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Could someone 
please invent safe, 

ethical and effective 
cloning now please. 
Then next HR 
Excellence Awards I can 
make it round every 
single of the fantastic 
organisations and HR 
teams in the room… 
(as well as having the 
time to make good on 
my ambition for the 
evening of making 
compère Sara Pascoe my new 
best friend. Next year, next year…)

This year’s awards, culminating in a 
glittering ceremony at the Hilton, Park Lane 
in June, were as inspiring as ever. There  
were just so many impressive winning,  
highly commended and shortlisted 
strategies showcased. 

Initiatives included large-scale change 
projects at Pegasus Airlines and Nomad 
Foods Europe, impressive D&I efforts at 
Surrey Police to increase BAME 
representation, and inspired L&D at 
Manning Gottlieg OMD, combining 
learning and wellbeing to truly embed 
H&W into the organisation’s day to day. 

Luckily for me, the judging process and 
meeting people on the night are by no 
means my only chance to hear about these 
strategies. At HR magazine, we never waste 
an opportunity to champion strategic, 
business-focused HR. So each year the 
awards shortlists become a key focus for the 
editorial team in producing inspiring, 
informative content – whether for case 
studies, profiles, columns or Q&As. 

Turn to page 11 to hear about those 
award-winning organisations we’ve covered 

over the years, 
including most 
recently HRD of the 
Year-shortlisted Alison 
Bell, HR director at 
MTR Crossrail; and 
United Learning’s Lucy 
Woodward, winner  
of HR future leader of 
the year.

We’ll no doubt be 
covering many more of 
2018’s award-winning 
strategies over the coming 
months … and just think 

how exciting it could be if it was your 
organisation and HR team, not just 
collecting a trophy on the night, but 
featuring in the hallowed pages of HR 
magazine next year...

HR professionals haven’t received the 
most flattering portrayal in the wider media 
over the past year. And understandably so 
given the profession’s collusion in some 
circles with the hushing up of sexual 
harassment scandals, and the none too 
impressive gender pay gap figures coming to 
light in April - to name but two high-profile, 
squarely HR-related issues of the day.

Yet such negative headlines couldn’t be 
further from the people approaches found 
at HR Excellence Awards-worthy employers. 
Which is why it’s so important HR magazine 
continues to celebrate HR gold.

But we can’t do this without people 
entering each year. So read on to find out 
how best to do this. And crucially, how to 
stand out from the crowd. 

Jenny Roper
Editor
HR magazine

Editor’s note

 

For more  

information about  

HREX 2019,

contact  

Sam Dewey at  

020 7501 6782 or email 

sam.dewey@
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Putting together an awards entry: 
10 top tips

1Describe the issue clearly. 
Was this a ‘nice to do’ or was 

there a genuine problem or area for 
improvement? Make sure you show how 
the piece of work fits into the overall 
business strategy. Think of your reader; 
tell the story in a lively, compelling way to 
bring it to life.

2Be commercial. Show there 
is a business benefit. Innovation 

doesn’t have to be big and expensive, but 
it should make a difference. Remember 
to include the budget. It’s hard for our 
judges to assess a strategy fully without 
knowing how much money was available. 
Entries without a cited budget often fail 
to be shortlisted for this reason alone.

3Provide all the 
information requested. If 

you miss any out it’s hard for the judges 
to compare your entry to others. Judges 
often report suspecting there was a more 
compelling, impressive strategy lurking 
just out of reach. But they can only judge 
what’s been described – even where 
they know the strategy is in reality more 
impressive and the submission doesn’t do 
it justice. Don’t rely on your success story 
being widely known within HR circles. 
To reiterate: judges can only judge what 
they’ve been given. 

4Describe the results and 
impact with data. Include 

business metrics and softer benefits. Be 
clear on the measurable outcomes, but 
remember this doesn’t mean throwing 
numbers around – just relevant ones.

5Read the criteria on which 
the award will be judged. 

And make sure your entry covers all 
of them. Perhaps include sub headings 
listing the criteria. This might make it 
easier for the judges to get the full picture.

6Show involvement right 
across the business. A real 

indicator of an impactful strategy is when 

a CEO or other business leader comments 
on the value of the work you’ve done. 
And of course comments from those 
employees whose working lives have been 
impacted by your work are always  
a strong indicator of execellence.   

7Check spelling and 
grammar. This is about 

excellence and that includes attention 
to detail. Judges won’t be inclined to 
look favourably on sloppy work. Think 
about fonts and presentation too; don’t 
let an unprofessional, difficult to read 
submission detract from some great 
content. Also, make sure you fill in the 
front page of the entry summarising the 
work; you would be surprised how many 
don’t. The judges spend hours reading 
and discussing the submissions and it 
never goes down well when it looks like 
an entrant hasn’t bothered to complete 
the forms properly. 

8Don’t be afraid to enter 
something that may not 

appear innovative. Even if it’s 
not overly innovative on the surface, is 
it something you did in a creative way? 
Context is everything.

9Make sure the entry comes 
from the HR team. We 

understand you might want to get help 
writing your entry, but ones that are 
submitted by suppliers or PR agencies 
don’t tend to do as well as those that 
come from the HR team themselves. 
Getting to the heart of the story and the 
impact the strategy had will only come to 
life if submitted by the people who made 
it happen. Agencies may polish your 
entry, but be sure it comes from the team 
who actually implemented it.

