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Foreword
In 2009 we conducted a study looking at the impact of the global economic
downturn from an HR and leadership perspective. With all aspects of

how was staff wellbeing affected? What were the big HR issues that had to
be contended with? How had corporate vision changed in accordance with
the new requirements?

a wide range of HR related issues. With budget requirements seeing a

current employees became even more important at a time when fears about

How has the approach changed in the face of an expanding economy? Is it
more positive?

investigate the prevailing attitudes amongst business leaders in light of this

associated stance will have on staff well-being and business performance.
Do organisations see their talent as a valuable resource or a commodity that

and mind set of their people as a determinant of corporate success and
therefore something they should pay attention to? Or is it the senior
executives and directors that matter most?

We hope that the study allows you to gain some measure of appreciation

yardstick to compare and contrast your own approach to your workforce.

Janice Haddon

Method
with none of the respondents employing less than 50.
the research conducted by independent research

The study was completed in December 2014 through
to January 2015.

Resources or Board Director level equivalents from
published in 2010 and are available to view and
download via the Morgan Redwood website
and company sizes. We do not offer detailed analysis
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Executive summary
•

The growth in employee numbers has been

•

Staff morale has fallen as the wider economy has
improved. The average morale rating was 6.4 out

considerable. One in four businesses have
increased their headcount by a quarter in the last
•

•

upping their total employees by at least 20%. This

be a poor work-life balance. However the second

staff reduction was prevalent.

which suggests that the impact of staff cuts

The optimism stretches out over the next 12
of recovery.

continued growth in the size of their workforce.
•

The most adverse effect on morale is believed to

HR departments are preoccupied with attracting

•

better talent to the business. 39.2% indicated it
businesses in 2009 believed that employers had
putting it at number one in the list of priorities when
taken across the board.
•

Work-life balance is held in low regard when it

•

The amount of employers who believe that staff
wellbeing is very closely connected to business

in the list of dominant issues to contend with.
of more than half – from 58% down to 25.6% in
the latest study.

•

prosperity and potentially signifying less concern
about securing new employment if required.

•

Senior management is seen as having the worst

•

Customers were not only regarded as the most

in 2009. In both studies the wider workforce was
the key audience was seen as senior executives

seen as having the best work-life balance.
•

More than half (54.5%) of businesses believe that
their management style fails to get the best out of
and sixth respectively.

their employees.
•
that their workforce feels free to make general
suggestions on how the company can do things
better. However only 6% believed that employees

•
is spent on training and staff development in the

felt able to email or speak directly to the senior

latest study. The number one priority from training

team or Board.
•

Senior management tends to believe that

closely followed by encouraging greater teamwork

individuals to be nurtured (39.6%) and crucial team

the leadership skills of the senior team (28.4%) and
helping staff cope with change (28%) in third and

see staff as an easily replaced commodity (22.4%)

fourth place on the priorities list.
•

Despite developing senior leaders being seen

•
the businesses questioned offered one-to-one
coaching and support for senior managers and
after and developed. In 2015 this outlook had
13.2% of Board members in 2015 regard

directors.
•

The average net business earnings per employee
of the companies that placed HR emphasis on
improving the work-life balance of their staff was

2% in the previous study.
•

In both studies the customer base is regarded
as all important when it comes to ranking assets.
Staff/employee ranking has moved from third

down to sixth.

•

With the current Government claiming to have

past 12 months and how are they likely to change
political optimism?
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Results
reported a fall in their headcount in the 12 months prior

Growth outlook for the coming year is similarly

claimed that their headcount had increased in the past
workforce had decreased over the same period. The
with 42.4% believing that they were set to increase

Staying the Same 46.80%

the number of employees. The only slight cloud was
over one in ten (10.8%) envisaging having to shrink

Increasing

42.40%

Decreasing

10.80%

headcount would be staying the same.

