better understanding of why you, the field operations, need this flexibility, why you like to make that 
decision and maybe then I can change the process in HR to deal more effectively with it. For instance, 
London is a significant issue and we need to keep this people and expect to be flexible in terms of what are 
the responsibilities of the individuals and the exceptional circumstances (fines in London, extra costs 
incurred by staff etc)." (Production Manager Data Collection and Management, London office, OS, 2002) 

7.4.1.2. Public sector administrative heritage 

In addition to these institutional factors, other generic factors emerged as acting to inhibit the 

contribution of the HR function. One key feature of the 'old style' employment relationship 

specific to public sector organisations was the 'rule-bound' process-driven nature of public sector 

bureaucracy (Famham and Horton, 1996, 2000; Winchester and Bach, 1999; Bach and della 

Rocca, 2000; Truss, 2003; Bach and Kessler, 2005). hi both organisations, this particular 

constraint was more apparent and influential during the 'evolution' and 'transformation' phases of 

change, with the factor being more prevalent and mentioned more during the first and second 

stages of transition, and much less during the last stage. 

During the 'evolution' stage of change, the administrative heritage of the public sector translated, 

in both organisations, into HRM continuing to be very procedure-driven, with the focus on 

process militating against the HR managers taking what they considered to be the most expedient 
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or even strategic decisions in certain given situations, especially in relation to resourcing, 

recruitment and selection activities: 

"There are more rules and regulations than we need for the business. They say 'you can't do this', although 
some of the rules are not casted in stone, you always have flexibility to make decisions within that." (Middle 
Manager, Data Collection and Management, London Region, OS, 2003) 

"...because we are still attached to the Civil Service, we also have these very detailed and defined processes 
of dealing with things, which is process ruling over people." (Regional Director, MCA, 2001) 

The requirements to adhere to specific public sector legislation and procedures, such as those 

around equal opportunities and diversity, were seen as constraining the ability of the HR 

department to eliminate bureaucracy and act strategically in given circumstances: 

"the recruitment policy across the Civil Service of 'fair and open competition' ... is over-bureaucratic and 
does not always come up with the most effective solution to circumstances." (Director of Business Change, 

"every time the HR department tries to approach a problem, they approach it like in the Civil Service and 
create some monolitic structures that we are not prepared to follow."(Regional Director, MCA, 2001) 

"Managers got to understand the restrictions that we work within, the boundaries, the facts and influences we 
have in our work. They don't really understand that, they say that if they want to get rid of someone it should 
be quick. They don't understand the parameters that we got to work within, the problems of law. Yes, you 
can be in a tribunal and it may cost us thousands pounds, we've got this equal opportunity-diversity 
legislation ..." (HR Team Leader, MCA, 2001) 

This historical focus on process, in turn, negatively impacted on external perceptions of key 

stakeholders of the function's effectiveness and led to continuing negative perceptions of the role 

of HR. The perception held by the majority of stakeholders was that the function was purely 

administrative and lacked efficiency, which further acted to constrain opportunities for the 

function to play a strategic role. 

"Historically, the perception was that the HR department has not had enough of a customer service 
philosophy. They were very good at checking you are following the rules and doing everything is written in 
the policy ..." (Senior Manager, OS, 2001) 

"There is in here a sort of tradition that there are certain things that we, HR, do and they [senior and line 
managers] do. We do all the recruitment, selection, pay slips, writing of letters and references, the admin and 
the paperwork, and people think: that's what HR is here for! It is difficult to shift the dividing line due to this 
tradition". (Member HR Department, MCA, 2001) 

In OS, this constraint was mentioned most during the first stage of change, less so during the 

second stage of change and very little during the last stage of change, which suggested a shift in 

perceptions of the function's role over time following the changes in the role the HR function 

actually played. In sharp contrast to OS, in MCA this constraint continued to be mentioned in all 

the three stages of change. 

7.4.1.3. Complex nature of strategy in 'hybrid' forms of public sector organisations 

Most private sector organisations specify their overall business objective as the maximisation of 

profit or shareholder value. However, 'hybrid organisations' like OS and MCA were existing in 

the intersection of two different spheres - the public and the private and had a controversial 
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role to play by being 'half-way' public sector organisations. For these two organisations, 

consequently, the challenge was to articulate the most viable strategy that would both serve the 

commercialisation objectives and satisfy the multiple stakeholders (government, clients, users, 

staff and the Board). 

OS had launched a comprehensive strategy, developed to transform the organisation into an e-

business technologically, commercially and culturally. It was designed to be a radical change to 

the way the organisation worked, allowing customers to preview and buy the mapping data in 

much more user-friendly ways. Underpinning much of the strategy were a number of projects, 

highly technical, which involved good knowledge of information systems and digital mapping 

development. Translating such a complex strategy into clear strategic objectives at business unit 

level and clear HE. strategies, as well as cascading these objectives from the top down to the 

bottom of the organisation proved to be, at times, extremely challenging. 

"Given the business environment in which we operate, I think all of the change that we've been going 
through has been orientated towards trying to get us more externally focused, more commercially focused, 
but without losing our core strengths, which is we are the National Mapping Agency, we provide the 
referencing system which is unique. And is about how do we get more customer information into the 
business, so we guide technical developments more carefully." (Corporate Strategist, OS, September 2002) 

"What we needed was a strategy that recognised our unique position. Something that enabled the 
organisation to have learning and, at the end of the experience, the learning would be resident in the 
organisation." (Corporate Strategist, 2001) 

"I know that in many areas there was a major problem with senior managers communicating with middle 
managers. You know, get them involved and thinking about all the staff, getting them to understand what 
change was, and what was required, and why you need to do things in a different way, and the approach that 
they were adopting wasn't the right way, because we had to have this message with 'marketisation' right, but 
we didn't have to be vertical about it." (Business Unit Manager, OS, 2002) 

Similarly, in the case of MCA, incorporating both the Government's requirements for enhancing 

the safety of ships and the quality of customer services, on the one hand, and the commercial 

opportunities that would generate additional income, on the other hand, into an achievable 

strategy proved to be extremely challenging. In addition, the Agency needed to be flexible enough 

to take account of changing ministerial and departmental priorities and evolving maritime policy. 

Therefore, unlike OS, whose strategy had to respond to something that represented a commercial 

market, MCA had to constantly look for opportunities to improve services for customers and 

stakeholders by expanding its remit and activities in areas where it could generate income, but 

without jeopardising its primary statutory core business (search, rescue and ship safety 

responsibilities). Translating this 'grand strategy' into strategic initiatives that could be 

implemented in a planned and structured way and supported by a budget that required 

accountability proved to be very difficult. 

"What we need to do now is to explore opportunities that are not so obvious to the agency. We have people 
skills that can be translated into something else that has market potential. The shipping industry is now 
saturated with products. We must back off from that and find new opportunities." (Head of Directorate, 
MCA, 2001) 

290 



"At the moment, there is not a very clear objective strategy, it is an academic strategy which looks nice in the 
document, but doesn't actually tell people on the ground what they have to do." (Director, MCA, 2001) 

"One of our concerns, in terms of strategic direction, is how our strategy has to be to improve our 
efficiency and effectiveness." (Corporate Planning Manager, MCA, 2001) 

"I think it is still evolving, what we had tried to do in the last couple of years is to have a much closer 
involvement between the planning process, the financial process and the people resource process. So 
bringing in together the making of plans, how you are going to fund it and how many people you need to run 
it. That's in the grand scheme, but I don't think we are there yet, we still have a long way to go." (Head of 
Strategic Planning, MCA, 2004) 

In both cases, furthermore, a major area of constraint was the clarity of the strategic vision and 

how this vision could be translated into clear strategic objectives for all the business groups and 

departments, including HR. Both OS and MCA's corporate visions originated with the CEO (the 

staffs perception throughout was that it was closely associated with the CEOs on a personal 

basis) in the form of a concept rather than a systematic, clearly specified set of targets or goals. 

In this context, in both organisations, HR managers were trying to adjust to something that was 

not always clearly defined: 

"When we tried to get all the key players aligned, we found that there was a vision that was understood in 
terms of the words, but not in terms of the meaning for various departments in the structure. We did not all 
have a common view of where we were going. So, if precisely how this organisation will function seemed to 
be something of a mystery for the people in it, how can we expect HR to play a role if we can't define what 
we want to achieve at the end of it? " (HR Manager, OS, 2002) 

"One big problem I had is that we have corporate services, HR, finance, technical services. Quality 
&Standards and each of them are determined to create their own strategy. The problem is that they are in a 
position that they tend to assume an identity on their own right." (Maritime Operations Director, MCA, 
2003) 

7.4.1.4. Public sector culture and lack of managerial accountability 

There is one cultural characteristic that distinguishes public sector settings &om private 

organisations and is critical in influencing how people are managed in them; 'the public-service 

ethos'. Although it is difficult to define, it is generally identified with the normative principles 

guiding the behaviour of public servants and the decisions they take. The public-service ethos 

encapsulates a number of underpinning principles including: political neutrality; loyalty; probity; 

honesty; trustworthiness; fairness; incorruptibility; and serving the public (Famham and Horton, 

1996; Horton and Famham, 1999; Horton, 2005). 

In both OS and MCA, the commercialisation reforms were attempting to weaken the traditional 

public-service ethos associated with reliability, service to the community and loyalty, and replace 

it with new values associated with markets, competition, value for money, managing uncertainty, 

efficiency, quality, innovation and informatisation. As Pratchett and Wingfield (1994: 33) 

remarked, 'interpretations of accountability are shifting from political accountability to contract 

and market accountability; acceptance of bureaucratic rules is diminishing; fragmentation into 
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discrete business units is weakening collegiality; and loyalty is becoming more personally located. 

Above all, the key feature of the emerging ethos emphasises a competitive, contractual, insular 

and adversarial culture'. These new values are built around the notion that public services are 

increasingly public businesses, aimed primarily at satisfying individual client needs in the market 

place, in conditions of resource constraint, with the role of the state as an employer becoming 

subordinated to this political priority. 

During the 'evolution' stage of transition, the traditional public sector culture continued to 

challenge the attempts to replace the old civil service 'silo' mentality of the workforce built 

around consensus with one built around revenue awareness, pride in the product, service to 

customers, increased customer focus and value for money, hi OS, although internal staff surveys 

conducted in 2001 and 2002 provided strong evidence that staff were convinced that culture 

change had to occur for the business to be successful, that the existing civil service culture was no 

longer conducive to the aims of the business and that a new, more revenue focused and customer 

aware culture would be more effective, 'teaching' staff how to change their working practices so 

that they fall in line with the new culture was constrained by the old-style civil service mentality. 

Similarly, in MCA, cutting bureaucracy and promoting ownership of issues and problems were 

processes difficult to embed in the traditional civil service organisational structures. In these 

circumstances, the implementation of HR interventions aimed at changing the behaviour set of 

employees was not done without resistance from employees: 

" I think that the cultural change that we've just had, has been a bit of a shock, a cultural shock, to people 
because they're used to being treated like the family firm." (Union representative, OS, 2002) 

"An organisation as old as the OS and as well embedded in the civil service tends to look after itself. You 
see someone fresh into the OS and after a while they become part of the establishment, the organisation 
moulds the individual... Over a period of time, I've always felt that OS takes back control, it doesn't matter 
who's in charge, that's just the way things are." (Manager, OS, 2002) 

"We tend to like decisions made for us and we like to act on those decisions, or we like to be able to go along 
with them begrudgingly." (Middle Manager, MCA, 2002) 

In MCA, moreover, associated with what has been termed by many managers as the 'traditional 

inspection and surveying culture', a specific constraint was the lack of emphasis at lower 

management levels on treating HR as a source of competitive advantage, the civil service 

mentality of not treating human capital as a scarce resource and the neglect of soft people issues. 

This in turn affected the readiness for adopting a more strategic approach to HRM focused on 

performance, results and developing the organisation's internal knowledge base: 

"Essentially, MCA has an inspection and surveying culture and even to this day, it still exists, even though it 
may not be publicly stated it certainly is the main artery and undercurrent of the organisation, and what 
comes with that is often a very difficult and basic way in which they deal with people." (Senior manager, 
MCA, 2001) 
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Linked with these traditional civil service culture and values, a major area of constraint in both 

OS and MCA was the persistence of the traditional public sector 'no-blame' culture, characterised 

by a 'consensual approach' to decision-making and lack of personal accountability for results 

(Famham and Horton, 1996, 2000; Boyne et al, 1999; Bach and della Rocca, 2000; Bach, 2005), 

especially amongst the middle and front-line management cohort: 

"Our decision-making process was very slow because when people wouldn't take responsibility, and so they 
wouldn't be accountable, decisions would move upwards, until our decisions went up and down in the 
hierarchy all the time, someone needing a decision would be referred up, actually getting further and further 
away from the original request, and then it would come back down on the hierarchy again, because people 
didn't want to be held accountable for the results." (Director of Business Change, OS, 2001) 

"... an important cultural theme running through is increasing the accountability of line managers, making 
them more accountable for their decisions, making them more prepared to take decisions that previously they 
couldn't delegate upwards. They just abdicated their responsibility and passed the decisions up in the 
hierarchy."(Director, MCA, 2001) 

Whilst this issue acted as a general constraint in the implementation of the planned change 

programmes, it also affected the relationships between the HR department and various ranks of 

managers, in that there was a perception amongst managers that it was 'advisable' to refer 

problems back to the 'experts in personnel' rather than risk making a decision that could incur 

criticism. The difficulties of being held accountable in what was described as a 'blame culture' 

was exacerbated by the fact that many managers were ill-prepared to exercise their own discretion 

in making decisions about their own staff In OS, this factor directly affected the implementation 

process for the new performance management system, with managers blaming inconsistencies in 

their decision-making on the vagaries of the system and on the lack of advice received from the 

personnel fiinction rather than on their own judgements. 

"... before we had a top-down decision-making and what it was lacking was management accountability and 
the lack of ownership. Managers have now to become aware that 'not everything is by consensus'. We aim 
now at having a more bottom-up decision-making and encourage accountability. And managers have to 
understand that even if they don't have all the answers, we learn from experience."(New Ways of Working 
Programme Manager, Human Resources and Corporate Services, OS, 2001). 

"We need more involvement of line managers in decisions, a lot more of making our managers to actually 
take the decisions and be the owners of these actions. We've got a lot of work to do with our management 
population, in terms of what we expect our managers to do. A lot of them, because of their background, are 
certainly very task-oriented and it is not a re-education exactly. We are changing attitudes of managers for 
them to think 'actually, we achieved these tasks through people and we may be able to get better results if we 
change our management style."(Director, MCA, 2001) 

Associated with the accountability problem was another factor related to the organisational 

context that appeared to act as a constraint, lack of managerial capability and competence 

amongst the management cohort. Historically, OS employed middle and first line managers with 

strong technical expertise and good operational skills, but lacking the generic management skills. 

These managers were given the authority to manage staff without them possessing the necessary 

skills to take on effectively the role of managers. Furthermore, although the cultural change 

programme was aimed to strengthen the ability and competence of senior and line managers 
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through the setting up of in-house management and leadership development programmes, the 

issue of line managers not having the appropriate skills for dealing with people management 

issues was raised &equently during interviews, especially during the first stage of change: 

"It is part of the history of this organisation that all the staff are very technically competent and we promote 
technical people into management posts. We do not always give them the management skills they need. In 
fact, some people just don't have the management skills, they don't want to manage, they want to focus on 
the technical work and there is a role for paying technical people more and more for doing that technical job 
better and better, not trying to put them in a job of a line manager that are not suited to do." (Head of 
Strategy, OS, 2001) 

" . . . certainly part of the change programme was aimed to strengthen the ability and competence of our line 
managers ... we have tried to delegate more to line managers from the centre, so instead of central HR 
making decisions, line managers taking decisions. We tried that, but honestly, some of the line managers did 
not have the competence or the ability to be able to take on those responsibilities. Perhaps they shouldn't 
have been where they were in the first place, but nevertheless, they were." (Director of Business Change, 
OS, 2002) 

Similarly, in MCA, there were genuine concerns about the levels of expertise of line management 

in managing their staff and tackling people management issues: 

"I think we need to also improve the basic people management of all the managers within MCA. It's not a 
question of that being HR's responsibility, it's a joint responsibility between HR and line managers. We 
haven't got that right yet. Partly, we are not training our managers properly." (Director of Maritime 
Operations, MCA, 2001) 

7.4.1.5. Strong trade union presence and public sector consensual approach 

One specific feature of the traditional pattern of people management in the public services which 

acted to constrain the move towards strategic HRM was the 'old style' collectivised pattern of 

industrial relations, characterised by a strong trade union presence and role in negotiations on 

employment conditions and the consensual and consultative culture of achieving 'everything by 

consensus' (Famham and Horton, 1996, 2000; Winchester and Bach, 1999; Boyne et al, 1999; 

Bach and della Rocca, 2000; Bach, 2005). Although this traditional feature of the employment 

relationship has resulted, over the years, in very low levels of industrial con&ontation or dispute 

and close relationships between trade union representatives and senior management, in the context 

of commercialisation reforms implemented at high speed in both OS and MCA, the consensual 

approach was gradually starting to be seen by senior management as slowing down the adoption 

of various change initiatives and policies and the overall implementation of change. More 

specifically, in the context of a desire for consensus, trade unions appeared to have been able to 

slow down the adoption of various policies or the implementation of radical changes by 

withholding agreement or refusing to compromise over terms and conditions, and thus inhibit the 

implementation of corporate and HR strategies. 

In OS, the constraining nature of this factor appeared to be particularly strong during the 

'evolution' and 'transformation' stages of change, whilst in MCA this factor appeared to be more 
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influential especially during the 'transformation' phase. 

In OS, during the 'evolution' phase of change, the power and influence of trade unions over the 

survival of collective bargaining structures and pay review systems based on a pluralist view of 

employment relations was seen by senior management as a key constraint to the negotiation of 

new pay arrangements promoting flexibility and differentiation based on individual performance 

and work location (such as differentiation in the pay conditions of surveyors based on their 

regional location). The proposed arrangements were not considerate appropriate by the trade 

unions, on the grounds that they would encourage a competitive culture that was against the 

fiindamental public sector principles of'uniformity' and 'fairness': 

"With the Pay issues, the underlying agenda seems to be to dismantle the whole of the pay agreement and 
the pay structure within OS and to pay different groups of staff different rates of pay, which is totally alien to 
everybody who works with OS, because everybody feels that we are one team!" (Trade Union 
representative, OS, 2001) 

7.4.1.6. Lack of HR leadership, capability and expertise 

An important factor that militated against HR strategic involvement in both organisations during 

this first stage of change was the lack of HR leadership, capability and expertise. 

At OS, the lack of HR leadership and capability at the HR department level meant that both the 

HR Director and senior HR practitioners within the HR department were excluded fi-om strategic 

conversations and not able to exercise more influence and be involved in more strategic issues 

than would otherwise be the case. Although the function did not lack opportunities to take on a 

more strategic role, the absence of the necessary HR skills and capabilities at the HR department 

level meant that the function was unable to satisfy the needs and demands of its stakeholders, 

especially in terms of the HR policies and strategies that had to be developed. There were 

fundamental questions raised about depth and breadth of specialist knowledge that existed within 

the HR function: 

"it sounds good for HR to become more strategic, but they [HR] don't seem to really know what that could 
mean and whether they have the necessary skills to undertake such a role." (Senior Manager, OS, 2001) 

A number of informants criticised the HR practitioners for lacking relevant product and industry 

experience, with the end result being a perception that HR members lacked technical and business 

credibility: 

"We, as individual managers, have to very much lead the HR people. I don't believe corporate HR can sit 
up and say, this is what you should do, as we should know our business more intimately than they do." 
(Head of Business Group, OS, early 2002) 

At MCA, the prevailing view amongst over 90 per cent of stakeholders interviewed was also that 

HR managers lacked leadership, were not equipped to support senior and line managers during 
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commercialisation and did not have the appropriate level of competencies to deal with strategic 

business issues. 

"I think a lot of the HR people can become somewhat belligerent about the new understandings of how 
business clicks. They would much rather sit in a comer playing HR without understanding how the whole 
business functions." (Senior executive, MCA, 2001) 

Various organisational stakeholders in MCA were also critical of the passive role the HR 

department played in the organisation, in particular they questioned the level of professional 

credibility of HR practitioners: 

"They [HR department] leave a lot to be desired. I mean, a lot of these people hold themselves up as 
professionals and really all they are is just administrative officers carrying out a personnel function, 
managing leave and all that sort of stuff." (Manager, MCA, 2002) 

In both organisations, group-level managers and other line managers also commented on the lack 

of business and technical knowledge of HR. 

"The people that they've got in HR do not have the necessary skill or capability of doing it. There's some 
that are outstanding, but by and by, I would still say they are operating at a very operational level."(Group 
level manager, OS, 2002) 

" I don't think they have the capacity to get round the policies and draw up change ... I believe this is 
because the people ... don't have a clue what is needed, or what strategy is for starters-but what is needed. 
It's still an operational or administrative approach."(Divisional manager, MCA, 2002) 

7.4.1.7. Stakeholders' perceptions and expectations of HR role 

Linked with the above factor, a significant constraint which acted against HR strategic 

involvement during the 'evolution' phase of change, was the continuing perceptions held by key 

stakeholders that the HR function lacked efficiency and capability. From the perspective of 

stakeholders, it was clear that perceptions of HR inefficiency were very strong and they felt that 

the HR function was not operating effectively at the level of 'platform services'. These negative 

perceptions led to continuing expectations from many line and senior managers that HR staff 

would continue the same level of involvement in operational HR matters, which in turn justified 

HR further exclusion from the more strategic activities and processes (Legge, 1978). 

At OS, several senior and line managers spoke of HR's primarily role as being about rules and 

regulations. The perception appeared also to be that they 'had an unclear role', 'lacked visibility' 

and were 'just implementing policies; there's no strategic thinking'. Typical comments were: 

"We go to HR with certain issues that we want to address, and quite often, their response is 'It is in the 
rules', so we don't get a two-way conversation." (Manager, Production area, OS, early 2002) 

"For many years, HR over here has been seen as being 'the policeman' of the organisation telling you what 
you could or you couldn't do." (Line Manager, OS, 2001) 

At MCA, there were clear tensions between the role of HR at the centre and senior and line 

managers from various directorates for maritime operations and coastguard services: 
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"We do find bureaucracy terrible: reporting sick leave etc. We don't have a system in place to record it. Most 
people issues are down to me, I take the initiative in solving them. If I feel that is out of my control, this is 
when HR should get into it, they are there to give advice and guidance." (Senior Manager, Directorate of 
Maritime Operations, MCA, 2001) 

7.4.1.8. Weak HR micro-processes 

The analysis of the 'evolution' stage of transition in OS and MCA revealed that various HR 

micro- processes that could help the personnel function enhance its strategic contribution were 

weak (in OS) and almost absent (in MCA). Linked with these micro-processes, an important 

aspect of the HR function that appeared to act as a constraint to its strategic involvement in each 

of the two cases was its structure. 

Prior to the arrival of the new HR Director in September 2002, the structure and location of the 

HR department were found to constrain both formal and informal relationships between staff in 

the HR department and the rest of the organisation. The HR department at OS was poorly 

integrated both spatially and relationally, understaffed and located remotely in the west wing of 

the headquarters, away from the central section which housed the Chief Executive and other 

Executive Directors. Corporate HR occupied a small part of an open plan office shared with other 

administrative fiinctions, which made formal and informal contacts between the members of the 

department and the rest of divisions in the organipation problematic, whilst the Head of HR had a 

separate office on a separate floor remote from other senior managers from other departments. 

Although the head of HR was a Board member with full voting rights, the physical separation 

made informal, ad hoc contacts between members of senior management and the HR director 

quite difficult, which in turn prevented him from building personal networks at all levels. The 

department was under-resourced and the same HR administrators and officers performed both 

administrative or policy compliance tasks and key HR activities, such recruitment, selection, 

appraisals and training. The absence of dedicated specialised HR teams that could tackle specific 

line management problems prevented members of the function from developing close links with 

the line and establish vertical and horizontal networks in the organisation as mechanisms for 

knowledge and expectations sharing. As a result, all communication processes - both inside the 

HR department between HR members and between HR members and other organisational actors 

were poor, with members of an understaffed HR department being unable to participate in 

divisional meetings or get involved in processes of negotiation and influence over the HR agenda 

with other groups and actors within the organisation. This partly explained the inability of the HR 

members to connect with the rest of the organisation and improve HR service provision through 

building the reputational effectiveness of the function (Tsui, 1984), although such informal 

linkages have been acknowledged by the extant literature as key to raising the status and 

297 



credibility of the HR department (eg Procter and Currie, 1999; Bowen and Ostroff, 2004; Truss 

and Gill, 2005). in the absence of such vital micro-social interactions, the members of the 

department were seen by key stakeholders as 'sitting in an ivory tower' and reacting to issues 

happening around them: 

"There were very few of them there in HR and they were so busy doing their daily jobs that they didn't have 
enough time to help us develop some of the structures we were putting together." (Director of Business 
Change, OS, 2001) 

A similar situation characterised MCA, where the personnel function was located in the basement 

and worked very isolated from the rest of the organisation. The HR department was largely 

performing administrative functions, ensuring compliance with public sector legislation and 

collating personnel related data (eg sickness levels, number of staff employed at different levels, 

staff transfers), with tasks performed involving limited interactions amongst various members of 

the function and outside the function, between HR members and other business groups or 

directorates. The head of HR was not a voting Board member and had very limited informal 

contacts with other senior managers from various organisational levels. The centralised structure 

of the HR function worked against strong formal and informal network and relationships being 

built between the key HR managers within the department and the rest of the organisation, and 

against HR members developing closer interactions with members of key directorates in the 

organisation, such as those for maritime operations and coastguard services. As a result of the 

weak formal and informal links between HR managers and the rest of the organisation, corporate 

HR was perceived as remote from the rest of the organisation, little responsive to the real 

organisational needs and formulating policies which were not necessarily addressing managerial 

problems. 

