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About State of HR
If you missed our first State of HR report, published in
December 2011, you will find it here:
http://www.peopleinaid.org/publications/stateofhr2011.aspx.
It looked at external challenges such as mobility, security
and funding. It considered the changing face of the HR
function and drew on databases of evaluations to learn what
the key HR issues were in the field: what was happening,
and, importantly, what wasn’t. The report offered a tool to
help HR managers and directors think through the growing
list of paradoxes facing humanitarian and development
organisations (like retaining values while becoming
professional) and ended with a list of the key challenges
People In Aid’s members expected to be facing until 2015.
Our next State of HR report will be launched in April 2014:
please do offer us your thoughts and contributions from now.
The report will continue to look at trends in the humanitarian
and development sector, highlighting thematic areas where
there have been enhancements (or a lack of progress) in the
sector’s practice over recent years. It will also focus more
generally on the value of HR and people management as well
as the way in which good (or bad) practices affect the quality,
outcome and impact of humanitarian and development

Thank you
People In Aid would like to thank the following organisations
and individuals for their help in creating this report:
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Introduction
Like many people you will most likely believe, or at least be told by your
employer, that people are central to the achievement of your mission.
What are the current challenges and opportunities in this? Whether you
are working in HR or operations, in the HQ or the field, as a manager or
leader, you need to read this paper. We have made it short and easy to
read, so please benefit from the insights into current trends in HR and
people management we have collected together. We are encouraging
you to think about what might be needed to transform and prepare your
organisation for what lies around the corner.
I concluded the introduction to 2011’s State of HR thus: ‘We will revisit the key themes in the
2012 paper, when once again we review and reflect on the state of HR in the humanitarian
sector.’ And in this January 2013 State of HR we do exactly that: we review and reflect. We
have worked with a lot of partners, especially our members, to bring you information and
analysis. We have drawn on first-hand information and the views of experts, and secondary
data such as reports and survey results. Most of what we have found is challenges, so that
is most of what we offer you! To balance this we offer the analysis of Mike Johnson and
ourselves at People In Aid as well as a few case studies and specific examples collected for
this report from our members and others: our members will know there are a great many more
good practice examples to be found on our website.
People In Aid does a lot of work on organisational effectiveness but this paper is more
focussed on operational HR and people management. So there is little mention of the HR
function, organisational restructurings, capacity-building of local partners, certification
and other topics to which we are equally committed. Nor are there great insights into ‘next
practice’ or thought-leading comments: other People In Aid outputs offer those, and here we
are focussing on current practice and trends.
Enjoy and benefit, and above all please feed back to us your reactions, so that the State of HR
report we are already planning for April 2014 will be even more useful for you.

Jonathan Potter
Executive Director
People In Aid
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The Big Picture
Recession is the Norm
We are living at a time of a marked global economic decline that began in December
2007 and took a particularly sharp downward turn in September 2008. The global
recession has affected the entire world economy, with higher detriment in some
countries than others. The economic side effects of the European sovereign debt crisis,
accompanied with slowing US and Chinese growth, continues to provide obstacles to
world economic growth. There are many countries with growing economies and good
prospects, ironically perhaps where most of our members are currently implementing
programmes. Nevertheless most of our readers will be affected: working directly for
global organisations or, if based in your own country, working in alliance with at least
an aspect of the global system (UN, Red Cross, INGOs, development banks, bilateral
donors). Five years on, there is a definite case for saying that recession is the norm for
many of us – it is what we have become used to as the governing factor of our daily
lives.
For the humanitarian and development sector, recession has had a marked effect on
many. It has created huge challenges in everything from fundraising to deployment,
from headcount to compensation. There is no likelihood of this – our new status quo
– changing anytime soon. Change, however, will be our constant companion for some
while yet.
Added to that, natural disasters and political upheavals around the globe have meant
that many aid and disaster response organisations have seen their resources and
infrastructure stretched as never before. Many agencies are having to deliver on
multiple geographic “fronts” at the same time; an unenviable situation in the current
economic climate. Choosing where to respond, or even whether to respond when the
obvious need is there, may become explicit and necessary.
Furthermore, cuts to agency budgets by hard-pressed governments and challenges
in general fundraising have not helped the situation for many. We could go on, the list
of hardships being visited on the international aid community is a long one. But, this
report has one objective in mind: to assess the State of Human Resources within the
sector. Putting the financial considerations to one side, this report is looking at what
makes every single international aid organisation work – people.
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A brief note on context:
While acknowledging the recession is not global, we have made no attempt in
this report to contextualise, to say that people in one region do it differently or that
anyone does it better. When you travel in humanitarian or development situations
you often hear the word context. Religion, tribe or clan, environment, state of
development, connectivity: they all make a difference for those who are working with
a community. ‘Evaluations’, says ALNAP’s State of the Humanitarian System report,
‘consistently show that staff in NGOSs, UN and clusters were perceived to be illprepared in terms of basic language and context training.’
This matters, because working with Somali women in Kenya requires aidworkers
with great gender sensitivity, because a national employee from a capital city can be
just as culturally unaware in a rural setting as an expatriate, because one employee’s
rewards package may not be equitable with a colleague in the programme just a
hundred miles away. One of our members explicitly ensures that there are strong HR
positions in the field, ‘to make sure national staff and expats are served based on the
local context and needs’; but there remains strong “central” steering from the HQ.
As we say, ‘people make international aid organisations work’ but the challenges
may differ between contexts, and solutions must be tailored.

