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Businesses have long understood the value of 

good employee experience. But, over the past 

couple of years, several factors have combined  

to make EX questions some of the most urgent 

ones facing the C-Suite.

Our list of 50 UK EX champions reveals the 

breadth of issues that fall under the term. 

Frazzled employees, or those worried about losing 

their jobs, mean that mental health and financial 

education are now top priorities for leaders in  

HR and across the business.

And so are issues around diversity, equality 

and inclusion. The growth of the Black Lives 

Matter movement has led many to examine and 

understand their privilege and start to ask what 

they can do. DEI has also opened people's eyes to 

the issues facing the LGBT+ community, and the 

term is rapidly expanding to cover other aspects, 

such as neurodiversity.

Perhaps facing a virus that can affect all of us has 

sparked a feeling of common humanity. Building 

workplaces where everyone feels welcome now 

feels like an uncontroversial but urgent aim.

That’s not to say that this is all about ‘doing the 

right thing’. All of these concerns dovetail with  

a more prosaic need: keeping employees. 

We all know that happy workers are less likely 

to leave an organisation, and EX is a key factor 

in retention. As the economy changes, some 

employees see greener grass elsewhere, and 

persuading them to stay, whether that is with 

more pay, better parental leave, or better  

work-life balance through hybrid working,  

is a priority for all organisations.

What’s more, EX is strongly linked to customer 

experience (CX); after all, your employees are  

the ones delivering your customer experience.  

As EX challenges rapidly come to the fore, our 

EX50 champions are creating the future of work.

 

 

GEORGANNA SIMPSON 
Head of Content, Content Labs 

Haymarket Media Group 

(Publishers of Management Today  

and People Management)

Foreword
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The EX50 is a list of individuals who are  

providing outstanding employee experience  

in their organisations or actively working  

to prioritise and transform their EX.

These days, the way organisations treat their 

people is just as important to their reputations 

as the quality of their products. A plethora of 

research shows that happy, engaged employees 

are more productive and less likely to leave an 

organisation, and that potential employees are 

more likely to apply for jobs at companies with  

a reputation for valuing their people.

Customers have been known to boycott firms  

that treat their employees badly, and would  

much rather spend their money with companies 

who respect their people. Employee experience 

is no longer about just being nice, it is also a 

bottom-line issue.

Our list consists of 50 individuals who are driving 

their organisations to put employee needs first, 

in a way which helps their organisations achieve 

their business objectives and fulfil their purposes.

Our Approach
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•  VISION – they have a clear vision that aligns  

to their organisation’s brand, culture, purpose 

and goals to enable their people to flourish. 

They engage and collaborate with all employees 

and stakeholders so that employees can 

contribute and shape that vision and feel 

invested in their work.

•  VALUES – they create a culture that fosters 

creative, collaborative work, which is both 

fulfilling for individuals and is aligned with 

organisational objectives. They nurture 

environments animated by the values of 

learning, growth, belonging and fulfilment.

The individuals on our list exemplify one or more of the following principles: 

•  INCENTIVES AND REWARDS – they adequately 

and transparently incentivise and reward 

employees. They have fair and inclusive 

measures in place, support employees to 

achieve them and generously reward and 

recognise their people.

•  INNOVATION – they create a culture that 

encourages creativity and new thinking.  

They embrace ground-breaking technologies 

and ideas that help employees to excel.

•  DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION – they value and 

promote diversity, inclusion and an equitable 

workplace, not only because it is the right 

thing to do, but also because they recognise 

that more diverse and inclusive organisations 

perform better and become stronger.

•  FLEXIBILITY – the way we work has changed  

over the past 18 months, and many employees 

want some of those new ways of working to  

stay. The individuals on our list recognise this 

and are helping to shape the hybrid workplace  

of tomorrow.

Our Criteria
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The people-leaders 

creating the workplace 

of tomorrow

EX50

1  ‘Activate A Holistic Customer Experience Ecosystem to 
Become A Market Leader’, Forrester Research Inc, April 2021

It’s no secret that great employee experience (EX) 

is good for business. In 2021 we commissioned 

a study with Forrester which shows that the 

efficiencies created through enhanced employee 

experiences allow staff to focus their energies on 

better serving customers, with 64% realising or 

expecting increased revenue.

Yet many organisations are underinvesting in 

employee experience. Only 29% of businesses 

completely agree that their company’s vision 

for improving customer experience (CX) includes 

improving employee enablement. And a 

staggering 58% of CX managers and executives 

report that their CX success is hindered by not 

investing enough in employee enablement 

improvement efforts.1

That’s why we’ve partnered with People 

Management and Management Today to create 

the EX50 – a list of the leaders in employee 

experience who are on the journey to getting it 

right. This group of professionals understand that 

happy, engaged employees are more productive, and 

they have helped to create a positive culture and 

efficient ways of working within their organisations 

to not only drive talent attraction and retention, but 

also directly impact customer experience.

Congratulations to them all!

WELCOME TO THE INAUGURAL ANNUAL EX50
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The EX50 members understand these principles 

and have been selected against key criteria, 

which is detailed in the Our Approach section  

of this report. We hope that by reading about  

the achievements of these impressive individuals,  

it will inspire you to consider your own employee 

experience strategies.

At Zone, the experience consultancy 

within Cognizant Digital Experience, we 

believe EX is critical to achieving your CX 

ambitions. We know you can’t look at one 

without the other – so our methods focus  

on employee experience as one layer of 

the whole customer experience.

We believe there are three fundamental 

elements to consider when embarking  

on an improved employee experience 

across your business – we call this the  

3Ms to success:

•  MINDSETS: Having a clear vision that 

aligns to your brand purpose, employer 

value proposition and what you want 

everyday life to feel like for your 

employees so they can do their best work.

•  METHODS: Implementing the right 

operational procedures, ways of working, 

environment, behaviours and culture for 

employees to thrive and deliver.

•  MEASURES: Setting the best measures to 

indicate business health and introducing 

incentives that drive the right behaviours 

for your employees.

PATTI ALDERMAN 
AVP 

Digital Experience, Zone and Cognizant



How do we really drive the diversity 

lens? How are we going to drive a more 

inclusive culture and an environment where 

everybody feels safe and included?

SALLY AUSTIN, WINCANTON
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SALLY 
AUSTIN

Chief People 
Officer
Wincanton

SINCE SHE STARTED AT LOGISTICS AND 

supply chain firm Wincanton, life has been “a 

rollercoaster” for Sally Austin, with the pandemic, 

Brexit-related labour issues and the HGV driver 

shortage proving major challenges. Overall, 

though, her focus has been working to increase 

D&I in a traditional, male-dominated industry.