10Make sure the entry 
itself contains all the 

relevant material. Supporting 
material should be just that: to support 
your entry, but not crucial to judges’ 
understanding of it.

Frequently made mistakes 

Entering a submission in the 
wrong category. You’d be 

surprised how often we move entries 
into a category all judges agree 
makes more sense. But this won’t 
always be possible. Often the way 
the entry is written, and the details 
provided, means that although the 
judges can see it’s really an 
engagement strategy, say, rather 
than a talent management one, it 
can be hard to move successfully. So 
think and think again: is this really an 
overarching engagement strategy, or 
should it have been entered in L&D?  

Submitting self-serving ‘aren’t 
we marvellous’ entries. These 

don’t fare well with our judges. 
Remember modesty is a virtue...

Making the submission too 
long. Some categories have 20 

or more shortlisted entries so you 
want yours to be easy to read and 
understand…and memorable.  
Don’t attach reams of appendices, 
particularly where the information 
isn’t relevant.

Writing entries in textbook 
speak. Submissions that seem 

like they could have come straight 
from a management textbook won’t 
capture our judges’ imaginations 
and often confuse as to what’s 
actually been done and achieved.

Entering an initiative too soon. 
Often judges will all be in 

agreement that a HR team is doing 
some good things, but it seems the 
strategy has been entered just a year 
or two too early, i.e. before the team’s 
had chance to measure and reflect 
on results. So ask yourself if it would 
be better to wait another year to 
build up more supporting evidence.

Submitting exactly the same 
entry, word for word, in several 

categories. It’s fine to enter the same 
strategy in more than one category. 
But make sure you tailor your entries. 
Some judges will be judging both 
categories, and they will want to see 
some thought as to why each 
submission has been entered into 
each category.
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Tips from the top: 
What judges look for in  
an award-winning entry

Neil Morrison,  
HR director, Severn Trent
 The first thing that I look for is the 

relevance to the organisation, not just 
relevance to the HR team. I want to 
understand the challenges that the 

organisation faces and how the work 
helped solve that or improve the 

situation. That context is really important 
in helping compare companies with different budgets, cultures 

and maturity. For me, excellence can be well-executed 
simplicity as much as leading edge innovation; it all depends 
on the context and demonstrable results. I want to understand 

the data that supports a submission. Remember that the 
judges are experienced professionals who will be able to sniff 
out dodgy or contradictory numbers. So be really honest and 
straightforward. I also want to read a compelling narrative that 
demonstrates pride and passion and sets an example to the 

profession as a whole. A really good example was a submission 
in the technology category one year. It wasn’t the most 

cutting-edge, but it was absolutely right for the business, and 
the submission explained why and the results achieved. 

Catherine Ward, 
managing 

director, People 
Perception

 The two things that I 
look for are a 

compelling story and 
hard evidence. So for 
a compelling story, I 
need to know: why 
you needed to do 
what you did, what 

was the business context or ‘burning 
platform,’ what you did, and what was the 
outcome – critically, how was that original 
problem solved? Don’t be afraid to tell the 
story with passion and conviction – make it 
a really good, snappy, read. Get people 
who weren’t involved to read your story – 
does it capture their interest, make them 

feel engaged in the problem and its 
solution? If not, rewrite! Once you have 

told a persuasive story, we need the 
evidence and lots of it. Hard facts, 

measures and outcome data. You would 
be surprised how often this isn’t given, and 

it really is a key differentiator. 

Shakil Butt, founder,  
HR Hero for Hire

 A good entry has to start with the ‘why,’ 
identifying the business challenge to 

contextualise the circumstances. This can 
include trends in the industry as a whole and/or a 
specific issue for the organisation. This ensures it is 
actually owned by the organisation rather than 

being a stand-alone HR project. The HR/OD 
intervention or the ‘what’ needs to be clearly 

articulated, avoiding jargon, with clarity on the 
baseline, using business and people metrics. The 

‘how’ has to explain the process followed, resources available and 
obstacles overcome, being as innovative as possible. Finally, the 

impact made to the business needs to demonstrate the real added 
value – through quantative and qualitative data, including anecdotal 

quotes. A winning entry should position the HR function as a real 
gamechanger for the organisation, and a role model for best practice 

for the HR profession as a whole. 

Paula Jordan, group HR director,  
McCarthy & Stone

 For me an award-winning entry makes a real 
difference to the business, sets out clearly what was 

needed to be achieved and what was actually achieved 
– this isn’t always clear. It must be a genuine HR exercise, 
rather than a wider organisational change programme 
with an HR component (e.g. implementation of a new 

ERP system for the whole organisation). The case for why 
it’s excellent must be backed up with financial or other 

relevant metrics; it should go beyond the ordinary (unless 
the organisation is very small or starting from a very low 
base), demonstrating originality and something genuinely new rather than 
standard good practice. Presentation should be succinct and compelling, 

such that the judges do not need to delve into countless attachments to form 
a view. Data should be provided about the size of the budget and the 

number of employees covered (this was sometimes left blank for 
‘commercial’ reasons in the 2018 process). Also, beware of serial applications 

(i.e. the same presentation for multiple categories). 