We Should be Good at This
Aid agencies don’t make stuff. Aid agencies have just the one asset – people. Therefore,
surely they should really excel at the people bit of the business since it is the main
thing they have. The trouble is that they often don’t. More than that, the recession is
having a marked effect on employee morale in many places, making it even harder for
the HR professionals and senior management to find useful ways to motivate staff.
Indeed, reports by the Roffey Park Institute, the Chartered Institute of Personnel and
Development (CIPD) and others indicate that staff morale in the aid sector (while in fact
better than that of the private sector) is plunging. Much of that despondency is being
attributed to on-going staff cuts that cause collective organisational anxiety. As the
Roffey Park report says, ‘a sizeable proportion of organisations have still suspended
recruitment (47%), frozen salaries (46%) and made compulsory redundancies (46%).’
It adds, ‘there has been a decline in how well redundancies were handled. Also some
organisations may be going through their second or even third rounds of redundancy
which may suggest decreasing energy to give to this process in successive rounds.’
Perhaps it is not just anxiety, but collective exhaustion of facing up to more of the
same. Most organisations, it would appear, have been implementing spending cuts,
process redesign, redefining jobs – all this has a large and often continuous impact
on the people in the business. There is no doubt that effectively dealing with a climate
of uncertainty and constant change remains the biggest overall challenge for the HR
professional.
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A Collective Sense of Purpose
Having said all that, there was some good news out there. Collective sense
of purpose has been shown to have a positive correlation to organisational
effectiveness and is stronger in the INGO sector than in others. INGO managers
– across the board, not exclusively HR professionals – have a strong alignment
between their own and their organisation’s values. In the organisational world
we occupy, this can only be seen as a major advantage over other business
sectors as it points toward better motivation, shared vision, more capacity to
put up with hard times, better employee retention and an improved service to
the communities in which we work.

Case study:
Restless Development
Not losing the advantage of the stafforganisational values alignment
was central to leaders at Restless
Development as the youth-led
development agency went through a
worldwide re-branding process..
To start with, the development of the
new identity was done collectively
through a staggered process which
started with questions and options
to staff and volunteers: ‘what are
your ideas?’ and ‘these are the 25
highest-scoring ideas, what do you
think?’ With support from a branding
agency, the ideas were refined with a
committee representative of staff at
all levels and countries of operation

Case study:
Retrak
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Not losing this advantage of the stafforganisational values alignment was
also central when Retrak launched
its 2009–2012 organisational strategy
using roadshows in the three countries

and then re-tested with wider staff and
volunteers, until the new brand was
agreed. A similar participatory process
was undertaken to agree and confirm
organisational values.
The result is a shared identity and a
strong sense of brand ownership by
all staff, not just the leadership team
or HR (People and Performance) or
HQ. A recent employee survey showed
that staff appreciated the participatory
approach and were proud to work for
Restless Development. A recent external
evaluation of several offices worldwide
also highlighted ‘the impressive buyin to the new brand: everybody from
the senior managers to the volunteers
could explain what the brand and its
accompanying words and slogans stood
for.’

where they work.. Activities such as
presentations and role play were held
in each site involving every member
of staff from the night guard and cook
to the country director. The roadshow
was led by the CEO, the Learning
and Development director and one
of the UK office support staff. Where
needed, interpreters were used and a

wide range of staff were encouraged to
facilitate group discussions and manage
feedback.
One particular example of success
was in Ethiopia, where the roadshow
involved staff such as the night guards
for the first time giving their own views
on how the strategy would help them
in decision-making on a daily basis
and how their own activity contributed
towards the Retrak mission.
The result is a shared identity and a
strong sense of communal purpose by

all staff, not just the leadership team or
HR. Retrak have just been though the
Quality Mark 1 process with People In
Aid, where the consultation process and
feedback showed that staff appreciated
the approach and were proud to work
for Retrak.
For the new 2013–2018 strategy,
the approach will be similar, with the
added involvement of the beneficiaries
and a more proactive approach to
a change management process, as
the implementation of a new strategy
inevitably brings about change.

Opportunities for HR
For HR, this current climate of change poses some clear opportunities. In what we have
heard and read, the organisational practices which had a strong positive relationship
with strategic performance included the following: the capability of HR, effectiveness
of talent management, quality of performance management, levels of wellbeing at
work, employee engagement, happiness, effectiveness of change management,
competence of line managers and strength of collective sense of purpose.
“Corporate purpose” was identified by the HR magazine recently (9/5/12) as one of the
key drivers of attraction and retention. The Roffey Park’s Management Agenda survey
showed that not-for-profit organisations demonstrated the strongest sense of purpose
across the three sectors.
Conversely, there are some pitfalls for HR to avoid. Factors in the Roffey Park survey
which had a strong negative relationship with strategic performance included poor
employee relations, poor management of promotions, unequal terms and conditions,
problematic policies and procedures, bureaucracy, lack of role clarity, lack of control
over work, poor communication, lack of support, competing agendas at senior levels
and competition for resources. None of this sits well amid a climate where employees
are concerned for their future and facing constant change.
The Roffey Park report explained the dilemma as ‘many organisational issues once
called for analysis, speed of response, operational problem solving and elimination of
uncertainty. This was familiar territory for HR. These issues have now been superseded
by dilemmas which require sense-making, patience, collaboration and engagement
with uncertainty. For HR to remain credible it’s crucial that operational activities are
undertaken effectively.’ They add, ‘we’re hearing a clear request for more strategic,
broader organisational development expertise, which is seen by managers as having
potential for greater added value.’
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HR not Strategic
But this request for HR to take on a more strategic role is not being played out in
day-to-day reality as line managers still see HR adding most value in operational,
transactional areas – e.g. managing the process of redundancies or the interpretation
of employment law. Although those activities are vital, hard-pressed line executives
would like to see HR add more value in more strategic areas, e.g. organisation-wide
development, workforce planning and retention. Hard-pressed HR executives, by
contrast, would like to see line managers take more responsibility for managementrelated tasks they devolve to HR. One helpful tool is a clear HR strategy so there is no
confusion at the operational HR level covering, for example, whether we are prioritising
global or local recruitment, or encouraging national staff to become expatriates, or if
there are sanctions for not doing performance management.
This, it would seem, is still the HR professional’s problem. Many want them to be more
strategic and they themselves say they want to be strategic, but they are confined
to the second row (a recent study noted that over half of all INGOs still did not have
an HR professional on their top management team, and it is recognised that there
are many non-HR people doing HR work in a committed but not a professional way).
However, this debate is one of the longest running in organisational history and is
probably unsolvable. The truth is, there are some very effective, strategically gifted HR
professionals doing excellent work. There are also many doing purely transactional
operations (and quite happy to be doing just that). The interesting point in all this
for the HR community is that in today’s adverse climate those transactional pieces,
handling redundancies and so forth have a great deal of value to a business if they are
done in the right way.