“I had to take a step back and say, okay, what’s 

really important to our organisation?” she says. 

“And how do we really drive the diversity lens? 

How are we going to drive a more inclusive culture 

and an environment where everybody feels safe 

and included?”

The company recently held its first D&I 

conference; has initiated mystery Zoom calls 

where people talk about their experiences of 

discrimination and bias, mental health issues and 

suicide; set up support networks; and encouraged 

colleagues – such as the small number of female 

HGV drivers – to tell their stories.

Change is happening. In the past 12 months, 

gender representation across the group has 

increased from 18% to 21%. In management roles, 

female representation has increased from 18% to 

23%, and the main board reached a 50/50 gender 

balance earlier this year. “We’re making progress, 

but I feel that I am only halfway done, and the real 

momentum has just begun,” says Austin.
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LUCY BECQUE

Chief People Officer
Coventry Building Society

“IN SOME WAYS, WE’VE BEEN IN A LUCKY 

position that we’ve had a wellbeing programme 

going for four years, so we weren’t struggling to 

build something from scratch at the start of the 

pandemic, we were adapting what we already 

had,” says Lucy Becque. 

Coventry Building Society already offered a 

broad-ranging programme, including physical 

health, access to a digital GP 24 hours a day,  

and help with sleep and mental health. The 

latter, of course, “has never been more important 

than in the past 18 months,” says Becque, and 

the company trained over 200 managers to 

understand more about it during the pandemic. 

Being good with money, the organisation also 

focused on financial wellbeing, which is often 

closely linked to mental health, says Becque.  

In addition, it did work around the menopause, 

and has recently signed up to the pregnancy loss 

pledge, offering up to four weeks’ paid leave to 

colleagues (male or female) dealing with it. Paid 

carers’ leave has also been increased. It has also 

set new targets around representation in terms of 

gender and ethnicity.

One big change has been the use of Yammer  

to get employees to tell their stories. “We’ve now 

got much more of a focus on lived experience, 

rather than trying to manage all of this centrally,” 

says Becque. 
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KERRY BEIRNE

Group People and Learning Director
The Sovini Group

THIS YEAR THE SOVINI GROUP WAS VOTED THE 
UK’s Best Workplace for Women for the fourth 

consecutive year in the Great Place to Work list. 

The Merseyside-based construction, property 

and facility services group has a gender pay 

gap of -6.2%, meaning that female employees 

on average are paid more than male employees 

at the organisation. The firm puts this down 

to its commitment to work-life balance, and 

fairness around pay, recognition, training and 

development opportunities.

Its Group People and Learning Director, Kerry 

Beirne, has said: “Sovini is an inclusive employer, 

with equality at the heart of our culture. Our 

commitment to fair and equal pay remains 

strong, as we strive to be industry leaders in the 

area of gender pay.”
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RACHEL 
BRACE

HR Director
The Football 
Association

IT’S NOT EVERY EMPLOYER THAT CAN OFFER FREE 
tickets to England football games at Wembley  

as a perk, but for The FA that comes as standard. 

While they were working at home, FA staff also 

received mail drops, including advent calendars 

at Christmas, spring sunflower packs and tea and 

chocolate to mark Time to Talk Day, a day where 

everyone was encouraged to take some time 

away from their desks and connect with friends, 

family or colleagues. 

“These have been really well-received and, 

while they’re just little gifts, they can make a 

real difference to people feeling valued and 

connected to colleagues and the organisation  

as a whole,” says HR Director Rachel Brace. 

The FA is also a very welcoming and diverse place 

to work, with especially strong representation of 

gay women. It partnered with Stonewall to deliver 

a series of workshops around LGBT+ role models 

and allies, and marched at Pride in London for 

the first time in 2019.  
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SARAH 
BRADLEY

Director of HR 
The Royal Mint

THE PANDEMIC SEEMS TO HAVE CATALYSED 
change at The Royal Mint. At the height of the 

first wave it pivoted to making nearly two million 

visors for NHS staff, something that reinforced the 

culture of “passion and purpose”, says HR Director 

Sarah Bradley, and tied it to the community at a 

tough time. 

Since then, D&I has become huge for the 

1,000-year-old, 800-person institution. “I think 

the pandemic’s really opened up people to 

talking more and more about it,” says Bradley. 

“We’ve got diversity and inclusion champions, 

and groups talking about mental health, ethnic 

diversity, cultural differences and LGBT+ issues. 

We’ve also got mental health first aiders.

“Our leaders have engaged, and really 

understand that they are accountable.  

Two hundred managers went through diversity 

training in the space of two months.”

Bradley herself was recently diagnosed with 

ADHD and is keen to broaden the conversation 

to talk about neurodiversity and other 

differences. “I know anecdotally that we 

have a lot of people on site who have either 

neurodiversity or physical disabilities,” she says. 

“We’re trying to build confidence for people to 

speak out about this and to be able to know 

where they can go and get help. We have started 

conversations, and they are just going to go on 

and on.”



Our leaders have engaged, 

and really understand that 

they are accountable. 

SARAH BRADLEY, THE ROYAL MINT



14

STUART 
BRANCH

Chief People  
& Digital Officer
Weetabix

HAVING BEGUN HIS CAREER RUNNING PUBS, 
the strand running though Stuart Branch’s career 

has been a strong people focus. At Weetabix, 

he worked hard to ensure that all employees 

understand the business objectives, and are 

aligned with the company’s commercial project 

so that their work has “purpose and meaning”. 

Branch says he is committed to building skills 

and ensuring that people are self-motivated and 

focused on the business’s core aims as it launches 

new products and expands into new markets, 

such as China. 

“Our quest is to continue to make Weetabix a 

great place to work,” he says, adding that his 

philosophy is to “invert the pyramid” of the 

traditional top-down management structure, 

ensuring managers are focused on their teams, 

and not their own managers. 
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VIRGIN MONEY RECENTLY ANNOUNCED A NEW 
benefits package for all employees, which will 

offer them five ‘wellbeing days’ a year, on top  

of their 30 days of holiday. When added to bank 

holidays and the ability to “buy” more days off, 

employees can spend nearly 50 days away from 

work per year. In addition, the firm said that it 

will offer new parents 20 weeks of leave, and 52 

weeks overall.

The new scheme, called A Life More Virgin,  

also reacts to the trend for flexible working.  

All employees whose job is not dependent on  

a specific location will be able to request to work 

anywhere in the UK, and new jobs that do not 

have to be located in a particular place will also 

be open to anyone in the country.

The new approach is “a clear demonstration 

of that purpose, underlining our commitment 

to providing a first-class colleague experience 

that we know will translate to a differentiating 

experience for customers,” says Syreeta  

Brown, the new Group Chief People  

& Communications Officer.

