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When you are struggling with how to 
approach a task, there’s something 
to be said for just getting started. 
For example, I spent a good ten 
minutes staring at the screen before 
I started to type this article. Now I 
have started, I feel so much better. 
More words on the page means I am 
getting closer to my goal of getting 
the required 1,800 words down for 
the published article.  However, as 
good as it feels to get started, I need 
to remember that the objective 
of writing this article is not simply 
to get 1,800 words on a page. I am 
writing it because I want to have a 
specific impact. If I finish the article 
but it does not achieve my desired 
impact, it has been a waste of my 
time (and yours!). 

It seems obvious when put in those 
terms, yet this is similar to what happens for 
many when it comes to analysing workforce 
data. Our world is becoming more data 
driven, and HR functions have lots of data, 
so rather than staring at data on our screens, 
it feels better to get started with delivering 
insight. However, in the same way that this 
article is a waste of time if it doesn’t have 
the desired impact, insight delivered that 
does not have the desired business impact 
is also a waste of time. 

So what impact do I hope to have on 
readers of this article? To understand the 
value of a holistic approach to workforce 
analytics, therefore being better placed 
to use workforce analytics to help achieve 
strategic goals.

Is Investment In People 
Analytics Paying Off?
Despite the uncertain times we are in, studies 
have shown that companies are still investing 
in data analytics. A Dresner Advisory Services’ 
study, ‘How COVID-19 Impacts Businesses, 
Budgets and Projects’ (1) from May this year, 
found that despite impacts on budget, 49% 
of organisations still had new Business 
Intell igence and Analytics projects 
initiated, or existing projects move forward 
without delay. This is clearly still a priority 
for many. Perhaps you are experiencing 

this in your own organisation? Has there 
been a new HR system introduced with 
analytics ‘out-of-the-box’, or perhaps 
your employer has invested in an analytics 
‘centre of excellence'? These are all 
good initiatives and should enhance the 
capability available to you to deliver 
people analytics to your stakeholders. 

However, returning to the theme of 
impact, it is worth asking ‘Have these new 
initiatives helped you to deliver your 
desired impact?’. If the answer is no, you 
are not alone. Per a Deloitte paper focused 
on talent acquisition analytics, ‘83% of 924 
companies surveyed across the globe have 
low people analytics maturity, focusing 
primarily on basic HR reporting needs, data 
security and privacy, etc.’ (2) We see this in 
many organisations we talk to, where the 
desire is there and investment is being 
made, but frustratingly the work being done 
is not having the intended impact, due in 
part to the lack of maturity of the people 
analytics function. 

How To Enable Strategic Impact
This is not a simple challenge, and is one that 
has many facets that need to be considered. 
Adopting a holistic approach should include 
covering the following three fundamental 
areas to better ensure the strategic impact of 
your analysis:
1. Ensuring the right insight – how do you 

define what is the ‘most appropriate’ 
insight?

2. Building a robust framework – do you have 
the permissions and guidelines for the 
data you are analysing?

3. Developing skilled users – does your team 
have the capability to effectively deliver 
insight and drive outcomes?

Although these focus areas can often get 
overlooked in favour of more obvious issues 
such as collating data, data quality and the 
latest analytics tools, focus on them will help 
organisations better understand some of the 
key challenges with People Analytics, and 
ultimately deliver greater strategic value from 
the data at their disposal. 

1. Ensuring the Right Insight – 
how do you define what is the 
‘most appropriate’ insight?
Everyone working in data analytics has been 
warned at some point that stakeholders 
“don’t want insight for insights’ sake”. 
This is good advice. Anyone passionate 
about people data (and therefore likely to 
enjoy good insight!) will do well to remind 
themselves of this when being urged to 
deliver interesting insights, without dealing 
with the “So what?”. 

Stakeholder time is a valuable commodity. 
We need to be efficient and strategic 
regarding which insights are given real-estate 
on any output for their attention. All too 
often available data is the driver for insight, 
i.e. simply based upon what can be revealed, 
rather than focusing on, and aligning to, 
organisational priorities.  

