
Using HR metrics for maximum impact

This tool will help you:

•	 	identify meaningful measures of HR 
performance in the context of your 
organisation

•	 	clarify the role of measurement, 
assessment and evaluation within an 
aligned HR function

•	 	enhance decision-making and direction-
setting through effective use of 
measures, assessment and evaluation. 
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Help using this tool

the web

this tool

Navigation 
 
To navigate through chapter headings in the tool, use the bookmarks in 
Adobe Acrobat Reader. 
 

To navigate through individual pages, use the icons on the bottom right of 
each page.

Links
Red links will link you to the CIPD website or an external website. 

Blue links will link you to other areas within the tool.

If you experience any difficulty with the links provided in this tool, you may 
need to update your version of Adobe Acrobat Reader. You can download a 
free update from: http://www.adobe.com/products/acrobat/readstep2.
html

The Adobe Acrobat Reader preferences must be set up as follows:  
Edit / Preferences / Internet then you must make sure ‘Display PDF in 
browser’ is checked.

i-boxes
i-boxes will open up extra useful information in a panel when you click on 
them. Click anywhere on the panel to close it again. 

Print
To print a page use the Adobe Acrobat Reader print facility. 
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Who is this tool for?

•			HR and learning and development professionals who want to ensure that measurement of HR is 
aligned with organisational priorities

•			managers who want to use metrics and measures to maximise return on the skills and abilities of 
their people

•			HR consultants working with client organisations to develop measures of HR effectiveness and impact.

Benefits of using this tool

For you 

•			Apply the findings from the leading-edge Shaping the Future research about assessment and 
evaluation for sustainable organisation performance.

•			Review the extent to which the tangible and intangible aspects of the organisation’s human 
capital can be identified and harnessed.

•		Identify key organisation impact areas for HR and line managers to focus upon.

For your organisation: 

•		Ensure clarity about priority issues that affect organisational performance.
•		Develop methods of measurement to develop organisational capability. 
•			Develop sustainable measurement practices suitable for both challenging economic 

circumstances and organisational growth situations.

For your people: 

•	 Develop clarity on what ‘counts most’ in their organisation. 
•	 Use the information garnered to assess the impact of activity and inform their decision-making.
•	 	See organisational priorities within a wider picture in order to direct and manage themselves 

with more awareness.
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Toolmap

Help using this tool

Benefits of using this tool

Toolmap

Introduction

Using HR metrics for maximum impact

What's in this tool

Instrument 1: Identifying where HR can make a strategic impact

Instrument 2: Selecting appropriate metrics from which organisational insights  
can be drawn

Instrument 3: Effectively communicating insight from metrics for maximum impact

Instrument 4: The HR function and measurement capability

Your action plan

Useful related CIPD resources

Further reading, references and useful web sites

Case study examples
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Introduction

Developing the right HR metrics for your specific context which support long-term performance is 
an area that many organisations struggle with. However, we found that it is considered a high 
priority to get right, as it is through effective measurement, assessment and evaluation that it’s 
possible to provide insights about past performance and also ‘take the temperature’ of the 
organisation at present. Our CIPD research, in particular our Shaping the Future programme of 
work, has highlighted the importance of using HR metrics for maximum impact, drawing out 
insights from data to inform future direction and hence drive sustainable organisation performance.

This practical tool is the fourth in a series of four tools which build specifically on the Shaping the 
Future insights. This programme involved rigorous research over a two-year period and uncovered 
eight themes that we believe are important for long-term performance.

This tool focuses on insights related to measurement, assessment and evaluation. We look at what 
HR professionals can do to generate insight through the development and use of key metrics that are 
aligned with organisational goals. Effective and efficient assessment processes enable HR leaders to 
take and influence decisions in a way that creates value and stimulates change and improvement. 

The other tools in the series are:

• Engagement for Sustainable Organisation Performance

• Achieving Alignment, Shared Purpose and Agility

• Building Capability and Talent 
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We hope this series of tools will help HR practitioners to ensure their organisations are fit for the 
future, and able to sustain their performance over time, even through testing economic periods.

Engagement

Sustained
organisation
performance

Capability
and talent

Performance
measures

and metrics

Alignment,
agility and

shared
purpose

Figure 1: Four practical tools that build on the Shaping the Future insights
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Using HR metrics for maximum impact

The Shaping the Future research identifies measurement, assessment and evaluation – gathering 
information to assess the impact of actions and inform decision-making – as a high priority for HR 
professionals who want to contribute to sustainable organisation performance. 

A critical first step is to ensure that HR is measuring the right things. The design and development 
of relevant HR metrics requires reflection and discussion in order to determine what it takes for 
the organisation to succeed and to understand how HR can add value. Three issues underpin 
effective measurement: 

•	 aligning measurement with goals
•	 taking a business partner perspective 
•	 adding value by focusing on building capability. 

It is important that HR functions make wise use of their measurement effort. The work of the CIPD 
Human Capital Panel suggests that, while it is easy and potentially informative to analyse data 
based on historical trends, effective HR functions focus on data that is multidimensional and 
forward-looking which can inform strategic decisions. 

