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This comprehensive study benchmarks a new survey  
of over 600 organisations – representing all sectors,  
sizes and locations – against research completed in 
Spring 1992, in the depths of the last UK recession. 

The results are fascinating. They reveal that a  
sea-change has taken place. Yes, employers across  
the country are making recession-fuelled redundancies, 
but today this is only one part of their response. 
Organisations from Corus to KPMG are dramatically 
flexing worker terms and conditions, including benefits, 
hours and pay, thereby reducing costs while retaining 
staff. In 1992 a culture of partnership between workers 
and bosses was the exception. Now, a spirit of 
informed co-operation is widespread and this has 
enabled a far more flexible response to this downturn. 
This bodes well for a swift resurgence when the  
upturn comes. 

Our study reveals just how much this recession  
has strengthened the role of HR professionals, 
accelerating their move to the strategic centre  
of organisations as they implement and lead their 
employers’ responses to the downturn. Yet in spite  

of this, a key finding of this research is the prediction 
that skills shortages will be an even greater threat to 
recovery this time than in the aftermath of 1992.

Employers tell us that as soon as the upturn comes 
they will recruit to replace the staff that they have cut. 
This applies to all roles, across all levels. However, 
skilled staff are the only category where things are 
noticeably different. Organisations plan to recruit 
considerably more skilled staff once recovery begins 
than they have cut in the downturn.

This suggests that the UK’s recovery faces a very  
real threat from growing skills shortages. The problem 
will become even more acute as post-recession Britain 
moves further towards becoming a high-skill economy. 
This issue demands attention from both business and 
government, as it will not resolve itself. A key national 
priority must be to re-tool and re-skill the workforce, to 
keep Britain working.

James Reed  
Chairman, Reed  
Founder, Keep Britain Working 

How have UK organisations and the people they employ responded to  
two different UK recessions almost two decades apart? What can we 
predict about the future as we learn from today’s employers about the  
new challenges and opportunities people face?

Meeting the people challenge

1. Introduction
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• �Redundancies have impacted across all regions, sizes and sectors of organisations. Overall the same percentage 
of employers – 44% – have cut staff today as in the last recession analysed in our 1992 benchmark study. 
However this report reveals that there has been a fundamental shift in employer strategy and staff relationships 
between the early 1990s recession and now.

• �In 1992 employers aggressively “cut out the dead wood” and dismantled hierarchies, removing entire layers of 
management never to be replaced. 27% made managers redundant and only 11% planned to recruit managers 
when the upturn came. Rigid role demarcations and expectations of a “job for life” broke down and the shape 
and structure of Britain’s workforce changed.

•	� In contrast, organisations in 2009 appear leaner and fitter than two decades ago. Staff cuts have been broadly 
equal in their effect across different levels of personnel, with less fat to cut than before. Underlying staffing 
structures are relatively unaffected as a result.

• Legislative changes since 1992 have had a positive impact on preventing age related discrimination.  
	 However, it appears that ageism is perceived by HR Professionals to still be prevalent in some organisations,  
	 with the threatened group changing from the ‘over 50’s’ in 1992 to those aged 18 to 24 years in this recession.

• �It is the attitudes and emotions of people in work that have most changed, rather than corporate structures.  
The relationship between staff and management is more intelligent, informed and collaborative than in the past. 
Employers appreciate that people are central to their success and have made this the basis of their strategic  
response to this recession.

• �In 2009 employers have taken care to explain and manage necessary job losses. They have focused on retaining 
staff, while making efficiency savings through changing working terms and conditions. Staff have accepted cuts 
in hours, benefits and pay in an unprecedented way.

• �Nearly one in three employers (29%) have increased investment in internal communications and training  
in response to today’s recession. A more involved staff have delivered a new and widespread spirit of  
co-operation. This has enabled their employers’ flexible response to this recession, which bodes well for  
a swift initial recovery once the upturn comes.

• �HR professionals and departments have grown in stature during this recession. They have been least hit of  
all departments, with staff decreasing in only one in six HR Departments compared to nearly one in three 
Administration and Operations functions. HR specialists have both led and implemented the UK’s new,  
flexible staffing response. 

• �Re-emerging skills shortages are predicted to be an even bigger threat to the longer term recovery of the 
economy than they were after 1992. More employers plan to recruit skilled staff when the recession lifts than 
have let them go. While one in five employers (24%) have cut skilled staff, more than one in three (34%) plan  
to recruit specialists once the upturn comes.

