
Human Resources Strategy 

2007–2012 




Contents 

Page 

Introduction 3 


Strategic aspirations: where we want to be in 2012 5 


Personal and organisational development 5 


Leadership 6 


Supporting change 6 


Workplace wellbeing 7 


Employee relations 8 


Performance and reward 9 


Efficiency, excellence and innovation 11 


Summary of principal outcomes by 2012 12 


UNIVERSITY OF BIRMINGHAM HUMAN RESOURCES STRATEGY 2007–2012          Page 2 of 12 




Introduction  

The stimulus for change 
As the HE sector becomes increasingly competitive, it is critical that the University of Birmingham 
fosters the best environment in which our 6,000 staff can prosper. We need to be an attractive employer 
to an increasingly international workforce, and find ways of engaging and retaining current staff, who 
are its biggest asset in an organisation that exists to promote research and teaching, and who represent 
its largest cost with a direct pay bill of £200 million per annum. 

The University of Birmingham has used its strategic framework to set out a vision for its positive role in 
society in the coming years. 

Several of the themes in the strategic framework relate to the work of colleagues: their research and 
teaching, leadership, culture and organisation. The framework presents an opportunity for the University 
to secure competitive advantage by establishing itself as a leader in these areas. Consequently now is 
the right time to review the HR strategy and to provide a clear and united view of how the University will 
successfully implement these elements of the strategic framework. 

The framework has prompted a restructuring of the University, creating five University colleges from 19 
subject-based schools. The new structure will provide the flexibility the University needs to respond 
swiftly and effectively in the face of competition, but also to seize new opportunities that arise in the 
changing HE environment. 

This HR strategy has therefore been informed by both the strategic framework and the University’s new 
organisational arrangements. HR programmes of work related to the introduction of the new collegial 
structure are covered within the overall HR strategy. The strategy has also been influenced by our 
review of external factors that affect the University, our current strengths and weaknesses, and the 
opportunities and threats facing us. 

Core mission and themes 
Our aim is to achieve a people-centred culture within the University that protects and enhances the 
conditions necessary for the achievement of academic excellence in research and teaching. Measures 
will be designed to improve support, enabling all staff to focus more effectively on the core functions of 
their role. 

Secondly, we seek to improve the working environment for all, for example by ensuring fairness and 
consistency through the operation of robust employment and management practices. 

The University identified the following core themes for the HR strategy:  

• Personal and organisational development 
• Leadership 
• Supporting change 
• Workplace well-being 
• Employee relations 
• Performance and reward 
• Efficiency, excellence and innovation 
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Although the core themes are dealt with individually, it is recognised that multiple interdependencies 
exist. Consequently we will adopt an integrated approach to achieving the strategy’s main goals. In 
addition, all the processes and outcomes in the strategy will reinforce the University’s commitment to 
equality and diversity. 

Involving colleagues 
In developing the HR strategy, we have consciously and actively sought the involvement of the 
University as a whole. The broad themes were discussed with USMC in October 2006 and again early 
in 2007 in more detail. There has been a consultation process across the University including fourteen 
open focus group sessions involving over 150 people and presentations to other key groups such as 
the school managers’ forum. Following earlier presentations of the draft strategy, Senate and Council 
members were invited to provide written feedback about how we could improve the strategy. Many 
heads of school have been involved in individual discussions where further feedback has been sought. 
The aim is to achieve, as best as we can in a University whose members have many and varied views, 
a consensual strategy that is supported by and engages the interest of as many colleagues as possible. 

We have translated our core themes into strategic aspirations and considered what each will mean for 
the individual and the institution. These aspirations form the bulk of the strategy document that follows.  

USMC, and from January 2008 the University Executive Board, will be responsible for drawing up an 
action plan and making sure that aims within it are achieved. 

Measuring progress 
Progress will also be measured using institutional key performance indicators and our HR balanced 
scorecard. The University has also instigated a process of self-assessment which will be overseen by 
an internal steering group. This will provide an additional mechanism to monitor progress against the 
action plan, and will provide clear, measurable indicators of progress against HR targets.  

This strategy sets out ambitious aims for the future of the University and its staff with the intention that 
the University will enhance its growing international reputation both for the excellence of its research 
and teaching and as an employer. I commend it to you. 

Heather Paver 
Director of Human Resources 
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Strategic Aspirations – where we want to be by 2012 

PERSONAL AND ORGANISATIONAL DEVELOPMENT  

To be successful, the University needs to create and sustain an environment that will nurture personal 
learning and development by its staff. We expect to achieve this largely by being clear to employees 
about the University’s future needs in order to encourage them to assess their present state of 
knowledge and skills in the light of those needs. This should lead to individuals discovering and 
evaluating their personal work and career aspirations and then planning career development 
opportunities for themselves, supported by University processes. 