A key finding from the Shaping the Future research is that organisations may have too many, or the 
wrong, metrics – this can serve as a distraction rather than an added value source of information.  
A balance of ‘hard’ quantitative and ‘soft’ qualitative indicators is necessary to inform decisions that 
take account of managing people within interconnected and complex organisational systems. 

Measures that have very little relevance outside of the HR function itself are unlikely to make a 
meaningful contribution to organisational success. This tool focuses on selecting appropriate 
measures for maximum impact, ensuring clarity around what is being measured and for what 
purpose. CIPD research into the role of line managers shows how measures must be relevant to 
management issues, aligned to organisational priorities and communicated in ways that meet the 
needs of managers at all levels in the organisation and so can lead to effective action. 

Find out more about each of the issues 
which underpin effective measurement.

Points for reflection

Are you collecting data for the sake of it? When was the last time you challenged 

or removed a data process that was not delivering?
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This tool reflects the fact that if measurement, assessment and evaluation are to play a part in 
achieving sustainable organisation performance, they should be impact-oriented, forward-looking 
and focused on the entire HR system, not just on individual HR practices. 

Figure 2 illustrates the cycle of developing and using HR metrics for maximum impact. The 
instruments in this tool follow the flow of this cycle, of which the main components are:

•	 Identify where HR can make a strategic impact in the organisation.
•	 Develop appropriate metrics around these areas.
•	 Obtain data relating to relevant metrics.
•	 Draw out insight from the data.
•	 	Take action to communicate metrics and related insights information to provide a robust basis 

for strategic change and improvement.

The importance of HR capability is also highlighted in Figure 2, as people need to have the required 
analytical and influencing skills to get the maximum impact from information and accomplish each 
stage of the cycle. For example, HR need to have a deep understanding of the market in which they 
operate and the capabilities or weaknesses of the organisation to be able to generate insights from 
data collected, which will help to inform and develop current practice and ultimately help the 
organisation grow.

Develop/review 
appropriate metrics

HR CAPABILITY

Communicate metrics and 
related insights to inform 

action and evaluation 

Identify where HR can 
make a strategic impact 

Obtain data relating to 
relevant metrics

Draw out insight  
from data

Figure 2: Using HR metrics for maximum impact
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What’s in this tool? 
This tool is designed to be worked through sequentially, as each instrument will build on your 
responses from earlier sections. There are four instruments which together will help you to identify 
practical ways forward to develop metrics for maximum impact. The order of the instruments 
reflects the cycle in Figure 2, with some instruments addressing more than one stage of the cycle.

From our Shaping the Future research, we know that this whole area is not an easy one, but is a 
‘must have’ for organisations. This tool will not be a ‘quick fix’ but will help you to think about the 
necessary stages involved in getting maximum impact from HR metrics, demonstrating HR’s 
strategic impact within your organisation. 

Instrument 1: Identifying where HR can make a strategic impact
This instrument focuses on determining the areas where HR can make a strategic impact in your 
organisational context. It enables you to identify priority areas for measurement which are aligned 
with organisational goals and strategies and identify capability opportunities or problem areas from 
a business partner perspective. 

Instrument 2: Selecting appropriate metrics from which organisational insights  
can be drawn
This instrument is the ‘heart’ of this tool. Building on Instrument 1, we provide a framework to help 
you to develop appropriate metrics to assess the efficiency, effectiveness and strategic impact of 
your people management processes. It also provides the building blocks for Instrument 3.

Instrument 3: Effectively communicating insights from metrics for maximum impact
This instrument focuses on how you can most effectively communicate the insights drawn from 
metrics to inform action and hence enable HR to deliver maximum strategic impact. 

Instrument 4: The HR function and measurement capability
This instrument focuses on capability development for the HR function, which spans all stages of 
the cycle, as illustrated in Figure 2. This instrument enables you to identify a range of analytical and 
influencing skills that your HR function may need to further develop to ensure they have the 
capability required for all aspects of measurement, assessment and evaluation highlighted in this 
tool. You are encouraged to identify current areas of strength as well as development priorities.

Action planning
The tool also provides an action planning facility to help you identify and take forward key actions 
to make a sustained improvement to the development and use of metrics in your organisation.

Find out how Birmingham City Council 
uses measures in their organisation. 
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Instrument 1: Identifying where HR can 
make a strategic impact
This instrument will help you to identify the areas where HR can make a strategic impact in your 
organisational context. We know from previous research that general measures of HR operational 
efficiency, which are prevalent in many organisations, rarely address organisational ‘key 
performance indicators’ or demonstrate strategic impact. 

In addition, CIPD research into business partnering has shown that effective HR professionals require 
both strategic thinking skills and a clear ability to understand business issues from the perspective of 
line managers. Without a clear perspective of the issues, articulated in the ‘language of the business’, 
it is impossible to contribute to strategic debates and initiatives and the HR function finds itself 
sidelined from the important business decisions and marginalised during implementation. 

Measurement, assessment and evaluation of the value that HR adds to the organisation is 
an integrated feature of two facets of HR work: human capital management and strategic 
human resource management. These streams of work add different perspectives to issues 
discussed here and may be of interest.