• �The critical issue of re-emerging skills shortages and the threat they pose to the upturn must be addressed. It is very 
concerning that this should be occurring at a time when unemployment is high and rising. To keep Britain working  
both business and government need to make re-tooling and re-skilling the workforce a key national priority.

2. Headline findings
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This is in spite of the fact that an identical percentage  
of organisations in both the 2009 and 1992 studies  
– 44% – said they had made redundancies as a  
direct response to the downturn. Where organisations  
in early 1992 felt compelled to radically re-engineer 
their staffing structures, in 2009 something else  
is happening.

In 1992 over 67% of organisations indicated  
that staffing structures had been changed by the 
recession. Managers were particularly hard hit  
by redundancies and were predicted to be least  
in demand in the upturn, as companies de-layered 
across the board. The multi-layered, hierarchical 
organisation was replaced by something much  
flatter and therefore more flexible. Redundancies 
seemed to be imposed with what often sounded  
like brutal relish. They were characterised by phrases 
such as “stripping out the dead wood” or “cutting out 
anyone over the age of 50”, heralding the end of the  
“job for life”.

Two decades ago 40% of employers identified  
their most successful recession-driven change  
as “increasing central controls”. In contrast only  
20% encouraged greater employee co-operation.  
This smaller group actively introduced higher  
levels of internal communications and staff training,  
multi-skilling workers to perform across previously 
rigidly demarcated roles. While it was feared at the 
time that mass redundancies would jeopardise  
what was known as the “psychological contract”,  
in retrospect the actions of this smaller group sowed 
the seeds of a new relationship between staff and 
managers which the best organisations appear to  
have built upon ever since. 

In 2009, in contrast to 1992, redundancies have hit 
across the board, but have not changed the shape  
or staffing structure of organisations. In 1992 67% said 
a fundamental shift in staffing patterns occurred, today 
people are split 50/50. This report shows a different 
process is occurring, involving a more fundamental 
shift in attitudes amongst employers and workers. 

From the very beginning of this research it is clear that today’s  
employers are responding very differently to recessionary pressures  
than those of 1992.

3. �Impact of job cuts 

How have staff numbers changed in your  
organisation since the downturn began?

44% 36% 20%

Decreased No Change Increased

Has the recession changed staffing patterns in  
your organisation?

51%

49%

Yes

No
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3.1 Impact by sector

A striking feature of these figures is how this  
recession has affected sectors in different ways.

Survey respondents in 2009 reveal that staff cuts  
have been greatest in Manufacturing, where 66%  
of companies have reduced staff numbers.  
Business Services have been next most heavily 
affected, with 57% cutting staff, ahead of sectors 
often thought more vulnerable to recession, 
Distribution, and Marketing and Sales. 

Meanwhile, although just over two in five HR and 
Recruitment companies have cut staff, nearly one in 
four have actually increased staff numbers. Demand 
for services from organisations that respond to 
employment change appears to be holding up in the 
face of widespread redundancies elsewhere.

The situation is similar within the Financial  
Services sector, which has fared relatively well  
in spite of being at the very heart of the initial financial 
crisis. Furthermore, one in four financial services 
organisations – 27% – have recruited extra people  
to cope with changing needs at this time of  
dramatic change. 

The charity and voluntary sector is less hard-hit, 
although in the current climate this still means that  
more than one in four – 28% – have cut staff. Despite  
a high profile drop in private donations, the need to 

respond to growing domestic demand for their services 
alongside some extra government help has perhaps 
allowed them to stave off deeper staff cuts at this stage.

Least of all affected at the moment is the Public Sector, 
with only 17% of respondent organisations cutting 
back. However with all political parties predicting  
that steep public service budget reductions will be 
introduced after the next election, this looks like the 
area most likely to suffer delayed staff reductions over 
the next year or so.

