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FEATURE | HR in THE boARdRoom?

Historically seen as a second-fiddle 
support act, HR directors have been ‘late 
to the party’ across British boardrooms. 
But with the people function playing a 
crucial and central role in realising the 
company vision, should more practitioners 
have their feet under boardroom table? 
Andy Moore canvassed the views of three 
people professionals to find out.

HR IN THE 
BOARDROOM?
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Boardrooms: They’re dominated 
by people aren’t they? The 
decisions, the debates, those 

who pour the coffee or those who just 
listen. With HR being a massive driving 
force behind people and business, it 
may seem puzzling there are still so few 
practitioner heads lining those long 
wooden tables across UK boardrooms. 

But the question remains: Should HR 
directors be board members or should 
they serve an equal purpose to the 
boardroom without actually being in it? 

HR faces may be absent from many 
UK boards, yet they are frequently 
part of executive committees or 
sub management boards. And 
some industry insiders argue that 
experienced practitioners can 
influence enough without having to 
be on a board; remaining as sub-
committee members and working 
directly with board members.

In 2011, a third (37%) of non-
executive directors surveyed at FTSE 
All Share companies felt that more 
time should be spent on HR oversight 
by the board, according to research by 
the All Party Parliamentary Corporate 
Governance Group (APPCGG). 

Helen Pitcher, Chairman of a 
Boardroom Effectiveness Consultancy 
which provides mentoring, coaching 
and advisory services to senior 
executives, believes the question of HR 
in the boardroom has been lingering 
around for decades. 

She says: “Many of the issues faced by 
boards sit squarely in the HR remit. This 
includes Succession Planning, Talent 
Management, Remuneration, Ethical 

Leadership to name a few. On a positive 
note HR has emerged to increasingly 
participate in organisational decision-
making, with a greater focus on value-
adding people strategies. My contention 
is there is much more to do.”

Due to the economic downturn, 
Helen believes there has been a much 
greater focus on retaining skills and 
capabilities and greater innovation 
around commercial thinking. The 
latter focuses specifically on part-time, 
zero and annual hours. She raises 
some important questions: has HR 
as a profession made a breakthrough 
or stalled in getting numbers into 
executive committees? In turn, are they 
subsequently struggling to get onto the 
board as group executives or non-
executive directors?

“There is a continuing struggle for 
the HR function to prove itself. In my 
view the cause of this lack of credibility 
is the same as the lack of traction onto 
the executive committee and therefore 

the board,” Helen stresses. “How many 
HR directors are steeped in business 
commercials, do they know about profit 
and loss and can they debate the higher 
elements of shareholder value and 
financial based modeling?” 

She argues that ‘very few’ 
practitioners are able to go ‘toe to 
toe’ with the finance director on 
HR value and cost, while the reality 
is that an organisation’s human 
capital costs are 70% of the operating 
expenses, on average.

Helen adds: “The increasing focus 
on the human capital aspects of 
organisations is particularly important 
for HR as a profession. This is because 
it has been presented with a strategic 
opportunity for gender targets for 
boardrooms and executive committees. 
It is also driving a relentless search for 
qualified female candidates.”

But will a passive HR community 
lead to a missed golden opportunity? 
Will it follow and fill the gap like other 

...the question remains: Should HR 
directors be board members or should 
they serve an equal purpose to the 
boardroom without actually being in it?
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‘female’ rich professions such as lawyers, 
company secretaries and accountants. 

The boardroom, in particular, will 
only beckon when HR directors can 
demonstrate knowledge, skill and 
expertise across the whole business 
of the organisation, Helen reasons. 
She declares that people are not 
invited onto a board for functional 
expertise, but to have a collective 
responsibility and accountability for 
the whole business.

As a bold metaphor, Helen Pitcher 
believes it is time for HR to find its 
voice, drive its “tanks on to the lawn” 
of the financial community and be 
prepared to demonstrate added value 
to its business. “The profession should 
start to address the woeful lack of 
focus on added human capital value,” 
she states. “Instead, it must push the 
creativity and dynamism of HR value 
models to the forefront of the strategic 
business management.”  

In a similar vein, Therese Procter, 
Personnel Director at Tesco Bank 
believes that ‘any board’ would benefit 
enormously from having an informed 
HR perspective. This, she says, includes 
a long list of people practices including: 
talent management and succession 
planning; executive performance 
and compensation; organisational 
strategy and performance; ethics and 
governance; culture and leadership; 
employee engagement and diversity and 
risk management.

“Whether this means HR should 
have a seat at the boardroom table is a 
completely different issue,” she says. “It 
depends very much on the needs of a 

given organisation. 
For some there is a strong case that 

a head of HR should play an integral 
role in all executive discussions as a 
full board member. For others, an HR 
director who provides counsel, legal 
and technical guidance better serves the 
organisation and provides an impartial 
sounding board for the executive.”