Human capital management involves HR and line managers working together to identify 
and leverage both tangible and intangible assets in the organisation, assessing the way that 
people assets can be best used. Human capital management draws attention to the 
significance of ‘management through measurement’, the aim being to establish clear links 
between HR interventions and organisational success. 

Strategic HRM involves careful assessment of current strategic strengths and development 
areas using carefully chosen metrics and undertaking systematic and relevant evaluation.
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In what areas can HR make a strategic impact in your organisation? 
HR measures which focus on issues that are vital from the perspective of the business are an 
important way by which HR professionals can earn credibility with their line management colleagues. 
An in-depth knowledge of the business is required to be able to identify where HR can make a 
strategic impact and then develop corresponding measures. You can use this instrument to identify 
these ‘impact points’ for HR in your organisation or context. 

First you need to identify the ‘top four’ goals for the organisation today and the key people 
responsible for these areas. You will then be asked to think about how HR is currently involved in 
contributing to achievement of these goals, before reflecting on the areas that need more attention.

Organisational strategic 
priority areas 

Which 
are most 

important 
for your 

organisation? 
(no more than 

four)

Who are the people 
responsible for  

these areas?

What does HR 
already do to 
contribute to 

achievement of 
these organisational 

priorities?

For each of these 
priority areas, what 
more could HR do? 

Growth in revenue/profit 

Service delivery

Maximise shareholder 
value

Growth through 
acquisitions and/or mergers

Growth in production/
servicing facilities

Product development

Market development

Price/cost market 
leadership

Cost control

Innovation

Productivity

Customer service

Quality

Other:
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How can HR achieve maximum strategic impact? 
Once you have clarity about your organisation’s strategic priority areas, you can explicitly consider the 
strategic HR drivers that are required to contribute to their achievement. 

In the exercise below, you are asked to identify the four most important drivers and then consider the 
actions that HR should take to ensure your people can deliver on these.

Strategic HR drivers

Most 
important 
(choose no 

more than 4)
What HR initiatives/processes are needed to make 

maximum impact in these areas?

Innovative capacity within the 
organisation

Employee skills to maximise 
added value of service/product

Productivity levels

Agility of workforce and 
organisation

Customer service excellence

Quality of products or services

Stakeholder satisfaction (investors, 
shareholders, employees, elected 
representatives?) 

Price/cost leadership

Other:
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From reflection to action

Take a few minutes to reflect on your responses to Instrument 1 and the priority organisational issues you 
have identified. 

1   What insights can you draw about the current priority impact issues for the organisation and HR’s 
contribution?

2   What bundles of HR activities/processes/initiatives will collectively deliver the desired impact? What 
resources do you need to deliver these?

3   What actions can you take to ensure that the HR function remains ‘in touch’ with any changes that 
emerge to organisational strategic priority areas?

What you note down here will be transferred automatically to your action plan.

Find out how HR in PNC Financial 
Services made HR data more meaningful. 
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Instrument 2: Selecting appropriate 
measures and metrics from which 
organisational insights can be drawn
Once you have identified the strategic drivers for your organisation (Instrument 1), you are better 
placed to consider how best to undertake measurement, assessment and evaluation in these key areas 
to optimise HR decisions and practices. This instrument focuses on selecting appropriate measures to 
meet the needs of key stakeholders in the organisation. 

Three different types of measures are important and these are illustrated in Figure 3:

•	  Measures of HR efficiency – to what extent is the HR function ‘doing things right’? 
 
Efficiency measures are concerned with the extent to which HR processes are undertaken in a way 
that minimises the use of resources. Many organisations engage in HR benchmarking activities, 
evaluating HR processes through a comparison with external standards of good practice or 
excellence. This practice is most valuable when it is part of a continuous process to challenge and 
improve HR processes. 

•			Measures of HR effectiveness – to what extent is the HR function ‘doing the right things’?  
 
Effectiveness measures focus on the extent to which organisational objectives are achieved 
and specific problems are solved through the contribution that the HR function makes to the 
organisation. They also typically include measures of the strategic skills and core competencies in 
the workforce. 

•			Measures of HR impact – to what extent have HR activities met defined priority needs for your 
organisation in its specific and strategic context?  
 
Impact measures show the results of bundles of activities on the achievement of strategic priorities 
through being closely aligned both ‘vertically’ with strategic priorities and ‘horizontally’ with the 
work of other parts of the organisational system.
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Figure 3: The three types of HR measures are important

What else do you need to consider when developing measures?
The development of effective HR measures and metrics involves working closely with people in other 
functions in the organisation to determine where relevant data may be held and how it may be 
accessed. It may well be that information that is relevant and necessary to assess inter-related and 
organisation-wide impact issues already exists in departments, divisions and business units such as 
management information systems, finance, operations and marketing. 

It’s important to recognise the intangible as well as the tangible features of people management 
processes. For example, while financial and economic concepts such as return on investment (ROI) are 
crucial, many people management and development processes result in performance improvement 
over a longer timeframe and excellent practice may be diffused and shared in a less tangible way. 

In addition, the Shaping the Future research shows the importance of striking an appropriate balance 
between collecting quantitative and qualitative data so that a balance is achieved between a focus 
on both hard and soft aspects of organisation performance. Qualitative data, including contextual 
information, can help to inform and explain quantitative data. Qualitative data can also provide a 
depth of information that can be used to evaluate and inform operations when it is not possible to 
quantify outcomes.