Lisa Robbins,  
HR director, 
Starbucks
 A winning entry 

will demonstrate a 
passion for solving a 

business issue or 
taking advantage of 

an opportunity, 
showing clearly the 
context, business 
case, approach 

and output in terms of what impact was 
made and how that has helped deliver 
on the initial opportunity. It should show 
innovative thinking and inspire others to 
follow suit. The entry should show pride, 

professionalism and careful thought 
about how it is brought to life. Don’t be 

afraid to share testimonials, blogs, 
photos and videos from those who have 
benefited from the work. It needs to feel 

real and not just written by management. 
Finally, winning entries are written once 

there has been enough time  
to demonstrate clear,  

sustainable deliverables. 
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A drinks reception before the ceremony  
gets everyone nicely in the mood

A glittering event:  2018’s gala dinner
HR supplement  HR Excellence Awards
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The winners of the HR Excellence 
Awards 2018 were unveiled  

at  the London Hilton Park Lane

Sara Pascoe brought the house down as 
compère

Surrey Police took home our Diversity and inclusion award

My Home Move scooped Best talent  
management strategy

Editor Jenny Roper kicks off 
proceedings

Guests boogie on down to band The New Few

A glittering event:  2018’s gala dinner

Arconic won the Health and wellbeing award
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Best talent management strategy: My Home Move
The number of conveyancers in the UK remains relatively small, so My Home 
Move’s ambitious growth plans called for a widening of the talent pool from which 
it recruited. The solution was for My Home Move to ‘grow its own’ talent. The 
strategy covered three broad areas: recruitment, L&D and ‘B My Home Move’ – a 
collection of rewards, recognition and benefits. On the trainee recruitment side, 
My Home Move now works in partnership with universities to recruit law 
graduates into a six-week trainee programme. The business also created the 
NNC programme, offering home-
based working to experienced 
conveyancers across the UK. My 
Home Move has grown its 
conveyancing teams by 23% in the 
last two years, and has increased its 
direct recruitment of conveyancing 
talent by 205%. 

HR Excellence Awards 2018  Who won what – and how
Leading 
transformation 
award: Nomad 
Foods Europe
Bringing two companies 
together is never easy. But with 
a highly centralised model in 
the legacy Iglo Group business, 
and a totally decentralised one 

in Findus, the challenge was particularly great here. The aim was to create one company 
with one shared vision. This wouldn’t be easy, given the scale of 3,800 Nomad Foods 
employees working in 13 countries, 15 offices and nine factory locations. Key activity 
included widespread restructuring and reorganising, monthly newsletters and quarterly 
CEO webcasts, a culture survey, the launch of a new appraisal process, a new talent 
management framework, and the launch of the Nomad Foods People Awards. Our 
judges praised the sheer extent of the activity going on, commenting that it’s no mean 
feat to achieve such impressive change over different countries.

Best HR strategy from overseas:     
Pegasus Airlines
Turkish low-cost airline Pegasus was founded as a joint 
venture back in 1990 and started life with just two 
aircrafts. Cut to 2018 and the airline has now expanded 
to boast a fleet of 76 aircrafts flying to 36 domestic and 
72 international destinations in 40 countries. Such 
rapid growth presents challenges, however, with the 
firm outgrowing its support structures. So the 
organisation embarked on a largescale change project, 
involving the five areas of: organisational change, 
career architecture and job evaluation, talent 
management and succession planning, training and 
development, and cultural shift. Activity has included 
job architecture evaluation, a market research pay 
practices and policies, a new strategy for talent 
management and succession planning, and an 
Employee Effectiveness Survey and workshops. 

our way

 
Best youth employment  
strategy: Kier
Working Roots is a unique full-time one-year youth 
training programme that targets 16- to 18-year-old 
NEETs (not in employment, education or training) in 
North Tyneside who are at risk of social exclusion. It’s run 
by a public, private and third sector partnership between 
Kier, North Tyneside Council and Justice Prince CIC. 
Trainees are paid a weekly bursary of £50, a lunch 
bursary, and transport to and from work. It’s estimated 
the scheme generates approximately £500,000 in social 
value through reducing unemployment and crime, and 
improving the community. As such Kier is looking to roll 
it out nationally. 

Best HR 
team: Torus
Torus is a housing 
and regeneration 
group based in the 
North West of 
England. It owns and 
manages 22,000 
homes and houses 
45,000 customers, 
and is one of the 
largest developers of social housing in the region. Threats facing the business 
meant that it had to rebalance the group’s financial position. It was Torus’s 
astounding 16-strong OD team who pioneered the change process. It oversaw a 
restructure and change programme affecting 850 staff, contributed to an overall 
cost reduction of £17 million over four years, fostered a unique ‘we are one’ 
culture, and achieved IIP Gold Recognition. 

HR supplement  HR Excellence Awards
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HR Excellence Awards 2018  Who won what – and how

Most innovative  
deployment of HR technology: 
Mitchells & Butlers 
It takes a brave organisation to hold its hands up 
when things go wrong and turn this into an 
opportunity for change. But that’s exactly what 
Mitchells and Butlers have done. After an incident in 
one of its restaurants, the organisation made a 
commitment to improve learning and development, 
ensuring training is consistent across sites and 
delivered correctly. This involved the development of 
an innovative digital learning platform called 
MABLE. With MABLE, senior leaders can monitor 
progress and identify skills gaps among employees, 
learning is ‘bite-sized’, and gamification has been 
aligned to learning principles. 

Engaging employees to use the technology has 
been paramount to its success, and so MABLE was 
given a ‘sassy, older personal trainer’ persona. 