Metrics
Would it help if HR had more arguments to support its case? Metrics, perhaps, or
calculating return on investment? What guides you to invest how much per full-time
equivalent in one initiative rather than another? To borrow a corporate sector phrase:
“Information is the ultimate advantage, and analytics is the winning strategy”; it is best
to decide on and define metrics before someone else does it for you.
There are metrics we really would be better off knowing. A few examples are the cost
of security per humanitarian worker; days spent on learning and development per
employee (and its RoI on retention, performance, etc); percentage of operational spend
which supports staff and volunteers. And there are more conventional “dashboard”
figures such as diversity, turnover, and ratio of HR staff to employees. An analysis of
a coherent, though relatively small sample of humanitarian projects offers two figures
to perhaps make you think if you know your own and whether you need to know your
peers’:
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The person working months of expatriates range from 0.6% to 8.1% of the total, with
the rest being done by local staff . The costs of staff (what is included is undefined)
ranges from 6% to 61%. Taking out the projects relying heavily on goods (e.g. food
distribution) offers an average of 47%.
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The Challenges

An Ever-Lengthening To-Do List of Challenges
HR’s list of problems to solve, issues to improve on and priorities to set is just getting
longer. Whether strategic or transactional, they are all in their way critical to the overall
operational excellence of any INGO. Meeting these challenges in the face of a recession
as the organisational default puts HR firmly on the spot.

Biggest Challenges
Obviously the economic climate as a
whole is the big challenge, but in HR
terms it means that the HR practitioners
are having to continue a policy of doing
more with less, something that shows
little sign of changing. This impacts right
across the employment spectrum, from
devising more cost-effective training and
development to confronting continued
wage and recruitment freezes. These
types of hard-times scenarios obviously
push organisations, teams and individuals
to their limits in some cases. HR’s ongoing
challenge is to meet these problems and
deal with them in ways that do not affect
already damaged staff morale further.

Our partner CiC is regularly in contact
with private, public and voluntary
sector organisations in delivering its
Employee Assistance Programmes,
with feedback from their clients
highlighting their priorities. First, staff
are reporting the following as Top
3 issues in the workplace: personal
relationships (always on top of the list),
workload (having to do others’ jobs
now those others have been made
redundant) and coping with the constant
change. Secondly, organisations are
asking for support on mediation and
conflict resolution and on fitness for
work (absence management and
occupational health).

Reward
It is likely, as the recession continues into 2013, that there will be an increased focus
on the reward systems required to remunerate employees and volunteers at a time
when financial resources are under pressure.
The 2012 report by the Roffey Park found that nearly a quarter of line managers were
poor at rewarding and recognising good performance. Not getting this right can lead to
low morale and motivation, poor performance and an exodus of the high performers.
For the humanitarian and development sector, this rewarding cannot be all about the
money.
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A member in East Africa suggests a focus on satisfaction at work and the intrinsic
rewards, for example acknowledging and recognising how staff impact on
beneficiaries. Attracting the right candidates is not just about the salary, their HR
Advisor says, but also about the flexible work practices and the psychological
contracts, as well as the values of the organisation.
Although salary freezes are still in place for some agencies, we know from our salary
survey work that agencies are still very much engaged with benchmarking against
each other on salary, as well as on the total reward package, policies and practices.
Agencies want to know their salaries are fair and importantly they want to know they
can attract and retain the most talented people.
Conversations are also being held about pay harmonisation and consistency,
and one agency we work with, WaterAid, (see http://www.peopleinaid.org/pool/
files/pubs/wateraid-global-reward-case-study-oct-2011(2).pdf) has been moving
towards a consistent global grading structure for all positions within its country
offices. We see similar role-evaluation work happening in other agencies too.
The drivers are a desire to create a consistent, transparent and fair process for
how jobs are graded as well as having a consistent grading structure in place to
facilitate staff mobility.
Another member, CARE USA has worked in the past year to change their pay
philosophy to recognise the goals of the organisation, linking talent to goals as well
as promoting fair, equitable and competitive pay practices. More information can
be found at www.peopleinaid.org/resources/newsletter/october2012/