Find out how office supplies group Lyreco 
uses metrics to inform the learning 
investment and planning process. 

HR  
effectiveness

HR  
efficiency

HR  
impact

HR
measures
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This instrument is in three sections, which reflect the three types of HR measures shown in Figure 3: 
efficiency measures, effectiveness measures and impact measures. It’s important to also consider the 
other aspects of ‘good quality’ measures highlighted above when completing each section.

HR efficiency measures
Although measures of effectiveness and impact will have most relevance to managers and the 
organisation as a whole, a small number of headline efficiency indicators are needed to enable you to 
know that the HR function, and ultimately the organisation as a whole, is operating in a cost-effective 
way. You can use the following list of efficiency measures to evaluate and select the metrics that are 
most relevant to your organisational context. 

HR efficiency measures Which do you use? What metrics are in use?
Are these the right 

measures? 

Absence/attendance measures: 
for example, levels; causes; costs

Recruitment measures: for 
example, number of vacancies 
filled; number of internal/external 
hires

Retention measures: for example, 
staff turnover data

Diversity/equality measures: 
for example, workforce 
demographics

Health, safety and employee 
well-being: for example, audits

Learning and development: for 
example, proportion of staff operating 
at an acceptable competence level; 
qualification levels of the workforce; 
training spend per employee

Staff communication: for 
example, level; costs

Spend on HR compared with 
relevant benchmark data

Other
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HR effectiveness measures
Effectiveness measures are important as they reflect the outcomes of HR activities in developing 
organisational capability through, for example: talent management; performance management; work 
environment; and minimising organisational risk. The CIPD Human Capital Panel identifies six key 
areas of HR work (categories of activities) and this framework is used in the next part of this 
instrument to help you to choose the effectiveness measures that are most relevant to your 
organisation. In practice, the measures may fall under more than one area. 

Categories 
of activities Effectiveness measures

Most important for your 
organisation

Which are the key 
measures in use, or which 

need to be developed? 
How do you use this 

information?

Acquire

Differences in 
performance between 
internal/external hires

Strength of employer 
brand 

Time to competence 

Other 

Develop

Development of 
people in priority 
talent segments

Development of priority 
skills and knowledge 
for current and future 
business priorities

Knowledge-
sharing/knowledge 
management 

Other

Continued
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Categories 
of activities Effectiveness measures

Most important for your 
organisation

Which are the key 
measures in use, or which 

need to be developed? 
How do you use this 

information?

Reward

Differences in 
performance outcomes 
associated with 
specific extrinsic 
rewards

Effect of benefits/
well-being provision 
on talent retention and 
performance

Relationship between 
intrinsic reward 
processes and 
engagement

Other

Retain

Workforce agility and 
change-readiness

Extent the 
organisational 
purpose/values are 
shared 

Retention of key 
talent/skills

Other

Continued
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Categories of 
activities Effectiveness measures

Most important for your 
organisation

Which are the key 
measures in use, or which 

need to be developed? 
How do you use this 

information?

Management
environment

Management 
effectiveness/
development

Extent to which a culture 
of corporate responsibility 
and ethical issues is 
embedded

Extent of alignment of 
management values 
between different 
business units or divisions

Other

Motivate

Instances of misconduct/
litigation

Engagement metrics 

Other
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HR impact measures
Measures of impact are most relevant to senior decision-makers. Impact measures focus on the 
value and worth of HR interventions – the extent to which they meet defined priority needs for your 
organisation in its specific and strategic context. They focus on ‘what matters’ to key stakeholders; 
they must be meaningful, aligned and compatible with other organisational and external measures. 
Where possible they should have the capacity for longitudinal tracking and reflect activities that are 
within organisational control and can inform future actions and contribution. Ultimately, impact 
measures are important for HR to be able to demonstrate how strategic HR drivers contribute to 
achievement of the overall business strategy. Impact measures should therefore be closely aligned to 
the most important strategic HR drivers for your organisation.

In Instrument 1 you highlighted both the strategic priority areas for your organisation as well as the 
strategic HR drivers that are required for achievement in these areas. These will automatically appear 
in the instrument below to enable you to now build on those responses and consider what impact 
measures are required for HR in these areas.

Strategic HR drivers 

What HR initiatives/processes 
are needed to make maximum 

impact in these areas?

How can you evaluate the impact of these 
initiatives on the achievement of your HR 

strategic drivers?

What information do 
you need?

Where can you get this 
information?

Innovative capacity 
within the 
organisation 

Employee skills to 
maximise added value 
of service/product

Productivity levels

Agility of workforce 
and organisation

Customer service 
excellence

Continued
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Strategic HR drivers 

What HR initiatives/processes 
are needed to make maximum 

impact in these areas?

How can you evaluate the impact of these 
initiatives on the achievement of your HR 

strategic drivers?

What information do 
you need?

Where can you get this 
information?

Quality of products or 
services

Stakeholder 
satisfaction (investors, 
shareholders, 
employees, elected 
representatives?) 