Outstanding 
employee 
engagement strategy: 
Kerry Foods 
Three years ago, employees had  
lost engagement with Kerry Foods. 
And so the Trailblazers initiative 
was launched, challenging 
employees to define the future of 
food and be part of creating new 
snacks, drinks and foods. In total, 
860 ideas were put forward. Ideas 
were shortlisted and after numerous 

stages including a four-week 
bootcamp, pitch videos, and on-site 
support to develop their ideas, this 
culminated in a Dragon’s Den style 
event broadcast to the rest of the 
business. While Kerry Foods came 
away from the initiative with two 
new products to take to market, 
more importantly it also came out 
with a re-engaged workforce. The 
judges praised the idea of 
engagement as a means of fostering 
innovation among the workforce.

Most effective 
recruitment 
strategy: MTR 
Crossrail 
When MTR won the bid to run 
the new Elizabeth line, there 
was a need to create a brand 
new business from scratch. For 
HR this meant it had just nine 
months to recruit an entirely 
new workforce to get the 
railway up and running on 
time – no easy task. But the 

task’s urgency didn’t deter the team from the opportunity to recruit a diverse 
workforce and move away from the traditional talent pool associated with the 
industry, with a drive to attract more female train drivers and a commitment to 
reach more young people in school and the unemployed. There are also 
commitments to improve BAME recruitment and retention, recruit refugees 
into sustainable employment, support homeless people into roles, and recruit 
ex-offenders. 

Most effective use of internal 
communications: The University of 
Sheffield 
The University of Sheffield understands that diversity in all 
its forms not only boosts research and teaching, but 
enhances the experience of staff and students. It was in this 
spirit that the university launched its LGBT+ allies 
programme in 2016. Sheffield launched a three-phased 
internal communications approach. The visual vibrancy 
and choice of striking marketing platforms captured the 
attention of key audiences. The results are impressive. Ally 
numbers increased from 80 at the launch to 1,300 by 
December 2017. The judges were impressed by Sheffield’s 
disruptive, imaginative use of internal communications, 
and recognised that the university is doing something 
completely new for a cause that should be at the top of 
every organisation’s agenda.
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Health and 
wellbeing 
award: Arconic
 Arconic recognises the 
serious risk shift working 
poses to both physical and 
mental health. In 2016 HR 
worked together with health 
and safety and the wellness 
team to put together a 

strategy for the next two years. Employees were screened for 
15 different health markers. The data from the health check 
roadshow demonstrated that Arconic needed to focus its 
attention particularly on body fat percentage, hydration and 
cholesterol. Since the strategy was launched, employees have 
collectively lost 138kg, 30% of people identified with ‘critical 
hypertension stage two’ blood pressure have been reduced to a 
less critical rating, sickness absence has dropped to the lowest 
levels since 2014, and employee engagement is up 5%. 

A lot has changed in the two years since Rose took the helm 
of HR at Kerry Foods. But as with all transformation success 
stories, it hasn’t been plain sailing. Far from it – with some 
tough decisions needing to be made. An example of one 
of these is Kerry’s new business ways of working, which Rose 
has played a key leadership role in. Other activity has 
included bringing recruitment in-house, launching a new 
employer brand, a Trailblazer engagement initiative, and a 
new ‘Talent Deal,’ with wellbeing and flexible working next on 
the agenda. Rose has also been instrumental in the 
development of the leadership team, challenging and 
encouraging them to be courageous and creative. 

Diversity and 
inclusion 
award: Surrey 
Police
BAME under-
representation in policing 
is an historic issue. Surrey 
Police was no exception; 
the situation reflected the 
national picture, with 

BAME representation of approximately 4% among officers. The solution at 
Surrey has been a raft of activity, led by Surrey Police’s BAME staff association 
SPACE (Surrey Police Association for Culture and Ethnicity). SPACE attended 
around 50 targeted community events including schools, colleges and 
universities and faith festivals; conducted a recruitment process review; 
implemented a BAME mentoring scheme; held a conference for 100-plus BAME 
officers and staff; and reviewed all BME leavers and exit interviews. From 
January 2017-Dec 2017 Surrey Police saw an average 8.4% BAME application 
rate, compared to zero applicants between April and December 2015. 

Best learning 
and development 
strategy: 
Manning Gottlieb 
OMD
In 2007, Manning Gottlieb 
OMD had just nine 
departments, with just 20% 

of its people working in its online department. Now it has 26 
departments and a huge proportion of its 360-person strong team 
work in digital or data. Meanwhile L&D had lost its ‘mojo’. So 2017 
saw the launch of The Gym and Spa. There are four core parts to The 
Gym: bootcamps involve intensive training in specific areas; core 
strengthening is training in the fundamentals; circuit training 
encourages everybody to experience different departments; and 
personal training is for individual learning needs. Meanwhile The 
Spa has kept wellbeing front of mind. Our judges praised this 
programme as one that cracks something HR as a whole struggles 
with: how to do wellbeing so it’s not just a bit of a bolt-on?