The HR strategy will support this process by: 

•	 Helping colleges and other budget centre teams prepare people for the skills they need to 
acquire as a result of reorganisation 

•	 Advising college and other budget centre teams who are developing learning and 
development plans for employees and designing and delivering programmes to fulfil the 
plans 

•	 Providing a career planning framework and guidance that will allow individuals to choose 
from a range of career opportunities. This will include a description of career choices within 
three broad areas (teaching, research and administration or management). 

•	 Increase the capacity of the University to offer career development opportunities, for 
example better support for researchers at the beginning of their careers, and the 
advancement of new teaching standards 

Outcomes 
The individual will be able to: 

•	 Understand his or her personal development requirements and know whether the University 
can accommodate them 

•	 Negotiate support with the person responsible for agreeing how his/her personal and career 
development needs will be met 

•	 Access programmes that are relevant to his/her career needs at times that are suitable for 
them 

The person responsible for agreeing personal and career development plans will be able to: 

•	 Relate the needs of the individual to the organisational priorities of the college or budget 
centre and provide clear direction about what is a priority and what is achievable for the 
individual 

•	 Discuss the individual’s personal development with him/her confidently and in a way that is 
appropriate to the needs of the college or budget centre, making clear the resources and 
opportunities that will be available to support the person’s development 

The University will be able to: 

•	 Demonstrate that employees can participate in a structured programme of work and/or 
career development that balances the University’s organisational priorities and the 
aspirations of the individual 

•	 Develop highly skilled managers and leaders in research, teaching and administration and 
show that this has led to better career opportunities for staff 
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LEADERSHIP 

The University’s success is predicated, in part, upon the breadth and depth of its leadership capability.  

The University will promote a culture in which leadership skills are valued and encouraged, and are 
aligned with its values and strategic vision. The HR strategy envisages a broad discussion with all 
affected parties on the nature of effective leadership. Upon the achievement of that understanding, a 
leadership framework will be devised from which accredited programmes of leadership development will 
be built. These programmes will appropriately reflect the different leadership demands within 
management, research and teaching environments. 

Outcomes 
The individual will be able to: 

•	 See what good leadership means and, from this experience, critically evaluate his/her own 
working style and development needs 

•	 Feel confident that the people who manage or direct his or her work do so competently, with 
due attention to their local environment and in keeping with the University’s values 

•	 Access leadership training and information, coaching and mentoring resources in order to 
complement their personal development 

The person responsible for directing others will be able to: 

•	 Recognise his or her own leadership style and consciously experiment with and improve his 
or her approach in relation to their work 

•	 Lead in a way that enables a more diverse group of people to succeed in the University. 

The University will be able to: 

•	 Use the strategic framework to provide a clear sense of purpose and direction, which is 
reviewed and updated annually 

•	 Show that the University’s leaders at all levels demonstrate good practice in the execution of 
their accountabilities 

•	 Show that there is progressive and sustained improvement in levels of trust and confidence 
in the leadership of the University 

SUPPORTING CHANGE  

Successful change is a product of many of the other themes forming the present strategy. Retaining a 
positive work environment during periods of change relies upon clear lines of communication; timely 
and purposeful training and development that equips people with the skills necessary to move into the 
new environment; and a support network for people who are having difficulties as a result of the 
change. 

Supporting change as a strategic theme will complement existing good practice with an awareness-
raising programme designed to equip the University community with an enhanced capability to design, 
implement and adapt to change. 
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Outcomes 
The individual will be able to: 

•	 Understand how the changes that are occurring in his or her role, team or department relate 
to the broader strategy of his/her college and the University 

•	 Respond positively to the changes while being able to challenge aspects of the change and 
have his or her concerns debated and answered 

•	 Understand what stage has been reached in any given change programme and relate 
progress to a timed plan 

The person responsible for directing others will be able to: 

• Apply key concepts and models of change management and know how to apply basic 
change management techniques to any organisational change he or she is leading 

The University will be able to: 

•	 Implement internal changes effectively and sensitively 

•	 Achieve the transition to a collegial structure  

•	 Show that the adoption of a successful change management methodology has, over time, 
significantly and positively influenced relationships with all employees within the University 

WORKPLACE WELLBEING 

The University has a duty of care for the people it employs. It aims to ensure that people working at the 
University are productive, safe, healthy and engaged. Such positive perceptions of working at the 
University benefit both the individual and the University.  