Price/cost leadership

Other:

Developing insight from data
The CIPD Next Generation HR project has highlighted the importance of using measures and metrics to 
develop insight in order to help organisations find new ways of meeting current and future challenges. 
One of the key findings from this piece of work is that HR needs to be able to translate a fresh 
understanding of the organisation into creative and relevant solutions in the areas that matter most. 

In the reflection activity below, consider the insights you can draw from your measures of efficiency, 
effectiveness and impact. Do you have the right measures to be able to draw out insights from the 
data? In the next instrument you will be able to build on your reflections to examine how insights can 
be effectively communicated to key stakeholders for maximum impact.
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From reflection to action

Take a few minutes to reflect on your responses to the issues raised by Instrument 2:

1   HR efficiency measures: what insights can you draw? 
What three measures of HR efficiency are most relevant in your organisation? To what extent do you 
already have this data? Are you spending too much time on efficiency measures at the expense of a 
focus on HR effectiveness and impact?

2   HR effectiveness measures: what insights can you draw? 
What three measures of HR effectiveness are most relevant in your organisation? Which of 
these require more information-gathering to assess HR effectiveness? Are you spending time on 
measurement that does not relate to a priority issue for the organisation? 

3   HR impact measures: what insights can you draw? 
What three measures of strategic impact are priorities for the HR function? Is relevant data already 
available? What insights can you draw from this data? Where might further information on these 
important areas be available and how might you achieve access to it? How is insight from these 
measures used?

What you note down here will be transferred automatically to your action plan.
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Instrument 3: Effectively communicating 
insights from metrics for maximum impact
HR metrics and resultant insights will only be impactful if they are effectively communicated to 
relevant decision-makers. Too often the information is not communicated outside of the HR 
function or is communicated in ways that busy managers are unlikely to access. Effective decision-
making, based on robust measures and metrics, therefore, requires HR professionals to think 
carefully about the relationships that need to be established to enable appropriate information-
sharing of these insights:

•	 Who needs the information?
•	 When should the information be communicated?
•	 How is the information best communicated?

To complete this instrument, you will first need to review your responses to Instrument 2 Make a list 
of three measures from each section (efficiency measures, effectiveness measures, impact measures) 
to focus on. Identify the key people or groups (stakeholders) in the organisation that are interested in 
this information. Identify why this information is important, thinking in terms of savings and/or gains, 
and use the language and concepts of line managers and key decision-makers. 

To complete this instrument you may find you need to discuss some of these issues further with your 
line manager colleagues to clarify the issues of most concern to them. Benefits for some will not 
necessarily be relevant in the eyes of others, so a ‘one size fits all’ approach to communicating HR 
measures and metrics is unlikely to be appropriate. 
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In this column, note down 
three of each of the measures 

you selected from Instrument 2
Key stakeholders 

requiring this information

Why is this information 
important for these 

stakeholders?

When (and in what 
form) do they need this 

information?

Efficiency measure (1)

_______________________________ 

Efficiency measure (2) 

_______________________________ 

Efficiency measure (3)

_______________________________ 

Effectiveness measure (1)

_______________________________ 

Effectiveness measure (2)

_______________________________ 

Effectiveness measure (3)

_______________________________ 

Impact measure (1)

_______________________________ 

Impact measure (2)

_______________________________ 

Impact measure (3)

_______________________________ 
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From reflection to action

Take a few minutes to reflect on your responses to the issues raised by Instrument 3:

1   To what extent are the benefits of the efficiency, effectiveness and impact measures, which you have 
listed, clear to key stakeholders and business managers?

2   To what extent are the insights from measures and metrics communicated to relevant managers at 
different levels in the organisation in ways that will get their attention and enable them to make 
better-informed decisions?

3  Are there areas of strength that you can build on in other areas of the organisation? 

4   Are there key areas where the HR function needs to learn more about the priorities of stakeholders or 
to achieve their interest? 

 

What you note down here will be transferred automatically to your action plan.

Find out how Xerox UK have closely 
aligned HR metrics with business needs. 
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Instrument 4: The HR function and 
measurement capability
Developing and using HR metrics for maximum impact is complex; it requires judgement and a range 
of analytical and influencing skills to draw out and effectively communicate insight from data. Some 
HR practitioners are happiest when ‘working with people’ and less at ease when ‘working with 
numbers’. Others find the quantitative aspects of HR work very meaningful but are less confident with 
the influencing and communicating aspects of their role. There may also be a tendency to ‘look 
inwards’ at what matters most to practitioners in the HR function and to provide managers with 
information from an HR perspective rather than considering how to communicate information about 
issues in a way that is relevant to the rest of the organisation. 

A range of skills and capabilities are required for effective use of measures, assessment and 
evaluation:

•	 	Ability to understand the language of the business – the ability to communicate effectively 
with line management colleagues in their own terms provides the basis for influence and insight. 

•	  Relationship management skills – the ability to look beyond the HR function and develop 
positive relationships with all parts of the business. Understanding the language of the business 
and the priorities of different functional areas will help to develop this capability. 

•  Information-gathering skills to identify key strategic drivers – sometimes impact areas 
are explicitly communicated through organisational strategy documents or discussions but they 
may be implicit. In many organisations, ‘strategy in practice’, expressed through dialogue and 
informal channels, is more relevant than ‘strategy in writing’, expressed through formal 
documents and policies.

