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DEVELOPING THE LEADERSHIP CAPACITY OF HR PROFESSIONALS 
Can it be taught? Is a question we are often asked in leadership 
development workshops and programmes.   Much of the thinking and 
writing on leadership identifies characteristics of great leaders and then 
suggests we aspire to these.  However, we believe that this often takes 
leadership out of context, out of its daily lived practice by all of us, not just 
the great and heroic. 
Leadership is not a skill in itself.  Leadership is a set of skills, competencies 
and practices that play out amongst us, on a daily basis, in organisational 
life.  At some point or another, we all lead and follow and partake in the 
dynamics of leadership.  Developing leadership requires building self-
awareness, emotional intelligence, skills, and knowledge.  Most 
importantly, it requires critical awareness of the choices leaders make -  
about what kind of leader to be in different situations and contexts.  
Leadership happens in the moment, but it also requires a long term view. 
For HR professionals a deep understanding of leadership skills is vital.  
Attracting, developing, and retaining great leaders is critical to 
organisational success.  By aligning the leadership capacity of the 
organisation to its values and strategy, the HR department plays a vital 
role in developing organisational cultures that are cohesive, competent 
and have competitive advantage.  In a highly complex, challenging, and 
competitive workplace HR needs to understand, promote, and support 
the very best quality of leadership there can be. 
Furthermore, HR professionals are leaders themselves.  Their actions, 
leadership, and development have huge impact.  HR is not a function that 
sits outside the organisation.  HR should lead at the executive level -
strategically, mindfully, and skilfully - for the benefit of the whole 
organisation. 
Exploring the issues together 
Recognising this, Twelve Winds Consulting and Partners Employment Lawyers 
teamed up to offer Leadership in HR, a brainstorming opportunity devoted to 
exploring the leadership challenges faced by HR professionals. 
Altogether the event had around 30 passionate attendees including HR 
Directors, Recruitment Specialists, and Finance Directors.  The organisations 
represented ranged from charities to public agencies to large multinational 
corporations. 
The event was specifically designed to identify the challenges faced by HR 
professionals to get them thinking about solutions and to create practical 
tips for future discussions.   
Below is a summary of the conclusions that arose from the discussions.  
First we list the top 10 leadership challenges faced by HR professionals, 
and then we set out 5 practical recommendations for addressing them.  
Not all of the recommendations are new but they could all be practised 
more widely.    

The leadership workshop was transformational. Brilliant, really enjoyed the group work and participation. Very useful for my job and personal development.  – SP, HR Business Partner 



Leadership in HR 2  

TOP 10 LEADERSHIP CHALLENGES FACED BY HR PROFESSIONALS 
1. Building trust – Who’s side are you on? HR managers must be the 

bridge between management and employees.  A major challenge faced 
by HR professionals is managing the tension in this role, while keeping 
the trust of both sides. 

2. Communicating with other managers – HR is generally considered a 
cost centre -  a drain on the company finances.  HR mangers must be 
able to communicate the business value of the workforce and the HR 
function.  Often, this means learning to use business language, not HR 
language.   

3. Change management – Recession, recovery, and globalisation – 
business is changing faster than ever - organisational structures and 
cultures must respond.  Managing change effectively is one of the top 
challenges faced by HR today.   

4. Recruitment – As the economy recovers, finding appropriately 
skilled employees is a growing problem for HR managers.   

5. Leadership development – Research has shown that there are strong 
links between the quality of an organisation’s leadership, employee 
satisfaction, customer satisfaction, and bottom line performance.  
However, companies increasingly report leadership gaps at every level.  
Addressing this challenge while guiding line managers to recognise the 
difference between managing and leadership is a key concern for HR 
professionals. 

6. Employee engagement – Labour productivity continues to be weak, so 
getting the most out of employees is a key concern.  With increasingly 
diverse workforces, knowing how to engage employees is a growing 
challenge. 

7. Performance management – Performance management has been in the 
headlines lately, especially as several large companies have announced 
changes to their practices.  A growing challenge for HR managers is 
developing appropriate performance management procedures. 

8. Culture – Great workplaces with great corporate cultures are more 
financially successful than others.  Increasing diversity in the workplace -  
especially with multi-generational workforces -  makes creating and 
maintaining a uniform culture a growing challenge. 

9. Work-life balance – Work-life balance problems affect organisations 
in a wide range of ways including increased absenteeism, reduced 
productivity, and poor team working.  It is an issue of increasing concern 
to employees, especially millennials.   

10. Risk management – Human resources have two roles in risk 
management.  Firstly, people are a source of risk: skills shortages, 
performance, health and safety.  Secondly, people are important in 
handling risk: leadership, innovation, problem solving.  Being aware of 
these risks – and ensuring the workforce is enabled to handle them – 
are top challenges for HR professionals.   

Really interesting seminar. The best I’ve attended. Thank you.  – MM, HR Manager 
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THE TOP 5 THINGS HR PROFESSIONALS NEED TO BE MORE EFFECTIVE 
1. Passion – Excellence in HR takes more than just knowledge and skill.  It 

takes a special kind of commitment.  When things go well, no one 
notices, and no one thanks you.  When there is trouble, HR is expected 
to find the solution.  This takes a passion not just for the business, but 
also for people in all their complexity. 