Learning and Development
Cost-cutting has created many challenges in most areas of learning and development.
Among other issues there have been an increasing number of budget cuts. Several
reports and surveys in the course of 2011 have criticised learning and development
processes particularly for field staff. There was, it was generally conceded, a great
deal still to do. As one report explained, “’staff training and a lack of appropriate skill
sets were raised in many evaluations. Evaluations of mega-disasters predictably note
influxes of relatively new staff with limited experience.’ Elsewhere it was reported that
‘many agencies are still perceived as quite amateurish in their preparation of staff
about overarching political contexts in which they are going to work.’ While this
comment focused on language skills and contextual induction rather than technical or
managerial skills, for HR’s L&D experts there is still considerable work to do.
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One of our members ensures that national staff help any expatriates practice their
language skills in the office.
However, smart organisations have managed to keep employee development in some
form or another despite the troubles. What seems to have happened is that there is
a lot more “in situ” training taking place, with away days and off-site development
being reduced drastically. Several of our members and partners are identifying skills or
knowledge in their employees and asking those holding them to run learning exercises
or info sessions for others. Simulations and games are growing as well, on the basis
that learners retain 10% of what they read and potentially 90% of what they play
or do. Equally, there has been a huge rise in coaching and mentoring programmes,
especially where they are carried out by in-house coaches. This is one area where HR
has been able to provide really positive results by keeping up people development in
the face of economic adversity. And there is impact: the commitment to learning and
development is not just a morale booster. Re-skilling and up-skilling staff has obvious
positive benefits as it means there is less reliance on bringing in new talent from the
outside. This also has the effect of keeping INGOs from being under pressure from
other employment sectors and therefore getting into bidding wars for hard-to-get skills.
Sector-wide support being mobilised is positive as well. The competency framework
People In Aid worked on with the Consortium of British Humanitarian Agencies is
being successfully rolled out by the CBHA member agencies and the ECB (Emergency
Capacity Building) Project. Enhancing Learning & Research for Humanitarian
Assistance (ELRHA)’s nascent work on systems for professionalising the aidworker is
to be strongly encouraged, while an increased focus on bringing learning to national
staff (the ECB’s ENHAnce programme, for example, or Learning in NGOs (LINGO)’s
Last Mile Learning) is equally important.

Case study:
Retrak: offering
development
opportunities
Retrak has used the economic
climate as an opportunity to offer staff
development opportunities which help
with their careers, morale and staff
retention. One principle which has
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worked well is the T-shaped model:
while developing broad management
and leadership skills and competencies,
each staff member has an opportunity
to develop an area of expertise much
further with shadowing opportunities,
in-depth field visits, a mentoring
programme and training. A number of
these staff members are carrying out
longitudinal case studies in areas of
work that relate to their own role but will
be of general use to the organisation.

Case study:
Save the Children
International: Building
skills in a time of
change – executive
coaches
During 2012, Save the Children’s
country programmes were transferred
to the newly created Save the Children
International. As part of this process,
recruitment was launched for over 50
Country Director positions. The new
recruits faced a significant professional
and personal challenge in guiding
programme staff through a complex
transition process alongside developing
their individual strategies to meet Save
the Children International’s ambitious
goals. Strengthening the senior
leadership during this critical period was
essential.
In looking to strengthen the capacity
of these Country Directors, Save
the Children’s HR began looking for
innovative ways to offer high-level
development support to their new
appointments. Tight budgets meant
looking outside of the organisation
and exploring the potential for external
partners to offer pro-bono support.

Save the Children’s HR explored with
Bluepoint’s President the scale and
complexity of the challenge confronting
the new Country Directors and quickly
identified a solution that would have
immediate impact.
All Directors were given an intensive
three-month period of “stretch” support
from one of Blueprint’s experienced
executive coaches. This was offered on
a pro-bono basis to three cohorts of 20
or so Country Directors at a time. The
coaching took place remotely (mainly
via Skype to further contain costs) at
intervals and on themes and objectives
agreed between the coach and coachee.
The Country Directors were hugely
enthusiastic about the proposal,
particularly since it offered immediate
development support, and the feedback
to date has been overwhelmingly
positive. In the future Save the Children
International will explore with Bluepoint
the possibility of extending this kind of
“stretch” coaching to other categories of
senior leader.

The partnership proved beneficial
for both sides. For the coaches, the
sessions offered an opportunity to
engage with the INGO world and to learn
about programme and humanitarian
Save the Children approached Bluepoint work. They have commented on how
motivating they found this experience
Leadership Development, a US-based
and how much they valued being able
firm with a large international network
to contribute at a personal level to the
of executive coaches with whom they
success of Save’s programmes.
had worked with previously. Bluepoint
typically works with senior leaders who
For Save the Children International,
are already highly successful in their
professional field and who have reached they now have a new team of highly
skilled and motivated leaders who
an “inflection point’” in their career
are effectively steering the transition
which requires them to step up their
period whilst continuing to fulfil their
leadership skills and personal impact
organisational goals.
to meet the challenges of a new and
demanding role.
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Leadership
The recession has prompted many INGOs to ramp up leadership development –
seeking to improve top management performance, particularly in its ability to motivate
staff in these times of austerity. Certainly at the HQ level, leaders are getting a much
better reputation for dealing with adversity. Elsewhere the picture is not as good. In the
field one report suggested that there was, ‘alarming evidence of a growing tendency
towards risk aversion and that there was a stifling culture of compliance.’
One study ‘found inspirational examples of leadership by individuals and teams in
the field’, but these happened, ‘in spite of, rather than because of the organisational
culture in which they were operating.’
There is a strong focus on leadership, though. UN-OCHA continues its work on
humanitarian leadership, more and more of our members have launched leadership
training, and two of our members (one large and one small) are fostering “leadership
academies”.