We cannot draw detailed conclusions across the
The statistics reveal that growth has been considerable.

various business sectors studied as the individual

More than a fourth of businesses have increased their

get a good barometer of employment mood across
their number of employees by more than 30%.

certain industries.

businesses to have upped their headcount by that
amount in the last year.
businesses working in the charity sector are also
to increase employment by a quarter. It could be
The Same

48.40%

Increased

33.60%

Decreased

9.20%

Did not have this

8.80%

role a year ago

to the challenges faced by HR departments. Does a
growing workforce mean a growing number

centred on drawing the best out of the current work

of problems?

to contend with - at least 15 HR challenges were

issue is about attracting better talent to the business.

preoccupying almost a third of all HR teams. Fast

This certainly ties in with the fact that businesses are
looking to grow their employee numbers.

greatly reduced.

%
Attracting better talent to the business

39.20

Reducing staff churn

36.80

Reducing staff costs

34.80

Improving productivity/performance

28.40

Changing working patterns

13.60

HR priority across all of the organisations that were
questioned in the study.

working practices
Encouraging greater teamwork

12.00

light of improved employment possibilities and growth
new? It certainly could suggest that the reinvigorated

leadership skills
Introducing a stronger sales culture

6.00

Helping staff achieve a better
work-life balance

6.00

Employee wellbeing

5.60

Measuring staff performance

4.80

Looking after leavers

4.40

Getting the Board to see employees as

4.00

and as a consequence workers are increasingly likely
where they are. As more organisations are looking to
increase staff numbers and attract the top talent to
to do things to retain those that have been through the
recruiting new.

Managing / reducing sickness absence

3.60

Managing presenteeism

2.00
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As the balance of work and home life has been

emerge as the third biggest issue that HR departments
are currently facing. In our 2009 study – unsurprisingly

employees to achieve a better balance is not further up
the list of HR priorities.

priorities. This seems to suggest that regardless of the
budgets as tightly as possible.

One aspect that has noticeably slipped down the list
was the issue of managing/reducing sickness absence.

performance was the number one challenge in 2009.

to sixteenth place on the list of HR priorities. Could this

With recruitment being kept at a minimum and the
best out of the current workforce is understandably

over illness as a consequence? National sickness

key during the depths of a recession. However in
staff performance is a central target even during

going problem and therefore not such a priority?

comparatively prosperous periods.
dropping to fourteenth from twelfth. With the

Work-life balance
Joint tenth on the list of priorities for HR departments
seems to be less emphasis on HR departments to
ensure smooth departures.

dropping to fourteenth from twelfth. With the
This might be down to the fact that personal stress
were aware of the importance of getting the work-life

seems to be less emphasis on HR departments to

balance right.

ensure smooth departures.

Staff morale
Staff morale plays a huge part in the success of a

Interviewees scored factors where 1 = minimal impact
on staff morale and 10 = large impact

affecting morale and the perceived elements that were

was perhaps an understandable side effect. But how

most likely to be regarded as detrimental.
developments?
%
Work life balance

39.60%
Work-life balance is now regarded as the most

Holidays

30.00%

Working hours

21.20%

Job security

16.80%

Feeling part of a team

15.60%

Training/staff development

10.80%

Job design

6.80%

Clarity of goals

5.20%

The manager/employee relationship

4.80%

Being given more responsibility

3.60%

The opportunity to learn and develop

3.60%

Promise of promotion

3.20%

Reputation of the company/its brand

2.80%

Pride/self belief

2.40%

Company culture and values

1.60%

Inspirational leadership and
people management

0.80%

and needs have shifted considerably. All three of these

which helps to highlight the vast shift in attitudes when
confronted with the different economic circumstances.

uncovered some eye-opening statistics.
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worked out at 6.4 on the scale. Fast forward to 2014/15

businesses experiencing a period of comparative

and the average morale rating had dropped to 5.2 out

prosperity. This could indicate a shift in the required

of 10. This produces some interesting implications.

skill set by growing businesses as they search for new

Why does employee morale seem to fall during a boom
and rise during a bust?

areas. It also highlights the need to manage the exit
process with care so as to not negatively impact on

Perhaps the results are purely down to perception
at senior levels of the business. During economic

the survivors. Remaining staff will naturally look at
how their colleagues are treated when they are made
redundant as it could be them next. Managing the
leavers process is an indicator of management style
and culture in an organisation. Do it badly and you may
go and work elsewhere.

air their grievances or seek employment elsewhere.

on morale and it being so far down the HR list of

levels of morale?