Well-being encompasses a positive and healthy experience for people who work at the University. Its 
scope is wide, taking in health and safety, the mental and physical health of staff and the provision of a 
professional and high quality working environment. All this is underpinned by a continuing commitment 
to the principles of diversity. 

Successful workplace well-being will include improved engagement and commitment from individuals 
(eg individuals more able and prepared to engage in ambassadorial roles), reduced risks to 
occupational health and safety (eg improved awareness and training for managers in risk 
management), higher levels of staff satisfaction and reduced absenteeism.  

All parts of the HR strategy have implications for workplace well-being and implicit in its delivery is the 
principle of ‘sustainability’ in which decisions and actions taken can be proven to be in the wider and 
long term interests of the University and that economic, social and environmental goals are progressed 
simultaneously. Colleagues who feel that employment practices are clear and fairly applied are more 
likely to engage with the University. There is also a close relationship between student life and well-
being, so liaison between colleagues working in areas that are developing in parallel and sometimes 
overlapping provision is an important element of the strategy. 
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Outcomes 
The individual will be able to: 

•	 Respect the University because of the value it places on well-being 

•	 Feel that the working environment is healthy and safe 

•	 Access a range of services and resources in support of his or her own well-being 

The person responsible for directing others will be able to: 

•	 Understand his or her role in influencing the well-being of people s/he works with 

•	 Identify and support the key well-being issues in his or her area of responsibility and be 
aware of the support available to address any problems 

•	 Understand how these issues link to college and University priorities 

•	 Feel supported by senior colleagues and University services in managing workplace well-
being 

•	 Identify whom to ask for help or advice if an employee comes to him or her with difficulties 

The University will be able to: 

•	 Demonstrate that the strategy has a positive benefit on employee satisfaction 

•	 Demonstrate that the strategy has a good effect on recruitment and retention 

•	 Demonstrate that there is a robust system for managing environmental, health and safety 
risks with clear accountability 

•	 Have confidence that leaders and managers are able to contribute effectively to the aims of 
the strategy 

EMPLOYEE RELATIONS 

Employees will recognise the University as a fair and good employer.  

Employee relations within the University will be characterised by an increasingly shared vision of the 
University’s future and a framework of action and decision making that balances not only the need for 
consistent and fair practice across the institution but also acknowledges and supports the virtue of local 
autonomy. 

The employee relations culture will be one in which employees recognise that their interests are best 
served by the University’s success in achieving its objectives. 

The University will seek to build a good working relationship with the recognised trade unions and will 
feel able to share sensitive information with union representatives in the confidence that they will 
recognise the best interests of both the University and their members. A feeling of mutual trust will 
inform discussions between the University and the unions. 

Employees and their representatives will feel confident when raising concerns that they will be treated 
seriously and that a fair conclusion will be reached. 
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The University will seek to improve the way in which cross-University communication and dialogue is 
conducted. 

The University, through the HR department, will continue to put in place progressive employment 
practices and policies that are in keeping with its values and that will bolster its reputation as an 
employer. 

Outcomes 
The individual will be able to: 

•	 Understand the objectives of the University and how his or her role contributes to their 
achievement 

•	 Understand any limitations on action that are due to resource and funding constraints 

•	 Recognise the prerogative of managers within the University to manage as best they can 

•	 Be involved in setting the work priorities in his or her department 

•	 Recognise clear standards of performance and conduct that are applied consistently 

•	 Judge that his or her workload is reasonable 

•	 Raise issues and feel confident that they will be taken seriously 

The person responsible for directing others will be able to: 

•	 Exercise a reasonable degree of discretion in leading others 

•	 Represent difficult decisions and situations to his or her team 

•	 Set objectives for his or her team and give them honest feedback on their performance 

•	 Reward excellent performance 

The University will be able to: 

•	 Have the capacity and flexibility, within a legislative framework, to manage the University in 
the way it thinks best 

•	 Take staff along with it in its decision-making 

•	 Count on the support of its managers when explaining its decisions to staff 

The union official will be able to: 

•	 Represent members’ interests to the University and get a fair hearing 

•	 Take a long view in the best interests of all members 

PERFORMANCE AND REWARD 

The HR strategy will continue to build on existing mechanisms of assessing an individual’s contribution 
against the aspirations and targets of his or her academic discipline and/or department targets. The 
purpose is two fold, to facilitate the conditions that encourage positive and meaningful performance 
discussions between the individual and those responsible for the control or direction of the individual’s 
work and career (eg department head, principal investigator) and to develop coherent policies and 
procedures that will, as well as identifying those whose contribution is exceptional to the norm of their 
peers, tackle under-performance. 
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There are a number of underlying presumptions that will inform the outputs of this theme:  