SYREETA BROWN

Group Chief People & Communications Officer
Virgin Money
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ANDREW BUSH

Chief People Officer
Greene King

AS A PUB COMPANY, GREENE KING WAS HIT 
hard by the pandemic, with 99% of its staff 

furloughed. To eliminate worry, the company 

topped up all staff’s pay to 100% – including 

those who had joined too recently to qualify 

for the government scheme. It also provided 

food and retail vouchers to staff in need. Thirty 

thousand of its people accessed the Wagestream 

app, which allows users to receive a portion of 

their wages before payday. 

The pandemic “shone a spotlight on mental 

health”, and Greene King has strengthened 

its support in this area, also introducing life 

insurance for all staff earlier than planned. 

“From a people and culture perspective, there 

have been a few key changes to our employee 

offer, which have either been accelerated or 

changed as a result of Covid,” says Chief People 

Officer Andrew Bush. “First, we have introduced 

an agile working policy – something that was 

already in the plan, but Covid meant we have 

fast-tracked the launch. This is working really  

well for our office-based teams.”

It seems the change is only just starting. 

Bush says that the company is “on a cultural 

transformation”. D&I is a focus, with all board 

members now reverse-mentored by a BAME  

staff member, and the firm is looking to improve 

its reward strategy in order to become “the most 

attractive employer in the sector”.



JO BUTLER

Chief People Officer
Asos

“OUR PURPOSE AT ASOS IS TO GIVE PEOPLE THE 

confidence to be whoever they want to be, and 

that holds true for our staff as well,” says Chief 

People Officer Jo Butler. “Our focus is on building 

a working environment and culture that supports 

our employees to develop and grow, which helps 

them balance their lives in a way that works for 

them, allows them to be their authentic selves  

and makes them feel connected to Asos through 

a shared purpose and values.”

To further these noble aims, Asos aims to have 

over 15% ethnic minority representation across 

the leadership team by 2023, and 50% female 

representation, to reflect UK demographics.  

In 2021 the company also launched a 13-month 

Future Leaders development programme, 

prioritising the 200+ ethnic minority women 

in mid-level roles across the business, with 140 

having started the programme by January 2022.

It is also aiming to recruit more women into its 

technology departments, with the goal of having 

more than 40% of female representation in 

Engineering, Product and Science roles by 2030, 

up from 20% currently.
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Our focus is on building a working 

environment and culture that supports our 

employees to develop and grow, which helps 

them balance their lives in a way that works 

for them, allows them to be their authentic 

selves and makes them feel connected to 

Asos through a shared purpose and values.

JO BUTLER, ASOS
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INSURANCE FIRM ZURICH HAS A HOLISTIC 
Wellbeing Framework that provides its people 

“with the tools and resources needed to stay 

healthy and empowered” and “to grow in the four 

dimensions of wellbeing – physical, social, mental 

and financial”. 

It also offers 16 weeks of parental leave to all new 

parents after the birth of a child. While around 1% 

of new fathers take up the government’s parental 

leave scheme, since the initiative launched in 2019, 

over two thirds of new fathers have taken up the 

offer at Zurich, and one in five of those have been 

in senior roles. That adds up to 300,000 hours of 

family time. “It’s 2020, family life has moved on, 

and our approach as employers must too,” says 

Head of People Steve Collinson. 

During the Covid crisis, Zurich also introduced 

‘lockdown leave’, allowing parents and other 

carers who worked for the firm in the UK to take 

up to 10 days’ paid leave to help them deal with 

the closure of schools. The firm said that 20%  

of its 4,500 employees potentially benefited  

from the offer. 

STEVE COLLINSON

Head of the People Team
Zurich UK
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TRACY 
CONWELL

People Director 
Nationwide 
Building Society

“THE PANDEMIC HAS REALLY TAUGHT US THAT 
how we work is more important than where we 

work,” says Nationwide’s People Director, Tracy 

Conwell. In March 2021, Nationwide announced 

its Work Anywhere approach, letting its 13,000 

office-based employees decide where they want 

to work from. 

People are using their time in the office differently, 

says Conwell, “whether that’s for collaboration 

with others, meeting their teams, or even just 

providing a change of scenery. Fundamentally, 

this is about choice and trust, and we continue  

to see our people doing their jobs incredibly well – 

wherever they work.” 

Flexible working has been especially welcomed  

by those with parental and caring responsibilities, 

or specific accessibility needs.

“These are areas we constantly monitor from an 

inclusion perspective. It also broadens our access 

to talent when it comes to recruitment – we are 

able to hire people who live further away from our  

offices, which is aimed at driving greater diversity 

of our workforce.”
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L’ORÉAL SAYS THAT EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE HAS 
always been at the core of its operations, and 

that it has flexed over the past year to ensure it 

responded to individuals’ needs. With many staff 

at home, the company pivoted to offering virtual 

training, talks and workshops. 

It also offered specific training around mental 

health, a wellbeing app and an employee 

assistance programme. Its new myHYBRID policy 

provides a framework to ensure everyone is 

“enabled and empowered to embrace hybrid 

working and benefit from flexibility”.

“We believe in a balance of both office and 

remote working, to build togetherness and drive 

inclusion,” says Chief HR Officer Richard Cross. 

“Team workshops and a new meeting charter will 

enable everyone to make the most of our hybrid 

model and are designed to improve our ways of 

working together to make this a success.”

The HR function is also committed to diversity, 

equity and inclusion; for example, it recently 

introduced new guidance and training to support 

and educate all employees on the topic of 

menopause and perimenopause.

 RICHARD 
CROSS

Chief HR Officer 
L’Oréal UK  
and Ireland
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AMANDA CUSDIN

Chief People Officer
Sage

TYNESIDE’S BIGGEST EMPLOYER, ACCOUNTING 
and audit tech firm Sage doesn’t just use 

technology in its products, it’s at the cutting edge 

of using AI and automation in its evaluation of 

employees, too. 

Performance management now uses automated 

forms, which has hugely reduced the time spent 

on the task. Over the past three years, CPO 

Amanda Cusdin has also overseen a diversity 

drive. During Covid, Sage has recruited 4,000 

people, and Cusdin has had to navigate a new 

world of remote onboarding and hybrid working. 

This has all been part of a transformation of 

the culture at Sage. “We talk about creating a 

culture where our colleagues can thrive, and that 

is what we seek to do in all of our ways of working 

and the way we train and develop managers 

and recruit managers,” Cusdin has said. “But 

also we recognised that we needed to create 

an environment where people could bring their 

whole selves to work and be open and honest, 

and this also meant being open and honest  

where people were suffering and needed help 

and support.”