"Their location was in the basement, they were not very prominent." (Manager, MCA, December 2000) 

The structure and location of the HR function were thus in both cases critical factors in the 

enactment of such micro-processes, in that they influenced the strength of internal HR 

departmental relations, and the quality of interrelationships between HR and the line. These 

relationships could either be at the collective level - such as the presence of HR officers and HR 

managers in teams, committees, steering groups, meetings or workshops, or at the individual 

level- such as interactions between HR department members and individuals or groups from other 

divisions. 

Associated with this was another factor concerning the HR function that acted as a constraint, the 

lack of visibility. In OS, this was related more to the skills of the HR members and their capacity 

to keep other business groups informed on what goes on in the HR department, as well as to the 

actual relationship of the HR department with the managers and senior managers within the 
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organisation. In MCA, on the other hand, the general feeling that the HR department was 'remote' 

from the regional offices, where the majority of the operational workforce (coastguards, search 

and rescue inspectors and marine ofGcers and surveyors) was based, was exacerbated by the 

continuation of a centralised HRM system with a centralised personnel function based at 

headquarters but no devolved HR units at the regional or functional groups level. In these 

circumstances, regional directors and managers had to rely on intranet and telephone 

communication to communicate with HR: 

"I haven't had any direct contacts with HR at the moment, other than through when staff make inquiries." 
(Manager, OS, 2001) 

"In terms of keeping other people from other groups informed as to what actually goes on in their 
department, they have not been very good at that." (Manager, MCA, 2002) 

7.4.2. Enabling factors 

7.4.2.1. Leadership and the attitude of senior management team 

The nature of leadership within the two organisations during the 'evolution' stage of change was 

found to act as a facilitator for the HR function adopting a strategic role. 

OS possessed good internal capabilities and expertise, but to make the transformation 6om a 

traditional civil service department to a Trading Fund with a commercial remit, the organisation 

needed a clearer focus on business, technology and people. The shared recognition amongst 

members of the senior management team and the chief executive (CEO) of the importance of 

various HR strategies, such as pay and remuneration and skill acquisition, in supporting the 

overall business strategy and the positive attitude towards the particular knowledge and expertise 

that the HR function could bring into the change programme appeared to be acting as facilitators 

of the move towards a wholesale strategic approach to HRM: 

"We put this plan together, represented by a railway journey. It's a single-track railway, a one-way journey, 
because we wouldn't be going back. It didn't have a starting-point because change has been going on 
forever, and we couldn't say if or when we would finish. We want our people and the HR strategies who 
support them to develop in a way that is consistent with this journey, and HR to understand how they can 
contribute to this new strategic direction." (Chief Executive Officer, 2001) 

A similar attitude was apparent in MCA, with the CEO encouraging the development and 

implementation of HR strategies that would deliver improved people performance management: 

"we need to be as proactive as possible to show our determination to improve our working arrangements and 
our efficiency, promote consistency in improved people performance management and make sure that the 
Agency has the right people with the right skills in the right place for its future needs." (Chief Executive 
0mcer,2001) 
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Table 7.2 Factors influencing the role of the HR function in the 'Evolution' Stage 

Factors Type Case 1 - OS Case 2- MCA 
Government influence and 
public sector nature of 
employment relationship 

Constraint Working within the ambit of Civil 
Service pay and rewards structure 
limited HR discretion and choice; 
impact on the ability to attract and 
retain skilled employees 

Public sector legislation and 
pay structure limited autonomy 
to develop more attractive pay 
and reward packages 

Public sector 
administrative heritage 

Constraint Procedure-driven HRM and focus 
on process limited ability to take 
expedient decisions 

Adherence to public sector 
legislation around equal 
opportunities and diversity seen 
as working against business 
goals 

Complex nature of strategy Constraint Strategy to serve both commercial 
objectives and national interest 

Strategy to combine both 
statutory objectives and wider 
markets 

Public sector culture and 
lack of managerial 
accountability 

Constraint Persistence of'no-blame' culture; 
'silo' mentality; middle and first-
line managers personal 
accountability problem 

Civil service mentality 
neglecting soft people issues; 
lack of personal accountability 
for results 

Strong trade union 
presence and public sector 
consensual approach 

Constraint Consultative culture based on 
consensus slowed down the 
implementation of radical changes 
in pay and reward system 

Persistence of public sector 
principles of uniformity and 
fairness 

Lack of HR leadership, 
capability and expertise 

Constraint HR members not comfortable in 
dealing with strategic decisions, 
due to lack of skills and expertise 

Poor understanding of business 
issues and local priorities and 
problems 

Stakeholders' perceptions 
and expectations of HR 
role 

Constraint Negative perceptions of HR as the 
'policeman' of the organisation 

Perceptions that HR lacked 
efficiency and capability 

HR micro processes and 
structure of the HR 
department 

Constraint Weak integration of the department 
within the organisation spatially 
and relationally; weak micro-social 
processes 

Isolated HR department; poor 
communication; lack of 
visibility; weak micro-social 
processes 

Leadership and the attitude 
of senior management team 

Enabler CEO and top management team 
driving the change programme 
took HR matters seriously and 
actively encouraged the HR 
department to become more 
proactive 

CEO encouraging the 
development of effective HR 
strategies 

The above nature of the constraints and opportunities which emerged in both organisations 

throughout the 'evolution' stage of change highlighted the persistence of Legge 's (1978) vicious 

circles in the development of HR role. The particular nature of the employment relationship in the 

public sector, coupled with the various degree of government influence over the two 

organisations' commercialisation agendas and the limited H R capabili ty, expertise and leadership 

at the H R department level led to negative perceptions a m o n g key stakeholders of the 

effectiveness of the personnel department. If we are to draw again on what role-theory (Katz and 

Kahn, 1966, 1968; Truss et al, 2002) suggests, such percept ions were translated by key 

stakeholders into very low role expectations f rom the existing personnel function, that the 

function would continue to be predominantly involved in operational H R matters. Furthermore, 

we can draw further on the 'negotiated order' perspective (Strauss et al, 1963; Bamett et al, 1996) 

to suggest that, in the context of the limited capabilities and expert ise which existed at the HR 
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department level during this stage of transition, HR managers and professionals were unable to 

engage actively in processes to alter the nature of their role, own initiatives in HRM in areas such 

as pay, appraisal and rewards (in OS), or gain ownership of strategic decisions (in MCA), and in 

turn change stakeholders' overall negative perceptions over the limited HR strategic capability. 

This resulted in further exclusion of personnel managers from strategic activities and processes 

and in the continuation of a predominantly reactive orientation for the function, which further 

denied that 'specialist' formal direct access to senior management decisions. 

7.5. Factors mfluencing the role of the HR function in the 'Transformation' 
Stage 

A number of constraining and enabling factors were identified during the 'transformation' stage 

of change as having an impact on the contribution made by the HR function. Table 7.3 presents a 

comparative summary of the two cases in this stage. 

7.5.1. Constraining factors 

7.5.1.1. Public sector nature of employment relationship and government control 

The constraints of working within the ambit of Civil Service pay and reward structure and the 

embedded mechanisms for determining pay terms and conditions continued to be raised during 

the 'transformation' stage of change in both organisations as factors which limited the scope and 

extent of genuine choice in relation to both agencies' pay systems and the exercise of discretion in 

using pay and reward systems as effective tools through the development of more flexible pay 

arrangements that would promote differentiation and eliminate uniformity. 

In OS, although the recently implemented performance management system was regarded as the 

centrepiece of the HR strategy and in theory, the system provided considerable managerial 

discretion on the pay awards given for individual performance, in practice, the extent of choice 

available to HR managers in designing more flexible systems of rewards and allowances, and to 

senior or line managers in using these pay instruments as ways to increase staff satisfaction and 

commitment, was limited because of the government control (more specifically, of the Treasury) 

over various pay arrangements. 

"we have to abide by our Treasury Policy and how much we pay our staff in terms of the annual increases." 
(Manager, OS, 2003) 

Other frequently cited examples of such constraints were raised in relation to the existing systems 

of allowances and rewards for surveyors, which did not allow for greater differentiation in 

benefits between those regions which were more valuable to the business and needed to attract 

and retain high quality staff and those who added less value: 
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"As a manager, I haven't got enough freedom to tell HR - that rule is a nonsense- and deal with it in a 
professional way and then be accountable for that decision. I would rather deal with things in my own way. 
Allowances are a classic example of bureaucracy, with HR saying - you shouldn't deal with that because the 
law constraints do not allow us to change things." (Production Manager, OS, 2003) 

"A lot of money comes to OS from the London area, so we need to make the jobs there more attractive. We 
have the policy when you have to live within 25 miles from the office to be entitled to the London 
allowance, and even with my salary increased, I cannot leave in London. This is an issue, the system of 
allowances that we have does not fit in with the requirements of the business." (Production Manager, OS, 
2003) 

Following the implementation of the new structure and the reduction in staff numbers, the 

constraints of working within the ambit of Civil Service pay and rewards structure were also seen 

as having a negative impact on resourcing activities, in particular on the ability of the organisation 

to attract and recruit team leaders and project managers from the commercial sector to support the 

sales, as well as the product and market development, in the two key areas of the business -

digital and graphic mapping: 

"we need more highly-skilled people in the areas that have been downsized and we need to offer more 
competitive pay packages. We have problems recruiting because there is a shortage in the market and the 
market offers a mixture of the salaries we are able to offer, hence the perception that these people are having 
that, as a civil service organisation, we cannot offer certain pay packages." (HR Business Partner, OS, 2003) 

For MCA, the fact that the organisation's pay and reward strategies were constrained by 

government directives and regulations had clearly a negative impact on any company-wide HR 

initiatives to improve staff retention and commitment. MCA was still operating as an entity within 

the public sector, which forced the organisation to both work within certain financial limits and 

negotiate pay. During the 'transformation' stage of change, the negative influence of this factor 

was particularly evident in that it constrained the autonomy of regional offices in developing more 

local pay and reward strategies that could take into account and use more effectively local labour 

market conditions: 

"All the pay is determined centrally in the headquarters. We consulted with the Board when we developed 
our performance management system and we took into account the views of some senior managers, but we 
go tteough different approvals. Myself and the HR team decide on it centrally, so the regional offices are not 
having any decision-making power or responsibilities over pay. In terms of ongoing pay queries, HR 
Advisors are responsible for their areas, give advice and ask us for advice if they need." (HR Manager Pay & 
Reward, MCA, 2002) 

The dependency on Civil Service pay arrangements with pay continuing to be centrally-

determined was seen as acting as a major constraint against the development of regional-level 

flexible pay initiatives and limited the autonomy of the HR function in designing a more effective 

pay and reward package for various categories of staff. 

"We have certain elements for our pay, otherwise we wouldn't get approval from the Treasury: pay on the 
basis of the annual performance margin. We pay for a standard performance level, the next levels up show 
higher performance. ... When we put the new system in place, there were some significant changes in pay, 
however, some of our pay rewards are limited by the public sector legislation and pay structure." 
(HR Manager Pay & Reward, MCA, 2004) 

Similar constraints were apparent in the areas of recruitment and selection, where having to 

operate within the ambit of public sector regulations and adhere to strict procedures was seen 
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as heavily constraining the latitude for strategic behaviour and flexibility available to the HR 

function: 

"Government changes, different policies, but also in terms of what you can do - because there are still 
government rules -regulations on recruitment, terms and conditions of contracts are established by the 
Department and the Cabinet Office, the pay side of it - we only have so much flexibility. We can have an 
HR strategy and we can link it in with the business, but you can't have as quite the flexibility as you would 
have when you are a private business; because we want to do certain things and then we see that we can't do 
them because there is a little book here that says that we can't do them." (HR Team Leader, MCA, 2002) 

7.5.1.2. Strong trade union presence and role 

Although in line with the commercialisation reforms across the public sector attempts were made 

in both organisations to break down the centralised system of collective bargaining (Famham and 

Horton, 1996, 2000; Boyne et al, 1999; Winchester and Bach, 1999; Bach and della Rocca, 2000; 

Bach, 2005) and weaken the role of trade unions in negotiations and consultations on employment 

conditions and organisation-wide change initiatives, especially when such schemes could have 

potential negative implications for large numbers of employees (such as redundancies or 

deterioration of work conditions), the strong union presence continued to act as a constrain to the 

implementation of various HR initiatives during the 'transformation' stage of change. 

For instance, trade unions' strong opposition against the implementation of the voluntary 

redundancy programme in OS was seen to slow down considerably the adoption of the agreement 

over the numbers of staff to be released and the associated financial arrangements to be made. The 

acceptance of these conditions was achieved, in the end, through lengthy negotiations which were 

highly dependant on the capacity of persuasion of the HR Director and other members of the 

senior management team: 

"Communication is a problem. Trade unions want a partnership between the unions and the management 
side to discuss all the issues involved and work them through for the benefit of all. But if we wait for 
everyone to be consulted, the change programme will have to wait a few more years to happen!" (HR Senior 
Manager, OS, 2003) 

"The management side has been completely intransigent and stonewalled everything." (Trade Union 
representative, OS, 2003) 

Similarly, the strong trade union presence appeared to be a recurrent factor in MCA during the 

'transformation' stage of change, when the implementation of the structural review in 2002 was 

delayed due to difficulties in breaking down the centralised system of collective bargaining that 

existed in the organisation for years, although no significant redundancies were made. Linked to 

this constraint was also the passive role played by the HR function in MCA in the negotiations 

and the overall communication processes with the trade unions. The HR function's 'fear' of 

involvement in potential disputes with the trade unions was perceived by key stakeholders as a 

significant barrier to flexibility in industrial relations practices. 

"the problem is the very old-fashioned relationship that this organisation has with its trade unions. In this 
organisation, industrial relations are 20 years behind the times and there is a difficult environment ... we 
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have this ancient, crocking process which gets us nowhere, in fact holds us back, slows us down... we 
should rather resolve issues at the local level." (Regional Director, MCA, 2002) 

Although both agencies had sought to change their relations with the trade unions and the 

character of their joint consultative and negotiating machinery, the central features of industrial 

relations, in particular union recognition, remained unchanged. However, in parallel 

developments, attempts were made to cap the level at which operational issues could be discussed. 

Whereas in the past many detailed, parochial issues rose to the corporate level for resolution, 

procedures were introduced to ensure their settlement at the lower level. This appeared to have 

been successfully achieved in OS, but not in MCA, where regional managers were critical of the 

passive role that HR played in putting this strategy into practice, which led in many instances to 

the continuation of old collect!vist practices: 

"An area of concern is negotiations with the Trade Unions. There is a desire in this organisation to keep all 
of that at the high level, and to resist any discussions at the local level. We managed to break that, but it took 
us some time to convince HR of the benefits. What we often require from the Unions is that the union 
representatives at the local level resolve issues at a local level, because they know themselves and it works in 
our favour if we handle these issues with the unions at the local level." (Regional Director, MCA, 2003) 

7,5.1.3. Nature of the workforce 

The nature of work was of a predominantly intellectual nature and required a well-educated, 

professional workforce (surveyors and cartographers with vast knowledge in the field of 

geographic information systems, in the case of OS, and coastguards and marine officers with 

considerable operational and technical knowledge, in the case of MCA). These categories of 

'knowledge workers' represented distinctive professional groups with a distinctive set of 

behavioural traits and values: a sense of community, loyalty to the organisations they worked for 

and their goals, and a sense of identification with their group activity rather than with the 

employing organisations. The existence of these groups often led to resistance to change, conflict 

of interests and pressure over the implementation or modification of certain HR policies, like 

recruitment, selection, training and development, appraisal, and career management. 

In MCA, this strong professional identity had the effect not only of limiting the scope of 

autonomy of the HR function, but also created resistance to the changes that HR was trying to 

operate in a number of areas, for instance changing the traditional way in which careers were 

pursued by moving across the organisation to broaden experience and gain qualifications, rather 

than by vertical promotion or the development of individual appraisal schemes. As a consequence, 

there were many tensions between the HR department, on the one hand, and the regional directors 

and managers responsible for operations in the field, on the other hand, regarding the right HR 

policies that had to be implemented. There were misunderstandings over the nature of the role of 

HR and this tension served to constrain the way in which the HR function operated, since the 

304 



function had to engage in careful management of the relationship with professional groups. 

"We don't want to be too dictatorial. There are some corporate ideas, but we are aware that if we want to 
impose a new appraisal system for coastguards, it won't be readily accepted." (HR Staff, MCA, 2002) 

In OS, furthermore, another aspect that acted as a constraint for the HR strategic involvement 

resulted fi-om the fact that traditionally, the organisation has always employed professional staff 

with good technical and operational skills, but the necessary commercial skills have often been 

lacking. In 2002, as a result of either the voluntary redundancy scheme or the early retirement 

initiative, a number of long-serving members of staff with key technical and operational skills 

were allowed to leave on the grounds that they lacked the commercial skills required. In return, a 

number of new managers were recruited fi-om the commercial sector and given authority to 

manage the older workforce, without the right technical and operational knowledge of the industry 

and operational activities. This often resulted in tensions between the surveyors in the field and 

the commercially-oriented managers leading them, partly generated by the lack of a clear 'line of 

sight' between the two groups. The prevailing view amongst over 90 per cent of staff interviewed 

was that this strategy allowed an important skill base to be lost: 

"The criticism about the people corning from outside, they have a good commercial background, but they 
don't understand the organisation. We need to do it better by looking at this organisation organically, as a 
community or an organism.". (Business Improvement Manager, OS, 2003) 

What was also evident from the interviews was the immense disruption in these knowledge 

workers' sense of personal identity. Their sense of betrayal and confusion might have been more 

keenly felt because of their identification with the organisation they belonged to and worked for 

many years. 

"I worked for this organisation since its beginnings, almost 30 years ago, and have been trained to be a good 
surveyor, and this is what I know to do. I cannot use my skills in other similar organisations, because there is 
only one National Mapping Agency, no one else does what we do in here!" (Surveyor, Regional Office, OS, 
2003) 

Whilst the organisation was struggling to inculcate a certain corporate loyalty to the new vision 

and change programme within its operational staff, paradoxically the reduction strategy operated 

by the centre had the opposite effect. In these circumstances, the HR department was often caught 

in the middle between the 'old block' and the 'new block' and left to manage this relationship: 

"HR Managers have this view of this organisation like a machine. The way it is going at the moment, we are 
going to lose the wrong people, which had the key skills and the knowledge will go with them. It takes years 
to train a good surveyor and we won't be able to get better people in, because not everyone knows how to 
collect data to make a map. This is a very distinctive kind of knowledge and we won't be able to get it back 
too soon, once it's lost." (Manager, OS, 2003) 

Similar circumstances were noted in MCA, where the HR department was confronted with the 

challenge of formulating and managing a 'new corporate identity', by bringing together two 

adversarial cultures. As the product of a merger between a service provider - the Coastguard 

Agency and a regulator - the Maritime and Safety Agency, MCA had to accommodate the 

contrasting cultures of these two former agencies and the different natures of their workforces. 
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Whilst the technically-advanced and highly-qualified workforce from the maritime side displayed 

a strong professional identity and a culture of work flexibility and autonomy, the regimented 

coastguard workforce embedded a different set of values built around the notions of strict 

hierarchical subordination and task routine. These contrasting values and cultures acted as 

constraints in the implementation of various HR initiatives, such as those promoting the notion of 

'empowerment' or in the case of appraisal schemes that placed emphasis on individual initiative 

amongst coastguards: 

"I would say dealing with the culture problem is one of the biggest challenges facing the HR function. There 
is a nostalgia among some of the senior people here ... The peak of the hierarchy still come from the old 
coastguard side with those cultural values and relatively parochial values and limited grasp of the world. 
Arriving at some sort of synergistic blend of those differences, not to create a single culture even though 
there is some nostalgic desire for that. To maintain - develop an environment which permits multiple 
cultures to flourish ... It's more than old versus new ... Very different kinds of requirements to succeed ... 
My challenge is helping to create an environment that lets all of those things do their best". (HR Director, 
MCA, 2002) 

7.5.1.4. 'Local Parochial ism' 

The dimension of 'local parochialism' is an extension of the previous factor and represents the 

extent to which the different communities within the organisation have a strong individual 

identity, culture, systems, ways of working, history of autonomy and freedom to act on their own 

(Balogun et al, 2002). This factor was found to constrain the nature of the role played by the HR 

function in both organisations. 

In OS, professional staff (surveyors) spread around the country have traditionally been loyal to 

their local offices rather than to wider industry groups. Each regional director responsible for data 

collection and management in a particular area of the country traditionally ran his own 'tribe' 

without integration with others. This cultivated a mentality of 'them' and 'us' between the 

corporate HR department and local managers, with the perceptions amongst these local managers 

being that HR professionals were not able to fully understand the specific business and people 

management issues associated with field data collection and management operations: 

"I wouldn't want [HR] to be more involved in the planning of the changes in my area, but I would want to 
have someone in HR who works hard to understand the issues for data collection. So someone who works 
hard to appreciate the circumstances, the difficulties and not just the work from the rule book, but to see 
where the rule book causes problems and difficulties and where it has to be changed. So it's actually about 
having someone in HR who is putting the effort to really understand our field operations." (Regional 
Manager, OS, 2002) 

In MCA, this factor was apparent following the implementation of the new organisational 

structure divided into three regions in April 2002, when the regional offices became autonomous, 

with strong individual identities, accountable only to the centre in terms of 'bottom-line' targets; 

this created very strong parochialism. The power base within the regions rested with the regional 

directors, who actually allocated the resources, and there were poor communication mechanisms 
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across the hundreds of coastguard stations and divisions since these mechanisms were silo based. 

In these circumstances, the shared view amongst regional directors and coastguards was that HR 

managers and advisors could not understand the local conditions well enough to contribute with 

flexible solutions to the various employment issues, as long as all they did was to sit in the 

headquarters and create policies: 

"It is such a large machine in regional offices now that if individuals are not able to get an easy answer to 
their problems in the Regions, they leap-frogged it over all the management into HR and HR has no option; 
if they receive a complaint from an individual in the regions and it is a complaint, HR have no option than 
the role on the machine in the action and that problem raised becomes very high level, legalistic and 
sometimes unacceptable. And it shouldn't happen at that level, often it is a minor problem and it should be 
solved in the regions, in the house." (Regional Manager, MCA, 2003) 

7.5.1,5. Management of the change programme itself 

Specific factors concerned with the management of the change programme itself were found to 

indirectly impact upon the nature of the role played by the HR function in both organisations. 

Firstly, there was the problem of sustaining change over the long-term. In both OS and MCA, the 

complex and constant nature of change was generating difficulties in maintaining change in an 

environment of continually shifting goalposts. Secondly, from the point of view of the individual 

business groups, a challenge was achieving a balance between putting the changes in place and 

keeping up with the 'day job ' : 

"It is too dangerous to come along with a plan that says 'this is exactly how things are going to look like in 
the future'. On the cultural change side, it was very much leading our way, finding out and let's get to the 
next stage and let's get a bit beyond that, set ourselves something in 2 years time - this is the sort of 
organisation we want to be, but let's not be prescriptive of how we get there." (Director of Business Change, 
OS, 2002) 

"We [the HR Department] restructured initially and, one thing that you may have noticed is that, every few 
months we have a new chart. And that's reflecting the fact that we are not going to stand still, that we are 
evolving and that we make sure that our structure and the things that we identified as being important at the 
moment are changing with it." (HR Director, MCA, 2004) 

At OS, middle managers played a crucial role in change, but the incentives for them to support it 

were not always there. There was anecdotal evidence about middle managers being lured into 

contributing to the implementation of change and then released from their posts, following the 

voluntary redundancy programme. 

"To make this whole process work, we need to make sure that people who are effectively running individual 
business units buy into the process ...it was a bad idea to initiate this procedure to release them, because if 
they don't get rewarded they will not deliver their today's results with the same motivation, it's like telling 
them 'do this, but instead of being rewarded, you will get punished." (Business Improvement Manager, OS, 
2002) 

Similarly, in MCA, the whole change programme was negatively influenced by the fact that the 

organisation did not set up proper incentives for individuals to change. In addition, some 

interventions did not act to support one another, and this constrained change as well: 

"The problem in this organisation is that every department, including HR, is good at setting new initiatives 
up, but no one engages the real organisation and after a while, you end up with this phantom organisation 
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that ends up being the sort of figurehead for it, getting all the blame and all the responsibility for 
implementing it, but none of the authority to do it." (Business Unit Manager, MCA, 2003) 

7.5.1.6. Stakeholders' perceptions and expectations of HR role and evolution of shared 
meanings of strategic HRM 

Throughout the 'transformation' stage of change, it was apparent the key role that the evolution of 

perceptions and expectations of key HR stakeholders, and of their shared interpretations over the 

meaning of strategic HRM in the organisation, played in the processes of alteration of HR role. 

These aspects of evolution illustrated how the role of the HR function could only be slowly 

changed over time as stakeholders' perceptions were altered through changed experiences of what 

the department was able to offer. 

In OS, the perceptions and expectations of key stakeholders were seen to evolve from an 

expectation that the HR function would continue to be involved in operational HR matters and 

routine, administrative tasks concerned with implementing public sector employment policies to 

one that valued the function's involvement as an advisor on strategic issues and in supporting 

strategically the business groups to achieve their objectives. However, as the longitudinal data 

showed, this was the result of a long-term process of 'negotiated evolution' in the shared 

meanings and interpretations of the notion of strategic HRM amongst key stakeholders involved 

in the change process -the members of the HR department, on the one hand, and the senior and 

line managers, on the other hand. Whilst at the beginning of the change programme, stakeholders' 

expectations placed emphasis on the HR function operating more tactically than strategically, 

which resulted in a temporary mismatch between the interpretations of stakeholders over the 

concept of strategic HRM in the organisation and the interpretations of HR department's members 

over the priorities of a strategic personnel function, by 2004, the shared meanings of strategic 

HRM amongst key stakeholders and HR practitioners have started to converge. This evolutionary 

process constituted in itself an enabling or constraining factor for the nature of the role played by 

the HR function. 