Sending the Wrong People
Part of the problem of leadership (at all levels within an organisation) was put down
to sending the wrong people to do the job. A UNICEF report criticised one major aid
effort noting that, ‘the deployment of staff tended to be mostly concerned with sending
as many people as quickly as possible with little consideration given to the work
they could do once on the ground.’ The ALNAP study The State of the Humanitarian
System recommended ’getting the right individuals in place – with the requisite levels
of knowledge, skills, experience and motivation.’ The report added that ’interviews and
evaluations in the last three years have consistently continued to point to gaps and
failures in leadership.’
Identifying the right people, however, is both easy and difficult. Easy: there are people
who don’t need to be “sent”, i.e. locals. Difficult: the right skills may not exist in local
staff or partners.
Comments on the disparity between local and international staff, extracted from some
of the Listening Project’s conversations with beneficiaries
Many people mentioned that there are local experts who are much more
knowledgeable than the foreign staff and consultants that are paid high fees as
“experts” even though they are not familiar with the context in the country. As a man
in the Solomon Islands said, ‘Donors always hire outside consultants to do evaluation
and designing work. Is there no one qualified in the Solomon Islands to do the work?
Aid meant to help the community goes back when hiring outside consultants. So
donor, think good before becoming a donor.’ A community member in Sri Lanka

16

expressed a similar opinion, saying ‘Why don’t you value local knowledge and
capacity? We have engineers and experts too.’
In a number of places, people suggested that the money spent on foreign staff could
do much more if it were invested in hiring and building the capacity of local staff.
A lawyer in Kosovo noted that ‘One expatriate expert costs more than an entire
department of local staff. Money could have been used to increase local institutions’
salaries so that they have more qualified people there.’ A man in Ecuador concurred
saying ’We know of projects in which the foreign staff receive salaries that are so high
that this amount of money could pay the salaries of three local staff who could do the
same work and maybe even better, because they know the communities and are part
of this culture.’
There was a feeling among those spoken to that for such a “high price tag” the
international hires should be considerably more experienced and talented than locals,
and be committed to building and mentoring local capacity.

Roles not Clearly Defined
Several studies consulted for this report pointed to the need for clear lines of
accountability and a real understanding of the role of individuals to improve
organisational effectiveness – particularly in field operations. As one study pointed
out, ‘the most common causes of conflict for INGO managers were differing agendas
and personality clashes as well as role ambiguity.’ It went on to add, ‘teamwork often
improves where there is clear purpose, clear outcomes and clear activities.’ Another
report said, ‘a project was praised for the clear delegation and communication
regarding roles and responsibilities.’ However, interviews following the Haiti response,
‘disclosed a high level of disillusionment from longer-term staff, much of that stemming
from frustrations because roles were not clearly defined.’ Rapid turnover of expatriates
is also often cited by partners and local staff as demotivating and having a negative
impact on the quality of the programme.
Poor leadership and lack of professional management are seen as the culprits in many
cases. Not only that but several agencies have reported that they are losing up to
half of first-time-in-the-field recruits because of the poor experiences they have on
site. When you consider the high costs of recruitment and deployment, this sort of
outcome is not sustainable and certainly not in the midst of budget cuts.
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Confronting Underperformance
There is another side to the performance coin, of course. Staff can feel excluded and
uninvolved and get easily demotivated in many work-related situations. At the more
extreme end, this results in low productivity and systematic underperformance. Study
after study suggests that organisations (particularly major international organisations)
are not good at handling poor or inadequate job performance. In most cases this seems
to be a systemic issue that has grown up and become the culture. Poor performers
are sidelined or just simply ignored and allowed to get on with their uninspired career.
When business is booming, when everyone is feeling fulfilled and happy about their
jobs, this form of organisational amnesia is almost something an agency can get away
with. Put underperformance into a recessionary context and things change. Fellow
workers complain that people are not pulling their weight and this leads to resentment
and conflict. INGOs need to ensure that clear policies are not only in place but acted
upon. Here is another role for the HR professional in alliance with the managers. For
example, organisational culture needs to be focussed on performance, with leaders
persuasive on the subject; impediments to performance (e.g. poor technology,
burdensome systems) need to be addressed, and personal resilience built up.

Duty of Care
For many aid workers stress is an ever-present shadow. Providing the right pre- and
post-assignment assessment and training has become a key factor in how well an
agency is judged on its duty of care. According to several studies, a good 50 % of
INGO staff are worried about high levels of exhaustion and stress. When it comes
to field operators the numbers quickly rise. Aid workers in so-called “fragile states”,
where civil society is weak or non-existent and infrastructure is poor, are most exposed
to danger (attacks on aid workers are on the rise generally), so much more care needs
to be taken.
Duty of care has three distinct parts: first, equipping the staff before they depart so
they are as prepared as possible; secondly, dealing with issues on the ground in the
workplace; and finally, careful and sympathetic debriefings when they return. From
current studies, this not only helps the individual but makes it more likely that they
will sign up for further assignments. Organisationally the recommendations are to
increase awareness, make plans, expand policies and assess risks. HR has a huge –
and growing – role in the creation of a practical Duty of Care model for the organisation
and is expected, certainly in the private sector, to own it. Complex assignments, an
increasingly unsafe environment and the rise of an ever more litigious society all point
to this being very much a “need to do” on any HR professional’s task list.
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Work/Life Balance
There is a much greater emphasis – even in these hard times – for employees to feel
their needs and expectations are being met. Jobs may be on the line, salaries may
be frozen, but some things are becoming non-negotiable and the work/life balance
is increasingly in that category. INGOs need to carefully consider the workplace they
operate in and decide if it meets the criteria of their staff. They need to think through
flexible work options that reduce commuting time, or shorter work weeks for some who
have non-work commitments (e.g. child and elder care). Sadly, in many organisations
there is still a long-lasting culture of “presenteeism” in place, where if the employee
cannot be seen it is assumed they are not doing anything useful. This approach is
fast becoming outdated, but it has survived in many locations. Many experts believe
that while employees may put up with poor overall working conditions in the short
term through a need for job stability, they will quickly leave poor employers come any
upturn.
With one of our members, if an employee wants to work at weekends s/he will be
presented with an itemised list of costs their presence will incur on a non-working
day. It is a carbon and cost consideration with a positive impact on work/life balance.