The results are positive. Attrition has reduced by 

7%, hiring time has been cut dramatically, and 

the employee net promoter score is up 57 points. 

In this fast-moving industry, though, perhaps the 

best sign that Sage is getting it right is that 40% 

of vacancies are now filled by internal candidates. 
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JEFF DODDS CHAMPIONS DISABILITY EQUALITY 
and has spearheaded Virgin Media’s partnerships 

with disability equality charity Scope, The 

Valuable 500 – a global movement that aims to 

put disability on the business leadership agenda 

– and the British Paralympic Association. He is 

also a board member of The Valuable 500 and 

is Non-Executive Director for the Department for 

Levelling up, Housing and Communities. 

Prior to Virgin Media’s merger with O2, Dodds was 

the board executive responsible for disability. 

He oversaw the company’s initiatives to support 

a million disabled people with the skills and 

confidence to get and stay in work; to become a 

more inclusive company for disabled people; and 

to encourage other businesses to become more 

inclusive employers of disabled people.

In addition, Dodds previously sponsored Virgin 

Media’s ‘Belonging’ diversity and inclusion 

strategy, and he is the driving force behind the 

company-wide roll-out of the ‘Equity Sequencing’ 

training programme, which is helping Virgin 

Media O2 to create projects, programmes and 

plans that are inclusive of all its employees  

and customers.

Following the merger of Virgin Media and O2, 

Dodds is working closely with Chief People  

Officer Philipp Wohland and other board 

members to “retain and build on this work 

to ensure that the new business is a leading, 

inclusive, and equitable employer”.

JEFF DODDS

Chief Operating Officer
Virgin Media O2
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ANDY 
DODMAN

Chief HR Officer
Leeds City 
Council

HOW DOES AN HR PROFESSIONAL APPROACH  
the increasing digitisation and automation 

of work? That’s a constant question for Andy 

Dodman, formerly head of HR (before becoming 

COO) at The University of Sheffield, and Chair of 

the Russell Group HR Directors Forum, and now in 

charge of HR at the UK’s second-largest council. 

Leeds City Council is involved in a digitisation of 

its services, which has led to significant changes 

in demands on employees. A large part of 

Dodman’s work is understanding how trends like 

automation impact on the wellbeing and health 

of employees. Partly this is about ensuring that 

people have the skills to use new tools, but he 

says it’s also vital to ask employees what will make 

a real difference to them.

HR plays a “key role” in ensuring that 

employees have the skills to carry out their 

job in an organisation that is using more and 

more technology, says Dodman. The function is 

constantly “thinking about where digitalisation fits 

within that whole employment life cycle,” he adds.

He continues: “I think we’re already quite familiar 

with the idea of technology playing a key role 

in bits of the employment life cycle, in terms of 

recruitment, online learning and development, 

and induction onboarding, but we want to 

broaden that out and make sure that we have 

that integrated system right across the life 

cycle, really playing a key part in the employee 

experience of our staff.”
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AMY GRIEVES
Organisation Development Lead – 
Consumer Healthcare
GlaxoSmithKline

EMPLOYEES AT SOME COMPANIES STRUGGLE  
to grasp their work’s purpose. Not so at GSK, 

which, along with other healthcare companies, 

has seen the benefit of what it does made 

exceptionally clear over the past couple of years. 

“I think in its simplest, most formal way, employee 

experience is about the perceptions employees 

have about the experience they’re having at 

work, across all the interactions they have with 

their employer,” says Amy Grieves, Organisation 

Development Lead, Consumer Healthcare. 

“In practice, I think I really work to the definition 

of creating an environment where people can be 

their best selves and do their best work, in service 

of the purpose and the strategy of a company. 

And that’s where it starts to get challenging – 

because that then starts to incorporate all sorts 

of things. You start to get into the world of culture, 

employee value propositions, employer brands, 

you start to look at organisational effectiveness – 

and so it goes on.”

This isn’t just about being nice for the sake of it. 

Good employee experience, says Grieves, is core 

to productivity and brand advocacy, which have 

a direct effect on productivity and growth. When 

the aim is saving millions of lives, it could hardly 

be more important. “To create that environment 

where people can thrive is what I’m aiming to do,” 

she says.
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DANNY 
HARMER

Chief People 
Officer
Aviva

UNDER DANIELLE HARMER (DANNY FOR SHORT), 
diversity and inclusion has become an even 

greater focus for insurance firm Aviva than it 

already was. In order to help close the firm’s 

gender pay gap, she announced that from 2020 

all roles would offer flexible working, which is 

expected to increase applications from women; 

that all shortlists would be gender balanced; 

and that the firm would use the Textio software 

platform, which claims to help create gender-

neutral job adverts. 

Harmer was named in the OUTstanding 50 Ally 

Executives List, and is Co-Executive Sponsor of 

Aviva’s Pride Community. The company is also 

embracing new areas of diversity, launching 

a placement programme designed to attract 

neurodiverse individuals, and it has given several 

neurodiverse interns 12-month placements in the 

company’s Quantum data science practice. 

Aviva also recently launched GAIN, the Group for 

Autism, Insurance and Neurodiversity, which aims 

to highlight the advantages and opportunities 

of a neurodiverse workplace. In addition, Aviva 

offers generous parental leave, with 84% of 

fathers taking six months off when their child is 

born. Under Harmer, Aviva has embraced hybrid 

working, and says that 95% of its 16,000 UK 

workers would like to work flexibly in future.
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LIEUTENANT ALEXANDRA HEAD

Training Management Officer
Royal Navy Training Management Group 

IN MOST CIRCUMSTANCES IT’S NOW  
conventional wisdom that leaders should be 

diverse, compassionate and patient. But are 

those qualities valuable in the navy? They should 

be, says Lieutenant Alexandra Head, who has 

overseen the updating of a 12-week training 

programme delivered to 200 officers a year, 

which had been almost unchanged for 70 years.

Having run the Royal Navy’s at-sea training for 

officers – known as Common Fleet Time – for a 

year and deciding that it was old-fashioned and 

not up to scratch for the modern world, Head 

applied to overhaul it. “As part of that role, one  

of my jobs was collating feedback from people 

who were either leaving or just generally 

unhappy,” says Head. “One thing that consistently 

came up was that our initial workplace training 

was falling short of the mark. Young officers were 

saying they felt it wasn’t good for professional 

development and the way that it was done made 

them feel undervalued.”

Out went copying out passages from old books 

and face-to-face interviews, and in came an 

immersive onboard learning experience, an 

online portal, and a scenario-based assessment. 

“We’re trying to encourage people to think about 

L&D on a daily basis, so they can improve their 

personal portfolio and gain transferable skills,” 

says Head. “This will make them more employable 

outside of the navy: helpful when the time comes 

for them to move on.”