"Some people would say that the expectations of managers are too high. Some people (in the past) were also 
saying ttiat managers want HR to take over their problems and deal with them for them. I don't think that's a 
very fair assessment anymore. I think that managers actually want some help, if it is the sort of thing they 
haven't dealt with before. But I think more and more they are quite willing to take responsibility and lead 
things through. What they really want is guidance of what they can and can't do, should and shouldn't do, 
and some help in actually solving the problems and finding solutions." (HR Business Partner, OS, 2004) 

In sharp contrast to OS, the available evidence suggested that in MCA, there continued to be 

divergence between the interpretations of key stakeholders (such as regional directors, senior and 

line managers) over the notion of strategic HRM and the interpretations of HR department's 

members over where the priorities of a strategic function lay. This mismatch in shared 

interpretations continued to colour the views of key stakeholders over the inability of the 
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personnel function to understand the business enough to grasp the right kind of action, despite a 

number of improvements being made in the HR service, particularly in the areas of recruitment 

and advisory services offered to regional managers through the creation of HR Advisors to work 

directly with the regions. 

"They [senior and line managers] want a prompt service and historically, that has not been there. A lot of 
them remember how the old personnel department was, and they still have a view of reactiveness. And they 
are quite surprised now when we deal with problems quickly and promptly. They see us more now as having 
a consultancy role, and they come to us for advice and information. And we are slowly moving away from 
the trouble-shooting role that we used to have a couple of years ago. So I think the image is improving." 

7.5.1.7. HR micro-processes enabling or constraining the contribution of the HR function 

The analysis of the transition in the role of the HR function in OS and MCA during the 

'transformation' stage revealed the way in which critical differences in micro-processes could 

serve to enable or inhibit the contribution of the HR function. 

In terms of the processes fostered specifically through the actions and interventions of the HR 

department, in OS, it was possible to identify a number of such processes that supported at this 

stage the introduction of various HRM initiatives and the strategic contribution of the HR 

function. 

Firstly, the altering of the structure of the HR department, so that it moved from a bureaucratic 

one resembling an administrative function to one which was organised around the business needs 

and could be used as a change lever to support the overall organisational transformation. The 

adoption of a new structural model for the department organised around key personnel processes 

(Business Management, HR Shared Services, Organisational Development and Corporate 

Communications) meant that HR teams were closer to the business (through the introduction of 

HR Business Partners to work with individual business units), whilst the continuation of a 

centralised approach provided the glue to hold the function together, facilitating its strategic 

involvement and building up the credibility of the department in the eyes of the staff from other 

business groups. 

" . . . given the new HR structure and the new HR Business Partners within it who are working with the 
business groups, since they are part of the Senior Management Team of each business group, then they 
ensure that the local business plans have the right human resource component as well, they are absolutely 
responsible for creating and managing it. It will become a more rounded approach to monitoring each group 
.The HR person will make sure that they are influential and they are explaining the merits of having a 'board 
based approach' to the management task. "(Strategist, OS, January 2003) 

The new HR structure also helped the function to become better integrated spatially, in that all the 

dedicated HR teams were located together in an open plan office, centrally positioned in the 

corporate headquarters, which allowed members of the various HR teams to use informal, face-to-

face interactions on a daily basis as the main mechanism for knowledge sharing and development 
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of best practice across various teams, as well as relationally, in that members of the HR 

department were able to engage effectively with individuals in the rest of the organisation and 

thus understand organisational dynamics during change. 

The integration of the Corporate Communications division into the new structure of HR and the 

creation of a new division of Organisational Development within HR responsible for the cultural 

change programme also meant that the department was able to take a leading role in driving 

cultural change: 

"Yes, in terms of cultural change, it was logical that you wanted all integrated with other HR aspects ... 
Project Platinum fitted naturally within HR.. HR was also providing Corporate Services, and we recognised 
there was a need to have a corporate team who looked at Corporate Communications, so these services has 
been incorporated into HR rather than as it was before - fragmented across the organisation. We have 
brought together the process of managing people and the rules associated with managing people with the 
Organisational Development bits - which include cultural change. So we brought them all 
together."(Corporate Strategist, OS, January 2003) 

Secondly, an important part of the process by which the meaning of strategic HRM was 

constructed and re-constructed within the organisation were informal, social relationships. In OS, 

it was clear that the more proactive role played by HR during this second phase of change was 

facilitated by both the senior HR professionals acting as heads for the various teams within the 

new HR structure and the HR Business Partners assigned to work directly with various business 

groups and establish informal links outside and across the formal organisational structure and 

hierarchy. Although the championing role assumed by the new HR Director at the Board level had 

undoubtedly ensured the effective representation of HRM issues at the senior management level 

and helped establishing the HR function within the power structures of the organisation (Kelly 

and Gennard, 2001), this was limited to the higher echelons of the organisation {eg directors, 

senior managers or trade union representatives). From this perspective, the role of other members 

of the HR department, such as that of HR Business Partners working closely with the business 

groups and other policy advisors, was essential in establishing informal links between central HR 

and the lower echelons of management and in understanding local issues at business group level. 

This represented very valuable organisation specific knowledge that could be latter fed back into 

HR and used by the HR Director and senior HR managers in further policy and strategy 

development. 

"The HR Director will have to consult the directors about HR strategy, because the whole point of the 
strategy is to serve the business. The information from HR Business Partners is fed back to the HR Director, 
so that we know what the businesses want. We could do an HR strategy in isolation, but we don't want that." 
(HR Business Partner, OS, 2002) 

The creation of the Business Partners stream within HR had resulted in an increasing level of 

communication, consultation and collaboration between HR and managers at the Business Group 

level. The fact that the HR department played an important role in reducing uncertainty around 

redundancies, for example through the involvement of the HR business partners in 
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communicating the changes at the business group level and supporting group managers with 

implementing them, prevented the department from losing its status despite the unpopularity of 

redundancies; 

"... in this restructuring we had primarily to make sure that all people issues are actually thought in 
advance and planned ahead. So it was communication, a lot of it was around certain issues that certain 
people had. Be able to plan ahead and know what the redundancy situation may be and how can we deal 
with that." (HR Business Partner, OS, 2002) 

By the end of 2003, HR Business partners succeeded in developing closer relationships with the 

group-level managers, by helping them to solve business issues through using their knowledge of 

people management and through coaching and mentoring. By working closely with the Business 

Groups to plan the workforce and ensure HR services were serving the business needs, Business 

partners improved the level of communication of the HR department with the group-level 

managers. This significantly improved in time the level of consultation and strategic dialogue 

between HR and business groups. 

Thirdly, significant improvements in the co-ordination and combination of HR department 

activities and interventions were achieved through ensuring frequent inter and intra departmental 

interactions amongst HR group teams, and between the HR department and the rest of the 

organisation. At the HR department level, regular HR departmental meetings involving members 

from various HR teams were held at regular intervals, with ideas and suggestions from various 

members being listened to and acted upon, and then used in developing strategy. HR Business 

Partnership, Policy Administration and Recruitment teams were not working in isolation, but 

supported one another with information or advice to encourage the development of best practice 

across the function, facilitate ideas sharing and balance the workload more evenly in situations 

when various teams had to work within specific time constraints. Similar mechanisms for 

knowledge sharing were used in the interactions between members of the HR and key senior and 

line managers; apart from HR Business Partners participating in divisional management meetings, 

there were also frequent workshops and away days involving senior, line and middle managers, on 

the one hand, and members of the HR function, on the other hand, where the HR department's 

'customers' could suggest ways to improve HR services. 

"We had a Middle Managers Workshop and we were encouraged then to go out at our customers and talk 
about what their needs were, and the services they thought about." (HR Business Partner, OS, 2003) 

"We organised an away day and ran a Customer Survey for HR, by interviewing senior and line managers, 
asking them about the service we provide, and their view on what we might do that would help them better. 
Some of the things were predictable, but some of the findings were quite surprising." (HR Manager, OS, 
2003) 

It was clear from the interviews and perceptions shared by key stakeholders that such formal and 

informal co-ordination mechanisms strengthened not only the department's cohesion, but also the 

links of the department with the rest of the organisation, which over time contributed to improved 
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HR service provision and enhanced the 'reputational effectiveness' of the function (Tsui, 

1984). They also contributed to creating more consistency in the shared interpretations of 

stakeholders over the meaning of HRM within the organisation and the purpose of various aspects 

of HR pohcy and practice, as well as to sending messages to the organisation about the function's 

centrality in the organisation's dominant value system; over time, such processes were able to 

enhance the status and position of the department (Legge, 1978; Kelly and Gennard, 2001). 

hi terms of the processes fostered through the behaviours of the members within the HR 

department, a number of such processes were found to enable HR contribution in OS. 

Firstly, the nature of HR leadership and the degree of power wielded by key department members 

in OS, in particular the leadership, personality, approach and focus of the HR Director: 

"... the new Director has got an ability, an opportunity to have more influence because of her expertise and 
skills. What we tend to do is have change driven by Directors or other forces, and we launched into another 
organisational structure, but there is no real coherence or plan as where we are trying to get to, there is no 
sort of end picture of what the organisation might look like structurally or organisationally, or in terms of the 
people, their competencies, and I think that's where the HR Director and HR can have a quite big role, so 
that the experts we have here work with the people who got the business knowledge to come up with the 
right sort of mixture of competencies and organisational structure." (Corporate Strategist, OS, 2002) 

"I think a lot depends on who the HR Director is. Our organisation required the expertise that [the new HR 
Director] brought us, and therefore, when she arrived, we probably valued her more than we have done with 
other directors. Plus as always is all about personal style and how you work across the business. Following 
her leadership, the HR group is becoming more dynamic and involved in terms of building relationships, 
influencing the business. There is a lot due to personal style and ability." (Corporate Strategist, OS, 2002) 

"[the new HR Director] is someone who is coming with a 'hard edge', she's got commercial experience. " 
(Operations Manager, Regional office London, OS, 2002) 

As argued by a number of scholars, the involvement of senior HR managers in the strategic 

decision-making process is seen as a means of increasing the status of the HR department in 

obtaining scarce resources (Galang and Ferris, 1997). However, as Pfeffer (1992) and Frooman 

(1999) pointed out, in former government departments key decision makers may not come to 

recognise so readily the need for strong HR managers to complement Board and other strategic 

activities, having initially been sceptical of the public sector administrative role of personnel. In 

these circumstances, Frooman (1999) suggests that HR managers can resort to use 'indirect usage 

strategies' to increase the organisation's dependency upon personnel, by taking on a wider 

portfolio of strategic activities to encompass non-personnel responsibilities beyond the HR 

function. In this way, they can build the dependency of the organisation upon their contribution by 

satisfying the organisation's salient needs. This would also help the HR department establish a 

reputation for competence and would impact the degree to which the function's level of expertise 

could be easily 'substituted' from an alternative source. The HR Director at OS could be seen 

resorting to such indirect usage strategies to increase the dependency upon personnel, by 

becoming engaged with broader strategic issues and involving HR department managers, beyond 
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human resource management issues, in activities such as; leading and driving forward the Early 

Release Programme, shaping the formation and implementation of business group strategies 

through the use of HR Business Partners, leading initiatives designed to enable the organisation to 

achieve cultural and attitudinal change, taking on a wider portfolio and membership of activities 

(for instance, HR managers being part of multi-functional project teams and managing 

redundancies) and influencing organisational structure, rules and regulations (for example, the 

HR Director getting actively involved in the shaping of the new strategic direction of the business, 

by leading the team that examined the necessary reorganisation of the business and persuading 

other directors and managers of its importance); 

"The HR Function is beginning to position itself as owning the overall organisational development of the 
business, all the aspects of people, culture, processes, as well as the training, recruitment, all that type of 
stuff. HR are very much working within the business strategy, by driving forward the Early Release 
Programme which is an important part of the business strategy, because we need to reduce our costs. So I 
think that's a good example of how HR is becoming far more proactive and is owning some of these things, 
not only making them happen but driving them forward."(Corporate Strategist, OS, 2002) 

There was evidence that the 'business partnering model' created in OS acted as a mechanism for 

the codification and legitimisation of HR management practice, thereby enhancing the relative 

power of the function within the dynamics of the organisation. It could also be suggested that the 

approach provided a space within which HR tools and practices (eg recruitment and selection, 

performance management, pay systems, training and development) were legitimised in terms of 

their ability to baild long-term value for the firm. The HR function was actually able to enhance 

its strategic role within the organisation by acquiring more power and control over the HR agenda. 

This was specified more explicitly by the HR Director; 

"The business came to the conclusion that we [HR] had to really shake things up if we wanted to become a 
strong player within the geographic information industry - which is one of our goals - and we went through 
a complete re-launch of the HR function close to three years ago ... that led us to become clearer as to what 
the people processes are that we are delivering." (HR Director, OS, February 2004) 

Similarly, HR Business Partners were formally appointed as 'business managers' to work with 

various business groups and had the legitimate power and the necessary senior management 

support to be able to act strategically; 

"I am taking part in the Graphic Brands Management Board, which is a good opportunity and this Tuesday, 
I've been invited to lead this Board." (HR Business Partner, OS, 2003) 

From the interviews and focus groups, it also became clear that HR business managers taking on a 

'change agent' role had to be prepared to embrace the competencies and political skills of 

business leadership; 

"You have to be willing to take risks as a change agent, it goes with the territory. They [senior and line 
managers] want us to take shared responsibility and risk, they want to know that there is some ownership and 
shared risk". (HR Business Partner, OS, 2002) 

Secondly, the level of business knowledge, capability and expertise of HR members in OS were 

key in enhancing the visibility and credibility of the department during the 'transformation' stage 
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of change. Compared with the previous stage of change, when the level of HR expertise was 

shown to be low, there was evidence during this stage that the skills of HR practitioners in dealing 

with employment issues improved. For instance, in the case of HR Business Partners, using 

expertise to influence choice through the support of influential role-set members was essential in 

cultivating favourable working relationships with role-set members and enhancing HR visibility; 

during the implementation of the restructuring exercise, the skills of operational HR (HR business 

partners) were essential to identifying training needs, capability gaps and calculating workable 

time-scales. HR business managers played an active role as members of multi-functional project 

teams organised around the two brand businesses (digital brands and graphic brands). The 

expertise they shown in solving various problems was seen to enhance, over time, the status and 

prestige of the department: 

"... depends very much upon the skills of the HR individuals and how they built up their group work within 
the rest of the team. The HR person is not going to take decisions ... but the role that HR Business Partners 
have is one of influencing, guiding and that is when their people skills come to the fore ... the people issues 
are as such that there will always be discussed in the Group by the Senior Management Team in terms of the 
strategy and the approach the Group might take. And that, of course, gives the HR person a perfect 
opportunity to influence, explain, argue, discuss, do whatever to make sure that the right points are being 
made. "(Corporate Strategist, OS, 2003) 

Thirdly, and linked with the above factor, a key enabler of the strategic HR process in OS was the 

ability of HR members to engage in processes of negotiation and influence with other groups and 

actors within the organisation in order to promote an extensive and pressing HRM agenda 

(Bamett et al, 1996), whilst retaining ownership of strategic decisions. Throughout the 

'transformation' stage of change, HR members in OS were not merely passive recipients of 

stakeholders' expectations or interests, but were constantly engaged in 'negotiating' and 

'influencing' activities. For instance, such negotiation processes were apparent during the latter 

half of 2002 and early 2003, in the context of initial contrasting views existing amongst key role-

set members (senior and line managers), on the one hand, and members of the HR department, on 

the other hand, about the meaning of strategic HRM in the organisation and the role the HR 

function should play. Whilst business group senior and line managers were expecting HR to 

continue the same level of involvement in operational HR matters, and support the business at 

transactional level, HR members were attempting to overcome these limitations in their roles and 

become more proactive, by constantly negotiating over the nature of activities in which HR 

should be involved: 

"I would like HR to be less involved in some of the mundane stuff- like interviews for low-level jobs which 
we don't need to be involved in - we spend a lot of time debating the nature of our activity and can we do 
these things quickly? We are trying now to challenge managers more about the way they do things and what 
they do." (HR Business Partner, OS, 2003) 

Furthermore, building on the resource-based view, it could be argued that, as sustained 

competitive advantage originates in a firm's resource base and internal organisational processes 

314 



(Barney, 1991; Grant, 1991), the substantial reconfiguration of the department under the new HR 

Director and the restructuring of the function into key HR teams, as well as the evolution of HR 

strategy over time also illustrated the department's ability to change and develop its ways of 

working in relation to the organisational setting and reconfigure its activities and interventions 

over time (Colbert, 2004; Truss and Gill, 2005), thus contributing to the strength of the HRM 

system in OS. 

Conversely, in MCA, existing micro-processes during this phase of change appeared to constrain 

the contribution of the HR function. In sharp contrast to OS, the majority of processes generated 

through the actions and interventions of the HR department, and the behaviours of HR members, 

were found to constrain the HR function's activity and role. 

Firstly, although following the arrival of the new HR Director in 2001, the HR department was 

relocated in a central wing of the corporate headquarters and restructured into a number of teams 

to improve internal processes, the efficiency of the adopted 'centralised' model was contested by 

key stakeholders, in particular group-level senior and line managers. In particular, the perception 

amongst regional directors and coastguard station managers was that the function should adopt a 

devolved structure, within which local HR units would be created in the regions and line managed 

by the main directorates whilst a central corporate HR would provide macro-level policy and 

strategic direction. The existing centralised structure was perceived as hindering the level of 

consultation between the HR Advisors appointed to work directly with the business groups and 

based in the headquarters, on the one hand, and the regional offices spread around the country, on 

the other hand. The way in which the organisation was now structured around three regions, with 

each region comprising a number of different business groups and operating in very different 

conditions, meant that the corporate HR department encountered difficulties in ensuring that 

centralised corporate HR policies were enacted consistently within individual business groups. 

"My view is that we will never get the level of support that we want from HR unless the HR advisors are 
actually working for the business division rather than for HR. If your directorate has your own HR person 
working in your region for you, you get a different level of support, if they work for another department in 
the HQ you will always feel that there is a generahsation. So far, HR advisors have not been very visible, 
and some people don't use the HR advisors because they don't know them, they don't have any influence, 
and they tend to take the decisions themselves without asking for HR help." (Divisional Director, MCA, 
2003) 

"I was a Managing Director in a company abroad before and a business would not have its HR function 
structured in this way - this centralised approach. It needs to be much more adapted and quick off the mark 
to deal with issues that are very small. That means getting closer to the issues. If we were a business, we 
would be losing a lot of money, dealing with issues that become big when they could have been dealt with 
earlier on."(Regional Director, MCA, 2003) 

Secondly, although the HR Director was a Board member and a number of senior HR executives 

and HR heads were sitting on a number of steering groups and senior management teams (such as 
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the Corporate Leadership Team and the Operational Team), the formal and informal links of these 

HR members were primarily with senior management and were thus limited to the higher 

echelons of the organisation. In sharp contrast to OS, moreover, the introduction of the HR 

'business partnership' model in MCA with the appointment of three HR Advisors to work directly 

with the regional directors and operations managers based in the regions, came too late for the 

personnel function to be able to establish strong informal links by engaging with individuals and 

groups in the rest of the organisation, in fact after the actual implementation of the most 

transformational part of the change programme and regional restructuring was already completed 

with the existing managerial capabilities at the regional level. This was also more difficult to 

achieve than in OS because of the strongly hierarchical nature of the organisation, reflected 

symbolically in the importance attributed to the raking of coastguard and maritime safety officers 

and the regimented procedures for various maritime and coastguard operations, which led to a 

continuation of the HR function being internally regarded as a staff function, separated from the 

coastguard roles and not closely integrated with the key maritime and coastguard functions within 

the organisation. Such an environment was not particularly permissive for the establishment of 

horizontal and vertical networks between HR staff and the rest of the directorates in the 

organisation. A similar situation was found within the HR department itself, where although the 

various HR teams were located within the same open-plan office, the formal and informal 

interactions between teams were limited due to the relatively high workload and the 'silo' 

mentality, which meant that various teams were not able to liase very often in order to promote 

good practice across the department. 

With quality of relations between HR and the line being highly dependant on key individuals 

within the various HR teams, but not necessarily on the HR Director or senior HR managers 

alone, it was clear that, in the absence of strong informal links being nurtured between operational 

HR officers and the line at a local level, the capacity of HR staff to actively engage with key 

individuals at business group or region level was extremely limited, hi addition, the fact that the 

introduction of the HR Advisors in the HR structure was done after the implementation of the 

complex regional restructuring meant that they did not have time to acquire the specific 

organisational knowledge which was essential for understanding local dynamics and managing 

change. 

Attempts to form a link between corporate HR Advisors and group level senior and line managers 

failed, partly due to the constant internal struggles for loyalty of HR members between 

representing the interests of the corporate HR and the interests of the managers and directors 

based in the regions. This meant that, whilst the HR Director assumed a 'championing' role in the 
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board room, the HR members continued to be engaged in the same 'fire-fighting' role with the 

local managing directors and the trade unions. Consequently, the capacity of HR to influence HR 

strategies at group and regional level, despite the 'strategic discourse' of the HR Director, 

remained limited. Other aspects that affected this dysfunctional relationship between corporate 

HR and its major stakeholders, and contributed towards the low rating of the personnel function, 

included interference with the business groups' political processes and lack of communication and 

effective exchange of information between HR and other business units. The highly diverse nature 

of the problems faced by regional business groups and the diversity of employment issues 

amongst different regions made the task of HR business partners quite difficult. Furthermore, the 

failure of HR business partners to engage more often in strategic discussions with regional 

managers as symbolic events (Floyd and Wooldridge, 1992, 1996; Vamey, 1996; Westley and 

Mintzberg, 1989) due to the lack of group HR units situated in the regions also limited the 

potential of the HR department to influence local decision-making processes. 

"I think HR has become somewhat belligerent about the new understandings of how business clicks. In the 
past, HR people were complaining about not having enough control over HRM agenda. Well, they've got it 
now, and they would much rather sit in a comer playing 'strategic HR' by developing all sorts of exciting 
new policies on diversity, equal opportunities, etc., without understanding how the whole business 
functions". (Divisional Director, MCA, 2003) 

" . . . they [HR] developed the policies, but they are not geared to do what line managers want them to do. We 
have policies ... but HR are not good to work with various individuals." (Line manager, MCA, 2004) 

"I think what we [HR] have to do is to form better relationships with the business managers. That's where 
we haven't done enough work .. .We do have to improve the relationship so that they trust us and make sure 
they realise that we are not trying to take anything off them or tell them what to do. We have had an image of 
telling people what to do ... So if you have better relationships with the people who are driving it, is going to 
be listened to." (Corporate HR practitioner - Business Partner, MCA, 2003) 

All these combined processes contributed, over time, to contrasting shared interpretations over the 

meaning of strategic HRM in the organisation between the 'operating arm' (regional directors and 

maritime operations managers) and the HR function. More specifically, the shared meanings of 

strategic HRM amongst the 'operating arm', which placed emphasis on an HR function that 

would support the business with the appropriate HR policies and practices for flexible working 

and the redesign of the pay and reward mechanisms, were not in line with the meaning of 

'strategic HRM' shared by the HR function, which placed emphasis on ensuring legal compliance 

and consistency and cultivating an image of 'professionalism' that would pose no treat to trade 

unions or external government bodies. Such contrasting views over the meaning of 'strategic 

HRM' in the organisation also resulted, over time, in the inability of HR members to engage in 

processes of negotiation and influence with other groups and actors within the organisation in 

order to promote a well-defined HRM agenda (Bamett et al, 1996). The persistence of an HRM 

agenda inconsistent with the real organisational strategic goals also meant that other stakeholder 

groups and coalitions in the organisation, such as regional directors and directorate managers, 
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could drive forward specific HR agenda items, such as pay and reward policies or flexible 

working, which resulted over time in the ownership of key strategic HR decisions to be 

'transferred' to other organisational groups. 

Finally, drawing again on the resource-based view of the firm (Barney, 1991; Grant, 1991), it 

could be argued that, in contrast to the personnel function in OS, there was little evidence to 

suggest that the HR function in MCA reconfigured its activities and interventions over time or 

that it developed its internal capabilities to match existing organisational priorities; whenever such 

reconfiguration took place, it appeared that it was not the most appropriate to the organisational 

imperatives (eg the function placed emphasis on aspects of HR policy and practice which were 

not addressing the real business issues in the organisation, such as equal opportunities and 

diversity, and failed to implement the necessary changes in a number of vital HR policies for the 

business). 

Table 7.3. Factors influencing the role of the HR function in the 'Transformation' Stage 

Factors Type Case 1 - OS Case 2- MCA 
Government influence and 
public sector nature of 
employment relationship 

Constraint Limited choice in designing 
flexible systems of rewards and 
allowances for surveyors; team 
leaders and project managers 
difficult to recruit with the public 
sector pay levels 

Central pay negotiation; pay 
elements need Treasury 
approval; limited choice 
available for pay packages 

Strong trade union 
presence and role 

Constraint Voluntary redundancy programme 
slowed down by lengthy 
negotiations 

Centralised system of collective 
bargaining generating 
inefficiencies and slow 
decision-making process 

Nature of the workforce Constraint Strong professional identity 
amongst surveyors resistant to 
changes in careers and promotion 
system. Tensions between 
managers from the 'old' and 'new' 
block 

Corporate identity difficult to 
create in the context of 
contrasting cultures 
(coastguard versus maritime 
workforce) 

Local parochialism Constraint Mentality of 'them' and 'us' 
between the corporate HR 
department and managers 
responsible for field data collection 
and management operations 

Strong regional managers' 
power base 

Management of the change 
programme itself 

Constraint Shifting goalposts a challenge for 
HR Middle-managers lacked the 
appropriate incentives and were 
not motivated 

Change interventions did not 
support one another. No proper 
incentives for individuals to 
change. 