•	  Functional agility – organisational strategy is rarely static and so strategic impact points will 
change as a result of environmental, systemic and opportunistic factors. People need to be change-
ready, with an eye on the horizon to anticipate opportunities and challenges, and able to adapt and 
flex as necessary. 

•	 	Confidence with quantitative and qualitative assessments – both ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ 
information is relevant to HR work, and skills and confidence in both areas are needed to ensure 
that HR work is responsive to the expectations of top managers and that managers have the 
information they need. 

The CIPD’s My HR Map outlines the capabilities, knowledge and behaviours that HR 
professionals need at different stages of their career. Behaviours such as being a ‘skilled 
influencer’ and ‘collaborative’ are important for building effective relationships. Being 
‘personally credible’ and having the ‘courage to challenge’ are behaviours needed to ensure 
HR insights are used to inform the organisational strategy.
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You can use this instrument to diagnose areas of strength for both yourself and your HR function, 
from which you can build, as well as development priorities with regard to measurement, assessment 
and evaluation.

HR function strengths and development areas

To what extent do you and/or the HR functional team: Not at all  
1 2 3 4

Yes – fully
5

Leadership capabilities

have a strategic understanding of the organisation – its 
priorities and key drivers

regularly discuss the areas where HR can make a strategic 
impact and the contribution HR could make to solving 
problems or delivering improvements 

have a good understanding of the operational priorities 
that are important to line managers in different parts of 
the organisation

use HR team meetings to explore business performance 
problems and successes and discuss how HR might 
contribute to improvement

have the skills in working as part of a management team, 
both formally and informally

understand what managers need in the way of HR 
information to help them manage their people

ask other organisational stakeholders about how the HR 
function is performing and use the feedback gained in this 
way to monitor its alignment with the business

have the interpersonal skills to enable constructive 
dialogue with managers in different parts of the 
organisation on a regular basis

have processes in place to monitor the efficiency and 
effectiveness of HR activities and their ongoing alignment 
with emergent business priorities

engage with managers in other functional areas to work 
collaboratively to measure, in combination, strategic 
impact 
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From reflection to action

Take a few minutes to reflect on your responses to Instrument 4:

1   What are the areas of greatest strength within the function that you can build on?

2   What development areas require most urgent and immediate attention? What options are there for 
team members to learn and develop new skills, making use of expertise already in the organisation 
where possible?

3   What insights can you draw about the HR functional capability needed for the longer term?  
How might this be achieved?  

 

What you note down here will be transferred automatically to your action plan.
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Action planning: building on strengths and 
delivering impact through measurement
You can use this part of the tool to review your responses to the instruments in this practical tool and 
plan your next steps. Creating impact through HR is an organisation-wide activity; it involves dialogue 
as well as reflection. It is important to appreciate the best of what is already happening and to apply 
insights from good practice to address improvement areas.

If you have not already added ideas for action elsewhere in this tool, you can add your ideas here.

Instrument 1: Identifying where HR can make a strategic impact 
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Instrument 2: Selecting appropriate metrics
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Instrument 3: Generating and effectively communicating insights from metrics for 
maximum impact
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Instrument 4: The HR function and measurement capability
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Having considered the information above, my immediate priorities for action are: 

Priority for action
Support/resources needed for  
effective action

1

2

3

4
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Useful related CIPD resources

CIPD.  (2011)  Next Generation HR: Time for change : towards a next generation for HR. 

CIPD.  (2011)   Shaping the Future: Sustainable organisation performance, what really makes the 
difference?

CIPD.  (2010)  Strategic human resource management. 

CIPD.  (2010)   View from the City: how can human capital management and reporting inform 
investment decisions? 

CIPD.  (2008)   Human capital management: introducing and operating human capital management 
processes. Practical tool. 

CIPD.  (2007)  Human capital evaluation: developing performance measures.

CIPD.  (2007)  The value of learning: a new model of value and evaluation. 

CIPD.  (2006)  Risk and performance: HR’s role in managing risk. 

CIPD.  (2004)  Business partnering: a new direction for HR. 

CIPD.  (2003)  Bringing policies to life: the vital role of front-line managers in people management.
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Further reading and references

GARDNER, N., McGRANAHAN, D. and WOLF, W. (2011) Question for your HR chief: Are we using 
our ‘people data’ to create value? By analyzing the links between people practices and productivity, 
some companies are improving their bottom line. McKinsey Quarterly. March.  
www.mckinseyquarterly.com.

JOHNSON, G. and SCHOLES, K. (2006) Exploring corporate strategy. Harlow: Financial Times/
Prentice Hall.

KAPLAN, R.S. and NORTON, D.P. (1996) Using the balanced scorecard as a strategic management 
system. Harvard Business Review. Jan–Feb. pp75–85.

PFEFFER, J. (1997) Pitfalls on the road to measurement: the dangerous liaison of human resources 
with the ideas of accounting and finance human resource management. Human Resource 
Management. Vol 36, No 3. pp357–365.