2. Authenticity – In order to effectively engage a team, leaders must 
promote trust.  Bill George (Harvard Business School) observed that 
“unless people build trust with their colleagues, they cannot gain 
legitimacy to lead, nor can they empower others.”  This is especially 
true for HR leaders who must build trust among employees and 
management and must also guide leadership development across the 
organisation.  Authentic leadership is about ethics and integrity, 
balance and fairness, transparency, and self-awareness. 

3. Openness to ideas – Increasingly, businesses are expecting HR to 
improve business outcomes by identifying new ways to attract, 
retain, develop, and engage employees.  This must be done at a 
time when changing demographics, technological advances, and 
new working arrangements are causing a disruption of traditional 
people strategies.  HR must be open to innovation to respond to 
these challenges.   

4. Time to listen – The ability of leaders to communicate – through 
effective written, verbal, and non-verbal skills – is a key part of an 
organisation’s success.  But listening is also essential, and often 
overlooked.  Recent studies by Maritz showed that only 12% of 
employees believe their employer genuinely listens to them.  This is 
surely part of the reason that fewer than 65% of UK employees are 
engaged – way below the world average.  HR professionals not only 
need to have well-developed listening skills but they also must also be 
able to teach these skills to other managers and leaders in the business. 

5. Time to develop – The changes to workforce demographics, people 
strategies, and the role of HR requires new sets of skills.  The growing 
role of HR as a strategic business partner demands a commercial 
mindset, deeper understanding of the business, and ability to engage 
across the senior management team.  HR professionals much keep up 
with a new and changing set of tools and analytical skills because of 
rapid advances in HR technology and a growing reliance on big data.  
To remain relevant and at the forefront of business strategy HR 
professionals must take the time to develop these skills.   

 

 
  

Enjoyable, participative event. Good blend of OD & ER. Many thanks.  – BH, HR Business Partner 
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OUR 5 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR DEVELOPING LEADERSHIP IN HR 
1. Make HR a true business partner – HR leaders need to be strategic 

advisors to senior management by sharing in the responsibility for 
improving and sustaining business results.  This requires an 
understanding of the business and its external environment.  By 
demonstrating an understanding of what drives the business and its 
finances - by promoting HR interventions that add to the bottom line - 
HR leaders will be seen by other members of the management team as 
peers in whom they can confide. 

2. Invest in leadership development – Organisations that build talent from 
within report lower costs and better business results.  Investing in the 
development of key staff demonstrates the value the company places on 
them, promotes higher engagement and retention.  Organisations with a 
strong cadre of leaders are better able to manage change and stimulate 
growth.  An important priority for HR leaders is the development of the 
leadership skills of the management team - so that they fully understand 
the value of leadership, and the difference between leadership and 
management.  

3. Engage – and engage with- employees – Productivity in the UK remains very 
low.  Businesses, to be competitive, need their employees to be fully 
committed to their company’s success.  Engaged employees will stay 
through difficult times, invest extra effort, commit to learning, support 
strategic change, strengthen client relationships, and add value to the 
organisation.  In order to get employees engaged management need to 
meet them half way.  This means listening and making real changes that 
creates an environment that is a win-win for both employer and 
employee.  A key role of HR leaders is creating this dialogue and 
understanding how it translates into improved business results. 

4. Build a high-performing culture – Strategy is important but it takes a 
high performing culture to drive it forward.  Culture is central to 
competitive advantage because it is very difficult for competitors to 
replicate.  Developing a winning culture takes several steps:  identify 
what culture will best suit the company strategy and people; 
communicate it clearly and regularly; demonstrate the values and 
behaviours that are expected of the whole workforce; keep employees 
engaged with the company and its success; and implement appropriate 
performance management systems to monitor and promote both the 
culture and the strategy.  HR must take the lead in bringing all this 
together.   

5. Support employee wellbeing – Ill health among the UK working age 
population costs the economy £100 billion each year.  This represents a 
major threat to competitiveness and productivity.  Therefore, 
businesses have an important motivation to create healthy working 
environments and supporting employees to maintain good health and 
wellbeing.  HR leaders have a central role in demonstrating the business 
case for - and the appropriate interventions to promote -  employee 
wellbeing.    

Really informative and well organised. Thoroughly enjoyed it.  – RP, HR Manager 
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NEXT STEPS 
If you have any comments or queries, or would like to be involved in future 
events, please contact:  
events@twelvewinds.org.uk or 020 8123 1265 

If you would like to know more about how we can support organisational 
development in your company by aligning your people with your strategy, 
please contact: 
Wayne Myslik, Managing Director of Twelve Winds Consulting  
wmyslik@twelvewinds.org.uk or 020 8123 1265 

If you are looking for an employment lawyer that will work alongside you on 
employment law and strategy, please contact: 
Hina Belitz, Partner at Partners Employment Lawyers 
hina@partnerslaw.co.uk or 020 7374 6546 

  WHO WE ARE 
  

 
Twelve Winds Consulting 
Twelve Winds works with you to develop sustainable growth - by aligning your people with your values and strategy.  Our management consulting services focus on our clients’ most important challenges and opportunities: strategy, organisational change and development, performance measurement, and corporate citizenship.  We work across the private, nonprofit, and public sectors, bringing deep expertise and a holistic outlook. 
www.twelvewinds.org.uk  

@Twelve_Winds    

 

Partners Employment Lawyers 
We are specialists.  This means all team members all the time advise on all aspects of Employment law, managing contentious and non-contentious issues.  We value our clients and our aim is to work with you and offer creative and constructive solutions to workplace issues. 
www.partnerslaw.co.uk 
 @Hinalegal  



 

 

 