Stakeholders' perceptions 
and expectations of HR 
role and evolution of 
shared meanings of 
strategic HRM 

Enabler/ 
Constraint 

Stakeholders' perceptions difficult 
to alter and requiring a process of 
'negotiated evolution' 

Mismatch between 
stakeholders' interpretations of 
'strategic HRM' and meaning 
attributed to this concept by the 
HR department 

HR micro-processes Enabler/ 
Constraint 

Strong micro-processes enabled 
HR strategic role 

Weak micro-processes not 
conducive to a change in 
perceptions about the 
effectiveness of the HR 
function 
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7.6. Factors influencing the role of the HR function in the ^Incorporation* 
SKage 

A number of constraining and enabling factors were identified during the 'incorporation' stage of 

change as having an impact on the contribution made by the HR function. Table 7.4 presents a 

comparative summary of the two cases in this stage. 

7.6.1. Constraining factors 

7.6.1.1. Conventional pattern of'paternal management' and associated employees* 
expectations 

One feature which was found to constrain the devolution processes and the implementation of 

organisational development strategies during this final stage of change was associated with 

employees' expectations that their organisation and their direct line managers would continue to 

take the same level of responsibility in staffs career management and personal development. This 

cultural aspect of the traditional civil service mentality continued to constrain the implementation 

of the new strategic approach to organisational development and career management promoted by 

the HR department in OS, which aimed to encourage employees to take much more personal 

responsibility in managing their career prospects. Similarly, in MCA, there were continuing 

negative perceptions amongst employees in relation to the principle of career 'self-management' 

that the organisation and its associated HR function were struggling to inculcate within their 

operational staff: 

"Although we said to people 'We are going to change the relationship that you have with us, it's not a parent 
- child relationship anymore, it's an adult relationship and you got to take some responsibility. 'You got to 
take some responsibility for managing your career, you got to take some responsibility for your 
development'. Those messages were actually very difficult for people to receive and know what to do." 
(New Ways of Working Programme Manager, OS, 2003) 

"We are an extremely paternalistic organisation. People are used to being told what to do, because their 
manager told them to, and gradually, as new people have been coming in into the organisation and the 
organisation has been changing, we are trying to move away from that paternalistic organisation that we 
were. And it's meant towards a different behaviours set, some people have resisted that, some people have 
embraced it, but it has caused considerable problems for the people that, when they joined, that was the way 
it was, MCA was regarded as a family organisation and that paternalistic view actually fitted in."(HR 
Manager, MCA, 2004) 

7.6.1.2. Persistence of the traditional civil service 'entitlement culture' 

Associated with the above factor was another constraint, the persistence of the traditional public 

sector 'entitlement culture' which appeared to inhibit the implementation of HR strategies 

promoting differentiation in pay conditions and salary scales based on performance and core 

competences. This factor was particularly significant in OS, where the introduction of the new HR 

strategy promoting differentiation and attempting to create a culture that discriminated positively 

towards employees improving performance delivered met with resistance from various groups of 
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employees. 

"We have an existing culture which is one of entitlement, and the behaviours that one would expect are not 
necessarily geared to deliver what the business needs to do, but there are much more manifested in terms of 
what a lot of the individuals/ employees want to do. There is this definition of fairness, that we treat 
everybody the same. We treated everybody the same for years, and now we are making some strong 
statements, saying 'well actually, we will treat everybody within the same standards, but not everybody will 
be treated the same, because we will begin to differentiate . . T h o s e people who perform in a more effective 
maimer will actually be paid more, not using money only as a motivator, but it's a matter of frustration for 
many people." (Head of OD, OS, late 2003) 

7.6.1.3. Line management capability to take on HR responsibilities 

The process of devolution of HR responsibilities to line management and the reallocation of 'day 

to day' HR activities to the line was negatively influenced in both organisations by the lack of line 

management capabilities to fulfil these additional HR responsibilities. 

At OS, concerns were expressed by line managers at the level of specialist expertise they felt was 

needed to tackle the increasing complexity surrounding many HR issues. In these circumstances, 

line managers increasingly found that HR responsibilities were dominating their working day: 

"I am not against taking on HR responsibilities, but I am employed for my expertise in geographic 
information systems and not to be a personnel manager. I feel at times out of my depth when I have to deal 
with these issues, so I am not sure if I can really do them well enough. I am convinced that I would offer 
this organisation better value if I would be let to focus on the work I have the experience to do." (Line 
manager, OS, 2003) 

At MCA, most of the line managers were not opposing to the principle of shifting operational 

work to the line, but there were genuine concerns about the levels of expertise of line 

management, their absence of HR training and whether it was the most effective approach to be 

adopted, hi particular, in the context of the newly implemented structure with maritime 

operations, search and rescue units spread around the country, practices amongst line managers 

varied considerably with the nature of maritime operations undertaken, which made difficult the 

delivery of a totally consistent approach throughout the organisation, even if all line managers 

were equipped with sufficient technical competency: 

"if you want to have a modem organisation where line managers manage the human interface, they've got to 
know that they will all be supported in dealing robustly with that peacock. And that doesn't happen at the 
moment." (Regional Director, MCA, 2004) 

Conversely, at OS, although a consistent approach to training all managers was being pursued in 

order to ensure good people management practice, it was recognised that the strongest barrier to 

devolution rested on the 'blame culture', which manifested in the line managers' reluctance to 

accept 'extra-accountability' for HR decisions, in addition to their current responsibilities: 

"We are looking to become better people managers, more focused people managers and more focused to 
deliver the improvements that are needed, to deliver the objectives that we have actually established. It is 
quite a slow process, because of the very large proportion of the people in this organisation (at least 40%) 
with more than 25 years service, so we got a lot of opposition."(Head of OD, OS, late 2003) 

Moreover, whilst line managers in the largest departments acknowledged the benefits devolution 
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could ofler, in particularly the fact that it saved time by reducing the many bureaucratic stages of 

the performance management and appraisal processes, there was widespread reluctance to take on 

additional responsibilities that might distract them from fulfilling other priorities, especially if 

they were ultimately measured on achieving these. Managers reported HR responsibilities taking 

up increasing amounts of their time, which detracted from their real work, the criterion by which 

they would be measured. 

"We are judged on achieving our sales targets and the people bit is just not easy to measure." (Sales 
Manager, OS, 2003) 

"I am a qualified and expensive sales manager and I do wonder if it is the best use of my time!" (Manager, OS, 
2003) 

"If we tackle a performance problem, it means hours of time spent on it, we get entangled with all these rules 
and have nothing to show for it at the end of the day, sometimes it just seems better to get on with things that 
will show a result." (Sales Manager, Programmes and Products, OS, 2004) 

At OS, whilst the majority of HR staff was enthusiastic about 'day to day' HR activities being 

reallocated to the line, they expressed concern about the capability and willingness of line 

managers to devote time and deal with HR issues properly. 

" . . . managers of the business groups are not so competent to deal with these people issues on their own." 
(HR Business Partner, OS, 2003) 

Whereas improvements in managing appraisals and absenteeism were attributed to initiatives 

which encouraged line managers to take responsibility for these aspects of work, issues of under-

performance and employee grievances were often held to have been exacerbated by line managers 

not dealing with issues early and promptly enough, thus reinforcing behaviours and situations that 

were not acceptable. 

" . . . most of the line managers have a technical background and they are used to deal only with technical 
issues. But they achieved the results through the people who work with them, they do not do it on their 
own." (HR Omcer, OS. 2003) 

"... it's called managing. It's one of the difficulties that we will have to overcome, that managers don't 
understand what their job is. They shouldn't be looking at HR to sort out all their performance issues or all 
their disciplinary issues or sack somebody for them or resolve disputes between then or other things like that. 
Managers should be doing that, is what we are paying managers for." (HR Manager, OS, 2003) 

" . . . in the past, there was a tendency for decisions about personnel matters to be made by HR and the aim is 
to get now line managers to make those decisions. Line managers take up the responsibility for the HR 
practice, HR would support them, coach them, give them advice or whatever, and would also set the policy 
framework in which the line manager could take that disciplinary decision. So it is really saying 'no, you line 
manager manage these people, you are responsible for looking after them for better and for worse'. " (HR 
Manager, OS, 2003) 

7.6.1.4. Increased regulation and escalating litigation 

One of the most influential environmental factors, which placed significant constraints on the 

ability of managers to exercise strategic choice in human-resourcing decisions during this final 

stage of change, was found to be the growth in employment legislation and regulation. The 

growth in employment rights was seen by nearly all the interviewees as a constraint on the future 
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extent of HR line decision making, in that not only they potentially reduced the scope of 

managerial discretion to agree individual solutions (Storey, 1995; Sisson, 1999; Harris ef a/, 2002; 

Harris, 2005a), but also demanded increasing levels of expertise from those handling employment 

issues. This issue was exacerbated, in both organisations, by the particular nature of the 

employment relationship in the public sector and the importance of adherence to legislation 

around equal opportunities and fairness of treatment. 

In the light of the increasing legal complexity and the concerns about the level of managerial 

skills and commitment to handling employment issues, the HR function's response has been to 

concentrate on the development of highly structured, depersonalised procedures, which aimed at 

removing any areas in the process which might be influenced by individual judgement or contain 

potential bias and provided the rules for managers to follow. In OS, this was particularly evident 

in recruitment and selection processes that focused on job requirements and task specificity and in 

the processes of handling employee grievances and cases of under-performance. These detailed 

HR procedures were described by line managers as an obstacle to flexibility and a danger to 

distorting the overall aims of the process: 

"HR will impose the basic terms and conditions under which we work, and at times they seem to be quite 
intransigent as to whether they can make exceptions or be flexible within those rules and regulations. There 
are more rules and regulations that we need for the business ... there are times we are told that the rules can't 
allow it, usually because that tends to work in the individual favour as well as the business." (Production 
Manager, Data Collection and Management, OS, 2004) 

Similarly, in MCA, in the context of HR processes being heavily influenced by an agenda to 

promote equality of opportunity, this resulted in an excessive preoccupation of the specialist HR 

function with the development of highly systematic employment processes in handling employee 

grievances, cases of poor performance and disciplinary hearings, which invited strong criticisms 

from operational and regional managers about bureaucracy, inflexibility and a lack of appreciation 

by the HR department of the immediacy of the line manager's operational problems. The result 

was that rather than being empowered, managers were increasingly caught in a bureaucratic web 

of excessive proceduralisation, which acted against the organisation actually encouraging the right 

employees' behaviours at work and attitudes to performance: 

" . . . because we are still attached to the Civil Service, we have these very detailed and defined processes of 
dealing with grievance, which are almost never used genuinely. The only people who take course of them are 
discontented people, who use them to try to damage their managers. There have been cases of many 
managers who have been damaged by this process and who have left the organisation because of this. And 
the individual who caused the whole thing remains in the organisation, protected by the organisation." 
(Regional Director, MCA, 2004) 

The reinforcement of such a defensive, legal compliance approach to handle employment issues 

through the development of procedures, which concentrated on the application of prescribed 

standards and consistency of treatment rather than on the overall aims of the process, was seen by 
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organisation to abuse the system and avoid punishment through costly litigations: 

"We had the case of a senior individual in the office who was not performing properly. I worked out, in the 
very worse possible case, how much we would had to pay out in a tribunal if we would sack him straight 
away ... HR told us that this was not the way to go and we have to go trough all the motions. So for 2 years, 
myself and one of my senior managers, we spent 2 years of constant interviews with this man, we spent 
about 60% of our time ... at the end, they let him have early retirement. And then he took us out to the 
tribunal because we made him sick. And by that time, we had to pay him more than we would have paid him 
in the first place, and in the same time I and my senior colleague spent an enormous amount of energy 
dealing with the issue." (Line manager, MCA, 2004)" 

With the shifting of HR responsibilities to the line taking place within such tightly prescribed 

parameters, the increasing responsibility offered by devolution but without the scope for 

increasing authority through exercising personal judgement became a source of discontent for line 

managers, as it did not encourage the 'championing of alternatives' among line management 

essential to generating innovative HR solutions (Floyd and Wooldridge, 1997; Harris et al, 2002; 

Harris, 2002; Harris, 2005a). This, in turn, encouraged rule compliance as a substitute for real 

engagement with HR issues and the adoption of what has been described as a 'system control' 

approach (Watson, 2001; Harris et al, 2002), that worked against the concept of genuine 

empowerment associated with a developmental approach to HRM that both organisations (and 

especially OS) were trying to pursue. 

7.6.1.5. Decision making and accountability 

Linked to the traditional public sector managerial mentality was another constraint, the reluctance 

of hne managers to be held accountable for HR decisions. The difficulties of being held 

accountable in what was described as the public sector 'blame culture' were again apparent during 

this final stage of change and were translated into line managers' reluctance to exercise their own 

discretion and make decisions about their own staff. This often manifested in line managers 

referring problems back to the HR specialists, rather than risk a decision that could incur criticism 

(Harris et al, 2002; Harris, 2002; Harris, 2005a). 

In OS, this was particularly evident in relation to those decisions concerning the evaluation by 

line managers of employees' contributions, in line with the performance management system 

introduced in 2001. In the words of an HR Manager in OS, who expressed fear that HR problems 

were not accorded the attention they deserved and were approached in a minimalist way by the 

line: 

"Our managers have the capability to do performance management, to manage contribution, but in some 
cases they were actually choosing not to, they just won't do it. The reasons that they put forward are ' I 
haven't got time, things are still bureaucratic; or in our area everyone knows what it is expected, so we were 
actually having to tackle some deep-sited attitudes, beliefs about what in this organisation is required doing." 
(HR Manager, OS, 2004) 
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The reluctance to engage in decisions about their staff was explained rather differently by line 

managers in OS, who perceived that the training they received was not sufficient for them to be 

able to handle the legal and performance implications of HR issues: 

"The timescale of introducing the training for line managers to get a thorough understanding of a new 
[devolved] system which didn't exist before, was not very well planned. There is no measure of how well 
line managers run the process, and there is no cross-level moderation. The staff I have now are not fully 
committed at the moment. The training modules have not been scheduled and cascaded well." (Line 
Manager, Production area, OS, 2004) 

Conversely, in MCA, the training of line managers placed significant emphasis on raising 

awareness of the dangers of them not following procedures, especially when dealing with issues 

of under-performance and employee grievances, and potentially exposing the organisation to 

costly litigations. Line managers were advised by the HR department to follow 'religiously' the 

rules given, which further exacerbated their negative perceptions of the processes they were 

required to implement and led to views that such disciplinary processes did not support them in 

achieving wider organisational objectives and could be an impediment to decision-making: 

"The process is so cumbersome that it scares line managers firom tackling issues. And the ones that are trying 
to tackle issues have the ground cut from under them by HR if they try to work slightly 'around the rales' 
and ironically, as a consequence of that, it becomes casework for HR, who have cut the ground from under 
them and HR complains about the very caseworks they have created themselves. " (Regional line manager, 
MCA, 2004) 

Associated with the devolution processes and the reluctance among line managers to take these 

HR responsibilities, was the emergence of a new role for the HR function as a 'referee' (Harris et 

al, 2002; Harris, 2005) in the employment relationship, to ensure that procedures are in place and 

adhered to. This was particularly the case in the handling of disciplinary and grievance 

procedures, when line managers perceived as important to have the HR function acting as a 

neutral third party in deciding issues of fairness and arbitrating according to circumstances. 

Thus, paradoxically and similar to the conclusion reached by Cunningham and Hyman (1999), 

Harris et al (2002), Harris (2002) and Harris (2005) in their studies of the HRM practice, 

increased regulation and escalating litigation in the public sector, coupled with ideological 

concerns, public accountability, strict adherence to procedures and a strong union presence 

predispose public sector organisations to pay closer attention than their private sector counterparts 

to issues of 'demonstrable' fairness in HR practices (Harris et al, 2002: 219), which in turn lead 

to a greater reluctance to dismantle centralised HR control and facilitate devolution of day-to-day 

HR responsibilities to the line. Such an approach is not likely to promote, furthermore, the 

development of operational managers as 'initiators of trustworthy behaviours' (Whitener et al, 

1998 cited by Harris aZ, 2002: 224). 
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7.6.1.6. Line managers' perceptions and expectations of the HR function (clarification of HR 
role) 

An important factor that militated against HR strategic contribution in both organisations in the 

context of the pursued strategies to devolve day-to-day HR responsibilities to the line during the 

final stage of change was the difference in expectations between line managers and HR staff about 

the nature of the role HR should continue to play. 

Despite a shared perception about the value of HR's role in maintaining consistency and dealing 

with complex HR issues, the case studies revealed significant differences in perceptions about 

what HR specialists within the HR department felt they should be doing and what line managers 

felt HR should be doing. Whereas the majority of HR specialists welcomed the opportunity to 

play a greater role in organisational development and have more scope for interventions of a more 

strategic nature, line managers felt that HR should continue to provide the range of personnel 

administration services even where HR responsibilities were devolved. 

In OS, differences emerged during 2003 between the line and the members of the HR department 

about what the focus of HR activities should be, as illustrated by the following observations: 

"...the basics that we want to get out is the trick of responding to a manager's counsel when they've got a 
problem and they need a one-to-one to deal with it. Managers always wanted HR to take over their problems 
and deal with them for them. And so the HR Business Partners have been trying to pull themselves out of 
that and have more a strategic view, so that we actually become more in the way of partners-leaders in the 
organisation rather than sorting out issues that managers should deal with. " (HR Manager, OS, 2003) 

" I want somebody in HR that can always tell the story and will always be there available and any issue 
solved for me or helped to solve it myself!" (Line Manager, OS, 2003) 

By 2005, it appeared that the perceptions of line managers, particularly the more senior one, about 

the role they required fi-om HR have evolved into them valuing more highly the involvement of 

HR in strategic decision making and the policy aspects of their role than addressing the service 

needs of stakeholders: 

"Some people [in the past] were also saying that managers want HR to take over their problems and deal 
with them for them. I don't think that's a very fair assessment anymore. I think that managers actually want 
some help, if it is the sort of thing they haven't dealt with before. But I think more and more they are quite 
willing to take responsibility and lead things through. What they really want is guidance of what they can 
and can't do, should and shouldn't do, and some help in actually solving the problems and finding 
solutions." (HR Business Partner, OS, 2005) 

Conversely, in MCA, it was found that by 2005, although changes were apparent in many of HR 

areas of activity, such as recruitment and training, policy development and provision of 

consultancy support to line managers, as well as in the perceptions of the HR members regarding 

the benefits of the personnel function becoming more proactive in tackling strategic issues, line 

managers still expected the function to continue to provide 'platform services': 
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"They provide the service that I would expect them to provide. They [HR] help to define the policy we 
should adopt and the advice they give is based on things like employment law, general policies both internal 
and external that I may not be familiar with. They are using their HR expertise, so they can give me that 
advice."(Line manager, MCA, 2005) 

"Line managers want a prompt service and they are quite surprised now when we deal with problems quickly 
and promptly. They see us more now as having a consultancy role, and they come to us for advice and 
information. And we are slowly moving away from the trouble-shooting role that we used to have. " (HR 
Advisor, MCA, 2005) 

7.6.2. Enabling factors 

7.6.2.1. Relationship HR department -line managers and HR micro-social processes 

As well as the reported constraints in the pursued devolution process, there were, nevertheless, 

examples of successful personal collaborations between individual, group-level line managers and 

members of the HR department. 

By the end of 2005, in both organisations, various members of the HR department succeeded in 

establishing horizontal and vertical networks in the organisation and develop closer informal 

relationships with the line. The role of HR Business Partners performing the role of advisors to 

business groups' senior and line managers was key in the process and helped the establishment of 

closer relationships with the group-level managers, through helping them to solve specific issues 

and through coaching and mentoring. These positive relationships were, nevertheless, highly 

dependent on individual personalities with a commitment to make the new arrangements work. 

Thus, the vital success factor in making these new HR structures work in practice rested on the 

extent to which HR processes associated with devolution were the product of a shared 

development process and joint ownership by HR staff and line managers, as illustrated by the 

following observations of HR staff and line managers; 

"If you go back some months ago, what line managers wanted to do wasn't always what they could actually 
do. Nowadays, I find more and more that the decision that the line manager wants to take is practical and 
yes, it will work. But I will always advice in terms of what the policies are and what the legislation says we 
should be doing." (HR Business Partner, OS, 2005) 

"Sometimes you have to have more patience, you tell them that you are working within the law and that's why 
these things take time. Managers are getting more knowledgeable, it is a change for them. You can't blame 
them that they don't understand our job, we have to learn how we communicate that to them, is for us to tell 
them what we are doing and why we are doing it, or why we can't do things, and find a way around so we can 
get a solution, sometimes a little more patience will be good." (HR Team Leader, MCA, 2005) 

"The HR Business Partner has been very useful as a point of contact between us and HR. I had a lot of 
contact with her and I was also able to influence her thinking. ... she took on board what I said and promoted 
that out widely, ensuring consistency." (Line Manager, MCA, 2005) 

"The collaboration with the HR Advisor supporting our region worked quite well, but it is only because of her 
personality and because we managed to get that relationship ". (Regional line manager, MCA, 2005) 
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7.6.2.2. Approach to training provided to line managers 

An important factor which appeared to act as an enabler was the extent to which a planned 

development programme to support the parties was adopted, especially in terms of supporting line 

managers with a training programme oriented towards developing managerial behaviours 

supportive of positive employment relationships and informed decision making. 

There was evidence that in OS a more developmental approach was adopted, which placed equal 

emphasis on understanding personnel procedures and the development needs of operational 

managers, to give managers the tools and skills to manage their staff In the words of the head of 

Organisational Development: 

"Our approach is developmental in that we support line managers to develop the skills they need to manage 
their staff and we give them the tools to manage. If an individual feels that he needs to acquire skill, we will 
provide him support and coaching, but then if he can't be bothered, we give him the consequences - and 
these will be negative and not just 'swept under the carpet'." (Head of OD, OS, 2004) 

Nevertheless, whilst some organisational consideration has been given by the HR function, 

through the initiatives promoted by the organisational development team, to the development 

needs of operational management, preparing the function for a 'wholesale' strategic role has been 

left almost entirely to the initiatives of HR staff to pursue personal professional development: 

"rather than someone sitting in HR and saying ' Oh, I want to do an HR qualification, because that's where 
my aspirations are', is to actually then say 'do we need that skill in HR and I'll be prepared to sponsor 
people for that'. "(Organisational Development Manager, OS, 2004) 

Conversely, at MCA, reported training provided to line managers has been oriented towards 

achieving an understanding of and adherence to personnel procedures rather than paying attention 

to the development needs of operational line managers and HR specialists in their changing roles, 

which over time appeared to encourage rule compliance amongst line managers rather than their 

real engagement with HR issues. 

"When we are going out to the managers at the Coastguard stations and marine offices, we have more 
emphasis on sitting down with the new policy or the change in the policy and explain it to them. Or if they 
have a particular performance case or an absence case, we will sit down with them and explain them the 
procedures/policies within. The HR advisor is also linked with Fundamentals of Management - which is an 
agency-wide training course - and a couple of HR Advisors are going down for a day and talk to new line 
managers and talk them through scenarios, new legislation." (HR Advisor, MCA, 2005) 
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Table 7.4. Factors influencing the role of the HR function in the 'Incorporation' Stage 

Factors Type Case 1 - OS Case 2- MCA 
Conventional pattern of 
'paternal management' and 
associated employees' 
expectations 

Constraint 'Paternal management' and 
associated employee's expectations 
did not encourage devolution 

Negative perceptions of career 
'self-management' 

Persistence of traditional 
civil service 'entitlement 
culture' 

Constraint Not conducive to an HR strategy 
promoting differentiation 

Traditional notion of fairness 
encouraged standardisation and 
poor performance 

Line management 
capability to take on HR 
responsibilities 

Constraint Line managers lacked specialist 
expertise and were reluctant to take 
responsibility for HR decisions 

Lack of support for the delivery 
of a consistent approach 
throughout the organisation 

Increased regulation and 
escalating litigation 

Constraint Highly structured, depersonalised 
procedures prevented flexibility 

Defensive, legal compliance 
approach to handle employment 
issues encouraged poor 
performance 

Decision making and 
accountability 

Constraint Line managers reluctant to exercise 
discretion and make decisions 
about their staff 

Disciplinary processes did not 
support wider organisational 
objectives 

Line managers' perceptions 
and expectations of the HR 
function; clarification of 
HR role 

Constraint Differences in expectations 
between line managers and HR 
about the HR role after devolution 

HR 'platform services' still 
valued by the line 

Relationship HR 
department -line managers 
and HR micro-social 
processes 

Enabler Shared development process and 
joint ownership by HR staff and 
line managers 

Positive relationships 
dependant on individual 
personalities of HR Advisors 

Approach to training 
provided to line managers 

Enabler Developmental approach focused 
on procedures and management 
development 

Adherence to personnel 
procedures 

7.7. Chapter Summary 

This chapter highlighted the factors from the external and internal context of the two organisations 

that have enabled or constrained the development of HR function's role over time throughout all 

three stages of transition. Whilst the mechanisms used by both organisations to implement the 

intended strategic changes were key to their success, it was apparent from the research that a 

range of enablers and constraints existed within the two organisations that directly impacted upon 

the nature of the role played by the HR function. The analysis of data from both cases also 

revealed the way in which critical differences in HR micro-processes could serve to enable or 

inhibit the contribution of the HR function. The in-depth analysis of these factors reinforced the 

idea that the role of the HR function is contingent on a variety of factors internal and external to 

the organisational setting. Given the existence of such shaping factors and the contested 

ownership of the HRM agenda, which will strongly influence the extent to which the HR function 

can successfully evolve toward a strategic position, an analysis of such factors reflecting the 

idiosyncrasies of the local context was important in understanding the evolution of HR role over 

time. 
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8.1. Introduction 

This thesis has examined the changing role of the HR function within two contrasting public 

sector organisations undergoing commercialisation and the contextual factors that have enabled or 

constrained the development of HR function's role over time. 

Three research questions formed the focus of research activities: 

1. What effect did commercialisation have on the nature of the HR function in two contrasting 
public sector organisations responding to the modernization agenda? 

2. How did the role of the HR function evolve over time throughout commercialisation? 

3. What contextual factors have an impact on the nature of the role played by the HR function and 
what HR processes affect the development of the role? 