We’re trying to encourage people 

to think about L&D on a daily basis, 

so they can improve their personal 

portfolio and gain transferable skills.

LIEUTENANT ALEXANDRA HEAD, 
ROYAL NAVY TRAINING MANAGEMENT GROUP 
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HAZEL 
HENDLEY

HR Director 
Ordnance 
Survey

LOCATED ON THE COAST, SOUTHAMPTON-BASED 

OS was challenged by only having a semi-circular 

region where people could commute from. “With 

an ambitious growth agenda underway, we were 

struggling to attract sufficient talent in some 

of our technical disciplines,” says HR Director 

Hazel Hendley. But when Covid struck, they had 

a revelation. “We realised that we could be as 

efficient and effective working from home, and 

now we are recruiting from throughout the UK,” 

says Hendley. “We have added nearly 400 new 

roles to the business since April 2020.” 

The question then became, how could they foster 

a great employee experience? “We’re exploring 

the idea of creating regional hubs to allow people 

to connect with colleagues and customers,” 

Hendley explains. “This also enables us to target 

recruitment where we know there are talent pools, 

for instance in Manchester, which we know has the 

skills we need.”

OS is committed to being an inclusive employer 

and has found that the opportunity to recruit 

talent throughout the UK is helping add to  

the diversity of new hires. Hendley says:  

“We are serious about deliberately creating  

a culture where talent can thrive and where our 

colleagues have a sense of belonging, as well  

as a connection to the customers we serve.”
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HARPRIT HOCKLEY WAS JUST BEGINNING HER 

new job in March 2020 when the pandemic struck 

the UK. In the NHS, it quickly became clear that 

BAME people were falling ill more often and 

more seriously than their white counterparts. 

Added to this was the well-known fact that BAME 

people had too little representation at senior 

management levels in the NHS, and had a worse 

experience at work.

This sparked the idea of an NHS anti-racism 

strategy, launched in July 2021, which was not 

just about making the NHS a better place to 

work. “Having diversity and inclusion in the 

organisation makes us better able to serve  

the community,” Hockley says.

Hockley has also commissioned an expert  

to help de-bias recruitment and promotion 

practices. “We are focusing on systems and 

processes and not just trying to de-bias people,” 

she says. “Some of our existing practices are off-

putting for people from protected characteristics. 

This will support our aim of having a workforce 

representative of our communities at all levels.”

After less than a year, Hockley says that  

board diversity is already starting to increase. 

She adds: “Also, anecdotally, staff report that 

senior leaders are engaging them in a more 

open, honest and transparent way about their 

concerns and providing safe spaces to have those 

conversations, rebuilding trust between senior 

leaders and staff. We still have a long way to go, 

but we’re optimistic.”

HARPRIT HOCKLEY

Head of Equality and Inclusion
NHS East of England
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HARRIET 
HOUNSELL

Chief People 
Officer
Nomad Foods

“IN ANY ORGANISATION, THE MAGIC FACTOR IS 

that you want your employees to be themselves 

at work. To do that, they’ve got to feel connected 

with the business,” says Harriet Hounsell, who 

joined Nomad Foods just over a year ago 

following stints as Head of HR at Marks & Spencer 

and McDonald’s. To create this connection, 

Hounsell has instigated a culture of what she  

calls “conscious inclusion”.

“Nobody likes the idea of unconscious bias, 

that they are doing the wrong thing but they 

don’t even know it,” she says. “So we’ve flipped 

it and said, don’t worry, just try to be consciously 

inclusive.” The company has launched an 

education programme of bite-sized podcasts 

about being inclusive – they call it a playlist – 

which can be listened to on the go. “We want 

every single colleague to have listened to them,” 

says Hounsell.

In addition, Nomad is preparing to launch  

a programme to educate all its leaders about 

how to manage in a hybrid working environment 

and run virtual meetings. “It’s a totally different 

process to doing it face-to-face; it’s about 

noticing cues,” explains Hounsell. “We’re 

teaching people to stop and ask if everyone feels 

included.” Whether virtual or in person, the  

culture Hounsell is trying to foster is all about 

being human, she says: “At the end of the day, 

nothing replaces the ‘Are you okay?’ question.”
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NIKKI HUMPHREY

Executive Director for People
John Lewis Partnership

AS YOU MIGHT EXPECT FROM AN  

employee-owned business, the John Lewis 

Partnership has a slew of employee-friendly 

policies. It recently introduced 26 weeks of 

equal parental pay and leave – 14 weeks at 

full contractual pay and 12 weeks at 50% of 

contractual pay. It also offers two weeks’ paid 

leave and access to the Partnership’s free 

counselling and mental health services for  

anyone suffering pregnancy loss; and all jobs 

where possible will be offered “flexible first”,  

with a “blended” approach for office-based work.

The organisation is also launching a campaign 

to bust taboos around the menopause, including 

guidance for line managers, advice and support 

from the in-house health and wellbeing teams, 

and policies on flexible working and taking  

time off work for employees experiencing  

the menopause.

Additionally, the Partnership is supporting more 

part-time work and has created an Inclusion 

Committee to accelerate and scrutinise the 

delivery of the plan to become “a more inclusive 

business that welcomes and celebrates diversity”.

“We’re looking at our entire experience to see how 

we can make it really inclusive for everyone,” says 

Executive Director for People Nikki Humphrey.  

“I think it’s a really important part of being a  

co-owned business. One of the ways we’re doing 

this is really thinking about our Partners’ lives both 

at work and outside of work and making sure they 

have flexible opportunities and support through 

life’s important moments.”



We’re looking at our entire experience to 

see how we can make it really inclusive for 

everyone. One of the ways we’re doing this is 

really thinking about our Partners’ lives both 

at work and outside of work and making sure 

they have flexible opportunities and support 

through life’s important moments.

NIKKI HUMPHREY, JOHN LEWIS PARTNERSHIP
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BALJINDER KANG

Executive Director of Corporate Resources
Midland Heart

A HOUSING ASSOCIATION PROVIDING 33,000 

affordable homes, Midland Heart is proud of its 

rewards and benefits package, which includes 

generous pension contribution matching and life 

cover. It also has a progressive L&D programme. 

“We’re proud of our success in growing our own 

talent and are using this approach to further 

our diversity agenda through the launch of 

our black and female colleague development 

programmes,” says Baljinder Kang. “These will 

provide bespoke support, training and guidance 

to female and black colleagues with high levels of 

potential and who are likely, in the years ahead, 

to join the leadership of our organisation.” 

Hybrid working has been a boon, meaning 

that employees can spend more time 

visiting customers. 'Smart working' has been 

complemented by training to use the new 

technology better. “Over the coming year, 

we’re committed to delivering even bigger 

improvements that support our interactions  

with customers and enable us to work more 

effectively together,” says Kang. 