HR director of the year: Emma Rose, HR director, Kerry Foods

Most 
effective 
benefits 
strategy: 
LinkedIn
Rather than 
assuming to 
know what 
every employee 
wants, LinkedIn set out to empower its employees to 
choose perks that fit with the different stages of their lives. 
Perk Up is an annual perks allowance that each employee 
can spend on things that matter personally to them, 
covering wellness, child and elder care, pet care, house 
cleaning, and financial planning. Our judges were 
impressed by this multi-generational approach, especially 
noting that it’s rare for packages to offer elder or pet care. 
At 98%, take-up of the scheme speaks volumes for its 
success. As you’d expect, this is also translating into solid 
employee engagement scores. 
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The Sovini Group’s journey began in 2006, 
following the stock transfer from Sefton 
Council. One Vision Housing (OVH) – the 
founding member of The Sovini Group, led 
by CEO Roy Williams – was committed to 
be the best at everything it undertook from 
the start. Since becoming the first 
company to achieve consecutive first 
places in The Sunday Times’ 100 Best 
Companies to Work for lists in 2013 and 
2014, the organisation has consistently 
ranked among top organisations to 

work for. Led by Williams, The Sovini Group continues to 
go from strength to strength. But, as he regularly tells staff, 
none of these achievements would have been possible 
without the people behind them. 

Best CSR strategy: Microgaming 
PlayItForward serves as an outlet for social good on the Isle of Man and 
beyond, touching areas including health, charity, education and sport. One 
part of the strategy is the Microgaming Ambassadors Programme, which 
provides financial support to individuals of outstanding ability, knowledge 
or repute. Another is the Microgaming Education Bursary which helps local 
students whose financial circumstances might otherwise prevent them from 
attending or continuing at university. But perhaps one of the most 
commendable aspects of PlayItForward is that, in building a strategy that 
does good in the local community, it has engaged all employees and involved 
them in something where they can see the results first hand.

Most people-focused CEO of the year: Roy Williams 
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The University of Sheffield
The perennial complaint is HR isn’t commercial enough. But this 
accusation can’t be levelled at The University of Sheffield, with the 
team having launched an externally facing, profit-generating health 
and wellbeing consultancy Everyday Juice Limited. No surprise then 
that the team were highly commended in 2016’s Best HR team 
category, and scooped Most effective use of internal 
communications this year. November 2015 saw us profile HRD 
Andy Dodman (below), while a piece on commercialising HR in 
September 2016 explored how the team makes Everyday Juice work.

The great and good  
(and really good) of 

award-winning HR
Coverage in HR magazine of HR Excellence Award-winners over the years

hrmagazine.co.uk May 2016 HR 15 

The HR hot seat  Comment

I recently asked my four-year-old 
son what he wants to be when he 

grows up. His reply surprised me:  
‘A daddy’. ‘And what job would you 
like to do?’ I enquired. ‘I could work 
half the week,’ he said, ‘and then 
look after my child the other half.’     

Although he was holding a mirror 
to the life of his own parents I was 
terribly proud of my modern young 
man. We are seeing a shift in society 
where the desire for flexible 
working, time with family, and the 
other joys of life are no longer 
simply the preserves of women. 
However, it will take a drive from 
men who want to work more 
flexibly to change the way we as a 
society currently view part-time 
working: as low status, low paid  
and career-limiting.    

HR magazine’s recent online 
article ‘Women “hugely 
outnumbered” on boards’ reflects 
the fact that we still have a long  
way to go, with fewer than half of 
companies having increased their 
female representation over the last 
few years. Despite the achievements 
that followed the Davies review, 
female representation remains 
stubbornly low, particularly in 
executive director roles. It was 
heartening to see the NHS 
announce that it will be striving for 
half of board directors to be women 
– however, one wonders if that is 

ambitious enough in a sector that 
employs more than 75% women.

I think some of the solutions  
are simple in concept, if tricky in 
implementation. And they need to 
be nuanced to address the executive 
gender challenge, which is very 
different to the non-executive 
director challenge. 

The latter seems to be about the 
requirements boards set for non-
executive roles and how they go 
about recruiting for them. A third 
of companies still report heavy 
reliance on the personal networks of 
current board members to source 
new ones, with only 2% openly 
advertising. Therefore we should 
not be surprised that this delivers 
more of the same. I have worked 
with organisations that have been 
more open-minded on the 
requirements of candidates and 
have taken an open approach to 
sourcing them – with very clear and 
definite results, both in diversity 
and improved governance.

The executive gender challenge 
needs a different solution. It 
remains the case that long hours 
and personal sacrifice are 
requirements at executive level 
whatever the sector. And that just 
doesn’t fit with having children, no 
matter how you try and square it. 
We need a concerted effort to value 
the impact senior leaders achieve as 

opposed to the hours they work, 
and to make it ok for both men and 
women at any level to work flexibly, 
without detriment. This makes 
business sense.

Talented people also have families 
and lives and are better at work for 
it. I am fortunate enough to work 
for an organisation that recognises 
this and both business and 
individual benefit as a result. 
Companies need to grasp this as a 
business issue. After all, McKinsey’s 
research demonstrates very clearly 
that diverse boards deliver better 
business outcomes; with gender 
diverse boards outperforming 
others by 15% and ethnically 
diverse boards outperforming by 
35%. And the research found that  
in the UK gender diversity on the 
senior executive team corresponded 
to the highest performance uplift  
in the data set. Yet McKinsey also 
found women account for only 12% 
of executive team members in the 
UK. So what are we waiting for?

Business needs to seize the day 
and make the gender equality 
debate a thing of the past. As  
HR professionals we have a very 
significant role to play in making 
this happen. I look forward to the 
day my son fulfils his ambition to  
be a daddy, and I sincerely hope he 
has a fulfilling and rewarding career 
as well. HR

Solutions to gender  
inequality in business are  

simple in concept but  
tricky in implementation

Mandy Coalter is director of people at United Learning
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If the true test of a great people leader is the way they interact with the wider organisation MTR Crossrail’s HRD Alison Bell must be doing something right.
When HR magazine heads with Bell to Liverpool Street station for our photoshoot it’s intriguing to see how the station staff – with important jobs to do and a time-sensitive timetable to run –  respond to this disruption.