This concluding chapter presents an overview of core implications that have been developed in 

this thesis. It draws together significant aspects of the research design, case study and analysis, 

providing a synthesis of aims and objectives and how they have been met. In the first section of 

this chapter, an overview of research findings and implications is provided. A discussion of 

perspectives developed in this study in the context of existing research literature is provided in 

order to highlight the contribution this study is making to theory and practice of human resource 

management and public sector management. The advantage of reviewing research findings at this 

point in the thesis is that the theoretical exposition of early chapters can be finally linked through 

to concerns raised in the analysis. Relating findings back to issues raised in the literature review is 

particularly important in this respect. The second part of this chapter moves away firom overview 

and summary to underline the core contributions this research has made. These include 

contributions to theory, literature and methodology. This is followed by a discussion of the 

implications of the study for practice. In the final sections, the limitations of this research are 

identified and suggestions are given for further investigation into this topic. 
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8.2. Position of research findings within extant literature 

8.2.1. Role of the HR function 

Using a case study approach, the research explored the reality of change as it occurred in two 

large public sector organisations in the UK, each of which was in various phases of restructuring 

and confronted by commercialisation pressures to improve organisational performance. Evidence 

from across the two case study organisations have given detailed insight into the complexity that 

surrounds the roles played by the HR function in the context of the commercialisation agenda in 

the public sector, set against the backdrop of broader political changes and shifting priorities in 

the management of the public services under the Labour government in the UK. Despite both 

organisations responding to a similar commercialisation agenda across the public sector, 

substantial differences emerged between the cases over time in relation to the role played by the 

HR function in supporting this agenda. The analysis has highlighted a rich tapestry of roles 

performed by the HR functions throughout the three stages of organisational transition and 

revealed significant variations in the HR roles enacted. 

At the level of organisational rhetoric, within OS, there was a distinct shift towards the language 

and discourse of strategic HRM and private sector employment policies, such as performance 

related pay, personal development plans, contribution management systems, competency-based 

recruitment and emphasis on organisational goals, hi this sense, evidence gathered through 

multiple qualitative methods confirmed that the HR function was able to become more strategic in 

its approach and way of operating over time, by shifting its role from that of a 'conformist 

innovator' during the evolution stage of change, to that of a 'problem solver' during the 

transformation stage of change, and then displaying the main characteristics of a 'deviant 

innovator' during the incorporation stage of change. These findings contradict the results of other 

similar studies in this area, more notably that of Guest and King (2004), who found little or no 

evidence to support the argument that HR functions could embrace the role of deviant innovators 

or problem solvers, in the context of personnel managers' proven inability to identify priorities for 

improvement (Legge, 1978). 

During the first phase of change, data from OS revealed the historical dominance of traditional 

public sector employment relationship that placed personnel managers in a highly reactive 

position. This was reflected in the initial exclusion of the HR function from the design stage of 

change and eventual involvement only in the implementation of a number of HR policies. During 

the second phase of change, the role of the HR function was clearly seen to evolve from one 

concerned with implementing administrative public sector policy towards one of acting at an 
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advisory level on strategic issues to business groups and the organisation as a whole. Based on the 

case study evidence, it could be argued that it was possible for the HR function in OS to adopt a 

more proactive, strategic role through utilising strategies such as credibility building, 

demonstrating an understanding of the business, keeping people issues at the heart of business 

decision making and engaging actively in negotiation for ownership of the strategic agenda. This 

could be linked to both the expertise and personalities of key HR individuals that shaped 

perceptions and the development of particular roles, and the more transformational nature of the 

commercialisation reforms pursued by the organisation, that created a more permissive context for 

the HR function to engage strategically in the change process and demonstrate added value. 

Nevertheless, similar to the conclusion reached by Hope-Hailey et al (2005), the current research 

identified that the adoption of the 'business partnership' model aiming at positioning HR closer to 

the business appeared to have eroded HR function's ability to act as an employee champion to 

help enhance employee contributions. To enhance its organisational status, visibility and 

credibility, the HR department in OS made the choice to concentrate on the more strategic-

oriented HR roles of 'strategic partner' and 'change agent', as well as on the more tactical one of 

'administrative expert', and placed backstage the 'employee champion' one. Whilst the focus on 

restructuring strategies that would fit the demands of the new 'business model' and on re-

designing administrative HRM processes has earned the HR function a place at the strategic table 

and recognition of effectiveness firom key stakeholders, the available evidence confirmed that this 

approach deepened the tensions between meeting the employee needs and aspirations and 

business objectives (Hope-Hailey et al, 2005). The data revealed that HR staff valued the 

involvement in strategic decision-making and the policy aspects of their role more highly than 

addressing the service needs of employees. A direct consequence of this strategy was that 

employees lost trust and confidence in the HR function to advocate their needs and represent their 

perspectives. 

In the last phase of change, it was noted that the specific context of HR responsibilities' 

devolution to the line in OS led to the re-establishment of the old 'conformist innovation' 

practices despite the function assuming and playing the role of a 'deviant innovator'. In the light 

of the increasing legal complexity, growth in employment rights and public sector constraints of 

adhering to legislation around equal opportunities and fairness of treatment, coupled with the HR 

concerns about the level of managerial skills and commitment to handling employment issues, the 

HR function's response has been to concentrate on the development of highly structured, 

depersonalised procedures, which aimed at removing any areas in the process which might be 

influenced by individual judgement or contain potential bias and provided the rules for managers 
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to follow. The reinforcement of such a defensive, legal compliance approach to handling 

employment issues through the development of procedures, which concentrated on the application 

of prescribed standards and consistency of treatment, led in practice to the re-establishment of the 

old 'conformist innovator' role through a reinforcement of standardisation in HR practices. In 

this context, there was indication of a new form of vicious circle, between the attempts of the HR 

function to pursue a 'deviant innovator' role by re-defining the boundaries of HR responsibilities 

and the outcomes of this process, which required the HR function to become involved in the 

development of standard procedures for line managers. This meant, in effect, a return to the old 

practices of 'conformist innovator' through ensuring a process of procedural efficiency and 

consistent management of procedures. This in turn paved the way for the production of 

standardised HRM procedures and rules, which meant a growing gap between modernising 

discourses and traditional only marginally revamped personnel practices. 

In contrast, there was little evidence of the HR function in MCA playing the proactive roles of 

'deviant innovator' or 'problem solver'. Overall, the function played a tactical, 'rule-policing' role 

during the evolution stage of change, a 'trouble-shooting' role during the transformation stage of 

change and a 'consultative, enabling' role during the incorporation stage of change. A number of 

factors appear to have influenced the largely non-strategic roles played by the function. The 

persistence of a peripheral role for the HR function was firstly attributed to the continuation of the 

traditional public sector model of personnel management built around notions of paternal 

management, standardised employment practices which lacked flexibility and differentiation and 

the pursuit of a 'model employer' status. The acceptance of the new commercialisation discourse, 

with its emphasis on rational management, staff efficiency, customer needs and financial 

performance, as well as on individualism, flexibility and differentiation in employment practices, 

was also heavily constrained by the public sector paternalistic culture, in which personnel issues 

were typically 'downstream' to business strategy and financial considerations, and by the 

traditional managerial assumptions and values embedded in the public sector structures, customs 

and procedures in which elements of the old public sector 'control discourse' remained 

institutionalised. 

However, the analysis of the different stages of MCA's transition also revealed that, the real needs 

of the business and the context of the organisation (especially the strong power base of regional 

directors and maritime operations managers who held the key capabilities and knowledge) during 

the more transformational stages of change would have required the HR function to assume a less 

interventionist (but not necessarily non-strategic) orientation that would have followed the path of 

a 'conformist innovator'. These findings raise many questions about the value that is added to an 
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organisation by having an HR department whose HRM agenda is not in line with the real human 

resources priorities, needs and priorities of the business, but whose rhetorical strategic role is 

evaluated by HR managers in terms of its ability to respond to wider government modernization 

priorities and policy trends. Paradoxically, even in the context of the personnel 'traditionalism' 

and centralised and regulatory model of people management governed by the principles of 

functionalism, uniformity and hierarchy that characterised MCA, a similar decline in the 

enactment of the 'employee champion' role with that noticed in OS was observed. 

hi line with other recent studies (Guest and King, 2004; Hope-Hailey et al, 2005; Francis and 

Keegan, 2006), these findings raise the question of who is any longer undertaking the role of 

'employee champion' and promoting employee well being as a means of enhancing employee 

commitment in commercialising public sector organisations, with the real danger being that this 

role will only be played in the future by the trade unions. The findings fi-om this research suggest 

that senior HR professionals are more likely to see their role as one supporting line managers but 

no longer concerned with presenting employee voice. Devolution to the line has led HR staff to be 

increasingly reliant on line managers for their understandings of the state of the employment 

relationship. This is thus increasingly viewed through a line management lens and heavily 

influenced by the capability and motivation of the line to engage with HR issues (Hope-Hailey et 

al, 2005). By distancing fi-om the workforce, the opportunities for the HR function to develop 

trust relationships declined and, with these, the confidence that the function is capable of acting as 

an advocate for employees. One outcome would be the loss of employee voice at a senior 

management level that other studies have reported as being just as critical as HRM policies in 

terms of impacting on employee commitment and organisational performance (Guest, 1999; 

Truss, 2001). An increasing lack of personal contact can reduce the opportunities for HR staff to 

build up relationships of trust with both line managers and employees that are essential in 

securing such employee commitment. In the highly unionised environment in which both OS and 

MCA still had to operate as commercialised public sector entities, changes in how the HR 

function is organised that lead to HR staff having reduced employee contact and face to face 

interactions sit uneasily with the need to promote the high commitment work practices and 

employee behaviours required to deliver continuous improvements in organisational performance. 

Associated with the processes of devolution of HR responsibilities to line managers noted in both 

organisations was the emergence of a new role for the HR function as a 'referee' in the 

employment relationship, to ensure that procedures are in place and adhered to, with line 

managers perceiving as important to have the HR function acting as a neutral third party in 

deciding issues of fairness and arbitrating according to circumstances. Thus, paradoxically, whilst 
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in theory the devolution processes pursued in both organisations aimed to free up the HR 

specialists to take on a more strategic role, in practice, they led to the re-establishment of 

personnel practices that paved the way for 'conformist innovation' rather than 'deviant 

innovation' or 'problem solving'. Consequently, in the context of the specific public service 

procedural and legislative constraints, there was indication that the process of devolution of HR 

responsibilities to the line actually led to the emergence of a new form vicious cycle, by creating 

the conditions for the HR function to return to the role of 'conformist innovator' via involvement 

in ensuring procedural consistency through more bureaucratic procedures. This made more 

difficult for personnel specialists to assume an independent stance from their line 'partners' and 

thereby draw on different sets of criteria for the evaluation of organisational success that were 

reflective of social as much as business or economic values (Legge, 1978; Townley, 2004). This 

in turn led to reluctance to dismantle HR role as 'the architect and interpreter of the rules' 

(Thomhill and Saunders, 1998; Harris et al, 2002) and facilitate devolution of day-to-day HR 

responsibilities to the line. Furthermore, devolving responsibility to the line led a number of HR 

specialists to still provide a service to management, a responsibility that sat rather uneasily with 

the 'independent' third party contribution which employees and the trade union representatives 

still sought from the specialist function. Ultimately, ideological concerns, public accountability 

and a strong union presence predispose public sector, even more so than private sector, employers 

to pay closer attention to issues of equality of opportunity and 'demonstrable' fairness in HR 

practices, which arguably lead to a greater reluctance to dismantle centralised HR control and the 

function's 'moral neutrality' as a 'referee' in employment practices. 

The history of personnel management in the public sector has been characterised by a search for 

influence in a sector, which by tradition, inclines to a bureaucratic, administrative and regulatory 

approach to the employment relationship (Famham and Horton, 1996, 2000). Within the public 

sector management literature, an underlying concern has been, therefore, the issue whether the 

transformation of public sector HRM, and in particular, the replacement of the traditional pattern 

of people management in the public services with a more strategic approach to HRM, have 

occurred or are actually possible within the public sector (Bach and della Rocca, 2000; Bach, 

1999, 2000, 2005). Evidence from across the case study organisations suggests that the 

traditional, 'old style' model of employment relationship has been eroded rather than replaced. 

Nevertheless, based on these research findings, it was possible to locate an emergent, hybrid 

model within the two organisations, characterised by a blend of private sector style HRM 

practices and reminders of the traditional style of paternal, standardised and collectivised HRM. 
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In OS, there was certainly evidence that some of the primary characteristics of the traditional 

pattern of people management in the public services (Famham and Horton, 1996, 2000; Boyne et 

al, 1999; Winchester and Bach, 1999; Bach and della Rocca, 2000; Bach, 1999, 2000, 2002, 

2005) such as the uniform and standardised employment practices and the status of 'model 

employer' have been considerably weakened in the context of the commercialisation reforms 

pursued within the organisation. The most notable changes included the introduction of 

performance appraisal systems and performance-related pay, flexible working HRM policies, self-

career management, competence based training and the end of the 'model employer' philosophy 

which placed significant emphasis on commitment to staff, trade union and workforce 

participation in decision making, promotion of equal opportunities and concern for the welfare of 

employees. Other traditional features of the employment relationship, such as the conventional 

pattern of 'paternal management' and the collect!vised nature of industrial relations were found to 

have survived due to the persistence of the public sector mentality, although attempts were made 

throughout the commercialisation reforms to instil in the organisation the principles of 'rational 

management', focused on staff efficiency, customer needs and financial performance, and 

promote individualism, flexibility and differentiation in employment practices. 

In sharp contrast to OS, the analysis of change processes occurring in MCA suggested a 

continuation in practice of the traditional public sector model of personnel management built 

around notions of paternal management (with priority given to issues such as equal opportunities 

and diversity), standardised employment practices which lacked flexibility and differentiation and 

the pursuit of a 'model employer' status. The persistence of the traditional style of paternal, 

standardised and collectivised HRM was seen, throughout all three stages of change, as acting 

against the stated objectives of the commercialisation programme, which attempted to change the 

traditional features of personnel management and replace them with a rational style of HRM that 

would place more focus on staff efficiency and effective use of manpower, and would promote 

more flexibility and differentiation in relation to the terms and conditions of employment for key 

categories of staff. 

8.2.2. Different facets of commercialisation: contextualising 'best practices'? 

The findings from the two cases expose the limitations of the application of normative models of 

HRM to the public sector context. Many of the HRM changes implemented by the two 

organisations throughout the three stages of change identified - evolution, transformation and 

incorporation, were based on the universalistic beliefs that it is possible to define 'best practices' 

of commercialisation and that these practices can be implemented everywhere, without taking into 
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consideration the specific contexts in which they are introduced (Pichault, 2007). Such beliefs are 

being increasingly challenged, however, by authors looking for 'best practices' in public reforms 

(gg LofHer, 2000; Hood, 2000, 2001; Horton, 2003; McNuIty, 2003). LoefHer (2000), Pichault 

and Schoenaers (2003) and Pichault (2007), for instance, call for a more contextualist perspective 

to be taken when considering the application of universal 'best practices' to the public sector. 

Evidence from across the two case study organisations suggests that, whilst traditional, 'old-style' 

pubhc sector HRM practices need to be radically altered or transformed to obtain the desired 

quantum effects on organisational performance, the transfer of HR best practices to the public 

sector must take into consideration the context and the process of change, in other words the 

'contextuality' of best practices. In addition, the transformation of HR practices must be 

combined with significant alterations of organisational structures, in order to avoid the potential 

gap between innovative HRM practices emphasising flexibility and differentiation and pre-

existing public sector 'old style' bureaucratic structures and ways of working anchored in 

'traditionalism'. In this respect, the analysis of the change programmes pursued by the two 

organisations and their transition stages have highlighted different categories of problems 

occurring in public sector organisations pursuing a commercialisation agenda. Amongst these, the 

lack of coherence between innovative, 'business like' HRM devices introduced, on the one hand, 

and pre-existing bureaucratic public sector structures and mentalities, on the other hand, exposed 

in OS, combined with the lack of internal coherence amongst different HR variables in a public 

sector context dominated by the traditional style of paternal, standardised and collectivised HRM 

and the existing gap between the perceptions of key stakeholders of what constituted 'best 

practices' and the perceptions of HR managers of what these practices were, highlighted in MCA. 

Combined with these inconsistencies, an additional problem highlighted in MCA was the exposed 

tension between the public sector traditional model of 'best practice' that the HR function was 

trying to pursue, which paid close attention to equal opportunities, diversity HR and issues of 

'demonstrable' fairness in HR practices, on the one hand, and the emergent 'private sector-like' 

model of HRM which placed emphasis on a completely different set of best practices, such as 

performance management and performance-related -pay, on the other hand. 

These findings thus raise questions about the appropriateness and feasibility of importing private 

sector performance practices to support public sector modernisation. In the pluralist environment 

that continues to be the operational reality of most public sector organisations, a 'top down' 

approach to managing change and performance could be unrealistic. A sequence of corporate 

strategic goals leading to departmental plans reflected in individual targets may simply take 

insufficient account of the different flows and cross cutting relationships which occur in the 
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complex structures and functions of large public sector agencies, and may insufficiently recognise 

the multi-faceted organisational reality faced by public sector managers who have to try to satisfy 

the different (and sometimes conflicting) needs, of diverse stakeholders. This leads the stated 

'performance culture' associated with public sector modernisation (emphasising capacity 

building, leadership and management) to be experienced by many public sector organisations as 

rather a 'measurement culture' of targets and auditing regimes. The danger is also that it 

reinforces rigidity in the context of measured targets neglecting the quality of the means, which is 

vital in high quality employment relationships and is, arguably, of particular significance to the 

nature of the psychological contract in much public sector employment. Such approaches appear, 

furthermore, to act as a constraint rather than a spur to more innovative thinking about what 

constitutes good HR practice relevant to the organisational context. 

Findings from the cases urge caution in expecting a simple linear relationship between the 

implementation of HR policies and expected outcomes. Instead a range of factors at the 

organisational level and at the HR department level are likely to contextualize the effectiveness of 

HRM policies and devices and thus potentially contribute to the potential failure of 

organisational-level strategies to secure the goals that have been set to be achieved through the 

various commercialisation initiatives in the public sector. Furthermore, the present study adds an 

additional dimension to the existing debate in the strategic HRM literature, by showing the 

importance of linking HRM practices not only to the specific organisational contexts but also to 

the different stages of organisational transition in which public sector organisations undergoing 

commercialisation are situated at a given point in time. The three stages of organisational 

transition identified in the case of OS and MCA suggest that public sector organisations 

undergoing commercialisation may have completely different stages of evolution than their 

private sector counterparts, and thus the task of achieving coherence between the content of HRM 

devices being altered and the context of commercialisation reforms is highly dependant on 

understanding where a public sector organisation is placed in terms of transition. 

The importance of considering where organisations are placed in terms of transition is posited in 

the literature as a key factor to have a profound effect on the nature of HRM adopted in 

organisations but, to date, there has been minimal theoretical development and empirical research 

undertaken in this area in the public sector. Where studies have been carried out, they have been 

predominantly addressing the various stages of transition in HRM in private sector organisations 

(eg Hope-Hailey, 1999; Hope-Hailey et al, 2002; Hope-Hailey et al, 2005) and thus may not fully 

reflect the specific context of public sector organisations undergoing commercialisation in the 

context of the New Labour modernization agenda. 
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The longitudinal analysis of the change processes conducted in this study has shown the 

importance of understanding the influence that the different stages of organisational transition in 

public sector organisations undergoing commercialisation can have on the way the roles played by 

the HR function are changed and enacted over time. Empirical evidence presented in the previous 

two chapters has highlighted the importance of relating the roles played by the HR function to the 

different stages of organisational transition (labelled evolution, transformation and incorporation) 

in which the two public sector organisations were situated at a given point in time in their 

'journey' to commercialisation. Here an important issue that was noted related to the discrepancy 

which emerged during the different stages of transition between the actual role played by the HR 

function and the role that would have best suited the requirements and conditions of the business 

at that time. 

In this sense, certain stages of transition in the public sector commercialisation reforms may 

require the HR function to fulfil a role other than 'strategic' in the way that the prescriptive 

models of HRM recommend. This was particularly evident in the case of MCA, where during the 

first two stages of change it was noted that the real needs and context of the business would have 

required the HR function to assume a less interventionist orientation and position in the 

organisation that would have not followed the 'deviant innovator' route, but rather of that of a 

'conformist innovator' (Legge, 1978), by enabling regional directors and managers to implement 

their change strategies, in the context of the real capabilities of the organisation resting in their 

business units. Instead, the fact that the function was trying to pursue an HRM agenda of its own, 

very different firom that which was required by the current organisational context of restructuring 

and cultural change, was perceived by key stakeholders as detrimental to the business and 

alienating regional managers. This reinforced stakeholders' perceptions of HR that the personnel 

function was formulating policies without regard to structural reforms priorities or necessarily 

addressing managerial problems. 

8.2.3. Contextual factors influencing the contribution of the HR function 

To date, the analysis of contextual factors that may influence the role played by the HR function 

in public sector organisations has been a relatively neglected area within the field of HRM. As yet 

few empirical studies have appeared in the literature that can help the understanding of the 

complex relationships that exists between the internal and external context of organisations, on the 

one hand, and the complex roles that are required of the HR function. A number of prior studies 

have attempted to explore what particular contextual factors influence the role played by the HR 

function in the public sector (eg Bamett gr a/, 1996; Harris, 2002; Harris gf a/, 2002; Truss ef a/, 
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2002; Truss, 2003; Harris, 2005a) and have acknowledged that the personnel role in public sector 

organisations is contingent on a variety of factors, both internal and external to the organisational 

setting. However, to date, no empirical study in the public sector has linked these contextual 

factors with the different stages of organisational transition in which public sector organisations 

are situated at a given point in time. This aspect is highly significant, firstly because it helps us 

better to understand which factors become more influential in which particular stages of 

transition and thus directly links the strength of specific factors to the context and the process of 

change at different points in time, and secondly because it shows the evolutionary nature of these 

factors, in other words how, when and where they come into play during various transition stages 

and how they evolved over time with the change process. In this respect, the present study sheds 

light on the variety of factors from the external and internal context of the two public sector 

organisations that have enabled or constrained the development of HR function's role over time in 

each of the three stages of transition identified - evolution, transformation and incorporation. 

Within the public sector HRM literature, there has been limited empirical research on whether 

differences in organisational contexts amongst public sector organisations situated at different 

stages of transition within the wider public sector commercialisation spectrum could have a 

significant impact on the role played by personnel function. One of the concerns of this research 

was to explore whether such differences in contexts between two contrasting public agencies 

would result in different approaches to HRM and would have an influence on the role played by 

the HR function throughout commercialisation. In this sense, the two organisations selected for 

this research were positioned in between the two extreme ends of the commercialisation spectrum 

and were undergoing different degrees of commercialisation. There were three main contextual 

differences between the two settings, which were found to influence the nature of HRM prevalent 

in the two organisations and the roles played by their HR functions in all three stages of change. 

These were: (1) differences in the nature the organisations' external environments; (2) differences 

in the extent to which the organisations were exposed to market mechanisms and government 

control over resources; and (3) differences in the extent of government influence. 

A number of institutional and generic factors were found to constrain the development and 

implementation of extensive HR strategic agendas and limited the scope of HR activities in the 

two organisations. Amongst these, the most important were the particular nature of the 

employment relationship in the public sector, the embedded public sector mechanisms of 

centrally-determined pay and of adherence to strict policy procedures and legislation, the public 

sector administrative heritage and historical focus on process, the government influence and the 

strong trade union presence. Amongst the organisational factors which were found to act as 
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constraints, those which accounted the most for the differences in change programmes' outcomes 

were public sector consensual approach, the 'no-blame', entitlement culture and the associated 

lack of managerial accountability for results, the complex nature of corporate strategies 

accommodating conflicting priorities and the nature of the workforce. 

Despite these factors, it was also clear that there were a number of aspects that could enable the 

development of a more strategic role for HR over time. The most important were the micro-

processes within the organisation and the micro-processes within the HR function itself, as well as 

other generic aspects such as the attitude of senior management team and the strong leadership 

presence of the HR Director in OS, and the middle and first-line management capabilities and 

expertise in MCA, respectively. In this sense, the data have served to shed some light on the 

significance of the micro-processes within the organisation in relation to the role played by the 

HR department. Evidence from across the cases revealed the way in which critical differences in 

micro-social organisational and HR processes could serve to facilitate or constrain the 

contribution of the HR function in all three stages of change and thus account for the striking 

differences in outcomes between the two organisations. More importantly, the use of the 

perspectives offered by role-set theory (Katz and Kahn, 1966, 1978; Truss et al, 2002) and the 

negotiated order concept (Strauss et al, 1963; Bamett et al, 1996; Truss et al, 2002) in this study 

in conjunction with the more general HRM literature helped shed light on the role played by 

various micro-social HR processes in the implementation of change and the contribution of the 

HR department. Amongst these, various processes within the HR function itself, fostered through 

the actions and interventions of the HR departments or related to the behaviours of the HR 

departments and their members, were found to influence the enactment of HR practice in the two 

cases throughout the entire change process. 