The most unexpected and interesting trend  
to be revealed by this section of the report,  
is how relatively unscathed the IT and Telecoms  
sector is. Although 19% of organisations have made 
staff cuts, more than one in three – 35% – have 
increased staff numbers, more than in any other 
sector. This demonstrates just how much of a  
sea-change there has been in the last 18 years.  
In 1992 the internet and e-mail connectivity had 
literally no part to play in the UK economy. In contrast 
organisations in 2009 have been transformed by 
technology at every level. It seems that in this context, 
continued investment in IT and communications 
support is seen as an integral part of business  
strategy and that IT is not viewed as a burden on  
hard-pressed budgets.
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How have staff numbers changed in your organisation since the downturn began?
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13%

57%

30%

14%

28%

58%

15%

55%

30%

27%

40%

33%

24%

43%

32%

35%

19%

46%

17%

66%

16%

23%

17%

60%

20%

46%

34%

Increased
No Change
Decreased
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The UK’s largest organisations (those with 2,500  
staff or more) have been hardest hit by staff cuts  
with more than half (54%) cutting back compared  
to a third of the smallest organisations, those with 
fewer than 25 staff. However, what is very striking is 
that cut-backs have hit all sizes of organisation.  
This contrasts with the 1990s recession. In 1992  
the bigger an organisation was the much more likely 
it was to make cuts. 60% of organisations with over 
1,000 staff made redundancies compared with  
40% of organisations with fewer than 100 staff.

The breakdown of staff cuts by region shows how 
uniformly the recession has hit staff numbers across 
the UK. Only Scotland stands out as significantly less 
badly hit, with staff cuts recorded in only one in five 
companies, compared to the 44% national average. 
Interestingly Greater London shares equal billing with 
the industrial North East and Yorkshire in recording the 
highest level of cuts at 54%.

3.2 �Impact by size and regional location

IncreasedNo ChangeDecreased

How have staff numbers changed in your organisation since the downturn began?

Number of  
Employees

0-25

26-50

51-100

101-500

501-2500

over 2500

Average

New recruitment is taking place alongside cuts

Active recruitment of new staff is occurring, alongside 
cut-backs, with more than one in five organisations 
across the country saying they are taking on new 
staff. Perhaps surprisingly, this fresh recruitment is 
lowest in London, yet new staff are still being actively 
taken on by 15% of London companies. Levels of 
new recruitment are highest of all in the Midlands 

and East Anglia, where nearly one in four organisations, 
24%, are actively taking on staff at the moment. 
Clearly, while the recession has hit hard, there is still  
a lot of dynamism and pockets of growth across the 
economy, with the result that companies still need  
to work hard to retain their existing staff and to attract 
new talent.

20%

22%

17%

20%

24%

16%

20%

Increased
No Change
Decreased

33%

49%

43%

45%

38%

54%

44%

46%

29%

40%

35%

38%

30%

36%
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3.3 Ageism has a new face

Two decades ago, there was no legislation against 
ageism in the workforce. Comments given in the 1992 
survey were overtly ageist, and indeed appeared to 
relish the fact that age criteria could be directly applied 
when deciding on redundancies. HR professionals had 
no qualms about stating that their most effective 
response to the recession was “stripping out the over 
50s”, for instance.

Legislation now makes such a response illegal. 
However, in a question carefully framed to allow  
HR professionals to estimate age-related impacts  
in other organisations, not their own, ageism is still 
judged to be affecting the workplace. 

Unlike the last recession, young people are seen as  
the most at risk. 17% of those surveyed believed that 
those aged 18 to 24 are most likely to suffer redundancy, 
compared to 15% who cited those aged 55 to 64 as 
most vulnerable. Interestingly those sectors suffering 
least from staff cut-backs at the moment, the voluntary 
and public sectors, were perceived as most likely to 
target the over 55s for cuts.

In contrast little gender bias was predicted.  
Overall, 6% believed men are most vulnerable 
compared to 5% who felt women would be first in line 
for cuts, while 89% believed there was no difference.

As an HR professional aware of potential changes in other organisations (not your own),  
which categories of staff do you think are most likely to suffer redundancy as a result of the downturn?

Under 18

18-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55-64

65+

No difference

12%

8%

7%

16%

17%

5%

15%

65%

6%

89%

5%

Male

Female

No difference

Increased
No Change
Decreased
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4. Evaluating business functions

Have staffing numbers changed in different business areas today?

Business Functions                  Decrease No change Increase

Administration

Operations

Other

Sales & Marketing

Finance

IT

HR

61% 9%

64% 10%

70% 9%

68% 12%

74% 6%

30%

26%

21%

20%

20%

76% 6%

77% 8%

18%

15%

Staff cuts have extended across every department within organisations. 

Increased
No Change
Decreased

The survey reveals that no department has been safe 
from redundancies, with even the least affected 
departments being cut in 15% of all organisations.

Operations, the very core of business, has been hard hit 
in this recession with a decrease of 26%. Administrative 
staff have been cut back even further, by 30%. 