The task for HR is to assess the work/life balance of the staff and see if it can be
improved now, or whether it can wait until budgets are more robust. But this is not
something that can be put on the organisational back-burner. Already there is evidence
that talent is on the move. Good people can always get another job and they will go
where they are most appreciated.
Conclusions of the vielife / IHPM Health and Performance Research Study:
•

Improvements in
(i)
stress management
(ii)
pain management
(iii)
sleep 		
are the main areas driving change in health status and the consequent 		
observed improvements in work performance.

•

There was an 8.5% improvement in work performance seen within 			
participants of the intervention group.

•

There was a small reduction in short-term absence from work within the
intervention group, whereas control group employees increased monthly 		
absence during the 12-month study.
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Technology
Technology can help an organisation be flexible, though we hear of the pressures it
brings as well. On the agenda for managers are the tyranny of 24/7 mobile phone
contact, the value of intranets for disseminating forms and policies and for collecting
information, tablets’ capacity for offering better connectivity, m-learning (SMS
reinforcing learning messages, for example) and more.
Current research seems to indicate that virtual working is very much in vogue with
the aid sector (which has been somewhat backward in the past in taking this step).
However, increasingly cheaper technology, cost of travel and much more secure
systems are making it possible for people to work from virtually anywhere. Work is
what you do and not where you go, and flexible telecommuting allows for staff to pace
their workday and fit in other responsibilities. This is certainly going to be a growing
– and highly popular – trend that every organisation needs to look at. In a recent
conference organised by Digital Learning Marketplace (DLM) and the FutureWork
Forum, we heard that half of job functions are deemed to be tele-work-compatible
and 30% of Americans in a survey would take a 30% pay-cut to have such a job.
The humble telephone seems to be playing a more important role than before, though.
Much more recruitment, at least first interviewing, is being undertaken on the phone –
and second interviews by videophone if possible. Coaching and counselling are less
frequently face-to-face as well, as these examples show:
The telephone: Counselling and critical incident support
CiC has increased the use the telephone (preferred to Skype for reasons of reliability)
for its counselling and psychotherapeutic support. There is always an advantage
to being face-to-face after a traumatic event or when an individual is upset, but
immediacy is important and so are pragmatic reasons. One of CiC’s client’s
employees was caught up in severe difficulties in Afghanistan. Telephone was the
only way to communicate with him, and the outcome and impact were as effective as
face-to-face would have been.
People are an organisation’s most valuable resource and they have to 		
deal with some extraordinary pressures in the course of their everyday work. By
making telephone support available to people, 24 hours a day, seven days a week,
it is possible to provide emotional and practical support for everyday issues, as well
as in response to critical incidents or traumas in the workplace. Such responsive
telephone support ensures that advice and information can be provided quickly after
an incident, helping to minimise its negative impact.
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The telephone: Coaching
Coaching is recognised as a critical contribution to staff learning and leadership
development and to management support. Taking it to scale, especially in a sector
as scattered as ours, means using the phone. The advantages of meeting a coach
face-to-face are strong but we mustn’t disempower those who can’t. And it has been
proved hugely effective during the year in the ENHAnce leadership programme in
which People In Aid and ECB have collaborated. Sara Swords, the coach coordinator
of the programme, says: ’15 of us have coached 95 national staff during the year,
from 40 agencies and partner organisations, in three languages, in 11 countries, all
by Skype or phone. The structured space created through the coaching sessions
enabled the participants on the leadership development programme to think through
how to apply the learning to localised contexts, organise their ideas, work through
issues of confidence and determine meaningful ways forward to deal with these.
Certainly Skype sometimes let us down during monsoons or power outages but on
balance it was a privilege for us as coaches to work with these leaders and potential
leaders of humanitarian work.’

Handling Redundancies Well
Sadly, recession often brings redundancy. As noted earlier in the report, some aid
agencies are going through their second, third, or even fourth round of staff cuts.
Often there comes a point where all the care and counselling that went into those first
cuts gets swept aside and the redundancy process becomes part of “business as
usual.” The point to learn here is that no organisation wants to get a reputation as a
bad place to be fired from. It just does not send a good message: not to the staff who
are left behind (often to do two or three jobs instead of one) or to donors and potential
partners and not to prospective employees when you start to re-hire again. More than
that – and HR needs to get this message – is that those great people that you hired
and trained and now have to let go will get jobs in other places. You will probably need
these people someday; you may even want to ask them back when you can afford to
do that.
Roffey Park Business School – which partners with People In Aid on a variety of HRrelated projects – produced an excellent eight-point guide to handling the redundancy
process. HR professionals should keep this as a very useful reminder and reference
tool. It reminds us not only about how to deal with those that are leaving, but also
about what the responsibilities to those who are staying are.
Redundancy is always present, but transition is becoming a norm for some organisations
as they restructure.
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The Rise of Generation Z
They called Generation Y “The Millennials” because they impacted this 21st century
like no one else. But those Millennials are fast becoming history. Generation Z – dubbed
the “Internet Generation” – are coming up to “going-to-work” age. Experts from HR
Matching, Jobzippers and The Entrepreneur Ship say that Generation Z will enter the
workplace in 2014 - 15. This is interesting for the aid sector for two reasons:
1.
The aid sector has a strong leaning towards youth – it is very often seen as a
young people’s kind of place.
2.
HR professionals are going to have to employ some very different recruitment
tactics if they are to harness the enthusiasms and technical abilities of this new group
in the marketplace.
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Peter Vogel’s work on this offers invaluable insights:
To begin with, Generation Z will pose new risks for our organisations that we are going
to have to face up to. Firstly, loyalty – where the average duration of work relationship
will go down (no matter what the economy is doing). These people do not stick around
and build a career. Secondly, information security issues, such as loss of trade secrets
(loyalty is to their friends – real and virtual). Lastly, impact on recruiting and training
new people and knowledge transfer.
This has huge implications for our organisational structures in the short, medium and
long term, because Generation Z have their own ideas about what is important in the
workplace. They want meaning: one’s contribution must fit into a bigger puzzle. And
vision: give them a clear vision so they can have an impact. Culture and community
is also important, and organisations need to create a strong corporate community
they identify with. Vogel also suggest organisations must be more flexible while still
offering guidance, offering immediate rewards by creating small and instant rewards as
opposed to big promises. Organisations need to be as savvy on social media as their
new staff – be open about social media, don’t ban Facebook, LinkedIn etc. And finally,
foster mentoring, cross-generational mentorship and empower “intrapreneurship”
An intrapreneur is someone who has an entrepreneurial streak, but chooses to
align their talents with an organisation. In a world of fast-moving change, having
intrapreneurs within the organisation is more critical – individuals who like to invent,
innovate and want to be on the front lines of change. They can work independently
as well as part of an integrated team, embracing the culture of the intrapreneur’s
host organisation. Intrapreneurs are most successful when management/leadership
empowers and supports them.