The use of a multiple stakeholder perspective (Tsui 1984a, 1987) combined with the perspectives 

offered by role-set theory (Katz and Kahn, 1966, 1978; Truss et al, 2002) and the negotiated order 

concept (Strauss et al, 1963; Bamett et al, 1996; Truss et al, 2002) in the analysis of this study's 

findings provided further support for the significance of the informal organisation and socio-

cultural context, and in particular, of the micro-processes within the organisation as influencing 

the nature of role and activity of the HR function. In this sense, the present study has highlighted 

the role played throughout change implementation by the processes of negotiation and influence 

amongst various groups and actors within the organisation, and in particular those between key 

stakeholders (role senders) and members of the HR function, and the micro-processes within the 

HR function itself 
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Extant HRM literature in the public sector has paid little attention to the part played by the HR 

function's relationship with other organisational actors. As yet few empirical studies have 

appeared in the public sector HRM literature that help us better understand this complex 

relationship {eg Bamett et al, 1996; Procter and Currie, 1999; Truss et al, 2002; Truss, 2003; 

Truss and Gill, 2005). This study has highlighted that HR departments within large, complex 

public sector organisation interact with a variety of constituencies and multiple stakeholder groups 

in the organisation might have an influence on the strategic HRM process and the role played by 

the HR department. The views of other parties in the organisation might thus influence the process 

by which the different HR roles come about. The HR function is implicated, from this perspective, 

in a 'great web of negotiation'. Although the HRM agenda can be extensive, pressing, and 

strategic, other groups can claim ownership of specific agenda items. The HR function faces, in 

this context, changing expectations that come from many different clients and constituencies 

(Tsui, 1987) and, from a stakeholder perspective, the subjective judgements of key interest groups 

become ultimately the most important indicator of HRM effectiveness. Understandably, the needs 

of various stakeholders are not the same, particularly when contrasting the needs of board 

members, directors and senior managers against the demands of middle and first-line managers or 

supervisors, but all require specific attention. Thus, HR needs to take a proactive communication 

role within the organisation and to look for ways to improve communication with other 

stakeholders. From this perspective, this study highlighted that a major enabler of HR contribution 

lay within the ability and capacity of individual HR members or HR managers to engage in 

processes of negotiation and influence with other groups and actors within the organisation in 

order to promote an extensive and pressing HRM agenda. 

Throughout the entire change process, it was apparent the key role that the evolution of 

perceptions and expectations of key HR stakeholders, and of their shared interpretations over the 

meaning of strategic HRM in the organisation, played in the processes of alteration of HR role in 

both organisations. These aspects of evolution illustrated how the role of the HR function could 

only be slowly changed over time as stakeholders' perceptions were altered through changed 

experiences of what the department was able to offer. In OS, for instance, the perceptions and 

expectations of key stakeholders were seen to evolve from an expectation that the HR function 

would continue to be involved in operational HR matters and routine, administrative tasks 

concerned with implementing public sector employment policies to one that valued the function's 

involvement as an advisor on strategic issues and in supporting strategically the business groups 

to achieve their objectives. However, as the longitudinal data showed, this was the result of a 

long-term process of 'negotiated evolution' in the shared meanings and interpretations of the 

notion of strategic HRM amongst key stakeholders involved in the change process -the members 
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of the HR department, on the one hand, and the senior and line managers, on the other hand. 

Whilst at the beginning of the change programme, stakeholders' expectations placed emphasis on 

the HR function operating more tactically than strategically, which resulted in a temporary 

mismatch between the interpretations of stakeholders over the concept of strategic HRM in the 

organisation and the interpretations of HR department's members over the priorities of a strategic 

personnel function, by the end of the transition, the shared meanings of strategic HRM amongst 

key stakeholders and HR practitioners had started to converge. This evolutionary process 

constituted in itself an enabling factor for the nature of the role played by the HR function. In 

contrast, in MCA, there continued to be divergence between the interpretations of key 

stakeholders over the notion of strategic HRM and the interpretations of HR department's 

members over where the priorities of a strategic function lay. This mismatch in shared 

interpretations continued to colour the views of key stakeholders over the inability of the 

personnel function to understand the business enough to grasp the right kind of action, despite a 

number of improvements being made in the HR service. 

These findings reinforces the idea that the HR function in a public sector organisation operates 

within a complex system of interdependencies and conflicts over the form, ownership and 

implementation of the HR agenda - and no single group is in full control. On the basis of the 

findings from the two case studies, it can be also suggested that the strategic role of the HR 

function lies more in demonstrating their value and worth through the efficacy with which they 

manage relations with the multiple stakeholders groups in the organisation than with seeking to 

demonstrate a causal linkage between HR interventions, HR department behaviour and 

organisational outcomes. These findings also suggest that strategic content and processes are 

subject to a degree of conscious shaping by organisational actors and that internal coalition 

building and sense-making processes are essential in giving HR policies and practices a degree of 

coherence. This forms a basis for explaining how organisational actors can help human resource 

systems become strategically valuable strategic capabilities. 

Extant literature in the public sector (eg Bach, 1994; Winchester and Bach, 1999; Bach and della 

Rocca, 2000; Kessler et al, 2000; Bach, 1999, 2000, 2002, 2005) has predominantly taken a 

macro view on the factors that shape HRM transformation in the public sector, by portraying the 

public sector personnel function as an entity faced with a limited range of choices and heavily 

constrained by national systemic and political forces, but downplayed the role that internal change 

processes and the complex interplay between multiple actors and structures within the HR 

department and other organisational groups can play in the transition of the personnel function at 
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the micro level. This should not be seen by any means as an attempt to devalue the relevance and 

importance of external influences in shaping the nature, scope, orientation and status of the HR 

function in public sector organisations; unlike the private sector, HRM within public sector 

organisations operates within a particularly complex framework of interdependencies that 

predisposes public sector organisations to pay closer attention to adherence to specific principles 

or agendas and to broader, often conflicting, priorities. However, without downplaying the role 

played by these external influences in shaping public sector HRM, to portray personnel functions 

as having little or no genuine choice in facing the widely recognised institutional pressures is 

oversimplified and unnecessarily pessimistic. In this sense, this study is a contribution to a more 

realistic appreciation and consideration of internal organisational processes that offers a more 

rounded perspective over the nature of HRM in the public sector. 

As yet few empirical studies have appeared in the literature that help us better to understand the 

role played by individual actors and departments in putting HR policies into practice in public 

sector organisations and the means by which HR professionals within the HR department enact 

their roles on a day-to-day basis. Notable exceptions have been the studies conducted in health 

service organisations by Bamett et al (1996), Procter and Currie (1999), Truss et al (2002) and 

Truss (2003) investigating the processes by which HR policies and strategies are put into effect 

within these organisations or the more recent study of dynamic HR capabilities using a 

complexity theory perspective conducted by Truss and Gill (2005) in four public sector 

organisations within healthcare and local government. However, despite these exceptions, 

strategic HRM research still tends to focus on examining the content of HR, whereas very little 

research has been conducted that focuses specifically on HR processes in a wider range of public 

sector context, and in particular, in the context of public sector organisations undergoing 

commercialisation. 

Compared with other previous studies in the public sector, which highlighted the persistent 

marginality of the personnel function and its lack of strategic involvement (Bach, 1994, 1999; 

Corby, 1996; Winchester and Bach, 1999; Kessler et al, 2000; Bach and della Rocca, 2000; Bach, 

1999, 2000, 2002, 2005; Bach and Kessler, 2005), this study demonstrates that it is possible for 

personnel functions in public sector settings to adopt a more proactive role. In OS, the data 

highlighted the fact that it was possible for the HR function to become more strategic in its 

approach and way of operating over time, and this was achieved over time through a process of 

'negotiated evolution' which involved credibility building, agenda management, continuous 

delivery and other influencing techniques from the part of the HR function. Conversely, in MCA, 

in the context of similar public sector institutional and generic constraints, it was apparent that the 
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HR function's struggle to maintain many of the practices associated with the traditional public 

sector model of personnel management accorded the function over time a relatively-

administrative, peripheral role. Thus, it could be argued that the existence of public sector 

constraints, although it exerted limits on the scope and extent of genuine choice of the personnel 

function, should not be taken as the complete absence of choice. Rather, these constraints are 

manageable and can be overcome, depending on the internal processes that lie beneath the surface 

of personnel systems. In the words of a key senior executive in OS: 

"I think the constraints of the public sector and the additional pressures placed upon us are a bit 
exaggerated ... If anything is a constraint for us, it is our own mind-set, and our ability to challenge these 
public sector constraints." (Director, OS) 

Ultimately, what emerged as a major implication of this study was the importance of not only how 

the various roles of the function were changing, but also how the HR function sought to change 

those roles. As one of the senior managers in OS observed: 

"It is quite difficult within this organisation, because often they [HR] are seen [by other business units] as 
an overhead or bureaucracy or preventing us for doing business and a whole range of views or expresses 
about them, but in reality we need them [HR] to change themselves and then they will be in a much 
stronger position to change the organisation. I think if they will approaching it from this point of view as 
the people who can start shaping this organisation on the long term regardless what the business strategy is 
and what the particular revenue target is, I think they will begin to exercise more influence and authority 
across the organisation." 

It was noted in chapter two that functionalist and normative approaches, based on the logic of 

developing taxonomies of HRM strategies and practices that are linked to high organisational 

performance, continues to dominate mainstream research within the HRM and change literatures 

{eg Arthur, 1994; Husehd, 1995; Guest, 1997; Wood and de Menzies, 1998). A central argument 

underpinning this study is that much of the prescriptive HRM literature presents a deterministic 

and narrow view of strategic change and HRM. This thesis thus challenges the theoretical analysis 

provided by functionalist and normative perspectives of HRM, by showing that the assumption of 

a tight coupling of business and HR strategies underpinning prescriptions of HRM is unrealistic 

and that a "process-centred view describing a less orderly world" is more adequate (Mueller, 

1998: 155). Evidence from across the two case study organisations urges caution in expecting a 

simple linear relationship between the implementation of HR strategies and policies and expected 

outcomes. Instead, a wide range of factors at the organisational and HR department level are 

likely to contextualize the effectiveness of HR strategies and interventions. Such effectiveness 

may be, therefore, mediated by the construction of meaning given to HRM interventions by 

organisational members within the context of the systems of assumptions and values embedded in 

the organisational structures, customs and procedures. In this sense, the analysis of the complex 

interactions between the context, content and process of change (Pettigrew, 1987; 1990) during 

the different stages of transition has revealed the complex relationship between the dynamics of 

change and wider political and HRM corporate discourses within the two organisations. From this 
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perspective, a number of internal inconsistencies between the proclaimed content of HR 

strategies, policies and practices introduced in line with the commercialisation reforms and the 

context of the organisations at a given stage, on the one hand, and between the declared content of 

HR initiatives and the processes by which they were effectively introduced, on the other hand, 

were shown to influence the actual outcomes of change initiatives and associated HR performance 

throughout the three stages of change in both organisations. 

Given the multiplicity of external shaping factors and internal influences, a more evolutionary 

approach to strategic HRM in public sector organisations, sensitive to the idiosyncrasies of the 

local context, is clearly required in analysing the outcomes of the process of commercialisation in 

the public sector. In this respect, much of the normative theorising surrounding strategic HRM 

and emphasising the notion of fit between various HR practices and between these practices and 

business strategy, take a static and simplistic approach to these organisations. In this regard, this 

study supports Purcell's (1999) and Monks and Loughnane's (2006) contentions that more 

attention needs to be paid to the role of HR processes in HR system research. In this respect, the 

findings of the present research suggests that it may be just as important to identify effective 

combinations of HR practices and processes. A shift in perspective is therefore required from 

asking whether or not it is the numbers of HR practices that matter (Guest, 1997; Roche, 1999) 

towards considering how HR practices and processes may support and reinforce together the core 

of the HR system. 

8.3. Conclusions and contributions 

8.3.1. Core contributions 

8.3.1.1. Theoretical contributions 

This thesis makes a number of contributions to several important areas of research within the 

strategic human resource management and the public sector management literatures. 

(1) Contribution to human resource management literature 

This study contributes to the public sector HRM literature that considers the role of the HR 

function, by providing fresh insights into the changing roles of the HR function in two public 

sector organisations undergoing commercialisation under the New Labour 'modernization' 

agenda in the public sector. At a theoretical level, the study presents an alternate conceptual 

framework that highlights the dynamic nature of the relationship between the roles of the HR 

function, the complex social, political and cultural dimensions of organisational change and the 

stages of transition in which public sector organisations are situated at a given point in time in 
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their journey to commercialisation. Such a conceptualisation provides a more critical analysis of 

the role of the HR function in organisational change in the public sector. 

There is very limited research literature that has examined in any depth the dynamic nature of 

HRM as strategic change unfolds at the level of the organisation (eg Gratton et al, 1999a; Hope-

Hailey et al, 2002; Truss et al, 2002; Hope-Hailey et al, 2005), especially in a public sector 

context. In presenting a more evolutionary perspective on the complex roles that are required of 

the HR function in commercialising public sector organisations during change, this research has 

attempted to address this imbalance, while seeking to facilitate a move away from the 

functionalist approaches of strategic HRM and prescriptive models of change that pay little regard 

to competing views of different stakeholders and to the processes by which the strategic HRM 

discourse is constructed and reconstructed in its situated organisational context. By directing 

attention to the influence that both the internal and external context and the stages of 

organisational transition have on the roles played by the HR function in commercialising public 

sector organisations, this study highlights the dynamic interplay between the evolution of HR 

roles and the complex change processes driven by commercialisation. 

At first glance, the change programmes implemented by the two organisations in this study would 

broadly resonate with conventional approaches to change and strategic HRM emphasised by prior 

works in the area, in that commercialisation reforms would lead to changes in corporate strategies 

and in turn, to alterations in HR strategies, structures, policies and processes. However, the 

empirical findings reported in the present study differ from prior conventional works on strategic 

change and strategic HRM by providing rich insights into the tensions that manifested to different 

degrees in the two cases between the external context of commercialisation and the internal 

context of public sector personnel 'traditionalism'. In this sense, this empirical study provided 

further support for the role played by (1) the HR function, (2) the micro-processes within the 

organisation (both the processes of negotiation between key stakeholder groups and members of 

the HR department and the micro-processes within the HR function itself), as well as by (3) the 

definitions, shared meanings and interpretations of the role of the HR function by key 

stakeholders in the organisation, in the implementation of strategic HRM to support public sector 

modernisation. The importance of the research lies in its explanatory power, in the way it is able 

to link the micro organisational social processes that occur during change in the context of public 

sector commercialisation to the outcome of change and HR function's contribution. In this sense, 

the findings lend strong support to the argument that viewing HR function's contribution solely on 

the basis of HR strategies and policies is limited and that HRM processes, both the processes 

through which HR policies are translated into practice and the micro-processes within the 
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organisation, have a key role to play in the enactment of HR practice. 

More importantly, the present study builds upon the perspectives oflered by role-set theory (Katz 

and Kahn, 1966, 1978) and the negotiated order concept (Strauss et al, 1963; Bamett et al, 1996) 

emphasised by other recent empirical studies in the public sector HRM, and more notably those 

by Bamett et al (1996), Truss et al (2002) and Truss and Gill (2005), but has gone further than 

these studies through locating an emergent, hybrid model of HRM within commercialising public 

sector organisations achieved neither through the 'best fit' nor the 'best practice', but through a 

process of negotiated evolution, by paying most attention to the best fit in the light of the 

attainable best practice. Overall, the present study is a comparative case analysis of the role of the 

HR function in strategic change in two commercialising public sector organisations informed by 

the perspectives of role theory and the concept of negotiated order; it is thus a contribution to a 

more realistic appreciation of HR in the public sector than implied by slogans of best practice or 

best fit. 

Secondly, this study contributes to existing public sector HRM literature by providing insights 

into the contextual factors that influence the role played by the HR function in two 

commercialising public sector organisations. Consistent with extant literature in the public sector, 

and more notably the studies of Bach (1994), Bamett et al (1996), Procter and Currie (1999), 

Kessler et al (2000), Truss et al (2002), and Truss and Gill (2005) and Harris (2005a), this 

research suggests that personnel role in public sector organisations is contingent on a variety of 

factors, both internal and external to the organisational setting. However, this research expands 

this understanding by suggesting that these contextual factors are also linked with the different 

stages of transition in which public sector organisations are situated at a given point in time in 

their journey to commercialisation. This study has also gone further that other recent empirical 

studies in the area by shedding light on both (1) the factors from the external and internal context 

that have enabled or constrained the development of HR function's role over time during the 

different stages of transition and (2) the way in which critical differences in HR micro-processes 

could serve to facilitate or constrain the contribution of the HR function. The study thus elaborates 

in detail the nature of the constraints and opportunities which public sector commercialisation 

creates for the personnel function and considers the responses of HR managers to these constraints 

as they seek to implement forms of "best practice". 

As well as extending the concept of strategic HRM to include these interactions, this research 

engages with core concerns within the HRM literature regarding the processes of devolution of 

HR responsibilities to line management in the public sector. Extant literature on HR devolution in 
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the public sector (eg Poole and Jenkins; 1997; Procter and Currie, 1999; Harris et al, 2002; 

Renwick, 2003; Whittaker and Marchington, 2003; McConville ef aZ, 2006) has focused 

predominantly on the implications of devolution for line management, but less on the impact of 

the process on the roles played by the HR function. In this respect, this study adds new insights 

into the implications of devolution for the role and activity of the HR department and highlights a 

number of constraints and paradoxes that devolution has created in the public sector, and in 

particular the re-establishment of personnel practices that paved the way for 'conformist 

innovation' rather than 'deviant innovation' or 'problem solving'. 

Thirdly, in relation to Legge's (1978) approaches to HRM, the in-depth comparison between the 

two cases has provided rich insights into the nature of HR roles in detail and thus enriched 

understanding of the fluid nature of these roles over time. Prior research by Legge (1978) has 

great value in terms of suggesting the values the function brings to bear on its work through 

adopting various strategies, such as those of conformist innovation or deviant innovation, but it is 

not specific enough on what actually might be undertaken in organisations for these approaches to 

be put into practice in an effective manner. In addition, her work does not indicate how these 

roles are played out over time in the organisation and if it possible for these roles to vary between 

'conformist innovation' and 'deviant innovation' along and within various stages of change, 

depending on the transition stage in which an organisation is situated at a given point in time. 

Furthermore, although Legge's original work provides some basic elements for discerning HR 

roles of conformist innovator, deviant innovator or problem solver, her work does not, however, 

examine the nature of these roles in detail and more specifically, it doesn't show how these roles 

are practically enacted and performed. Similarly, Ulrich's (1997) four roles typology is normative 

in nature and constructs a prescriptive vision that once the HR function has made up its mind to 

take on a strategic role, there are no barriers for the members of the personnel function in 

achieving this task and enacting these roles. Ulrich's framework is thus static and doesn't show 

how the roles of strategic partner, change agent, administrative expert and employee champion are 

enacted and played out over time in the organisation. No attention is given in Ulrich's study to the 

processes by these roles emerge and alter in nature and impact over time. 

The fine-grain analysis of change processes and their implications for the role of the HR function 

over time undertaken in this study goes beyond Legge's and Ulrich's typologies of HR roles, by 

providing a more critical analysis on how these roles are enacted and performed throughout the 

different stages of change identified- evolution, transformation and incorporation. Both Legge's 

(1978) personnel strategies and Ulrich's (1997) roles typology provide little critical analysis of the 

role of HRM in organisational change, especially in terms of the HR management processes 
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concerned with its introduction and deployment as part of a change effort. In the case of public 

sector organisations undergoing commercialisation, in particular, whilst previous case study 

research (Bach, 1994, 1999; Winchester and Bach, 1999; Kessler et al, 2000; Bach and della 

Rocca, 2000; Bach, 1999, 2000, 2002, 2005) has provided insights into the constrained nature of 

change in the public sector, the processes by which the meaning of strategic HRM is constructed 

and reconstructed in its situated context remain inadequately explored within the specialist 

literature on HRM. The results of the present study go beyond these insights, by showing the 

ambiguous and fluid nature of HR roles over time in two contrasting public sector organisations. 

Finally, this study contributes to the body of HRM literature examining the effectiveness of 

strategic human resource management and the HR function in public sector organisations, by 

indirectly highlighting what factors influence this effectiveness. Although ample literature 

addressed the issue of HR function's effectiveness in private sector organisations {eg Tsui 1987, 

1990, 1994; Galang, 1999; Wright et al, 2001), the literature examining the effectiveness of the 

HR function in public sector organisations is scarce. The few studies that have examined the 

notion of HR effectiveness in the public sector have been carried out in the specific context of 

Best Value reviews in local government authorities or in the national health service {eg Guest and 

Peccei, 1994; Harris, 2002) and thus their results apply to a limited range of public services 

contexts. This research extends our understanding of HR effectiveness in public organisations by 

showing what contextual features constrain or enable the nature of the role and activity of the HR 

function. In this sense, this study contributes towards a deeper understanding of this effectiveness, 

by showing that the implementation of private sector 'best practices' in the public sector will not 

in itself make the HR function more effective or lead to direct increases in public sector 

performance and efficiency; rather, these practices have to be adapted to the specific conditions of 

context under which these organisations operate. 

Linked to the above contribution, the findings of this research support a stakeholder perspective 

on strategic HRM (Tsui 1984b, 1987, 1990; Guest and Peccei, 1994), in which the subjective 

judgements of key interest groups become the most important indicator of HRM effectiveness. 

This in turn may influence the allocation of resources to HRM issues, and in particular to the HR 

department. These findings reinforce the view that public sector organisations are political 

economies in which sub-units and constituencies interact in a network of resource-oriented 

exchanges and that the most important criterion of the HR department's effectiveness will be 

ultimately the judgements of key stakeholders. 
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(2) Contribution to public sector management literature 

This research engages with core concerns within the public sector management literature 

regarding the strategic management and the effective management of change in public sector 

agencies responding to modernization reforms. 

The introduction of a specific commercialisation framework within the remit of some public 

organisations under the New Labour has changed the operational conditions of the organisations 

concerned, by placing them in a competitive environment with a commercial focus and backing, 

whilst at the same time, the Government retained the right to intervene by providing broad 

directions in key performance (including financial and non-financial) targets and community 

service obligations. However, this has also given rise to a new set of dualities and antagonisms 

within which these organisations have to operate: existing neither in the strictly public realm of 

state action nor in the strictly private realm of commercial relationships; being expected to 

function like businesses -efficient, customer driven, and client oriented - yet having to perform 

tasks that are inherently public; fulfilling their strategic role as government agencies, yet 

providing high-quality services to their customers, citizens and users in a dynamic marketplace; 

capitalising on their commercial and operating freedoms, whilst safeguarding the shareholders 

interests and ensuring the continuous provision of quality services. In this sense, the empirical 

findings presented throughout this study provide rich insights into the complex change processes 

which occurred in two commercialising public sector organisation and shed light on the 

challenges and constraints that these organisations are facing in implementing change throughout 

the long journey to commercialisation. 

Although commercialisation opened up a space for importation of private sector strategic 

management discourse into the two organisations, the public and private spheres have different 

cultures, values and norms, and conflicts between these value systems were shown to arise. 

Particularly when stakeholders represents commercial interests 'outside-in' strategy has the 

potentiality to change what has been valued in the public sector. Public sector organisations may 

also struggle to maintain their own strategic direction whilst working with shifting, and often 

competing, goals and priorities. The management of these tensions becomes a challenging task for 

the governance of these organisations and can test to the full their capabilities to manage change. 

This study presented two longitudinal accounts of commercialised public sector organisations 

experimenting with new configurations and processes and thus also contributed to the relatively 

limited literature on strategic change in public sector organisations, in particular by showing how 
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various contextual factors can influence and constrain the range of choices open to managers at 

the organisational level. The transformation processes discussed above illustrate that 

commercialisation and change within the public sector give rise to a set of antagonisms and 

conflicting challenges for public sector managers and demonstrate that the straightforward 

application of private sector management strategies to these organisations takes insufficient 

account of the differences between the private and public spheres. In this respect, the classic 'new 

managerialism' philosophy strove to impose private sector mechanisms to public organisations, 

without paying enough attention to public service virtues. 

The longitudinal contextualist and processual perspective of organisational change (Pettigrew, 

1987, 1990) adopted in the present study led to a more accurate vision of commercialisation and 

modernization in the public sector and allowed the researcher to diagnose more accurately the 

performance of public reforms (Pichault, 2007). In this respect, this study addresses an important 

limitation of the existing 'new public management' literature, the limited empirical studies that 

can provide a longitudinal analysis of public sector policy impact (Hood, 2000,2001, 2003; 

McNulty, 2003). 

8.3.1.2. Empirical contributions 

Current HRM literature lacks in-depth qualitative studies which examine the interplay of HR 

strategies and organisational context and the implementation of HR systems and policy, as well as 

organisational development issues over time (Lundy, 1994; Becker and Gerhart, 1996; Boxall, 

1996; Guest, 1997; Hunt and Boxall, 1998; Purcell, 1999; Hope-Hailey, 1999; Bamberger and 

Meshoulam, 2000; Wright et al, 2001). To take but one example. Hunt and Boxall (1998: 770) 

note that " there is an obvious need to conduct more open-ended research to complement and 

corroborate the sort of highly structured material which quantitative surveys tend to gather", while 

Becker and Gerhart (1996:796) observe that " deeper qualitative research is needed to 

complement the large-scale multiple-firm studies that are available in order to find out managers' 

HR decision-making processes". 

The research reported in this thesis attempted to redress the balance. At an empirical level, 

employing a contextualized, case-study method has enabled the researcher to track the changes in 

HR's role below the surface and tap into the reality experienced by various shareholders that often 

contrasted with the organisational rhetoric, which would not emerge through conventional, 

quantitative analysis from a single respondent. This shows the value of carrying out an analysis 

using multiple qualitative methods and multiple respondents. Securing longitudinal data enabled 

an over-time perspective to be taken on the role of the HR department and of the complex change 

351 



processes the two organisations were experiencing. The fact that the study was longitudinal has 

enabled the researcher to track the transformation of the HR function over time and examine the 

contribution of the function in a contextual and holistic manner. In doing so it resulted in a 

richness that could not be obtained using large-scale surveys, and identified temporal dynamics in 

relation to the roles enacted by the HR function. The study also examined the interplay of HR 

strategies and organisational context and the implementation of HR systems and policy and relied 

on data collected from employees at all levels of the organisation - from the operating core, 

middle managers, the HR department and senior executives. The study thus accessed not only the 

'rhetoric' of what the HR departments were trying to achieve but also the reality experienced by 

employees. 