The pattern of cut-backs is similar to the impact  
two decades ago, when administrative staff  
were cut back in a similar 31% of organisations.  
Overall, some differences between now and  
1992 do emerge, and these are worth examining.
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Sales and Marketing still recruiting

While sales and marketing have been cut marginally 
less than two decades ago (in one in five companies, 
compared to 22% two decades ago), they are also 
seeing the highest levels of new recruitment. 
Recessions create new sales opportunities, as well  
as threats, and clearly many organisations are actively 
countering the effects of the downturn by investing 
more in this area of their business.

Finance faring relatively well

Finance departments in particular have fared better in 
this recession than two decades ago. They have been 
cut back in only one in five companies, compared to 
more than one in four in 1992 (26%). This presumably 
reflects the fact that the modern computerised finance 
department is more efficient than in the past and so  
is less vulnerable to cuts, while the need for stronger 
financial controls in a downturn keeps demand for their 
services high.

IT departments in demand

Alongside the IT sector, in-house IT departments  
have been surprisingly able to resist deep cuts during 
today’s recession, reducing staff numbers in only  
18% of companies. Up to date IT systems are seen  
as vital to increasing efficiency within organisations. 
This is particularly striking for a department which did 
not even merit analysis in its own right in 1992.

HR proves its worth

The most noteworthy finding is that the HR function  
has survived even more robustly than in 1992,  
which was arguably when this function really made  
its mark.

Only 15% of organisations have made any cuts in  
the HR function in 2009, making it the one department 
in the whole organisation that has been least reduced 
in this recession. 

This effect is even more apparent than in 1992,  
when “Personnel” (as this department was called then) 
was the least cut back of all the business functions 
analysed, but still reduced in 17% of organisations.

This downturn finds an HR function which has  
made excellent use of the intervening two decades. 
Supported by advances in IT and fortified by the  
need to respond to ever-increasing levels of 
employment legislation, HR Departments have more 
than proved their worth. The report shows that HR has 
truly established itself as a business partner at the very 
heart of organisational strategy.
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5. Organisation structure

This even impact of cuts is particularly striking when 
analysed against the very different pattern thrown up 
by the recession of the early 1990s, at a time when 
the shape of organisations was undergoing quite 
drastic change.

In both surveys, respondents were asked what staff  
categories they had cut to date, and then asked 
which categories they would anticipate recruiting 
back in as soon as the upturn occurred.

Job losses have hit levels of staff across the board in this recession,  
from support staff to managers.

47%

32%

31%

27%

20%

39%

23%

18%

11%

33%

Temporary

Recession Cuts

Upturn recruits

Support staff

Less skilled

Managers

Fully skilled

1992

30%

33%

27%

24%

24%

27%

33%

25%

23%

34%

2009

Staff Cuts and Predicted Returning Demand on the Upturn 1992-2009 comparison
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While temporary staff have been hard hit by both 
recessions, cuts were far deeper in 1992 than in 2009, 
when nearly half all S reined back on temporary staff, 
compared to less than a third today. Taking on 
temporaries gives organisations the  
flexibility to respond quickly to economic change  
by increasing or reducing numbers at speed, so it is  
to be expected that temporaries will be first in line 
when hard times hit. However, today’s multi-skilled, 
computer-literate temporaries and specialist interim 
professionals, employed in greater numbers across  
a wider range of roles than before, have retained their 
value and their posts far more than in the past.

Business practice has changed and many 
organisations now use temporary and flexible workers 
in a strategic way. This may indicate an increased use 
of temporary workers in the early stages of the upturn, 
who then go onto permanent roles. It may also herald  
a more fundamental shift towards a freelance economy.

Among permanent employees, support staff have been 
first in line for cuts in both recessions. Interestingly the 
percentage of organisations cutting at this level is 

almost identical across the decades, with one in three 
reducing numbers at this level. Today all kinds of staff 
are expected to be computer literate and have the 
technical skills to take on their own administration  
if necessary. Clearly organisations have found it 
cost-effective to cut back amongst support staff. 
However in 2009 the added value offered by support 
staff has been proven, with organisations seeking to 
recruit to replace every one they lose as soon as the 
upturn comes. In comparison, in the early 1990s, 
fewer companies planned to recruit support staff 
when the economy recovered.