SHEEHAN, C., HOLLAND, P. and De CIERI, H. (2006) Current developments in HRM in Australian 
organisations. Asia Pacific Journal of Human Resources. Vol 44, No 2. pp132–152.

TOOTELL, B., BLACKLER, M., TOULSON, P. and DEWE, P. (2009) Metrics: HRM’s Holy Grail? A New 
Zealand case study. Human Resource Management Journal. Vol 19, No 4. pp375–392.

ULRICH, D. (1997) Measuring human resources: an overview of practice and a prescription for 
results. Human Resource Management. Vol 36, No 3. pp303–320.

YEUNG, A.K. and BERMAN, R. (1997) Adding value through human resources: reorienting human 
resource measurement to drive business performance resource management. Human Resource 
Management. Vol 36, No 3. pp321–335.

Useful websites

Evidence-based Management

New Economics Papers on Human Capital and Human Resource Management

ROI Institute
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Measurement issues
Aligning measurement with goals – measurement cannot take place in isolation. It needs to be 
linked directly with the strategies and plans of each organisation, which in turn must derive from the 
overall direction that has been established. Given the premise that ‘what gets measured is what gets 
done’, an appropriate measurement system can have positive consequences for the organisation and 
its customers and service users.

Take a business partner perspective – most HR teams view, organise and measure their activities 
through the traditional employee life cycle: starting with recruiting, selecting and induction and 
proceeding to evaluation, training and development. Effective use of measures involves approaching 
things from a line manager perspective. The involvement of multiple stakeholders in the identification, 
design and development of priority measures provides a focused and relevant approach. 

Adding value by focusing on building capability – senior stakeholders are interested in issues 
such as: how are our people performing relative to our competitors? How much talent do we have? 
How good is our leadership? What are we like on innovation compared with our competitors? What 
future people actions are required to increase shareholder value? A rigorous approach to 
measurement of these issues requires that HR professionals are able to ‘let go’ of other, more process-
driven measures. The key ratio here is to ensure that 75% of measurement effort is invested in 
strategic impact evaluation and less than 25% is focused on measuring process efficiency.
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Figure 2: Components of engagement

Research illustration 1:  
Birmingham City Council

The context
Birmingham City Council (BCC) is one of the largest councils in Europe, employing 
60,000 people. In April 2006, BCC embarked on the largest business transformation 
programme in UK local government – a programme that set out to revolutionise the way 
the council delivers services to people who live, learn, work in or visit Birmingham. This 
large-scale programme of work aimed to enable the council to sustain its performance 
over the long term in spite of significant funding challenges. 

There were nine strands to the business transformation programme and the CIPD 
Shaping the Future research focused on one of these: excellence in people management. 
This strand of the programme aimed to transform the council into an authority where 
people at all levels are free to use their talent, creativity, energy and commitment to serve 
the public and improve services. A new workforce scorecard and performance 
development review process was implemented to make it possible to compare people 
performance across the authority as well as predict future workforce trends. 

Metrics
A priority for Birmingham City Council was to increase the workforce information made 
available to managers through the workforce scorecards, performance development 
reviews and tools from HR. They identified this focus as critical for sustainability.

Managers who contributed to the Shaping the Future research made it very clear that 
having the right metrics informed how work is done and enabled workforce planning 
processes. The research found a hunger for an ‘outcome-focused, evidence-based 
approach to life’ and for line managers to have the capabilities required to make sense of 
the data, so that staff could know what they need to do to improve performance. The 
challenge is to ensure context is taken into account when analysing performance data to 
enable the metrics to be interpreted intelligently.

Acting on the information
BCC is undertaking a significant piece of work around workforce metrics and is now 
focusing on the mechanisms by which the wealth of information collected can be fed 
back into the organisation and used effectively to inform workforce planning and 
broader talent management activities. 

Most importantly, workforce and financial information are being tied together through 
the business transformation programme. One manager talked about how this will result 
in an integrated business planning process, aligning different parts of the council and 
setting out short-, medium- and long-term aims. 

NEXT
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Informing decision-making
Managers at Birmingham City Council now have at their fingertips the information they 
need to manage their team and make informed decisions. However, it is up to the 
individual managers to use this information effectively and act on it. HR is providing 
support for managers to use the new processes. 

The Shaping the Future research found that better provision of management information 
has implications for resourcing and skills. The improved flow and use of information 
makes managers more accountable for what they and their team do, and also more 
informed about the skills and resources they need to do it. For this data to aid decision-
making, new skills may be needed of managers. At BCC, with greater data at their 
disposal, managers are developing the new skills required in their role to use this 
information.

Sharing knowledge
A key enabler of performance is sharing knowledge and learning within the council, 
which is especially valuable during periods of change and when new systems and 
processes are introduced. Formal networks as well as informal groups have been 
established to encourage knowledge-sharing. BCC is further promoting internal 
knowledge-sharing, recognising that more could be done to share learning between 
directorates.

You can read more about this case in the CIPD Shaping the Future report.