Previous research focused on the 'new managerialism' has provided mainly snap-shots of the 

implications of the adoption of new management practices in the public sector for the personnel 

function {eg Boyne et al, 1999; Kessler et al, 2000; Boyne, 2002; Bach, 2005). The present study 

thus contributes to the empirical evidence regarding the transformation of the HR function in 

public sector agencies, by providing a number of interesting observations regarding the perceived 

centrality of their personnel functions. 

8.3.2. Implications for practice 

This study provided a framework for understanding contextual factors influencing strategic HRM 

and the role of the HR function in public sector organisations, which has direct implications for 

practitioners. In particular, research findings presented in this study indicated that a complex 

interplay of external factors and internal dynamics including situational, ideological and resource 

constraints, managerial capability and proximity to environmental forces shaped HRM in each of 

the case study organisations. These research findings point to the importance of considering both 

broader external environmental influences and internal context factors that can guide HR 

decisions. This suggests that practitioners may benefit from actively monitoring and evaluating 

the impact of changes in these factors on people management processes. An appreciation of such 

issues may facilitate realistic expectations as to the form and type of HR strategies, policies, 

practices and processes most applicable to an organisation. Indeed, unravelling the factors that 

shape HRM are vital for practitioners who wish to develop a unique people management approach 

which fits their organisation in its unique context (Paauwe, 2004: 47). Moreover, such 

understanding may help practitioners with the strategic management of structural aspects of an 

HR department. 

Practitioners should also be aware that, in line with the perspectives of role-theory and negotiated 
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order, the subjective judgements of key interest groups become the most important indicator of 

HRM effectiveness. The stakeholder perspective on strategic HRM adopted in this study suggests 

that, in order for the HR function to achieve 'reputational effectiveness' (Tsui, 1984), HR 

managers must identify new strategies and techniques to influence their multiple stakeholders. 

This could be undertaken by active marketing of the HR function by HR managers. As evidenced 

in this study, informal approaches can satisfy HR needs and often make more sense in a particular 

and appropriate context than the formal ones. Employees are also crucial in the equation, and their 

attitudes and behaviours can be influenced through the deployment of the right communication 

strategies when implementing transformational change. This may provide employees with a 

realistic appreciation of the challenges being faced by their organisation. 

The findings from the present study suggest that line managers may not be ready with the 

decentralisation of operational HR activities and that they are still relying on day-to-day advice 

and assistance from the HR department. However, if the HR department places too much 

emphasis on the strategic role and neglects the day-to-day advice role, line managers may be 

dissatisfied with the service and support from HR (McGovem et al, 1997). This finding highlights 

the inherent tension of the dual roles of HR professionals as functional and administrative experts, 

as well as being strategic partners to line managers (Wright et al, 1999). 

A re-examination of the skill levels within the HR department is also required. The combination 

of various roles and backgrounds suggest that practitioners call for the acquisition of a range of 

organisational, strategic and personal skills to improve their contribution. On the other hand, the 

implementation of successful devolution and decentralisation of operational HR relies upon the 

line managers possessing appropriate experience or skills to effectively manage their staff 

Sufficient preparation by HR and line managers for new roles could minimise the impact of this 

change. 

So, what should HR practitioners within public sector organisations do to improve their perceived 

performance? HR managers should consider adopting strategies to improve the HR relationships 

with line management. HR managers could attempt to legitimise their roles and status within their 

organisations, especially among the senior and line management groups. Adopting a legitimation 

approach to HRM (Galang et al, 1999), HR managers could establish instrumental legitimacy by 

explaining the benefits of the department's involvement in strategic issues to its multiple 

constituents. With the progress of reforms in the UK public sector, HR managers could establish 

normative legitimacy by taking a proactive role in persuading senior executives of the need to 

align the changing values and norms with the new public management environment. Finally, 
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cognitive legitimacy strategies could be adopted to publicise the success of HR department in 

relation to the bottom line of the organisations. 

8.3.3. Limitations of the thesis 

In this section, the limitations to this study are discussed and evaluated. An inevitable part of the 

process of developing as a researcher is an increasing awareness of the limitations in a research 

design, some of which may be expected because of the methodological choices made (presented 

in detail in Chapter Three) and others which are revealed in the light of increased knowledge and 

understanding. Choices that were made during the course of designing this research brought with 

them limitations as well as opportunities. 

The adoption of an exploratory case study approach imposes constraints on the generalisability of 

the findings and thus, the caveats concerning case study based research and in particular, the 

problem of a wider generalisation of findings provided by two case study organisations apply to 

this study. In this respect, employing a contextualized case-study method limits the extent to 

which research findings can be transferable from their context. Whilst providing insights into the 

changing roles of the HR function in two public sector organisations in the context of public 

sector modernisation, a wider generalisation of findings cannot be drawn from two case studies. 

By selecting an interpretive approach and the case study as a research technique, this study gained 

in depth, but it cannot claim generalisations to populations of organisations. Thus, the author is 

mindful of the fact that the nature of a qualitative, case study based, approach contains within it 

certain limitations; it is a study of a small number of organisations and care must be taken in any 

attempt to generalise findings more widely, for the very strength of research which recognises the 

value of the uniqueness of circumstance and experience also necessitates caution in any 

suggestion that findings could apply elsewhere. 

The size of this study may also be seen as a limitation of the research. This research has been a 

limited study focused on two case studies of public sector organisations and thus, the findings 

from two studies cannot offer generally applicable conclusions. While this in-depth longitudinal 

field study in two organisations enable to gain insights into the complex roles played by the HR 

function and the dynamic process of transformation of these roles over time, generalising from the 

two studies has to be treated cautiously. Generalisation from the research reported in this thesis 

should be seen as explanations of particular phenomena derived from interpretative research in 

specific public sector organisational settings which may be valuable in the future in other 

organisations and contexts. The understanding gained in this study provides a basis for 

understanding the phenomena, the changing roles of the HR function and the factors that affect 
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the development of the role, in other settings, rather than enabling the prediction of behaviour in 

other contexts. 

In the context of this research, perhaps the most critical aspect of the case study approach is that it 

provides a limited basis for the traditional "scientific generalisation" (Yin, 1994; Remenyi et al, 

1998). Notwithstanding, like all experimental observations, case study results can be generalised 

to theoretical propositions (analytical generalisation) but not to populations or universes 

(statistical generalisation). Thus, the aim of case studies cannot be to infer global findings from a 

sample to a population, but rather to understand and articulate patterns and linkages of theoretical 

importance. It is consequently important to emphasise that case studies deal with unique situations 

and, because of that, it is not possible to elaborate detailed and direct comparisons of data. 

Notwithstanding these acknowledged limitations, the shared concerns, tensions and dilemmas 

revealed across the two organisations do provide valuable insights into how public sector 

modernisation has shaped the development of HR processes and practices in UK public sector 

agencies. 

A key aspect of generalisability based on case studies is the ability to undertake a functional 

analysis based on the attributes of the cases and, in particular, those which are unique to these 

cases. In this respect, the inclusion of a greater number of research sites would have possibly 

reinforced the findings apparent in this study, or exposed alternative explanations. In the light of 

these shortcomings, it would be desirable to extend the research to a greater number of 

commercialising public sector organisations, to test the extent to which the findings reported in 

this thesis are both generalisable and helpful in understanding the changing nature of the HR 

function in the public sector. 

Two of the strengths of interpret!vist studies are that they allow an in-depth analysis of 

stakeholders' motivations and intentions and that they link context to organisational processes. In 

spite of this, the findings of this study cannot be generalised to populations of organisations, and 

as such, the present research cannot be used to characterise any type of organisation. Its results are 

circumscribed to the provision of analytical insights. One of the limitations of the present study is 

that the organisations studied were, in essence, commercialised, hybrid forms of public sector 

organisations. This is a relevant consideration given that their nature permeates not only the 

structure and governance of these organisations but also their cultures and values. In this sense it 

may be speculated that in organisations of different nature, the patterns of change and the 

responses of HR managers and other stakeholders to these changes might not be identical to those 

highlighted in this study. Nevertheless, the study is still relevant in learning about the effects of 
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importing private sector practices to support public sector modernisation and their implications for 

the roles played by the HR function. 

An additional acknowledged limitation of the approach adopted in this study relates to the issue of 

the potential researcher's bias while conducting interpretive research and employing qualitative 

research methods, such as observation and focus groups. The methodological disadvantages 

traditionally associated with participant observation, of becoming too closely identified with the 

aims and beliefs of those being researched, on the one hand, or of the impact that researcher's 

presence and role may have on participants' interpretations of events as well as on the reactions, 

attitudes and perceptions of those observed, on the other hand, may open this interpretive study to 

the criticism that the findings reported in this thesis contain a certain degree of researcher bias. 

With the researcher adopting the simultaneous dual role of observer of the organisation's 

activities and "insider" in order to understand the social world and the conceptual lenses that the 

members of the two organisations use to see and interpret their experiences, some degree of 

researcher bias is inevitable, in that a researcher's presence is bound to have an impact on his or 

her data. Similarly, in the context of focus group research, as such research cannot be carried out 

in a social vacuum, the impact of the presence and role of the researcher might indirectly affect 

the data generated: the very presence of the researcher can have the paradoxical consequence of 

disrupting the group dynamics or may produce group processes that might not otherwise occur. 

Furthermore, the use of qualitative techniques involves inevitably a certain degree of subjectivity 

and personal bias influencing the interpretation of the evidence and the conclusions formed. 

Gathering data based on an individual's experience and perception relies on the respondent 

willingness to be open and honest in the opinions that they express. It is important to recognise 

that some who choose to participate may do so to promote a particular point of view, to air a 

grievance or with the specific intention of distorting the research. Similarly, while offering a 

number of benefits, the use of focus groups carries the risk that the presence of others will affect 

the views that individuals choose to share, possibly resulting in a consensus view which can be 

both a dilution of the feelings of some while at the same time stating the point with a strength to 

which others would not subscribe. However skilful the interviewer, it is not always possible to 

identify these effects at the time of interview although later analysis of data is likely to expose 

anomalies or extreme views which can be followed up. 

The skill of the interviewer is important in establishing a rapport, in guiding the interview toward 

useful channels while at the same time allowing unexpected and interesting thoughts to emerge 

and be pursued. As an experienced interviewer, the author of this thesis had already been trained 
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in skills necessary to develop and maintain such interviews but is nevertheless conscious that, in 

the nature of all human beings, she might not always have been as successful or as effective as she 

might have wished. 

Furthermore, another acknowledged limitation of the approach adopted in this study concerns the 

fact that in order to conduct a longitudinal study of this nature, researchers are required to develop 

a strong rapport and trusted relationship with their interviewees. There are ethical issues here that 

need careful attention. The researcher should inform his interviewees about the purpose of the 

research, even though this may inhibit their responses. Senior management may not consent to a 

study that asks sensitive questions about the downsizing and restructuring strategies adopted and 

their implications for the workforce, hi this particular study, the researcher was very fortunate that 

the authorities of the two organisations agreed with the research once they were ensured of 

anonymity. 

This research treated and addressed these limitations by presenting a variety of data from different 

sources and by cross-checking in a more objective way observation and interview information 

against other sources of evidence, such as company documents, minutes of meetings and reports 

from stakeholders, as well as against knowledge of practice in other public sector organisations 

and of wider contemporary debates in the different areas of HR practice. Nevertheless, it should 

be emphasised that the fact that the researcher developed a strong rapport and trusted relationships 

with interviewees and other organisational members helped her gain access to documents and 

collect evidence that otherwise would have not been disclosed. Furthermore, the benefits to be 

gained from adopting a participant observation approach far outweighed the limitations 

highlighted. The most important advantage of using this approach was that it promoted the 

development of confidence and trust between the researcher and her respondents and it helped the 

researcher to assess the consistency of people's statements and behaviour at different times and in 

contrasting situations. Thus, the risk of bias was compensated by the benefits of obtaining 

valuable access to the two organisations, its members and documents. Ultimately, the 

methodological limitations associated with the use of qualitative techniques were balanced with 

the benefits of a design which allowed individuals the opportunity to describe and explain their 

perceptions in-depth. 

A final thought in relation to the limitations of this thesis concerns the role of the researcher in the 

present study. With hindsight, the author recognises that the role of the researcher, as she had 

originally envisaged it at the beginning of this research project, was that of someone studying the 

subject from the outside with no intention of participating and influencing what occurred. A 
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stance that the author quickly became aware was unrealistic. The fact of author's presence at 

meetings inevitably had some impact, if only in that people were aware of an 'outsider' recording 

what they said. It also became clear that the questions the researcher posed caused people to 

reflect on issues that they might not otherwise have done, and this may have impacted on 

subsequent actions and opinions. As each case progressed, it also became clear that some 

participants viewed the researcher as 'expert' and sought advice and opinions. In these situations, 

the attempts made by the researcher to remain neutral were difficult to maintain without 

undermining rapport and trust that had been built up. Thus, the potential impact that the author's 

role as a researcher may have had on the findings obtained must be acknowledged as another 

potential limitation of the approach adopted in this study. 

The nature of a PhD thesis requires that it should be the work of an individual researcher and as 

such its nature and findings are inevitably the result of my interests, preferences and knowledge. 

Choices of approach, respondent, and issues to be pursued were made on the basis of the author's 

judgements and, as the primary instrument of analysis, the author makes no pretence that the 

results presented here are other than her interpretation of both the story the data had to tell and the 

way that this relates to existing knowledge. However, in order to achieve credible and consistent 

findings as recommended by the research literature, throughout the research and writing process 

the author has been explicit about her own ontological and epistemological position and has used 

the literature and the respondents in each case as a means of maintaining an awareness of possible 

bias and have sought to 'understand the world as it is, to be true to its complexities and multiple 

perspectives as they emerge, and to be balanced in reporting both confirming and disconfirming 

evidence' (Paton, 1990: 55). 

These limitations will be taken into account in future research, some examples of which are 

provided in the next section. 

8.3.4. Suggestions for future research 

In this section, ideas for research which have suggested themselves over the course of this study 

are described. It has not been possible to include all the issues that presented themselves, but a 

selection of inter-related areas for future research are included. 

This study acknowledged the contribution of HR processes to the strength of an HR system (Truss 

and Gill, 2005; Monks and Loughnane, 2006). This indicates that the role of HR processes within 

the HR system may be a fruitful source of study in future research. Investigating what 
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combinations of HR practices and processes can lead to higher organisational performance forms 

an interesting area of study. A possible method for exploring these themes might be to select 

comparative organisations, that occupy relatively equal strategic positions in the same industry, 

and collect qualitative and quantitative data on their respective HR architectural schemes. 

The findings from the present research revealed the significance of micro-processes within the 

organisation and within the HR function itself in the dynamic interplay between the evolution of 

HR roles and the complex change processes driven by commercialisation in public sector 

organisations. The micro-practices that HR managers put into action in their interaction with other 

stakeholders in the organisation are, for example, one such area where in-depth studies may yield 

interesting additional insights. 

Additional research might be also conducted to develop new typologies of HR roles around public 

sector organisations that take into account HR processes. For instance, the development of a more 

systematic model that opens up the nature of HR processes to closer examination constitutes an 

area where further research is needed. Such examples of typologies may include combinations of 

dimensions related to the degree of commercialisation and the nature of HR processes enacted by 

the HR department. 

Further research may be conducted, furthermore, by adopting discourse analysis techniques to 

understand the perceptions of HR roles from the perspective of different stakeholders of the HR 

function (Grant and Oswick, 1998). In addition, a managerial cognition approach (Budhwar, 

2000) could be adopted to understand how HR managers make sense of the challenges of 

commercialisation in the public sector. Finally, a social network perspective (Floyd and 

Wooldridge, 1992) could be used in analysing the relationships that affect the extent of 

collaboration in intra-organisational groups and the interactions between HR practitioners and 

their stakeholders in the strategic decision-making processes. 

More empirical research that employs a variety of qualitative methods is clearly required in order 

to explore the distinctions between private firms and public agencies, as well as the differences in 

strategies and strategic management practices between various public sector agencies. For 

example, interviews could be undertaken with managers who have worked in both sectors, 

preferably within the same industry and in organisations of comparable size in order to minimize 

potential confounding effects on their perceptions. An alternative line of inquiry would be to 

explore the views of consultants who have advised both public and private organisations. In what 

ways did they find necessary to modify their conclusions and advice for clients in the two sectors? 
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Such qualitative approaches may help to illuminate not only whether the aspect of 'publicness' 

matters but also why and how. 

Finally, further empirical research could be conducted on perspectives concerned with the 

strategic management of transformed public sector organisations, in the context of the neglect by 

strategic management of the public sector (Ferlie, 2002). Further empirical field studies in other 

settings could enrich the concepts developed in this study and could shade new light on strategic 

repositioning of public sector organisations. Often the public sector seems to be invisible in the 

strategic management literature, except perhaps as a residual 'problem' which will eventually be 

solved through privatisation. However, with the introduction of the new commercialisation 

framework under Labour and the new 'half-way' approach which favours 'hybrid' forms of 

organising in the public sector and a better balance between commercial freedoms and 

shareholders interests, privatisation stereotypes no longer apply. There are a number of features of 

the new style public sector which throw up interesting problems for analysis, for example, the 

impact of culture change programs. This is indeed a key area for future inquiry, where studies on 

the new style public sector will need to draw on theories on management and culture developed 

elsewhere. Therefore, not only hybrid forms of organisation but also hybrid fields of enquiry may 

be emerging. 

8.4. Reflections on experience 

If, as the literature claims, the effective management of change is the key to future competitive 

success for public sector organisations, the HR function has a crucial contribution to make. 

On a personal basis during the process I have learnt a great about my own assumptions and 

interpretations of the world as I encountered it, about research and about the academic world, all 

of which are far more complex, problematic and challenging than I realised at the outset. 

Hopefully, as a result of the experience, I emerge as a more informed, skilled and competent 

researcher than I began. Strauss and Corbin (1998) suggest that part of an increasing maturity as a 

researcher writer is to understand that no manuscript is ever finished and certainly in the case of a 

thesis such as this the price of learning is an increasing realisation of how much more there is to 

know and to include. There is a pragmatic point, however, at which a line must be drawn before 

the next stage can begin and so it is with this research. 
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APPENDIX 1 
Dominant models of strategic HRM and their limitations 

'Best Practice' or the universalistic perspective. According to this perspective, strategic HRM is 
about the pursuit of 'best practice', and researchers within this paradigm have argued that organisations, 
which adopt best practice in their approach to managing human resources, are likely to be better 
performers (Pfefler, 1994; 1998; Huselid, 1995). The primary concern within this body of literature, the 
so-called 'High Performance Work Practices' (HPWPs) literature, has been to establish the precise nature 
of these best practices, often through the use of large-scale statistical studies correlating HR strategy 
approaches with firm financial performance. Following Becker and Gerhart (1996), best practices were 
characterised by: (1) having demonstrated capacity to improve organizational performance and (2) having 
to be generalizable. Empirical efforts have focused on identifying bundles or configurations of HPWPs 
and sought to establish how these are related to firm performance through the use of quantitative methods. 

The universalistic perspective does not study either the synergetic interdependence or the integration of 
practices, and the contributions of these practices to performance is analysed only from an additive point 
of view. As a result, this view implicitly denies that the different elements that build the system could be 
combined in different patterns of practices that could be equally efficient for the organization. Becker and 
Gerhart (1996: 784), in their review of the literature on HPWPs conclude: 'studies of so-called high 
performance work systems vary significantly as to the practices included and sometimes even as to 
whether a practice is likely to be positively or negatively related to high performance.' 

The universalistic perspective is thus characterised by a lack of solid theoretical foundations. Whilst the 
approach is clearly giving greater insight into some of the mechanisms by which organizations can 
generate improved performance through their human resources, the 'best practice' perspective has a 
number of weaknesses (Truss, 2001); Firstly, the reliance on quantitative methods means that highly 
complex interventions are reduced to one single dimension in order that they might be subjected to 
statistical manipulation. Its emphasis on empirical testing of the HRM- performance relationship leads to 
high levels of statistical significance, but on the other hand, it also leads to lack of consideration of crucial 
variables, constructs and relationships. Adopting this kind of measure means that other significant factors 
are overlooked, as are other means potentially used by an organisation to develop its human resources. 
Secondly, from a methodological perspective, Purcell (1999) argues that the use of large-scale data sets 
that rely on a single respondent completing a 'tick-box' questionnaire is not the most appropriate way of 
measuring the complex interrelationships between HRM and performance. He makes the further point 
that using such methods means that research is not able to capture important issues of process or collect 
data on the possible dichotomy between policy and implementation. Finally, adopting the universalist 
approach involves discounting the role played by the organisational context within which the practices are 
enacted (Purcell, 1999; Purcell, 2001) and thus the possible variation in the relationship between practices 
and performance in different contexts is overlooked. 

The configurational perspective. According to this view, HR practices should be 'bundled' to be 
most effective (Delery and Doty, 1996). Thus, the effectiveness of any practice depends on its 
relationship with others; they do not stand on their own. Wright et al (1999) suggest that participative 
management is a key ingredient in the bundle. However, the view that it is possible to devise a 
universalistic 'bundle' of best practice HRM is contested through the debate on 'idiosyncratic 
contingency'. Based on the dual notions of path dependency, which suggests that strategy is an emergent 
concept for organisations, and causal ambiguity, which highlights the numerous and intertwining 
connections between factors that make each organisation unique, the idiosyncratic contingency argument 
suggests that the appropriate mix of HR policies can never be copied from one context to another 
(Mueller, 1998; Purcell, 1999). Successful firms are each successful in their own way, based on a unique 
mix of formal and informal factors which is inimitable by other organisations. This challenges the 
assumption within the HPWS literature that a universalistic set of HR practices suitable for all situations 
can be identified. 

From a methodological perspective, the analysis of the combination of the elements that build the HR 
system and the study of their synergetic relationships has relied heavily on quantitative methods and 



statistical analysis such as regression or cluster and factor analysis, which could not grasp entirely the 
complexity of the internal integration of the system. 

'Best Fit' or the contingency perspective. According to this perspective, the impact of HRM on 
firm performance is mediated by the organisation's business strategy (Youndt aZ, 1996) and the 
assumed relationship between HRM and strategy is that HRM is servile or secondary (Purcell, 1999). The 
a priori style of strategic management theory that provides the underpinning assumes that the 
organisation can analyse its internal and external environment, select an appropriate corporate or business 
level strategy and position itself to compete accordingly. Researchers within this paradigm have argued 
that it is impossible to devise a list of 'best practices' that will be universally applicable across all 
organisations (Truss, 2001); instead, seeking 'fit' is regarded as paramount. The concept of fit is 
consistent with strategic management theory, which advocates matching organisational capabilities with 
environmental opportunities and risks (Johnson and Scholes, 1999), with strategic fit being argued that 
could provide sustainable competitive advantage. 

From a functional perspective, two main features of fit are required to align people management and 
business strategies. These are external fit (or vertical integration), whereby the human resource strategy 
of a firm is explicitly linked to its business or corporate strategy, and internal fit (or horizontal 
integration), whereby individual human resource policies in each of the separate HR domains, such as 
recruitment and selection, development, performance management, are mutually reinforcing (Huselid, 
1995; Truss and Gratton, 1994; Baird and Meshoulam, 1988; Lengnick -Hall and Lengnick-Hall, 1988; 
Golden and Ramanujam, 1985). The main concern within this body of literature has been on devising 
ways of measuring these two forms of fit. 

In relation to vertical integration, whilst some commentators have advocated 'matching' HR strategy with 
the firm's generic business strategy (Delery and Doty, 1996), others have argued for aligning HR strategy 
with stage in the organizational life cycle (Baird and Meshoulam, 1988). A third approach has been the 
'behavioural view'. These models take the perspective that there is a unique set of employee attitudes and 
role behaviours required for the successful implementation of the organization's strategic objectives. The 
role of HR activities is, therefore, to elicit and reinforce the kinds of behaviours required by the firm, by 
achieving a match between employee characteristics and organisational strategies. For instance, Schuler 
and Jackson's (1987) model argued that employee behaviour (such as a high degree of co-operative 
behaviour, a moderate concern for quality and quantity, and a greater degree of risk taking) are critical to 
the implementation of innovation strategies. However, the behavioural models make no provision for 
potential conflicts of interest among multiple stakeholders and are unitary in nature, implying that top 
management has main responsibility for deciding how HR strategies are formulated and implemented. 
Most of these models tend to accept the concept of strategy as a given, with little descriptive discussion of 
strategy making (Boxall and Purcell, 2003). They have been criticised for adopting a prescriptive 
approach to strategic management by using generic business strategies models that are too simplistic for 
real-life business situations (Boxall, 1992; Hendry and Pettigrew, 1990; Legge, 1995). They also 
implicitly advocate the development of a tightly-coupled system which may not be consistent with the 
potential need for an HR system to be flexible (Truss, 2001). A final way of examining the issue has been 
to focus on the role of SHRM in gaining management commitment to strategic objectives. Thus, various 
levels of abstraction in the concept of 'fit' have been identified; Wright (1998) classifies these as the 
'guiding principles' level, 'policy alternatives', the 'product' level, i.e., the focus of the HR practices, and 
the 'practice-process' level, where the focus is on best techniques. 

Horizontal integration, on the other hand, refers to the extent of alignment between individual HRM 
domains, such as recruitment, development and performance management (Baird and Meshoulam, 1988; 
Wright and McMahan, 1992). According to this literature, for human resource management to be 
classified as strategic within an organization, horizontal alignment between these processes needs to be 
observed, in addition to vertical alignment, in that HR processes need to be mutually reinforcing in order 
to ensure a synergistic effect. However, there remains considerable disagreement over which of these 
processes are the most crucial. 

As in the universalistic perspective, the deductive logic of research is also present in the empirical 
analysis of contingency variables. The methodology used by this approach is again characterised by a 



quantitative focus and the use of various statistical techniques. Many contingency propositions have been 
tested by using regression analysis, factor and clusters analysis or meta-analysis. 