In 1992, 31% of organisations cut unskilled staff, 
similar to the proportion who have cut unskilled staff 
in 2009. However, back in the 1990s only 18% of 
organisations anticipated recruiting less skilled staff 
once the upturn began. There may be fewer unskilled 
staff in today’s organisations than in the past. 
However although they have been cut back in 2009’s 
downturn, the same proportion of employers plan to 
recruit them as let them go.

The contrast between the response to this recession 
and to the one two decades ago is most stark when 
looking at how managers have been treated. 

Back in the early 1990s large corporations such as  
BT and Shell led the way in stripping out whole layers  
of middle management, determined never to reinstate  
them. The traditional hierarchical pattern of many UK 
companies was transformed to a far flatter structure. 
The 1992 survey demonstrated how deep this effect 
was, with organisations making it clear that while 27% 
had cut management numbers, only 11% – the lowest 
level for all staffing categories – planned to recruit 
managers back once the upturn came.

In 2009, prospects for managers are very different.  
While vulnerable to cuts – with 24% of organisations 
making management redundancies – they will be 
recruited back as soon as the upturn comes in almost 
the same numbers.

No longer are UK companies burdened with  
multiple layers of “job for life” general managers 
whose main role was often checking up on each 
others’ work. Organisations are leaner and fitter. 
Managers make up a lower percentage of total  
staff numbers. The role itself has proved its worth 
today. Modern managers are empowered by their 
instant access to on-line information to take the  
clear strategic decisions required. What is more,  
the modern manager is rarely a generalist, and  
usually continues to exercise their professional  
skill or specialisation to deepen their contribution  
to the business further.

5.1 �Today’s managers  
have proved their worth
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A full 34% of organisations – more than one in three  
– stated that as soon as the upturn returns they will 
want to recruit additional skilled staff. With only 24% 
reducing skilled staff at the moment, this means an 
additional one in ten organisations will be in the market 
for new skills. Clearly the post-recession UK organisation 
will be even more highly skills-led than before.

Two decades ago, skilled staff were also least cut of all 
categories (amongst one in five organisations), and in 
demand most in the upturn (amongst one in three).

However in 1992 the increased demand for skilled  
staff was set against reduced demand for every other 
type of permanent staff.

Now employers are seeking replacement or  
near-replacement recruits for every category of staff  
as the upturn starts, but still plan to recruit extra  
skilled staff on top of their current levels.

6. �Accelerating demand  
for fully-skilled staff

Fully skilled staff in 2009 have been least cut of any level, reduced in 24% 
of organisations. However what is most striking against this background is 
that they will be in the greatest demand when the upturn comes.  

6.1 �Even greater skills shortages loom

The increased demand in skilled staff predicted in our 
1992 survey did indeed occur, accelerated by new 
technology and the explosive impact of the internet  
in a way which could never have been anticipated. 

Yet it is even more true today than in the past that  
technology does not create a successful organisation  
on its own. Attracting and retaining the right people  
is acknowledged as being more important, not less.  
Organisations have recognised this, as we see in the 
next section, working far harder than ever before to 
save money by changing working conditions to retain 
skilled workers where they can.

However, come the upturn, companies anticipate 
taking on many more skilled workers than they  
need to replace those they lost. How the UK economy 
moves towards this highly-evolved, skill-based  
workforce needs to be addressed.

Skills shortages can be expected to open up quickly 
and organisations need to ensure they can win the war 
for talent which will inevitably break out.

The effect is evident across all regions. Areas which 
have seen some of the greatest staff cut-backs,  
such as Greater London, the South West and Wales,  
the Midlands, East Anglia and the North East and 
Yorkshire, lead the way in anticipating the greatest 
demand for new skilled staff as the recession lifts.
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Respondents were asked to say what they think has been their most  
effective response to this recession. They said:

7. �Effective responses  
to recession

“	Offering unpaid leave, sabbaticals  
	 and additional unpaid holidays”

“	Reduced working hours to retain  
	 skilled staff”

“	Reduced headcounts and  
	 postponed benefits” 

“	Reduced number of managers, but making  
	 sure those who remain are kept updated on 
	 current situations” 

“	Voluntary redundancies gave employees  
	 time to plan, with up to 5 months notice”

“	We have reduced head count  
	 and also reduced salaries by 10%,  
	 but this has saved the business and  
	will in turn enable it to grow when the 
	market picks up”

“Introduction of annualised hours allowing  
	 us to work hours as needed and not to 
	 lose hours when work levels are low” 