Poor work life balance

33.20%

We have or are making
people redundant

31.20%

People under more pressure to achieve
more in the working day

30.40%

Work place stress levels

20.00%

Pay has not increased

12.40%

Fear of under performing and

9.60%

being told off

life is having an obviously negative effect in the current

Discipline from
managers/leadership team

We are undergoing a lot of
change in the business

5.60%

General wider gloom surrounding
the economic downturn

2.80%

We are not investing in developing
staff as much as usual

1.60%

Employee health
As we have seen from the issues that impact on HR
directly affect business performance. High absence
through sickness is undoubtedly detrimental. Yet

connected.
This appears to be at odds with the fact that work-

the list of priorities. Does this mean that bosses are
affecting morale and currently the one having the most
than they were 5 years ago?

adverse impact. With wellbeing not regarded as having

If you compare and contrast the two reports there is a
work-life balance is key to morale? Are employers of
asked to state as to whether or not they believed there

the belief that staff morale is unimportant when creating

was a responsibility from an employer to look after

a successful working environment?
Or is it that businesses do not have the right tools to
support staff wellbeing or know how to tackle the wider
issue so put it further down the rankings? Sickness

The remaining 54% did not believe that the employer
related absence and reported mental health problems
previously.
The swing from 95% to 46% is huge and one that
suggests an alarming change in attitude.

importance being placed on wellbeing in this research
seems at odds with what employees actually need.

how closely connected are business performance and
Very closely connected
a big difference between the two studies.

25.60%
Quite connected

Not very connected
10.40%
Not at all connected
6.80%
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The study then looked at how the work-life balance

and up to the Board. Respondents were asked to rank
which section of employees had the best work-life
balance.

have the best balance but respondents now see Board
members as having a better balance between work
and home life than senior management.

1st

Wider workforce

2nd

Junior managers

3rd

Middle managers

4th

Senior managers

5th

Board
and that there was certainly room for improvement.
However a large proportion felt that their methods did
believed their approach did in fact draw the best out of
their workers.
The study then questioned respondents about how
select the things that their workers felt they could do in
work-related circumstances.

Senior staff
The lack of interaction between senior staff and the
wider workforce seems to be prevalent throughout the

senior staff out of touch with the requirements of more

and that there was certainly room for improvement.
However a large proportion felt that their methods did

in supporting employees in their wellbeing and work life
balance?
Respondents were then questioned about how they

believed their approach did in fact draw the best out of
their workers.

which the responses were predominantly positive. The

The study then questioned respondents about how
select the things that their workers felt they could do in
work-related circumstances.

good examples of what the company has to offer.
Second on the list was that employees are seen as

40% of companies believing this to be something
that their worth is appreciated.

only 6% believed employees felt empowered enough

workers are important and that managing them is

to do this.
and turning staff into crucial team players and
brand ambassadors must surely provide a sense of
workplace positivity?
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The board
Employees are a real asset
the staff within the business to see if there was a
discrepancy between those that managed them directly
and those that oversaw the organisation as a whole.
The general outlook was mixed. 41% of respondents
believed that employees were a real asset of the

85% of respondents believed employees were an asset
with the remaining 13% seeing them as replaceable.
Where has this huge shift in attitude come from? During

as an asset to nurture.

to highlight the number one priority for HR is to

consideration for employee wellbeing and work life
balance.