Diversity is also a strength. Midland Heart is a 

Stonewall Champion, holds Disability Confident 

Employer Status and recently won a Silver Award 

from the Armed Forces Covenant Employer 

Recognition Scheme. Inclusion networks have 

helped enhance its recruitment process to make it 

more inclusive for disabled candidates; increased its 

maternity and adoption pay levels; and expanded 

its menopause offer. The organisation has also 

decreased its gender pay gap and has committed 

to publishing an ethnicity pay gap report.
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TANUJ KAPILASHRAMI

Group Head of HR
Standard Chartered

BY THE END OF 2021, THE UK-HEADQUARTERED 

bank Standard Chartered had offered flexible 

working to half its staff, something that it will 

possibly be able to expand to 95% of its 85,000 

staff by 2023. 

This would cover either a form of hybrid work, or in 

some cases being able to work entirely from home. 

The announcement followed a consultation with 

staff about how they would want to work, and also  

a review of which jobs could be performed remotely. 

The bank is also in talks with a partner to offer 

“near-home” workspaces, to reduce commuting. 

Standard Chartered’s Group Head of HR, Tanuj 

Kapilashrami, said that the move would have 

a positive impact on the firm’s “productivity, 

wellbeing and carbon footprint”.

Kapilashrami is also keen to embrace technology 

to improve employee experience. HR has worked 

with the CTO to create an Employee Experience 

Council, which is committed to using data to 

improve employee experience. For instance, 

Standard Chartered recently launched an AI-

driven learning experience platform, to help tailor 

L&D to employees’ individual needs. 

“There is no denying the growing importance of 

technology, but as machines get better at being 

machines, they give humans the freedom to be 

better humans and organisations the opportunity 

to create employee experiences that are more 

human, inclusive and innovative,” Kapilashrami 

has written. 
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WHEN M&S LAUNCHED ITS ALUMNI NETWORK 
in 2021, it said there was an overwhelming 

agreement that it ought to be called ‘The M&S 

Family’. If that doesn’t speak to a long-term 

commitment to employee experience, nothing 

does. Colleague networks are a large part of 

this, and the launch of the Menopause, Family 

& Carers, and Culture & Heritage networks – all 

accessible on Microsoft Teams – take the number 

of networks to seven. 

The company also recently launched a ‘fixing  

the basics’ initiative, to put ‘colleague voice’  

back at the heart of the business. The ‘suggest 

to Steve’ scheme lets employees put suggestions 

direct to the CEO (Steve Rowe) – he has received 

25,000 so far. “A sense of belonging to one M&S 

family is fostered if everyone can be their best 

and full self at work,” says HR Director Suzanne 

Kielty. “We recognise that, now more than ever, 

people are selective about where they work and 

want to align with an organisation that shares 

their values, beliefs and sense of purpose, so 

driving our culture to bring these to the front  

is crucially important.”

SUZANNE 
KIELTY

Director of HR
Marks  
& Spencer
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“I BELIEVE THAT THE WAY YOUR PEOPLE 
experience an organisation is a key part of its 

success. Also, we believe that good performance 

internally is mirrored by good performance 

externally. Third, if people leave having had 

a good experience, then they become an 

advocate for the organisation,” says Rachel King, 

People Director at Camelot, which operates the 

National Lottery. For all these reasons, employee 

experience is paramount at Camelot.

In 2018, King became particularly interested 

in mental health after her daughter struggled 

with her own. Camelot launched an initiative 

called A Place To Be You, which encouraged 

an environment where people could bring their 

whole selves to work. This led to the creation of 

support networks for parents, women and LGBT+ 

people, as well as a campaign to train mental 

health first aiders, leading to more openness 

about mental health.

So, when the pandemic struck, Camelot’s 

managers were primed to feel comfortable 

having conversations about wellbeing, and knew 

to check in on their people to ask if they were 

struggling with poor mental health. The company 

started a forum where managers could talk about 

how to focus on wellbeing, and some coached 

others to have those conversations.

The result? In its latest internal poll, 88% of people 

said that their line manager supports their health 

and wellbeing at work, and 91% say that they feel 

they can be themselves in their teams. “People 

regularly have conversations with their managers 

about their performance, which is about more 

than the work you are doing,” says King. “It’s 

about how you are at work.”

RACHEL 
KING

People Director
Camelot



I believe that the way your people 

experience an organisation is a key part 

of its success. Also, we believe that good 

performance internally is mirrored by 

good performance externally.

RACHEL KING, CAMELOT
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VICTORIA 
KISS

Talent Manager 
Luxtripper

IT MIGHT SOUND TOO GOOD TO BE TRUE, BUT 

luxury travel firm Luxtripper has produced 

possibly the most enviable perk every – unlimited 

travel for employees, and the freedom to work 

from anywhere.

 “We’ve had homeworkers since the business 

started in 2015 and have always been flexible for 

those that needed hybrid working, so it wasn’t a 

new concept for us,” says Talent Manager Victoria 

Kiss. “When the pandemic hit and we switched  

to a completely remote working model within  

24 hours, we had the infrastructure, systems  

and equipment to do it well.”

Regular checking-in and a “tight-knit sense of 

family” meant that productivity saw a “massive 

increase – people were happier, more dedicated 

and more focused, and that positivity was 

certainly felt by our customers,” says Kiss.

The company has now defaulted to working 

from anywhere, although their London office is 

available if people want to use it. How did people 

react? “They were shocked, happy and grateful,” 

says Kiss, who is hopeful that we might soon 

see “a fundamental change to the employer-

employee relationship”.
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TRACEY 
KNELLER

Chief People 
Officer
Royal London

ONE OF GLASSDOOR’S TOP 50 PLACES TO WORK 

in 2021, insurance firm Royal London empowers its 

people with its ‘Spirit of Royal London’ philosophy. 

This has four pillars: empowering people, being 

trustworthy, collaborating, and achieving, which 

together add up to encouraging employees to be 

their best. 

As you’d expect from a financial company, 

pensions advice is top-notch. Royal London is  

also an extremely family-friendly place to work, 

with 26 weeks of full pay and 13 weeks of half 

pay for new mothers, while it offers four weeks 

of paternity leave. All employees also receive 

10 days’ paid carers’ leave and four days’ 

dependants’ leave from the day they join. 