“	The biggest effect has been the drop back 
	 from continuous shift pattern to a 4-shift  
	 process – this has reduced payroll”

“	Working a reduced week to keep skills  
	 on site and not to lose them”

“	We have implemented an extended  
	 probation period from 3 to 6 months,  
	 and given additional training and  
	 development to staff to help them develop  
	 in key areas and feel more valued so they  
	 decide not to leave”

“	Communicated finance issues to  
	 staff – increased the information that  
	 is shared with employees and giving  
	 figures and detailed accounts” 

“	Greater internal communication  
	 – providing staff with current  
	 and future financial results,  
	 plus “what if” scenarios”

“	Multi-training staff in all areas to be able  
	 to be competent in various departments  
	 if the need arises” 

“	Staff turnover has decreased within the  
	 company, so training has been instrumental  
	 in keeping hold of the good eggs”
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7.1 �Responding with imagination

Organisations have prioritised key areas for new 
investment as a direct response to meeting the 
challenges of the downturn. Nearly a third,  
29%, have increased both internal communications 
and staff training, while nearly one in four, 23%,  
have increased flexible working options for their 
employees. This pro-active approach has clearly paid 
off in building the largely positive staff relationships 
that have been characteristic of this recession. 

More than one in five organisations have increased 
their investment in new products, both actively 
preparing to make the most of the opportunities that 
this recession will bring and making sure they are 
ready for the upturn. Similarly 18% are growing 
development and research.

Interestingly one in ten organisations have increased 
their use of recruitment companies as a cost-effective 
response to the downturn.

Have you increased your focus on any of the following areas? 
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29% 29% 23% 21% 21% 19% 18% 15% 15% 11% 10% 10%
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7.3 �Flexible approach maintained

Respondents were asked to say what they think would be their most 
effective response if the recession got worse. They said: 

7.2 �Keeping people on side

Despite the high impact of cuts, the fact that 43% of 
organisations believe that their staff would view their 
organisation’s response to this recession favourably 
seems to demonstrate that employers’ efforts are 
paying off. 

Even in the largest organisations, where redundancies 
have hit hardest and it is to be expected that  
negativity would be higher, it is striking how positive 
employee perceptions are felt to be at this stage.  
In organisations with over 2,500 staff, 48% were 
judged to be positive.

12% 45% 43%

Negative Neutral Positive

How do you think your employees would perceive your  
organisation’s response to the downturn at the moment?

“	Headcount would have to be reduced  
	 and roles merged”

“	Being more efficient and maybe lose  
	more staff”

“	Cutting bonus payments – not popular  
	 but it would be one of the quickest ways  
	 to save”

“	Would need to cut costs, first would  
	 reduce working hours and then maybe 
	 look at redundancies”

“	Flexible working and reducing  
	 hours worked”

“	We are looking at the recession as  
	 a positive, as we are looking to get  
	 a larger slice of the pie” 

“	More marketing to raise brand awareness”

“	Training staff in other areas so they can  
	 be multi-skilled”

“Keeping hold of the most  
talented engineers”
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8. �HR professionals  
central to strategic success

Back in 1992, “Personnel Departments” struggled to 
be heard at all in the Board Room, and were often seen 
as purely administrators and ‘‘paper pushers’’.

Not only was there no recognised post-graduate 
qualification for HR professionals, they often appeared 
out of touch from the business, peripheral to the real 
focus of the organisation and problem-creators rather 
than problem solvers. 

The Personnel Department gained status in the recession 
of the early 1990s. Its technical skills were in demand 
to ensure that companies could make redundancies 
without being threatened by industrial tribunal.  
As we have seen the recession two decades ago also 
accelerated the focus on staff training and internal 
communications in a significant minority of one in five 
companies who made increased staff co-operation 
their most effective response to that downturn.

Today’s HR professional starts from a far more 
confident position, at the heart of their organisations. 
Their status has been supported by the benefits 

technology has brought, automating many  
paper-based administrative tasks. The CIPD post 
graduate qualification was introduced in 1998.  
The requirement to respond to increased UK and 
European employee legislation, from the minimum 
wage to the Working Time Directive, has also 
underpinned the status of the function.