The idea of fit, whether it be vertical or horizontal, has been shown to be problematic in the strategic 
HRM literature (Boxall, 1992; Legge, 1995; Storey, 1995). Firstly, the concept of external fit has been 
argued to be too rigid for organisations. For instance, Boxall and Purcell (2003) argue that the closer the 
degree of fit, the tighter is the interlock between the different HR elements, which could result in a more 
rigid or inflexible system. Furthermore, the assumptions underlying the concept of fit have been identified 
as problematic. HRM fit assumes that environmental conditions for planning are static, rigid and 
predictable. In reality, they seldom remain constant for organisations in public and private sectors. 
Secondly, there is inconclusive evidence to support the notion of horizontal fit. Although several 
empirical studies have shown that the bundling of HR practices can contribute to performance (eg 
Huselid, 1995; Delery and Doty, 1996), the exact configurations of these practices have yet to be 
established and the efficacy of fit has not received much empirical support (Paauwe, 2004; Wright, 1998; 
Wright and Sherman, 1999). Allen and Wright (2006) also criticised this literature for treating HR 
planning as a flow-on from business planning. In this scenario, complex issues such as values, power and 
company culture are not considered during the process of strategic HRM. They argue that the HRM 
function should be treated as an equal to other functions in the strategic management process, in order for 
the function to add value to the organisation. 

Another issue raised by recent commentators is related to the efficacy of fit. Regardless of whether or not 
fit can have a positive effect on organisational outcomes, there is still some question as to whether or not 
true fit with key contingencies is feasible. Large organisations operate in complex environments, often 
across multiple products and industries. This complexity leads to questions regarding the ability of the 
firm to fit HRM practices to all of these diverse and complex circumstances (Boxall and Purcell, 2003). 

Recent qualitative, case-study research conducted in the UK within the Leading Edge Research 
Consortium has revealed the complexity of the HRM -performance linkage and shown that unpredictable 
events, such as industry down-turns or takeovers, can undermine any linear relationship between HR 
interventions and organisational outcomes (Gratton et al, 1999; Hope-Hailey, 2001; Truss, 2001; Hope-
Hailey et al, 2002; Truss et al, 2002; Hope Hailey et al, 1997; Stiles et al, 1997; Truss et al, 1997; Truss 
and Gratton, 2002; Truss et al, 2002). These studies have revealed that the time lag between HR policy 
development & implementation and organisational outcomes may distort the strategy-HR linkage and that 
the reliability of cross-sectional studies seeking a correlation of HRM with performance is highly 
questionable. In addition, this research has also lent support to the argument that, given the variety of 
organisational contexts within which strategic HRM is enacted, when focusing on issues of integration, 
the vertical and horizontal alignment between people strategies and business strategic objectives must be 
supplemented with a third dimension - enactment. This is defined as 'the degree to which the stated or 
tacit people strategies and/or policies are enacted in practice within the firm, in terms of employees 
experiences and management behaviours and values' (Gratton and Truss, 2003: 7). Thus, the notion of 
strategic HR integration is just one part of the equation and more attention must be turned to the 
importance not just of linkage in the short -term, but also of the significant role that HR has to play in 
building longer-term organisational flexibility and of the role played by the informal organization in the 
process and implementation of HR policies (Truss, 2001). 

Resource-based view of the firm. The resource-based theory of the firm combines the literature of 
strategic management with organisational economics, to view HR as a critical resource in achieving 
competitive advantage (Barney and Wright, 1998; Wright et al, 1994). The resource based view approach 
elevates the role of HRM by comparison to previous best practice/best fit approaches because whereas in 
those models the strategy of the organisation is a priori, in the resource-based approach, strategy is not a 
given (Boxall and Purcell, 2003). This is because in a resource-based approach, the resources that are 
available to the firm drive the formation of competitive strategy and, as such, HRM provides a pivotal 
role in strategic attainment (Budwar, 2000; Boxall and Purcell, 2003). Competitive advantage can be 
sustained when HR: adds value to the firm; provides an ability for organisations to exploit opportunities 
or neutralise threats; is a scarce resource and possessed by a small number of competing firms; and is 
costly to imitate (Wright et al, 1994). Whilst some commentators argue that the 'practices' used to 
manage human resources are a potential source of sustained competitive advantage (Becker and Gerhart, 



1996), others argue that it is the 'human resources themselves' that meet the four resource criteria (Wright 
et al, 1994). The important role played by HRM practices in improving firm performance is through 
attracting, identifying and retaining high quality employees, and then getting them to behave in a way that 
supports the organisation. Becker and Gerhardt (1996) present the view that the source of competitive 
advantage is not the human resource pool, but the human resource system - individual policies and 
practices have little value in themselves, but in combination can create a synergetic effect (Barney, 1991). 

These arguments present a strong theoretical basis for the linkage between HRM and performance, but 
are still founded on the assumption that simply having the appropriate HRM practices inevitably means 
that they will be effectively implemented and will produce the intended results in terms of individual 
behaviour and firm performance (Truss, 2001). 
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A P P E N D I X 3 

I N T E R V I E W P R O T O C O L S : T I M E 1 A N D T I M E 2 (selected samples) 

Key questions for the H R department 

• What IS the organisational context within which the H R funct ion is located? 

• How does the H R department operate as a team within the organisation? 

• How IS the H R function structured (specialist team grouping and interactions)? 

• How strong are the depar tment ' s relationships with other organisational 

business groups and divisions? 

• What is the nature and quality of the relationship between members of the H R 
function and other organisational groups and divisions? 

• What is the H R func t ion ' s contribution to the management of change? Did H R 
played a proactive or reactive role over time in the organisation? 

» What is the per formance of the H R department? 

Interview Format - H R Business Partners 

Description of the role 

• How would you descnbe your role as a Business Partner? 
• What are the major initiatives you have taken since ... ? 
• What have been the results? 

' Docs the HR function take the mitiatiye wtth Ime managers to promote certain practices and 
activities over and above responding to requests for help from line managers in the manner of 
the traditional personnel department? (Please provide examples.) 

• Is It more common for HR to make operational decisions (regarding different HR policies) 
independently or to share joint decision making with line managers? 

Influence of others 

• Who are the key people you work with m the other Business Groups? 

• Who are the key people you need to influence in your position as an HR Business Partner? 

• Which people (from the Business Groups you work with and from HR) have an influence on 
the way that you carry out your role? Please give examples. 

Expectations 

• In your judgement, what kind of role are line and senior managers (from the business groups 
you serve) expecting you to play as an HR Business Partner? 

• What kind of role are line and senior managers (from the business groups you serve) 
expecting the HR department to play strategically ? 

• What kind of role are line and senior managers (from the business groups you serve) 
expecting the HR department to play in the management of change (in relahon to structural 
changes implemented and in designing and dehvenng HR processes) ? 

Activity and changes 

• What do you do now that you did not do before September 2002? 
• What you no longer do that you used to do? 
• What are the things you could do as an HR member but are unlikely to? What prevents you 
from doing it? 

Performance Indicators 

• To what extent has the HR department met the Business Groups's expectations, needs and 
requirements? 

• What performance measures would you like to see applied to the HR function? 



Interview Format - Managing Directors Business Groups 

Change issues 

• Please descnbe the latest changes happening within your Business Group since September 
2002. What are the reasons for these changes? 
• What are the people management issues ansing from these changes? 

Business Strategy/ People Strategy 

• Is there a defined and coherent people strategy m your Business Group? 

• What are the processes used to formulate and implement people strategies within your 
Business Group? Please outline the process 

• How do you ensure that your Business Group's people strategy has been incorporated into 
the business strategy? How does your Business Group address people issues m its business 
strategy? Please give examples. 

• As a member of the Board, how would you descnbe the role that the HR Director has on the 
Board, in the strategic management process? 

Roles of the HR function 

• How has the HR function been involved in the changes implemented withm your Business 
Group (in relation to structural changes implemented and m designing and delivering HR 
processes) up to now? 

• Did personnel play a proactive or reactive role? If so, how? 

• How do you work with the HR Business partner for this area? What kind of contribution 
does she make to solving some of the problems m your area? Please give specific examples. 

• To what extent does the HR function take the initiative with line managers to promote 
certain practices and activities compared with the extent to which personnel responds to line 
managers requests for help? (examples?) 

Expectations from the HR function 

• How would you expect the HR function to respond to the specific problems of this Business 
Group? 

• How would you expect the HR function to help you solve these problems? 

• What kind of role would you expect the HR function to play strategically ? 

• What kind of role would you expect the HR function to play m the management of change, 
in relation to structural change and in managing the HR infrastructure? 

Influence on the role 

• What influence do you believe that you and other managers in your Business Group have on 
the way that the HR function carries out its role and activity? Tell me about these influences. 

HR Performance 

• Overall, to what extent do you feel the HR department is performing its job the way you 
would like It to be performed? 

• What performance measures would you like to see applied to the HR function? How would 
you decide if the HR function is doing a good job or not? 

• To what extent has the HR department met your Business Group's expectations, needs and 
requirements? 

• If you had your way, what would you change in the manner in which the HR department is 
doing-Its job? 



Interview Format - M I D D L E M A N A G E R S 

Change issues 

• Please descnbe the latest changes happening within your MUs since September 2002. What 
are the reasons for these changes? 

• What are the implications of the current organisational change programme for your area? 

• What are the people management issues arising from these changes'^ 

Business Strategy/ People Strategy 

• How do you ensure that your MU's people strategy has been incorporated into the business 
strategy? How does your MU address people issues in its business strategy? Please give 
examples. 

Roles of the HR function 

• How has the HR function been involved in the changes designed and implemented within 
your area up to now? 

• Did It play a proactive or reactive role? If so, how? 

• How do you work with the HR Business partner for this area ? What kind of contnbution 
does she make to solving some of the problems in your area? Please give specific examples. 

• To what extent does the HR function take the initiative with hne managers to promote 
certain practices and activities compared with the extent to which personnel responds to line 
managers requests for help? (examples?) 

Expectations from the HR function 

• How would you expect the HR function to respond to the specific problems of this area? 

• How would you expect the HR function to help you solve these problems? 

• What kind of role would you expect the HR function to play strategically ? 

• What kind of role would you expect the HR function to play in the management of change, 
in relation to structural change and in managing the HR infrastructure? 

Influence on the role 

• What influence do you believe that you and other managers in your MU have on the way 
that the HR function carries out its role and activity? Tell me about these influences. 

HR Performance 

• Overall, to what extent do you feel the HR department is performing its job the way you 

would like It to be performed? 

' What performance measures would you like to see applied to the HR. fimction? How would 
you decide if the HR function is doing a good job or not? 

• To what extent has the HR department met your MU's expectations, needs and 

requirements? 

• If you had your way, what would you change in the manner in which the HR department is 

doing Its job? 



APPENDIX 4 : SUMMARY OF STRATEGIC MEETINGS 

List of HR Strategy and Policy -related Meetings attended by the researcher between August 2002 and February 2004 in both OS and MCA 

Name of Meeting* Types of Data Collected 
Meetings observation; Agenda: discuss the steps for implementing people strategies in the context of the changes 
driven by commercialisation; proposals for new leadership and management development programs; reviews work-in-
progress of people strategy; discussions on the role of the HR Business partners and their role and work with the 
Business Groups 

HR Monagerg Meefingg Meetings observation; Agenda: new policies introduced and their implementation; restructuring of the HR function; 
business groups bring up issues concerning the relationship between HR and their senior and line managers; 
General policy issues and discussion; performance management issues 
Meetings observation; Agenda: external consultant/HR Director overview purposes of HR functions within the 
organisation; discuss findings 6om various reviews regarding eEectiveness of the HR function; outlines framework for 
linking HR strategies with corporate strategies; discuss protocol for strategy committee meetings; review outcomes of 
the 2-day workshops organised on various themes (role clarification or training workshops); review of personnel 
activities; review of projects in progress; reviews of various HR policies (e.g. recruitment, selection, training, 
performance management, pay, how to develop competency standards in positions); new HR strategy planning 
&amework; discussions on audit findings re. various personnel policies and practices; reports on the HR strategy 
planning workshops; Quality division presentations on how to link quality in organisation; training in relation to the 
contribution management to be given to line managers; external consultant briefings on structural changes; 
presentations by corporate strategic planning on integrating HR into business planning process; communication and 
grapevine within the organisation; targeted voluntary early retirement and redundancy schemes in business groups and 
the legislative requirements associated with them; targeted VERs policies to be sent to unions 

HR Co/M/Mzffee 
S'frafegfc f ZawMiMg Day 

Meetings observation; Agenda: reviews of the new HR planning process and HR strategy statements 

Co/porafe HR c/zvff .S'frafggzc 
Planning Workshops 

Meetings observation; Agenda: feedback to all the units vyithin the Corporate HR division regarding the outcomes of 
the projects ran by HR the macro view of HR commitment to change 

Divigiona/ MaMage/MgMf megfiMgf Meetings observation; Agenda: discussions regarding change initiatives implemented within the division and their 
HRM implications; management reviews; the role of HR Business Partners; various HR policies discussed; progress 
reports on various prefects; HR info system; competency based software package; reviews employee performance and 
development policy 

reference to business implications; issues concerning HRM operational and processes; reference to business implications; issues concerning long 
term implications of HRM 



APPENDIX 5 
Analysis of individual informants participating in interviews 

At the Ordnance Survey in Phase 1 management layers totalled six. This included: "director 
general", "director", "MU managers (senior managers)","middle manager" and "technical/business 
manager" (2 levels). In Phase 2, following the restructuring exercise, the six layers in the 
management hierarchy were reduced to five: "director general", "director", "MU managers (senior 
managers)", "middle manager" and "technical / business manager" with some technical/business 
managers having line-management responsibilities as well. The "technical/business manager level 
2" was removed and self directed production or sales teams were established within the production 
and sales divisions, led by project leaders or project managers. This allowed production or sales 
teams and technical/business managers to assume more administrative and leadership 
responsibilities. 

At the Maritime & Coastguard Agency in both phases there were 6ve layers in the management 
hierarchy and the agency was structured in directorates. The management layers were: "director 
general", "director", "divisional /regional director", "middle manager" and "6rst-line manager". 
These remained unchanged after the review of the agency structure undertaken in 2003. 

List of respondents 

Ordnance Survey 
Director Genera] and Chief Executive 
Deputy Chief Executive and Director of Business Change 
Board of directors 
Director Strategy 
Director Information Systems 
Director HR & Corporate Services 
Director Data Collection and Management 
Managing Directors Digital / Graphic Brands (phase 1) 
Managing Directors Programmes and Products / Sales and Market Development (phase 2) 
Corporate Strategists 
Head of International and Government Relations 
NIMSA Contract Manager 
Chief Technology Officer 
Head Information Systems 
IS Strategy and Planning Manager 
Application Development IS Manager 
Senior Programme Managers 
Principal Consultants 
Business Strategy, Planning & Operations Managers 
Head of Sales 
Production Managers (HQ and regional ofGces) 
Head of Marketing 
Customer Relations Manager 
Commercial Sales Manager 
Marketing Managers (various markets) 
Operations managers (data collection and management) 
Team Leaders 
Knowledge Management Manager 
Head of Organisational Development 
Head of Shared HR Services 



Corporate Commimication Manager 
Cultural Development Manager / Senior OD Manager Change 
HR Advocates 
HR Business Advisers 
HR Business Managers 
Senior HR Consultants 
HR Project managers 
Recruitment Manager 
Development and Training Manager 
Policy Manager 
Remuneration Manager 
Manager, Training and Recruitment 
HR members (business management, HR Policies, Organisational Development) 
Regional Managers 
Middle managers 
Surveyors 
Shopfloor employees 

Maritime & Coastguard Agency 
Director General and Chief Executive 
The Secretary of States for MCA 
Board of directors 
Head of Human Resources 
Maritime Operations Director 
Director of Finance 
Head of Management Accounts 
Head of Contracts 
Head of Financial Operations 
Head of Strategic Planning and Efficiency 
Director of Technical Services 
IT Services Manager 
Director of Quality and Standards Project Managers 
Head of Quality Management and Systems 
Head of New Business and Marketing Branch 
Head of Maritime Projects Branch 
Head of Search and Rescue 
Coast and Resources Manager 
Performance Monitoring Manager 
Corporate Planning Manager 
Divisional Directors (Business Development, Quality, Standards Setting, Wider market 
opportunities. Operations) 
HRMIS Programme Manager 
Health and Safety Manager 
Internal Communications Manager 
HeadofHRD 
Head of HR Operations 
Head of Pay and Reward 
HR Manager Pohcy 
HR Ops Team Leader 
Recruitment Manager 
Business Development Manager (Training and Advisory Services) 
Finance and Site Manager (Training and Advisory Services) 



HR Advisors 
HRD Consultants 
Operational Managers 
Regional Directors (3 regions) 
Middle managers 
Team Leaders 
Surveyors, Coastguards, Seafarers and Watch officers 
Officers: Ship Survey, Ship Inspection, Search & Rescue, Enforcement 
Shopfloor employees 

THE ORDNANCE SURVEY 

Analysis of staff by grade and business group - Phase l(Time 1) 

Business group Directors and managers* Junior staff** Group 
total 

Strategy 6 2 8 
Business Change 52 78 130 
HR & Corporate Services 43 69 112 
Information Systems 157 137 294 
Data Collection & 
Management 

111 606 717 

Graphic Brands 85 338 423 
Digital Brands 108 68 176 
Grade totals 562 1298 1860 

Analysis of staff by grade and business group - Phase 2 (Time 2) 

Business group Directors and 
managers 

Junior staff Group 
total 

Finance 31 34 65 
Strategy 25 8 33 
Human Resources and Corporate 
Services 

40 79 119 

Information Systems Group (IS, 
Web, Research and Innovation) 

152 87 239 

Data Collection and Management 109 488 597 
Sales and Market Development 116 98 214 
Programmes and Products 78 198 276 
Grade totals 551 992 1543 

* The category 'Directors and managers' comprised the following roles: 
SMH = Senior Manager (Head) 
SMP = Senior Manager (Professional) 
MM = Middle Manager 
I B M = Technical/ Business Manager 

** The category 'Junior Staff comprised the following roles; 
TBO = Technical/Business Officer 
TSP = Technical/ Service Provider 
SUP = Support 



Analysis of respondents participating in interviews in Phase 1 and Phase 2 at the Ordnance 
Survey 

Business group 
Phase 1 (Time 1) Phase 2(Time 2) 

Data Collection and Management 9 4 
Digital Brands 11 5 
Graphic Brands 11 5 
HR & Corporate Services 26 21 
Information Systems 5 4 
Finance 2 1 
Strategy 5 5 

Role 
Phase l(Time 1) Phase 2(Time 2) 

Senior Management 18 10 
Senior Consultants 2 -

Strategic planning responsibilities 5 2 
Line Management 10 8 
Strategic HR responsibilities 8 6 
HR Business Management 9 7 
HR Members (HR Responsibilities) 8 7 
Trade union officials 2 1 
Non-managerial employees 7 5 

Sex 

Phase l(Time 1) Phase 2 (Time 2) 
Male 42 24 
Female 27 22 

Age bracket 
Phase l(Time 1) Phase 2(Time 2) 

25 and under 2 3 
2 6 - 3 5 15 17 
3 6 - 4 5 29 23 
4 6 - 5 5 19 3 
56 and over 4 -

Length of service 

Phase 1 (Time 1) Phase 2(Time 2) 
Less than 1 year 2 2 
1 - 3 years 7 4 
4—6 years 21 18 
7 - 9 years 18 12 
10 —12 years 11 8 
13 years and over 10 2 



THE MLAJRLnnOdCE VUSD (ZlDvllSTrCZUylRI) ̂ iCZjEINCTf 

Analysis of staff by grade and business group - Phase l(Time 1) 

Business group Directors and 
managers 

Junior staff Group 
total 

Directorate of Quality and Standards 54 131 185 
Directorate of Operations 43 35 78 
Human Resources Directorate 13 43 56 
Technical Services 22 43 65 
Strategic Planning 3 6 9 
Finance and Contracts 10 11 21 
Regional Offices 169 651 820 
Grade totals 314 920 1234 

Analysis of staff by grade and business group - Phase 2 (Time 2) 

Business group Directors and Junior staff Group 
managers total 

Directorate of Quality and Standards 53 121 174 
Directorate of Operations HQ 14 49 63 
Human Resources Directorate 15 45 60 
Technical Services 22 38 60 
Strategic Planning 3 6 9 
Finance and Contracts 10 8 18 
East Region Operations 74 231 305 
Scotland/Northern Ireland Operations 65 181 246 
Wales/West Operations 61 229 290 
Grade totals 317 908 1225 



Analysis of respondents participating in interviews in Phase 1 and Phase 2 at the Maritime 
and Coastguard Agency 

Business group 
Phase 1 (Time 1) Phase 2(Time 2) 

Directorate of Quality and Standards 9 6 
Directorate of Operations 11 7 
Human Resources Directorate 19 16 
Technical Services 3 2 
Strategic Planning 3 3 
Finance and Contracts 1 1 
Regional OfGces 6 3 

Role 
Phase l(Time 1) Phase 2(Time 2) 

Senior Management 16 11 
Senior Consultants - -

Strategic planning responsibilities 3 3 
Line Management 8 5 
Strategic HR responsibilities 5 5 
HR Business Management 5 5 
HR Members (HR Responsibilities) 8 5 
Trade union officials 2 1 
Non-managerial employees 5 3 

Sex 

Phase 1 (Time 1) Phase 2(Time 2) 
Male 35 24 
Female 17 14 

Age bracket 

Phase l(Time 1) Phase 2(Time 2) 
25 and under 4 3 
2 6 - 3 5 13 7 
3 6 - 4 5 20 16 
4 6 - 5 5 10 10 
56 and over 5 2 

Length of service 

Phase l(Time 1) Phase 2(Time 2) 
Less than 1 year 2 2 
1 - 3 years 7 5 
4 — 6 years 12 9 
7 - 9 years 11 10 
10—12 years 13 7 
13 years and over 7 5 



Appendix 6 An example of open coding 

CATEGORIES SUB-CATEGORIES DIMENSIONS CASE 1 - OS CASE 2 - MCA 

Environmental Uncertainty 
High-Low 

High 
Turbulent, rapidly changing 

Moderate to Low 
Relatively stable, with incremental 
changes 

Commercialisation 
framework 

Financial regime 

Output control 

Revenue generation 

Com-Gov. Service 

High-Low 

High-Low 

Commercial, has to make a profit 

Surveying and mapping without commercial 
justification subsidised by the Government 

(Low) 

Substantial, to be paid as dividend to the 
Government (High) 

Semi-commercial, partly subsidised 

Key targets set by the Government for 
statutory activities (High) 

Modest, obtained from large yachts 
unit and training services (Low) 

HRM strategies Emphasis on cost reduction, effective resource 
allocation and commercial skills acquisition 

Emphasis on talent improvement and 
service quality 



lustration of open coding using Nvivo 

N o d e s Sub n o d e s 

1. History of organisation, past events 
1.1. Historical progression of the organisation 
1.2. Past strategies and approaches to business 
1.3. Past performance 
1.4. History and strategic role 
1.5. Results of previous change efforts 
1.6. Contextual evolution of shared beliefs and assumptions 

2. External context 
Contextual evolution of shared beliefs and assumptions 

2.1. Political 
2.1.1. Government policy 
2.1.2. Modernising Government agenda 
2.1.3. Adaptive responses to government policies 

22 . Social 
2.2.1. National interest 

2.3. Technological changes 
2.3.1. Emergence of new technologies 

2.3.2. Satellite communication for mapping (GIS) 
24 . Economic 

2.4.1. Challenges of growth 
2.4.2. Strategic changes; commercialisation 
2.4.3.Decision-making process based on market criteria 
2.4.4. Efficiency 

2.5. Turbulent environment 
2.5.1. Rapid changes in GIS technology 

26. External stakeholder expectations 
2.7. Competitive and customer pressures 
28 . Uncertainty 
2.9. Complexity 

3. Internal context 3.1. Organisational visions, strategies and goals 
3.2. Organisation size and complexity 
3.3. Corporate 'shocks' 
3.4. Structure 
3.5. Culture 

3.5.1. Public sector ethos 
3.5.2. Blame culture 
3.5.3. Lack of incentive for individuals 

3.6. Centralisation 
3.7. Management 
3.8. Power distributions and control systems 
3.9. HR Initiatives objectives 
3.10 HR Initiatives implementation 
3.11 Other issues: IIP, Equal opportunities 



APPENDIX 7 : Example of cause map used in the stage of axial coding 

Strategic and structural 
Change 

Human resource 
requirements 

Human resource 
processes 

Focus on performance and 
market mechanisms 
Commercially driven and 
customer responsive business 

Change in IT infrastructure; new 
Enterprise- wide software suite (ESS) 

Gradual reorganisation of the 
administrative structures and 
processes to support the organisation's 
sharpened customer focus and its strategy 
of providing better customer 
service 

E-business strategy (21 projects) 

Culture change programme 
emphasizing personal responsibility 
supporting development of internal 
market relationships 

Cross-functional teams and multi-skilled 
individuals 

Departmental reorganisations and 
retraining 

Cross-organisational , extended 
business processes 

New attitudes 
towards personnel 
development 

New skills and 
professionalism 
in a wide range 
of jobs 

Refining 
jobs 

Staff 
audit 

IT specialists 
Reskilling programmers 
Development 
of new project managers 

"Staff with the skills to 
develop and maintain the 
systems to meet customer 
expectations 
"Strong management team 

Internal staff 
development 

Selection 
processes 

"Specialist recruitment 
"Training 
"Refining of the performance 
management system 
"New pay system (move from 
pay bands to seven job roles) 



Human resource 
Processes 

Human resource 
function 

Internal staff 
Development 

Selection 
processes 

'Specialist recruitment 

'Training 
"Refining of the performance 
management system 
aNew pay system (move from 
pay bands to seven job roles) 

Career planning 

Manpower planning 

Participation and motivation 

Communication 

Strategic human resource management 

Reorganisation of personnel 
function 

High performance work systems 

New roles of HR 

More focus of HR on strategic 
issues, anticipating the future 
skills of the organisation 
HR building the organisational 
capabilities for the business 

Increased autonomy from HRM 

Review of central personnel systems 