Instantly we are greeted warmly by station managers and fitters, laughing and joking with Bell. “What colour are you wearing on Thursday so we can match?” quips one, referring 
to the organisation’s annual 
awards, which Bell later relates  
are “the talk of the town”. (It 
brings together employees from 
every level and part of the business 
– from HQ to frontline – to 
celebrate successes.)

“I know most people and like to 
get out and about,” confirms Bell. 
“I couldn’t say I know everyone as 
we have more than 700 employees. 
But generally I know a lot of 
people and we have a bit of banter and a debate.”The “banter” continues as we return to MTR Crossrail’s HQ near Liverpool Street station and bump into a young trainee driver in the lift, who Bell knows from “having a chat over some wine”.“We do have a number of initiatives to make sure the directorate team and senior managers are visiting stations and staff and having conversations with them,” Bell says, citing the ‘adopt a station’ programme where every member of the directorate team, certain heads of departments, and senior managers have a designated station for a six-month period that they must visit at least once a month.There’s also ‘ask the leader’ sessions, and ‘depot dialogue’ where leaders go and sit in the drivers’ mess rooms to have a chat with staff. “Some drivers 

will want their own space. But some will chat away and ask you about what’s going on in head office or just general life,” says Bell.
And so it becomes quickly apparent that this is a leader for whom, and an organisation where, employee engagement goes far beyond policy and papers. Instead it’s about building genuine, non-hierarchical relationships. Which has been critical to the organisation’s meteoric rise from not existing pre-2014 to becoming the biggest infrastructure project in Europe.  

The organisation began life in July 2014 when 
Hong Kong-based transport 
operator MTR was awarded the 
contract to operate the services 
along the Elizabeth line – the 
railway that will stretch more  
than 60 miles from Reading and 
Heathrow through central London 
and across to Shenfield, Essex, and 
Abbey Wood. 

The railway will serve 40 
stations, with an estimated 200 
million passengers travelling on 
the line each year, increasing rail-based transport in the capital by 10%. The line will be formally launched in December this year, before construction is completed and full service introduced by December 2019, requiring a carefully-orchestrated staged opening. 

Bell joined in August 2014, one month after the contract was won. “Nothing existed – we didn’t even have a company name, we didn’t have a head office, no systems, no processes, no people, nothing,” she muses. “We were starting a company completely from scratch.”
Bell was brought over on secondment from LOROL (London Overground Rail Operations Limited). She explains that the workforce at that time was made up solely of managing director Steve Murphy (who Bell worked with at LOROL), the  

RACHEL SHARP discovers how a strong emphasis on engagement, employee voice and diversity has helped make MTR Crossrail a transport giant in just four years

On the  
right track

 
Everyone thinks 

anything to do with 
people and process 

is our responsibility. 
But we couldn’t  

and won’t take on  
all of that 
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MTR Crossrail
MTR Crossrail began life in July 2014 when transport operator MTR 
was awarded the contract to operate the services along the Elizabeth 
line – the railway that will stretch more than 60 miles from Reading 
and Heathrow through central London and across to Shenfield, Essex, 
and Abbey Wood. So it has experienced a meteoric rise from not 
existing pre-2014 to becoming the biggest infrastructure project in 
Europe – no small HR challenge for HRD Alison Bell, who was tasked 
with recruiting all 700 employees now working on the project. The 
organisation made a worthy winner, then, of 2018’s Most effective 
recruitment strategy award, and Bell a worthy contender for HRD of 
the year. We profiled Bell in the August issue of HR magazine this year.

The United Learning 
Trust
The United Learning Trust 
has been a staple on our 
award winners list for several 
years – with Lindsay 
Batchford winning HR 
Practitioner of the Year in 
2015 for her role in 
supporting the growth of the 
organisation – and the team 
winning our Outstanding 
employee engagement 

strategy in 2016. This year director of people Mandy 
Coalter was shortlisted for HRD of the year award, and 
employee wellbeing and retention manager Lucy 
Woodward won HR future leader of the year. In our 
February issue this year Coalter offered her take on the 
importance of flexible working in the schools sector.

NEA
UK organisations are certainly not alone in facing an aging workforce 
challenge. And so why not look to other countries for HR strategy 
inspiration? Winner of Best HR strategy overseas 2015, Singapore’s 
National Environment Agency (NEA), is one organisation –through its re-
employment scheme and tech training for older generations for example – 
making great strides here. So HR magazine caught up with them when they 
came to the UK to attend the 2015 awards to get the inside track.
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All pieces can be found at 
hrmagazine.co.uk

CEO of Year
 
“I wanted to be proud of what I did, it was 
that simple.” So says Craig Donaldson, 
CEO of Metro Bank of why he left a career 
in traditional banking in 2009 to launch and 
head up this new challenger bank. Now 
Donaldson is immensely proud of the 
organisation he’s created – not least 
because his inclusive, energetic and 
always-open leadership style scooped him 
our Most people-focused CEO of the year 
plaudit in 2017. In our October 2017 issue 
we caught up with Donaldson to find out 
more about the secrets of his success. 