What’s more, its Chief People Officer, Tracey 

Kneller, has made sure that the organisation is 

proactive in creating diverse shortlists for jobs 

and discussing flexible working arrangements,  

to allow colleagues to be their best at work.
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MANY PEOPLE MIGHT HAVE BALKED AT THE IDEA 
of leading a transformational HR change project 

during a pandemic, but not Debra Lang, who 

was drafted in from the civil service to do that at 

VisitBritain / VisitEngland in 2020. She has quickly 

changed the culture, taking 60 people through 

the ‘Future - Engage - Deliver’ programme.  

“We’ve created a network of change agents,”  

says Lang. “We’ve been able to untap latent 

energy in this organisation.”

Lang also created a revamped induction 

programme for new starters, and committed to 

learning days once a quarter. Recent themes 

have been emotional intelligence, and getting 

the most out of hybrid working. She has moved 

the organisation to an online L&D model, and is 

using the Civil Service Learning portal; she has 

also introduced mental health first aiders, and 

promoted the D&I action group. Over 120 articles 

about diversity have now been posted on the 

company intranet. 

With just over 300 staff in 19 countries,  

VisitBritain / VisitEngland’s people took well  

to hybrid working, and spending two days in the 

office has become the norm. “We’ve found that 

lots of men are wanting to be able to pick up their 

kids from school and other activities, and want 

more flexibility,” Lang adds. “That’s been a bit 

of a revolution.”

DEBRA LANG

Director of HR and Transformation
VisitBritain / VisitEngland
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TECH FIRM TRAYPORT USED TO HAVE HIGH  
levels of sickness and stress, and its largely male 

staff were reluctant to talk about mental health. 

In 2018 its Employee Assistance Programme 

received precisely zero interactions. 

So its HR team launched a Reboot + Recharge 

programme centred on mental and emotional 

wellbeing, mindfulness and relaxation, and 

exercise and nutrition. A portal giving staff  

access to articles, videos and resources to help 

support their health proved successful, and 

lunchtime yoga classes even became a feature  

of working life. 

The pilot proved so popular that Trayport decided 

to run it again, and extended it to create a more 

comprehensive scheme that was available for all 

staff, even those who work remotely. This included 

an online wellbeing centre, focused on mental 

health. The results were striking. In the first year 

of the programme, sickness absence fell by 26%, 

and use of the programme increased by 49% in 

its second year. 

CAROLINE 
LANT

Head of People
Trayport
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SARAH MASON

Chief People Officer
Foxtons

AS A SECTOR, ESTATE AGENTS MIGHT NOT HAVE 

a reputation for being the most diverse, but 

Foxtons has made a huge effort to ensure that 

its workforce mirrors the community it serves – 

Londoners – with around 40% BAME employees. 

A whisker under 50% are women, and it is also 

making huge strides to promote social mobility – 

50% of its 2019 intake didn’t have degrees. 

“Sales talent is everywhere, and it doesn’t make 

sense to limit ourselves when we look for it,” says 

Chief People Officer Sarah Mason. L&D is also a 

big part of the Foxtons experience. “We started 

the transition to digital L&D before the pandemic 

and it was accelerated,” says Mason. “What 

would have taken five years took three.” Rather 

than spending hours in classrooms, staff use a lot 

of webinars and podcasts. “Our people can listen 

to them while they are crossing London in their 

Minis,” says Mason.

Foxtons also started using the OpenBlend 

platform just before Covid. “There’s a section on 

wellbeing, so we can track people’s state of mind 

over time and managers can have conversations 

about that,” says Mason. During the pandemic, 

it has been careful to understand people’s 

changing needs, and whether they are being met. 

“All of this is about doing the right thing,” explains 

Mason. “There doesn’t have to be a business case 

for it.”
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AS THE HEAD OF THE UK CIVIL SERVICE’S 3,500 
HR professionals, Rupert McNeil’s decisions and 

ideas have an enormous influence on the lives of 

tens of thousands of people. He has described 

the civil service as being less like a top-down 

bureaucracy, and more like “a partnership in a 

professional services firm”. 

Since he took over the role in 2016, McNeil has 

created defined civil service “functions and 

professions”, leading to more movement between 

departments, something that has increased 

diversity and inclusion and helped spread skills. 

He has also overseen the deployment of new 

learning and recruiting platforms, and “success 

profiles”, a new way to evaluate candidates’ 

fitness for jobs.  

During lockdown, McNeil spearheaded the civil 

service’s move to hybrid working, and has praised 

the support networks that helped vulnerable 

members of staff during the pandemic, putting 

particular emphasis on the LGBT+ network (which 

put on virtual Pride events), the numerous Faith 

and Belief networks, and the a:gender network for 

transgender and intersex people. Staff networks, 

he said, “can provide important practical and 

emotional help to colleagues, reassuring and 

connecting and, as this strange time has shown, 

inspiring and encouraging employers to innovate 

in how they support staff”.

RUPERT McNEIL

Government Chief People Officer
UK Civil Service
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RACHEL 
MOONEY

Chief People 
Officer
Monzo

IN 2019, INTERNET BANK MONZO REPORTED A 

gender pay gap of 20%. Amazingly, in just two 

years, this has been reduced to 4%. It now has 

a female US CEO, Carol Nelson, a female COO, 

Sujata Bhatia, and it appointed Rachel Mooney 

as CPO in 2021. 

Mooney has overseen a process of rewriting 

job adverts to de-bias them, ensuring job 

interviews have a diverse panel, and widespread 

unconscious bias training. Monzo now offers 

generous maternity, adoption and shared 

parental leave, and recently started offering paid 

leave for pregnancy loss and those undertaking 

fertility treatment. It has pledged to increase the 

number of people who identify as women  

in leadership roles by 10% each six months. 
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ANNA 
MOORE

Director of 
People and 
Performance
Pollinate 
International

‘‘IN A RAPIDLY SCALING FINTECH INDUSTRY, THE 
challenges to find, support and develop the right 

people cannot be underestimated,” says Anna 

Moore of Pollinate, which offers a cloud platform 

to banks to help them serve SMEs. The company 

has become an exemplar in the industry to show 

that employee experience can be a recruitment 

tool in a competitive job market. 

Pollinate prides itself on listening to what its 

people want, and has developed a “simple but 

targeted” benefits package, with offers such 

as healthcare from Simplyhealth. It also has 

a partnership with Unmind, a mental health 

app that focuses on measuring and improving 

wellbeing, which has become a valuable tool 

to deal with the stresses of the pandemic. The 

company invests in people’s learning, allowing 

staff to choose from the likes of LinkedIn Learning 

or A Cloud Guru for their “techy people”.