What HR needs to consider
HR will have to consider that the values that make Generation Z tick are possibly
different from those of other generations:
A great workplace is NOT ONLY about…
…day-care
…espressos and cool food
…health benefits
…nice offices and big compensations
A great workplace is ALSO about…
…impactful tasks
…a collective mind-set
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…honesty and trust
…loyalty, but only if it makes sense
…effectiveness as the measure and not the effort
…great people and having stars in every position
…creative, fun and inspirational environment
To find these talented, connected Gen Z-ers, there will need to be a lot of new ways
to recruit. Mike Johnson suggests that organisations adapt the jobs to the talents
they recruit, not vice versa. Try mobile recruiting, recruiting through social networks
(Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter…), social headhunting, webinars and virtual career fairs,
job videos, or even turn your employees into recruiters. Organisations need to plan for
increasing frequency of changing positions (2 – 3 years) and create a non-linear career
development model.
The question is, will HR professionals be ready to seek out and employ these totally
connected talents in the coming years?

Case study:
Anonymous,
Generation Z
As part of a joint fundraising campaign
with several other small organisations
during Ramadan 2012, we required
a large number of volunteers to help
promote the campaign on social media,
take donations in the call centre, and
perform collections outside mosques
and other public areas. We decided a
good way to do this would be to bring
in local youths on holiday from school
or university, providing them with a
platform to gain some charity work
experience, and also giving the best
performing volunteers an opportunity to
earn a longer-term paid internship.
The initiative was very successful – we
managed to recruit a good number of
young volunteers and provided them
with basic call centre and fundraising
training, and they then helped us with
our mosque collections and running
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the call centre. Some were also asked
to support the social media team
in creating messages and finding
captivating images and videos to
promote the causes of the campaign.
The best-performing volunteers were
given team leadership responsibilities
for their groups, and by the end of the
campaign several of these individuals
were chosen to continue working for the
lead organisation as paid interns. They
have since provided vital support to the
organisation, and one of the individuals
has taken the experience he has gained
from working here to land a full-time role
at another charity.
As a group of organisations, we learned
that there is a group of young, hungry,
dedicated workers out there keen to
get experience in the charity sector
and make a positive contribution to the
causes we support every day. This was
a great opportunity for the volunteers
to get a better understanding of the
process of a charity campaign and
develop practical work and leadership

skills that they could take forward in
their future careers. Going forward, the
lead organisation plans to build upon the
“‘incentive structure” of the programme
and put in place a reward process

for outstanding and high-potential
volunteers to earn a long-term working
opportunity, as well as supporting them
in their continued studies.

View from People In Aid’s Regional Consultant in
East Africa, Teresa Kamara:
From where I sit in Kenya, I often hear that the HR professionals in the field offices
of humanitarian and development organisations need to “be empowered” to be
effective. Frustrated HR directors, managers, advisors and officers tell me they desire
to be held in as high esteem as their peers in the Programme or Finance departments
of their organisations. They want “a seat at the table” in order to make a difference. In
my opinion, there has been some progress on that front—organizations have put HR
professionals on the senior management/leadership teams.
That being said, in-country staff are still not being given the platform they need in
order to influence change globally. Over the last 12 months I have seen countless
examples of people in HR in the field feeling powerless when it comes to decision
making. Decisions are being made at HQ level which affect country programmes
including recruitment drives, restructuring and increasingly, redundancies due to
financial constraints. In many cases the decisions and policies being passed down
are not contextually appropriate and it is the local HR leaders who are left to pick up
the pieces. These are talented and informed people who can contribute to global
decisions and advise on their local implementation. This would enhance their profile
in the organisation and their leadership ability, as well as have a positive impact on
their organisations ultimate mission.
There has been a trend among some of the larger organisations to strengthen
senior HR capacity in the field by creating Regional Human Resource Management
positions. There is no shortage of organisational learning and development, people
and culture, and human capital advisors in our gatherings. The question is, now that
they have more seats at the table, what do they do once they get there?
I can confirm, from my own experiences, that the constancy of change, a key
thread to this State of HR paper, applies strongly in East Africa too. Organisations
are going through enormous upheavals—among them restructuring, shifting from
direct implementation to partnership business models, and, for aid staff in the field,
facing serious security threats from terrorism, political unrest and natural disasters.
I believe HR professionals are now realising they cannot be passive bystanders as
these changes unfold. As we heard at the People In Aid EPN (now HHR) conference
in Nairobi in 2009:
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“There are few organisations in the humanitarian and development sectors that have
not or are not experiencing significant amounts of change. HR professionals and
departments may or may not feel included in shaping and driving change initiatives.
They may need to respond to change or implement plans. Organisational change will
always have implications for HR departments and personnel. As one participant said,
though, ‘Change has most effect on the people, not on the organisation.’”
(http://www.peopleinaid.org/events/hhr/nairobi2009.aspx)
Through consultations with People In Aid members, I have come to know
the leadership challenges most present in the sector, and working with these
organisations to devise tailored solutions is my favourite part of my job. Let me
offer some examples of when I witnessed the power of HR leadership in people
management.