& developed

41.20%

The employee pipeline is
endless and for everyone
through the door

45.60%

Employees are a necessary evil

3.20%

Respondents to the study were then asked how

The businesses were also asked to rank various

they felt their Board and senior team would rank
their business assets. The top ranked asset was the
their clientele as the most important element of a

business decision making. This again threw up

successful business.

seems to be at odds with the sentiment that staff are
easily replaced. Maybe the attitude is that it is simply

whilst prospective customers were regarded as second

rather than fostering and developing a workforce into a
now taking the top spot.

loyal and dedicated team?

These results are certainly unusual. With customer base
the importance of employees was pegged back to
that they are not so highly thought of in terms of
audience. Custom is the key generator of business
down to sixth on the importance scale. Is there a
genuine lack of concern for reputation or is it simply
that other priorities are taking the current focus?

customers must help to steer corporate strategy?
Another point worth noting is that investors and

Average
Customer base

4.31

Staff/employees

4.26

IT/Technologies

4.1

Financial assets

3.61

This was similar to the previous report. With investment
that less emphasis was placed on wooing them.

(1=most valuable, 7= having the least value)
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Senior executives/directors

44.80%

Sales staff

36.40%

General staff

34.80%

Senior managers

33.20%

Customers/clients

20.40%

Prospective customers

13.60%

Investors/stakeholders

10.80%

Partners

5.60%

Media

2.40%

Other

0.40%

People development
is a mixed regard amongst respondents for personal

0

3.60%

5

8.00%

10

10.40%

15

18.00%

20

30.40%

25

16.00%

30

6.80%

35

2.80%

40

0.40%

45

2.40%

50+

1.20%

development. The general consensus seems to be that
recruiting new staff is taking priority over training and
developing existing employees. But has that detracted
from training budgets? Despite senior management
they still make the resource available to attempt to
draw the best out of the existing staff? Or has learning
and development fallen by the wayside?

an important aspect of the business. But how much
money was spent on training? The results indicate
that close to a third (30.4%) spent 20% of their annual
turnover on training and staff development. 18% spent

What are the training and development priorities

of respondents spent more than 25% of their annual
turnover on staff development.
businesses are looking to seize hold of the expanding
economy and take any opportunities they can whilst
the sun is shining?
businesses are keen on improving their workforce
where they can and are willing to spend to do so.
importance as it also came second at that time. Third

28% respectively implying that they were both fairly
highly regarded.
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Work-Life Balance
An interesting point on work-life balance sees it down
Encouraging greater teamwork
within the organisation

35.20%

Developing the leadership skills
of the senior team

28.40%

Helping staff cope with change

28.00%

Helping staff who have been
made redundant

16.80%

Considering that it is number one when it comes to

risky strategy. Perhaps businesses should look to
spend more on fostering a greater sense of wellbeing
within an organisation? There is a wealth of research

0%
work life balance

putting attention and investment into wellbeing and

Helping staff cope
with pressure or stress

12.40%

General staff development

9.20%

Training up new recruits

6.00%

Improving sales capabilities

4.00%

The development of the senior team is regarded as

corporate sights. A safely steered ship is very much
when respondents were asked as to whether or not

work life balance could be utilised by businesses to
impact on the bottom line at the same time.

Company earnings per employee
The results of our research show that those that are
generating greater net earnings per employee are
were able to establish a clear difference in the average
net earnings between those businesses that place

work life balance of their staff. This gives a clear

emphasis on work life balance and those that do

indication that focusing on those key areas as part of

not. Only 6% of respondent companies claimed that

business strategy can lead to a greater organisational

helping staff to achieve a better work-life balance was

performance as a result.

average for all of the organisations surveyed emerged

commanded the highest average net earning was

The results show that the top spots in the net earnings
ranking were all taken by elements that indicate a
that those businesses that consider their employees as
generate more income as a result.

less regard for their workforce. But are the two linked?
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Morgan Redwood
Morgan Redwood works with companies and individuals

strategic and operational support to the HR function.
Applying a unique blend of skills and development
worked with many organisations from start-ups to
blue-chip and across a wide range of sectors.

call 0845 880 1811 or visit www.morganredwood.com.