For Therese, she believes it is a 
practitioner’s role to work with the board 
to decide which scenario is right for 
the organisation. Critically, she argues 
that role must move away from the 
protracted debate that an HR function 
without a seat at the top table is futile. 

She stresses that this debate overlooks 
the importance of ensuring the most 
appropriate relationship between 
the board and the head of HR, and it 
runs the risk of HR being perceived as 
inward looking and self-serving.

“In my experience, trying to put 
some kind of demarcation line around 
HR’s role in the boardroom is difficult 
– and probably counter-productive,” 
she explains. “Any executive operating 
at board level must have a breadth of 
commercial and technical expertise 

and experience.”
She lists an example of an IT 

director who needs to have a detailed 
understanding of the way technology is 
used at the front-line of the organisation 
if it is going to operate effectively at board 
level. Consequently, an effective IT director 
can contribute significantly to boardroom 
discussions around a whole range of non-
IT related day-to-day operations.

But should HR have sole autonomy 
for delivering its actions in boardroom 
meetings, being responsible for those 
that it delivers?

“Proper governance requires the 
actions of any department to have a 
good mechanism whereby the board 
considers them to have been effectively 
delivered. Measurement is key and 
success criteria should be agreed for 
all areas of involvement,” she answers. 
“HR must measure its contribution 
of output rather than input. For 
example, it’s easy to say that success on 
a particular issue would be to deliver 
25 training workshops. This simply 
assesses the input. The only meaningful 
measurement would be one which 
assesses the changes in performance 
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“If greater emphasis is being placed 
on commercial acumen these days, it’s 
probably because organisations are now 
realising they need an effective head of HR 
rather than a makeweight title holder.”

>



hrnetworkjobs.com

resulting from those workshops.”
Therese argues that HR heads 

should be in all board meetings where 
their presence adds value, highlighting 
that effective practitioners should 
always have good commercial 
acumen. This includes being able 
to balance the books in their own 
department and identifying how they 
could optimise return on investment 
within their department. 

She comments: “Practitioners must 
demonstrate they have been able to 

engage with other executives to ensure 
HR is working with them to optimise 
performance and ROI through effective 
people practices. If greater emphasis is being 
placed on commercial acumen these days, 
it’s probably because organisations are now 
realising they need an effective head of HR 
rather than a makeweight title holder.”

Meanwhile, Sandy Begbie, Group 
Operations Officer at Standard Life 
says: “The people function of an 
organisation should have a place at 
the boardroom table. However it has 
to earn its right to be there by proving 
it is a commercial and effective part of 

the organisation. It must not be afraid 
to challenge and be courageous.” 

Ultimately, Sandy believes people 
practices are fundamental to the board 
to make the organisation more effective; 
however, they also need to be the 
conscience of the company, holding 
others to account. To achieve this, a 
people director must be an equal in the 
boardroom, he stresses. 

“In my organisation the people 
function plays a crucial and central role 
in realising the company vision. The 

function should be run as effectively 
and efficiently as any other part of the 
organisation,” Sandy claims. “Also, the 
people agenda needs to be based on 
a strong business case and this can 
only be done if the people director 
really understands the commercials. 
Practitioners need to be just as 
comfortable talking about costs, profit 
and strategic risk management as they 
are talking about reward or talent.”  

Sandy reckons people directors should 
merge in with the business, speak the 
language and demonstrate they truly 
understand the organisation. He asserts 
that they should be a key part of the 
executive team, and the same is also true of 
other people function business-facing roles.

So how does Sandy Begbie see the 
role of practitioners aligning at board 
level in the future? “The lines between 
people and technology are increasingly 
blurring. This is a powerful combination 
to enable the success of a global business. 
At Standard Life we have shown that 
leveraging these key resources together, 
across the group, creates a sustainable 
platform to support business goals and 
enable strategic opportunities.” Hr

Voting with their feet?:

•  Can HR directors 

demonstrate knowledge, 
skill and expertise across 
the whole business of the 
organisation?

•  Do practitioners need to be 
just as comfortable talking 
about costs, profit and 
strategic risk management 
as they are talking about 
reward or talent?

•  Can they demonstrate 
organisational decision-
making, with a greater 
focus on value adding 
people strategies?

•  Should practitioners show 
how they can engage 
with other executives to 
ensure that HR is working 
with them to optimise 
performance and ROI 
through effective people 
practices?

•  Is placing a demarcation 
line around HR’s role in the 
boardroom difficult and 
counter-productive?

•  Should people functions 
earn a right to be there by 
proving to be a commercial 
and effective part of the 
organisation?
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“...the people agenda needs to be based on 
a strong business case and this can only be 
done if the HR director really understands 
the commercials. Practitioners need to be 
just as comfortable talking about costs, 
profit and strategic risk management as 
they are talking about reward or talent.”