Workforce Analytics - An Appeal 
For A Holistic Approach



4

INTERNATIONAL HR ADVISER    WINTER

Focusing on the ‘wrong’ insights can lead 
to them being ignored, or worse, driving 
behaviours both out of kilter with business 
priorities, and biased by this incorrect 
focus. There is also the opportunity cost of 
delivering the ‘wrong’ insight that needs to 
be considered. 

Here are two key aims for your analytics 
programme to enable delivery of the 
‘right’ insights.
1. Each insight must be linked to strategic 

priorities - this requires clearly 
acknowledged priorities for the analytics 
team, as well as the business functions 
being served. The analytics team must 
know where to go to for clarity on their 
areas of focus. 

2. Maintain a regular feedback loop with end 
users of the output - insights that enable 
business strategy will alter over time as 
priorities change. In order to stay relevant, 
analysts need to be connected to the 
end users to obtain feedback and change 
course in an agile way as necessary. 

Focusing on these two areas should ensure 
that appropriate time is spent on current 
priorities for stakeholders and the business, 
rather than delivering insight that may be 
interesting, but does not have relevant 
strategic impact. 

2. Building a Robust Framework 
- do you have the permissions 
and guidance for the data you 
are analysing?
A few years ago, in a previous employment, 
I was excited to prepare some really 
interesting analysis that was aligned to 
strategy and set to have a significant financial 
impact. However, when it got to my ultimate 
stakeholder for review, it got shut down 
because of a fear that the project could be 
perceived as too ‘Big-Brother-y’. At the time, 
I felt this was a poor excuse to not proceed 
with something that had such apparent 
value. However, in retrospect, I can see that 
this was not only a valid concern, but one 
deserving of more focus. In this instance 
we encountered this challenge because 
we didn’t have the appropriate framework 
in place to deal with the concerns raised. 
If we had clearly documented the ways in 
which we had used employee data, and 
communicated it to employees, we may have 
continued down the path more confidently, 
free from the ‘Big Brother’ accusation.  

It sounds obvious to say, but the 
foundation on which every good data 
analytics project is built is a strong governance 
framework. As with any construction project, 
a weak foundation will not support large 
complex structures. In the same way, a data 
analytics project developed without a strong 
governance framework will not support 
complex analysis. In both cases, the outcomes 
could potentially be very painful. 

The value of a strong framework is all 
the greater these days, where there can be 
distrust and scepticism about data analytics 
and ‘the power of algorithms’. Given recent 
legislative changes one can envisage getting 
this wrong, resulting in potential reputational 
damage. As the risk potential increases, 
it would be natural if there was greater 
reluctance to proceed. 

However, with the right governance 
framework in place, organisations and 
individuals in analytics teams can confidently 
proceed with more complex analysis 
to deliver the greatest value to their 
stakeholders. So how do you know if you 
have the foundations required? Here are a 
few focus areas to explore further:
1. Governance – do you have a framework, 

distinct from the analytics team, in place 
to guide the outcome of the analytics 
programme? It is okay to have this 
combined with other oversight committees 
but is not something that should be left for 
decisions to be made in the moment.

2. Legal framework – have contracts and 
policies been reviewed to allow for the 
use of employee data? Does it make a 
difference whether the beneficiary is the 
employee or the company? Even the most 
benevolent initiatives will fall foul of the 
law if the contract does not allow it.  

3. Ethical Guidance – Just because it is legal, 
does not mean it should be done. Is 
there a clear purpose statement for the 
analytics work that can be relied upon 
for any analysis of ‘grey areas’? Have 
you considered an ethics charter? Clear 

guidance will help those who work with 
data, who typically love all sorts of insight, 
to know when they are approaching a line 
they should not cross.