However these factors have only facilitated  
HR’s rise, they have not caused it. The huge range of 
imaginative approaches to flexing working conditions 
which has been such a feature of this recession would 
have been unthinkable without HR’s technical ability  
to conceive and implement them. However, just as 
important has been all the strategic work that HR  
has put into attracting, supporting and developing 
staff. Cemented by increased levels of internal 
communication and staff training, it is this approach 
which has underpinned the UK’s flexible response to 
this recession, which has seen the workforce accept 
changes in their working practices in a way simply 
unheard of two decades ago. 

The emergence of Human Resource professionals as true strategic 
partners, at the heart of their organisations’ response to recession is  
the major success story of this recession.
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What do you think has been the most significant change or development in the HR profession since this survey 
was last conducted in 1992? (Broad analysis from open questions responses)
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8.1 �Changes in the HR function  
compared to 1992

Increasingly complex employment legislation is seen  
as the key change affecting HR practice since 1992. 
Interestingly this has helped increase the status of HR. 
As one respondent summarised: “The employment 
legislation has become more complex which has made 
the job harder, but meant that HR professionals are 
appreciated more.” Online recruitment, internet-based 
communications, and the wholesale move from 
paper-based systems to electronic ones have also 
been important developments.

However, the most significant change since 1992  
has been the way that HR has taken up its rightful 
place as a strategic function at the heart of business.  
Although some feel there is still a way to go,  
respondents identify a crucial “shift from ‘transactional’ 
and ‘administration-focused’ (payroll, etc) Personnel 
Managers towards relationship/strategic ‘people as assets’ 
HR Managers”. Back in 1992 “HR was much more about 
keeping personnel records”. “Today HR acts more as a 
business partner, supporting the business’s objectives.”
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What is HR’s role in helping organisations to emerge from the recession,  
in your opinion? (Broad analysis from open question responses)
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8.2 �HR professionals leading  
the way out of recession

“	Supporting the business, ensuring we  
	 keep key talent and continuing training”

“	HR can be most effective in developing skills 
	 of existing employees”

“	Planning to ensure staffing levels are  
	 correct – staff not overworked, staff looked 
	 after well and made to feel valuable”

“	Retaining staff with key skills to build  
	 for the future, utilising quiet period by 
	 upskilling staff”

“	Ensure talent is preserved”

“	Communication is key with them as staff  
	worry and have concerns, so being open  
	 and honest is vital”

“	Continue to push the positive aspects of  
	 operating efficiently, making it a permanent  
	 change in mindset”

“	Trying to keep the employees onside  
	 and look after them, keep everyone there 
	 still happy, and keep spirits up”

“	Being pro-active where we can deliver  
	 cost-cutting, react and control costs, and  
	 leave the organisation in a healthy position”

“	Ensure that the HR strategy is aligned  
	with business needs, that the strategy is  
	 capable of amendment as business needs 
	 alter, and that the organisation emerges as  
	 leaner and fit for purpose”

“	Advisory role to recommend optimal  
	 staffing structures and supervise training  
	 for people to deliver and support  
	 across teams”

“	Coming up with innovative solutions  
	 that deliver more with less – and being  
	 commercially minded”

Respondents were asked to say what they think HR’s role has been in 
helping organisations emerge from the recession. They said:   



9. �Appendix:  
survey methodology

Surveys were completed online, over the telephone  
and face-to-face, from a random sample selected by 
consultants from each of Reed’s 352 specialist 
recruitment offices throughout the country.

Results from the 2009 survey have been benchmarked  
against Reed’s survey of 350 organisations across the 

UK, carried out in spring 1992. Certain questions are 
direct repeats from 1992, while others contain similar 
elements, allowing directly benchmarked conclusions  
to be drawn about organisational change during the 
recession of the early 1990s.
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size 655

655 organisations across the UK were surveyed by Reed Specialist 
Recruitment in July 2009.
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This report was produced by Reed in support of Keep Britain Working.
The goal of Keep Britain Working is to promote innovative ways to preserve and create jobs. The campaign is  
backed by a broad range of businesses, the Prime Minister, the Mayor of London, all three of the main political  
parties, the British Chambers of Commerce (BCC) and the Trades Union Congress (TUC).

Founded in 1960, Reed is a specialist provider of permanent, contract, temporary and outsourced recruitment 
services, and IT and HR consulting. Reed operates in Europe, the Middle East and Asia Pacific and has over  
3,000 permanent employees working out of 350 offices across 30 specialisms. Reed Learning is the UK’s learning 
provider of the year; reed.co.uk is Europe’s biggest jobsite; Reed In Partnership is one of the world’s leading 
Welfare To Work providers.