•	 All roles within the University can be defined in terms of expected contribution and actual 
performance against these expectations can be measured 

•	 There is a legitimate link between individual performance and the rewards and recognition 
that the individual receives 

•	 Motivational and valued ‘reward’ may vary for different individuals and work groups and will 
encompass financial and non-financial elements 

•	 For any performance system to work it will need to be flexible to local needs whilst remaining 
true to accepted and consistent principles of performance assessment 

The priorities are to deepen the knowledge, expertise and confidence of those responsible for the 
assessment of other’s performance; to conduct an effective performance dialogue; and to strengthen 
the links between performance, reward and personal and career development processes (eg SDRs and 
succession planning). The system will also bring in performance improvement processes which will 
allow more timely and consistent handling of under-performance. 

Outcomes 
The individual will be able to: 

•	 Discuss his/her performance and personal development in a way that provides him or her 
with a clear understanding of what is required of him/her in his/her role(s) 

•	 Have sufficient and regular opportunity to discuss his or her needs in relation to his or her 
immediate work responsibilities and broader personal development 

•	 Agree, with those responsible for assessing his or her performance, how discussions and 
meetings relating to this will be structured and conducted 

The individual responsible for assessing performance will be able to: 

•	 Interpret University governing principles around performance discussions into local practice  

•	 Agree the structure and manner of each performance discussion with the individual and 
therefore adapt his or her approach as needed  

•	 Clearly identify exceptional contributors and will have at their disposal a range of financial 
and non-financial mechanisms with which they can reward, recognise and celebrate the 
individual’s achievements in a consistent and timely manner  

•	 Identify under-performance, demonstrate clearly the nature and extent of performance 
shortfall to the individual, and have resources accessible to them to assist the individual to 
effect a performance improvement  

The University will be able to: 

•	 Demonstrate that structured performance discussions are occurring throughout the 
University between individuals and the appropriate supervisory structure 

•	 Demonstrate that the performance system and the approach to rewarding individuals is a 
positive selling point to the external labour market and forms an essential part of the 
University’s brand and reputation 

•	 Demonstrate an effective balance has been achieved between central principles and local 
autonomy in the implementation of performance and reward practices 
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EFFICIENCY, EXCELLENCE AND INNOVATION 

HR itself will be required to undergo substantial changes at the same time as it supports the University’s 
transition to a collegial structure. At the end of that change, the HR function will have the following 
characteristics: 

HR support to schools/colleges and budget centres will be respected for its understanding of the aims, 
objectives and individual culture of these groups, for its assistance to managers in fulfilling their day-to-
day management responsibilities, and for its expertise in technical and legal matters. More generally, 
HR will be seen as progressive force, providing a supportive service to the University, and helping it to 
capitalise on opportunities presented by wider political, economic, social and legal development. 

HR will support the University’s ambition to sustain and enhance a spirit of innovation by creating 
employment conditions that value independent thinking and action. 

In view of Birmingham’s expectation of becoming one of the first majority non-white cities in the UK in 
the next ten years, a key aspect of the University’s success will be its recognition as a good employer in 
relation to its approach to diversity in all forms. Employment policies will be geared towards enabling 
employees to achieve balance between their work and the enjoyment of fulfilling lives outside working 
time. 

The HR management information system will be comprehensive and, within the limits of data protection 
legislation, provide for input, amendment and retrieval of information at a local level. The principle of 
single data input for multiple purposes will be key to the efficiency of the system and its maintenance. 
The management information system will also form a strong foundation for greater knowledge sharing 
and effective action. It will be an important component in the support given to the University’s 
programme of change. 

Outcomes 
The individual will be able to: 

•	 Get help in relation to his or her employment with the University in a timely fashion 

•	 Access personal information and system applications that make working in the University 
easier 

The individual with responsibility for the direction of others will be able to: 

•	 Handle most employment issues as a result of good training and access to professional 
advice and support within the HR department  

•	 Assess the risks associated with contentious issues and address them confidently and 
skilfully 

•	 Access information, reports and analysis easily 

The University will be able to: 

•	 Achieve its strategic aims as a result of a professional HR function providing a sound, 
accurate core service, and strategic and consultancy expertise as required 

•	 See speedier decision-making as a result of an increasingly confident, knowledgeable and 
skilled management team 

•	 Gain an insight into the workings of the University through accurate, system-based 
information reporting and analysis, and consequently make more effective decisions. 
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Summary of principal outcomes by 2012 

The following diagram seeks to illustrate some of the main activities that are likely to underpin this 
strategy and the desired outcomes resulting from this work. 
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