Edge Hill University
Edge Hill was voted University of the Year in 
2015 in recognition of continued investment 
in the campus environment, outstanding 
student experience feedback, and a growing 
reputation for quality. Last year the university 
built on this with an HR Excellence Health & 
Wellbeing Award win. Our October 2017 
magazine case study took an in-depth look at 
all the elements that have made the 
university’s strategy such a success. 

Financial Services 
Compensation Scheme
When David Blackburn first joined 
FSCS as head of people in March 
2013, he found an organisation 
highly resistant to change, with the 
HR department stuck in a 
transactional rut. Fast forward three 
years and it’s a much more lively, 
agile and engaged place to be, making 
the HR department a worthy winner 
of our Best HR team award in 2016, 
and a fascinating case study in the 
November 2016 magazine.

Lucy Woodward
HR magazine is highly 
passionate about 
championing up and coming 
members of the HR profession. 
Every month we profile a 
future leader of the industry to 
discover the long-term trends 
they’re planning to tackle in 
the years ahead. Winner of 
2018’s HR future leader of the 
year category Lucy Woodward 
was profiled in our August 
2018 issue – the perfect 
opportunity to celebrate  
this rising HR star.

Future leader

HR  magazine speaks to the future leaders of the 
industry to discover the long-term trends 

they are planning to tackle in the years ahead
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HR future leader  Personal development

In our series of personal development   columns, we ask 
         careers and coaching experts for   their advice for 
            HR directors on getting ahead in   2018 and beyond

Attributes  that will 
 help you at  the top

the dream isn’t always straightforward. When British-
Asian comedian Sanjeev Bhaskar told his mother he 
wanted to become an actor she responded: “Son, 
we pronounce that doctor”.
Family: It’s a commonplace view, but much career 
success is rooted in strong family bonds. Families 
don’t have to be conventional, but a supportive 
partner and emotionally-stable family life from an 
early age anchors long-term ambition and creates 
resilience against failure. Too much ‘grit’ is wasted 
on divorce and familial bitterness.
Tolerance for the mundane: As an HR director 
you’d like to think you’ve been hired because 
the company wants ‘the best brains’. It doesn’t. 
Companies do want leaders with above-
average intelligence, common sense, reliability, 
competence, and so on. But much of your work will 
still be dull and repetitive. It will, however, help you 
gain what’s known as ‘experience’.
Physical fi tness: It ’s not unusual to discover your 
CEO once enjoyed success on the sports fi eld. Even 
for those less fl eet of foot, the gym has become 
an essential feature of working life. There’s a reason 
for this. Flying around the world to manage remote 
offi ces requires an athlete’s stamina. It also helps 
prevent illnesses that can undermine the most 
determined high fl ier. 
An ethical perspective: It sometimes seems only 
psychopaths make it to the top. But the absence 
of ethics often presages a far more dramatic fall. 
When no-one can call the leader to account, and 
the company’s conduct is ambiguous, everything 
depends on the leader’s own sense of right and 
wrong. As an HR leader you need to represent the 
moral dimension of the organisation.

Paul Lewis is editorial director of the 
Financial Times | IE Business School 
Corporate Learning Alliance

What are your main 
concerns in HR 
today?
Productivity. We are one 
of the least productive 
countries in the EU. 
Creating stimulating 
experiences at work, and 
finding innovative ways 
to engage employees, is a 
continuous challenge for 
people teams today. 

I think in the longer 
term one of the ways 
employers will seek to 
answer this problem 
will be to open up 
more opportunities for 
flexible working. This is 
still considered against 
the norm in many 
organisations. We have a 
long way to go in getting this right, and 
making sure it does improve productivity, 
but I am hopeful we will see a positive 
shift in the coming years. 
 
What will become more 
important for HR over the next 
five years?
Technology will continue to drive 
significant change for HR and 
employment practices. Whether that is in 
terms of software to support recruitment, 
employee engagement or workforce 
planning, or in the increasingly diverse 
channels of virtual communication, 
it is important we keep abreast of 
developments. We need to support 
companies in embracing new digital 
cultures. The most important part of 
this will be making sure we understand 
and maximise the potential benefits new 
technologies can bring – not only in 
growing our skills as individuals but in 
the evolution of the profession as a whole.

What subjects 
will HR still be 
tackling when 
you retire?
I would hope that 
everyone with 
management 
responsibility receives 
sufficient training. 
But, though we know 
the impact of poor 
line management, 
in many cases 
companies still 
fail to invest in 
proper training. 

Management is 
also not something 
that comes naturally 
to everyone and 
shouldn’t be the only 
way for employees 

to progress. Until companies feel brave 
enough to remove traditional hierarchical 
structures I worry that we will continue 
to see unsuitable people in positions of 
significant responsibility. 
 
What do you plan to do to change 
HR for the better?
I like to think if you work hard, take 
risks, and continuously look to improve 
you always have the power to make 
a difference. The best part of my job 
is supporting school leaders to create 
positive working environments where 
staff feel valued and supported. This is 
proof to the rest of the workforce that HR 
is a department that genuinely cares. 