4. Employee Culture – This is possibly the 
hardest one to get right. Is there a risk of 
potential challenge from employees on 
how and why their data is being used? 
Even the most well intentioned projects 
can suffer an adverse effect if employees 
react badly to their data being used.

Dealing with these areas will enable a strong 
foundation for deriving value from your data. 
We recommend they are assessed before 
undertaking any large analytics project. The 
consequences of getting any one of these 
areas wrong can be severe, jeopardising your 
whole analytics programme before it has 
time to deliver the desired strategic impact. 

3. Developing Skilled Users 
- does your team have the 
capability to effectively deliver 
insight and drive outcomes?
A common challenge for organisations where 
data analysts are in short supply is that the 
analysts are often not present when the insights 
are delivered. There can be an expectation that 
output is simple enough for HR generalists to 
deliver. However, situations can arise where 
the desired impact is not realised because the 
person delivering this output hasn’t adequately 
understood the insight at hand. The credibility 
of the insight can therefore be easily lost when 
a simple question such as ‘why does your 
headcount numbers not match the figures 
from Finance?’ isn’t answered satisfactorily. 
For routine questions such as this, it is often 
unacceptable to defer to a central team and 
promise a reply “in the next 24 hours”.  

Investment in technology and building 
the right infrastructure for analytics within 
the organisation is only part of the solution. 
In the case of much of people analytics 
the part that a human plays in the supply 
chain is a key component, and continues to 
require investment. There is an unhelpful 
expectation that due to technological 
advances, we do not need to focus as much 
on our people. However, in my experience, 
this lack of focus has led to people data 
analytics projects falling at the final hurdle. 

So how do we overcome this challenge? 
For most organisations, having enough data 
specialists to join each meeting is not an 
option. This means the focus should be on 
investing in your frontline staff responsible 
for delivering the strategic impact.

Here are two suggestions to develop the skills 
required from users to ensure that intended 
value is not lost in the delivery of the analysis: 
1. Self-service – anyone working in workforce 

management, will realise that our world 
is rapidly changing. Understanding and 
delivering data in meaningful ways has 
become a critical component of many 

The value of a 
strong operational 

framework is all 
the greater these 
days, where there 

can be distrust and 
scepticism about 
data analytics and 

‘the power of 
algorithms’
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strategic partnering jobs. Enabling self-
service is a great way to upskill your 
workforce and help those that are able, to 
dig deeper into the data they are delivering. 

2. Resourcing & training – in a field that has 
traditionally been less focused on analytics, 
like people management, the need to 
proactively develop an appropriate skillset 
is critical. With advances in data science 
there is an increasing need for forward-
thinking people teams to hire in new skills. 
Such skills could also be accessed from 
other parts of the organisation. However, 
this isn’t an excuse to solely rely on 
‘bought-in’ specialists. Anyone delivering 
the insight should be trained to understand 
at least the basics of the analysis they 
deliver. What does your training look like 
for those who deliver new insights?

Focusing on the final hurdle prior to insight 
delivery will not only ensure the good work 
undertaken to date has the intended impact, 
but will also mean that the insight itself is 
fine-tuned, as the output will be sharpened 
by the developing experience of those at the 
frontline, delivering those insights. 

The Value Of A 
Holistic Approach
The areas covered in this article are often 
seen as peripheral to the delivery of 

people analytics and therefore may not 
get the attention they need. However, 
when things go wrong in these areas, 
the angst and disruption caused can be 
significant. Adopting a holistic approach 
that proactively manages each of these 
areas should result in the mitigation of a lot 
of these risks and support the delivery of a 
truly insight-driven people function that has 
a strategic impact. 

Carefully considering the areas suggested 
should mean: 
•  Focus on the right insight that meets 

stakeholder needs 
• A robust framework that supports the 

analytics team to deliver the desired 
impact, and

• Empowered people in position to deliver 
the insights with a focus on achieving the 
strategic impact.

Advances in these areas should enable 
greater impact in the delivery of strategic 
value to organisations from the people data 
at their disposal. 
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