CLOSE
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Figure 2: Components of engagement

Research illustration 2:  
PNC Financial Services 

Executives at Pittsburgh-based PNC Financial Services suspected that their tendency to 
pick experienced outsiders over internal candidates in hiring decisions might be hurting 
the bank: once hired, the outsiders were too often viewed as lukewarm performers. So in 
2009, PNC’s HR team partnered with colleagues from the company’s analysis group to 
analyse the sales performance, over several years, of external hires versus people 
promoted from inside. What the team found confirmed the suspicions: in a number of 
key job categories, internal candidates were significantly more productive in their first 
year than experienced external hires. In subsequent years, the outsiders narrowed – but 
never closed – the gap. Millions of dollars in value were at stake.

It is unusual for business or HR leaders to spot ‘pain points’ such as these on their own. 
Typically, a strong partnership is crucial for identifying and prioritising issues that 
intertwine people challenges and business results. PNC’s team, for example, asked line 
executives what they saw as the highest-value opportunities for improving talent 
management. From these discussions, the analysis team distilled a top-20 list of business 
questions and hypotheses to test, such as, ‘What is the business impact of training 
investment?’ and ‘Is there an optimal distribution of performance ratings?’ The PNC 
team then ranked the resulting list of issues by their expected business impact and the 
feasibility of conducting meaningful analysis. ‘This is where HR has the chance to prove 
itself,’ says Jay Wilkinson, PNC’s new HR vice president of analytics. ‘Better than coming 
to [business leaders] with tired best practices, we’re asking them how they define success 
specific to their business, and that provides the context for our analysis and 
recommendations.’

Adapted from Gardner, N., McGranahan, D. and Wolf, W. (2011) Question for your HR 
chief: Are we using our ‘people data’ to create value? By analyzing the links between 
people practices and productivity, some companies are improving their bottom line. 
McKinsey Quarterly. March.

CLOSE

Using HR metrics for maximum impact
A CIPD online practical tool

39 of 41

© CIPD 2011
Your 

feedback
Help using  
this tool

http://www.mckinseyquarterly.com
mailto:feedback@cipd.co.uk


Figure 2: Components of engagement

Case illustration 3: 
Lyreco UK

Effective people development and learning strategies have been vital to the growth of 
Lyreco UK, part of a large family-owned office supplies group operating in Europe, 
Canada and Asia. In the words of Ian Lawson, Training and Development Director: ‘You 
are only as good as the people you have got. You need the people to deliver the results.’ 

Developing leaders and teams and becoming an employer of choice have, therefore, 
been key components of the company’s successful drive to increase market share. 

Lyreco manages to align learning activities to strategic priorities largely because its 
training and development director is in the senior management team, alongside HR and 
reporting directly to the managing director. In this way the learning function contributes 
to a five-year planning process and the creation of the business plan for the current year. 

Lawson says: ‘The directors are identifying their challenges, their opportunities, the 
people that they need and also any learning that those people will need to be able to 
achieve the objectives.’

Metrics are a central part of all management processes at Lyreco and these inform the 
learning investment and planning processes. In field sales, for example, measures include 
sales turnover, margin and new business, while in customer service they include 
abandoned call rate, average call time and average wait time. 

Monthly performance results in all areas are scrutinised to identify areas for attention and 
the learning and development team runs learning sessions and activities aimed at helping 
people to improve their performance and make good the promise the company makes to 
its customers: ‘Yours tomorrow or yours free.’

Sloman, M. (2007) Thanks. It’s just what I wanted.... People Management. 29 November. 
pp32–34. 

You can find out more about this case in CIPD. (2007) The value of learning: a new 
model of value and evaluation. 

CLOSE
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Figure 2: Components of engagement

Research illustration 4: 
Xerox UK

Xerox has three core business areas: office products, production solutions and document 
outsourcing. Global document outsourcing (GDO) has been identified as a growth 
engine for the business and provides a document management and print management 
outsourcing service. Four years ago Xerox identified one of their core priorities as 
wanting to be the leader in this highly competitive field. 

The Shaping the Future research team focused on a specific business unit in the UK set 
up by Xerox to provide document services on a partnership basis to a central government 
department. This GDO service delivery contract was seen as a model that could inform 
other business opportunities. The research explored not only the drivers of sustainable 
performance in the GDO service delivery team but how these compared with the wider 
Xerox business and what lessons might be captured to inform future contracts. 

There were big changes in the organisation with the acquisition of ACS and the arrival of 
a new CEO early in 2010. The recession had a particular impact on the GDO service 
delivery team – at the beginning of the downturn there was an increase in the demand 
for document services due to the nature of the client’s business. However, the spending 
review and consequent spending freeze imposed by the incoming government in May 
2010 has resulted in a significant decrease in demand and decrease in revenue.

The core objectives of returning value to the customer remained central but changes in 
the external environment meant a rigorous focus on achieving and demonstrating 
efficiency and cost savings. This required significant improvements in Xerox’s 
management information system. A business intelligence team achieved a radical 
improvement to the provision of management data but this was only the first phase – 
improvements to the way people work together to improve processes and make the data 
more meaningful were also required. HR worked closely with the business intelligence 
team to enable managers to make more use of performance management data, by 
bringing it alive and making it a meaningful and valid process. As a result managers feel 
they can draw on information when necessary to inform decisions and ensure it is used in 
the right way, such as to allocate resources. 

You can read more about this case in the CIPD Shaping the Future report.
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