I want to continue promoting employee 
wellbeing as a key priority, address the 
barriers to flexible working, and support 
the creation of stronger more diverse 
workforces. I am always ambitious for 
the future of HR because I know we can 
make a huge difference to any company. HR

HR future leader 
                  of the month

Name: Lucy Woodward
Job title: Employee 

wellbeing and 
retention manager

Organisation: 
United Learning

What are your main 

Productivity. We are one 

experiences at work, and 
finding innovative ways 
to engage employees, is a 
continuous challenge for 

Lucy Woodward

048_HR_0818_Resources.indd   49 26/07/2018   12:17

HR Excellence Awards  HR supplement

hrmagazine.co.uk 2019 HR 13 



HR director of the year winners

Karen Beaven
During her time at River Island, former HRD Karen Beaven 
led a significant transformation programme for the HR 
function, giving it the full backing of the CEO and senior 
leadership team. In 2014 Beaven, who is now founder of 
The HR Entrepreneurs Network, developed an idea for a 
commercial venture: River Island Style Studio. Beavan won 
HR director of the year 2015, and River Island scooped Best 
HR team: Private sector, Most effective recruitment strategy 
and the Gold award that year. Post-win, Beavan shared 
details of Style Studio, and discussed HR’s role in spotting 
commercial opportunities and proactive recruitment in a 
tough retail climate.

Kathryn Austin
In 2010, when Kathryn Austin joined, Pizza Hut hadn’t had a 
profitable year since 2006. It’s a very different story now. “It’s 
great to see an HR person responsible for another area of 
the business and make a demonstrable contribution to 
business success,” was one HR peer’s comment in voting for 
Austin to win HR director of the year 2016, which she 
scooped. Another described her as “an exemplar for HR”. In 
the profile piece in the May 2016 edition of the magazine, 
she shared insight on empowering leaders, Pizza Hut’s 
hospitality business management degree, and her dual  
HR/marketing role.

Eugenio Pirri
The Dorchester Collection has been a regular on 
our winners lists over the years (scooping four 
awards in 2014 and HR young talent of the year 
and Best talent management startegy in 2015). The 
organisation is also a regular in terms of magazine 
appearances. In this profile from August 2014, HR 
director of the year 2014 winner Eugenio Pirri spoke 
on his rise to the top in hospitality, and on the close 
alignment of Dorchester’s people and customer 
satisfaction strategies.

Fiona Evans 
When she joined in 2014, Fiona Evans saw the opportunity to 
make HR at the Zoological Society of London (ZSL) much more 
strategic and contribute more strongly to the organisation’s 
critical overriding purpose. Winning plaudits from both 
employees and the senior team at ZSL, Evans has overseen 
the HR department’s evolution since then, as it’s expanded far 
beyond limited operational activities. “[Evans] is honest, fair 
and trustworthy, and I have had personal experience of her 
fantastic ability to mediate and resolve difficult situations with 
a firm fairness,” reported one employee in voting for her to 
win 2017’s award. We took a fascinating walk on the wild side 
to find out more for our September 2017 issue.
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Frequently  
asked questions...

What is the deadline to submit an entry 
to the HR Excellence Awards 2019?
You must submit your entry/entries by Monday 11 
March 2019.

How much does it cost to enter?
If you enter before 18 January 2019 you can enter at 
a discounted rate.
For private companies, it costs £350 (increasing to 
£385 after the 19 January).
For public and not-for-profit companies, it costs 
£175 (increasing to £195 after the 19 January). For 
private companies entering more than one award, 
each subsequent entry costs £195.

How many entries may I submit?
There is no limit on the number of entries you may 
submit. However, you should avoid duplicating 
entries across multiple categories, tailoring the 
entry specifically to the criteria of the category you 
are entering. This year we’ve added a new People-
focused workplace design category, and have 
widened the benefits category so that reward and 
recognition strategies can also be entered.

May I submit on behalf of a client?
Yes, although their permission must be obtained 
and evidence of this shown. You will be asked to 
provide contact details of a senior person at the 
organisation. We may or may not contact this 
person. Entries which do well are ones which get to 
the heart of the story and demonstrate the impact 
the strategy has had. If you are a supplier and 
entering on behalf of a client, please ensure that the 
entry is written from the perspective of the HR 
team of the client and get as much involvement 
from them as possible.  

Can I enter if I am an international 
company?
International companies can enter the ‘Best HR 
strategy overseas’ AND ‘Most innovative 
deployment of HR technology’. International 
companies who have a presence in the UK (i.e. have 
offices in or do a lot of business in), are able to 
enter any category.

What is the difference 
between the entry document 
and supporting material?
The main component of your entry 
is the entry document. All key 
information listed in the criteria for 
the category needs to be in the entry 
document and not in the supporting 
material. Supporting material is 
optional and may be submitted in 
addition to the entry document. It 
should be used to illustrate/
demonstrate what is in the entry 
document. Supporting material may 
include, but is not limited to: 
photographs, testimonials, graphs/
data, videos (please send USB stick), 
hard copies of any printed material 
(e.g. brochures). While supporting 
material is important and helpful  
to the judges, we ask that you  
keep these documents to a  
reasonable amount.

What happens after I have 
submitted my entries?
Once you have submitted your 
entries they will be processed by the 
awards team, ready for judging. 
Judging takes place in April and we 
will announce the shortlist in the 
week commencing 15 April 2019.

When are the winners 
announced?
The winners are announced at the 
ceremony on Tuesday 2 July in 
London. Please keep this date free in 
your diary.

Who are the judges?
The HR Excellence Awards 2019 will 
be judged by a panel made up of 
some of the UK’s top HR directors 
and former HR directors from 
leading organisations.

If your question is not answered here, please get in touch with the awards 
team on +442075016782 or visit www.hrexcellenceawards.com
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