The Power of Staff Engagement
In my experience in East Africa, HR staff have tended to be the first to pick up on
“morale” problems in our member organisations, but don’t always know what to
do or where to start to address them. I advise them that they don’t have to have all
the answers and they should consult the experts, i.e. the staff themselves. Instead
of managing by rumour, a well-conducted and communicated employee opinion
survey can help detect what is working, what is not working, and prioritise burning
issues in the organisation. I have also found the best ideas for improvement come
from staff, and not always with a hefty price-tag attached. Organisational climate
self-checks can be done formally through an online poll (like ones done for members
through People In Aid partner Agenda Consulting) or informally through one-on-one
interviews.
Whatever form an organisation chooses, asking staff what they expect, and how
the organisation is measuring up to those expectations helps staff feel valued.
Valued employees tend to go the extra mile and express pride in working for their
organisations. In one organisation I worked with, after giving staff the opportunity to
say in a safe space “this is how we feel”, the leadership team were shocked, in denial
and extremely defensive about the results. Eventually, however, they recovered from
the bad news, took a step back and said: “we hear you, and are willing to change”
through action plans for improvement. When HR leads the charge on these internal
reflection processes, the results can be empowering.

The Power of Leadership Team Development and
Trust Building
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Once organisations acknowledge change is needed, the senior leadership teams
have to do some work. Three People In Aid members in East Africa who are currently
undergoing restructuring, implementation of new strategies and the accompanying
turmoil of change, recently sought support from us to help them through the
transition. The reflective exercises and action plans to align the senior managers with

the organisational purpose, which People In Aid helped to design, also served to
build trust among diverse teams members. In some cases, this is all that is needed.
In this and other instances, we also offered coaching to those who required more
intense support to make the necessary behavioural changes and grow into new roles.
These staff are now well on their way to becoming powerful values-driven leaders.

The Power of HR Networks
Even with dozens of staff walking into their offices daily, HR can be a lonely
place! Through the Inter-Agency Working Group (IAWG) in Kenya and the online
Humanitarian HR Network (www.peopleinaid.org/forums), HR professionals have
a network where they can come to for support, answers to questions, and other
learning resources. Countless emails fly back and forth on topics including changes
in employment law, support to staff during political unrest, or practices such
as background checks or cost-of-living allowances. People In Aid weighs in by
offering resources and even creating events around some topics of discussion. For
example, in the last year some members expressed concerns about abusive senior
staff. Although the HR practitioners were aware that the said behaviours were in
violation of organisation policies and core values, they felt powerless to do anything
about it because the offending staff were expatriates. People In Aid’s response
was to bring the taboo topic to the table—through the annual Humanitarian HR
conference. Last year, under the umbrella of staff well-being, we offered sessions on
workplace bullying, personal resilience and peer learning – all designed to build the
HR professional’s confidence in their craft, and the courage to confront challenges
professionally. Several participants provided testimony of how it helped them in the
workplace (full information can be found at http://www.peopleinaid.org/hhrafrica2012
Compensation and benefits has proved to be a topic that has come around again
and again in the region over the last 12 months. The drought in East Africa brought
in hundreds of new staff, and trying to fit them into existing grading and salary
structures was daunting. In search of a solution, People In Aid worked with a
partner, Birches Group, who conducted NGO surveys and twice travelled from the
US to Kenya to facilitate a Rewards seminar (which we now expect to become an
annual event). By providing HR professionals the space for open discussion and
an opportunity to access technical expertise, I have seen the competence and
confidence in some of our members soar. They report being better able to read
market trends, learn all the insights which can be gained from salary benchmarking
reports and use the information to help influence decisions about compensation and
benefits in their organisations.
Manage yourselves, manage your relationships and manage your work. That
requires great self-awareness, strong competence in facilitating change, and the
ability to embed yourself in the core business of humanitarian and development
work. That’s what leaders do. Simply being the sympathetic friend to staff
experiencing the discomfort of change is not enough. HR staff must be leaders, and
leading is about influencing change – in ourselves, in others and in our organisations.

27

The final word from
People In Aid
Where does People In Aid stand in all of this? One good reason for us reading the
literature and constantly asking our members to tell us what is going on is to collate
and analyse information for your benefit; a second is to give us our work agenda, to be
sure we are supporting you with what you need. Here we have given information but
we can assure you we are busy as well. We note here the lack of metrics: yet we have
250 organisations signed on to our rewards benchmarking and are now collecting key
metrics for the HR Directors of the larger UK INGOs. We are planning 2013 activities in
the USA partly around the need for Generation Z to engage with our sector. We note
ALNAP’s call for improvements to preparedness and surge capacity in the humanitarian
system and have prepared a funding proposal to update and strengthen our seminal
2007 report on the subject. Our previous work on leadership in the sector (http://
www.peopleinaid.org/publications/leadershipandtalent.aspx) as well as our work with
Center for Creative Leadership on boundary-spanning leadership over the last few
years shows how much we believe in its importance. Hence, looking forward to our
upcoming 2013 humanitarian HR conference...
We are also contributing to positive change: an increasing number of organisations tell
us how our services or output, or even single ideas of the sort scattered through this
report, have catalysed a change in a team or organisation. We ourselves are prepared
for change as well, with the recently-launched stakeholder consultation on Joint
Standards Initiative likely to have an influence on our future.
At least one comment or thought in the report will have struck a chord with you or your
organisation, inspiring you to think or act. Please do let us know what it was.

The People In Aid team
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