“I really want people to bring the best of 

themselves to work, and to do that they need 

to feel like their experience at work meets (and 

hopefully exceeds) their individual needs,” adds 

Moore. “I can genuinely say that if you were to ask 

our people, the first thing they love about working 

here is the individual nature of what we offer.”
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NEIL MORRISON

Group HR Director
Severn Trent Water

“THE KEY TO CREATING A GOOD EMPLOYEE 

experience is understanding what is valuable 

to your employees, rather than HR teams trying 

to define what they want,” says Severn Trent’s 

Group HR Director Neil Morrison. “Our workforce 

is predominantly operational, so their needs are 

often around physical health.”

Mental health support also became a bigger 

focus during the pandemic. “We know that men 

are less likely to seek help early on, and less likely 

to talk about it with their peers and colleagues,  

so we have a mental health first aiders 

programme, and we have senior people talking 

about their mental health, trying to break down 

that stigma of talking about the issue,” says 

Morrison. Staff can also download the YuLife app, 

which has tips for dealing with health issues.

In order to break the monotony of work during 

the early stages of lockdown, the company put 

on events for employees. “We had top comedians 

coming in, a karaoke event, bingo. We just wanted 

to give people something to look forward to and 

take part in with their colleagues,” says Morrison. 

It certainly touched a nerve – 5,000 of the 

company’s 7,000 workforce took part in at  

least one event. 



The key to creating a good employee 

experience is understanding what  

is valuable to your employees,  

rather than HR teams trying  

to define what they want.

NEIL MORRISON, SEVERN TRENT WATER
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ADRIANA MORVAIOVÁ

Team Development Coordinator
Sensata Technologies

“JUMPING TO CONCLUSION LEAVES NO SPACE  
for inclusion”, says Sensata Technologies’  

Adriana Morvaiová, who likes to talk about 

diversity and inclusion in ways that go beyond 

gender and ethnic background, and to think 

about “neurodiversity and linguistic and  

cognitive diversity”. 

As a Hungarian-speaking Slovakian who moved 

to Northern Ireland speaking no English 16 years 

ago, Morvaiová advocates raising awareness of 

the challenges faced by non-native speakers and 

the diversity they embody.

“While HR can provide a strong vehicle for policy 

changes, recruitment strategies and training, 

we need to empower and engage the wider 

workforce to have an impact,” she has said.  

“In my experience, employee-led initiatives that 

form organically as affinity groups or employee 

resource groups have a bigger impact. People 

feel more empowered to be part of the journey. 

There is no right or wrong way of doing it, as long 

as you are doing something.” 
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THE DURHAM-BASED CHALLENGER BANK ATOM 
recently announced that all its 430 staff will be able 

to work a four-day week with no reduction in pay. 

Working hours will go down from 37 to 34 a week. 

The aim is to “support improved employee mental 

and physical wellbeing, together with improved 

business productivity”, and the bank says that it is 

“taking the lead in reshaping the nature of work to 

take account of longer working lives, the positive 

impact of technology and flexible working and the 

need to live and work more sustainably”. 

“Since March 2020, Atom, along with almost all 

workplaces around the world, has had to adapt 

rapidly to new ways of working,” CEO Mark Mullen 

has said. “Our experience has exploded many 

of the myths of the modern workplace. It has 

happened at a time when we all need to become 

more aware of the impact of work on both our 

mental and physical wellbeing. We now know 

that many jobs can be done as efficiently and 

productively from people’s own homes as from 

the office. But why stop there? More can be done 

– more needs to change.”

He continued: “We believe the 20th-century 

concept of a five-day week is, in many cases, no 

longer fit for purpose for 21st-century businesses. 

A four-day week will provide our employees with 

more opportunities to pursue their passions, 

spend time with their families, and build a 

healthier work-life balance. We firmly believe 

that this will prove beneficial for our employees’ 

wellbeing and happiness and that it will have an 

equally positive impact on business productivity 

and customer experience.”

MARK 
MULLEN

CEO
Atom Bank
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LEENA 
NAIR

Chief HR Officer
Unilever

LEENA NAIR WAS THE YOUNGEST-EVER CHIEF HR 
Officer at Unilever, and the first woman and first 

Asian person to hold the role. She has overseen 

some radical projects, such as introducing four-

day weeks in New Zealand, and U-work, which 

means that employees are paid a retainer and 

work on particular projects that excite them.

The U-work initiative is now live in the UK and  

will be in 10 countries by the end of 2022. “We 

need to move beyond the ‘return to work’ and 

restricted thinking on how, when and where we 

work, instead pioneering truly fluid models that 

also offer employees and businesses the security 

they need,” says Nair.

Unilever has achieved gender balance across 

its management globally, and is committed to 

ensuring its staff resemble the people it serves 

in every market it is present in. It’s also upskilling 

or reskilling its entire workforce by 2025, to make 

sure they have a “future-fit skillset”. As Nair says: 

“Innovation and flexibility need to be central to 

HR policies if businesses are to keep pace with  

the rate of change.”

A sign of her success, and perhaps the growing 

importance of EX matters to organisations, she 

will leave Unilever at the end of January 2022  

to start a new role as global CEO at Chanel.
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MAIRÉAD NAYAGER

Chief HR Officer
Diageo

SINCE 2019, ALL NEW PARENTS AT DRINKS 
business Diageo have been able to take 52 weeks 

of parental leave, with the first 26 on full pay.  

The offer applies to all UK staff, including 

the 3,000-plus who work in the firm’s Scottish 

manufacturing jobs. 

“True gender equality in the working world 

requires fundamental changes to a broad range 

of working practices, including a shake-up of 

the policies and cultural norms around parental 

leave,” says Chief HR Officer Mairéad Nayager, 

adding that this is about “matching ambition 

with action and supporting all of our colleagues 

– regardless of gender – to experience the joy of 

raising a young family, while continuing to thrive 

at work”.

Nayager also designed and implemented 

Diageo’s Inclusion and Diversity strategy and 

launched its Gender Identity and Expression 

Guidelines in over 20 countries. Under Nayager’s 

leadership, Diageo has committed to having 50% 

female and 45% ethnically diverse representation 

in its leadership by 2030, and has supported 

employee resource groups such as women’s 

networks, African, Asian and Hispanic heritage 

groups, LGBTQIA+ networks, African Heritage 

Employees at Diageo (AHEAD) in North America, 

and Race, Ethnicity and Cultural Heritage (REACH) 

in the UK.
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JANINA NORTON

Global Head of Employee Experience & Inclusion
AXA Partners

AT THE BEGINNING OF 2020, AXA UNDERTOOK 

a large global employee journey-mapping 

project to find out what was helping or hindering 

employees from feeling happy in the workplace. 

As a result, it established a global onboarding 

project to ensure a consistent initial experience 

for employees everywhere.

Regular pulse surveys – four in 2020, and three  

in 2021 – have informed AXA’s new ‘Smart 

Working’ hybrid working system, and “champions” 

help ensure employees’ voices are heard and 

their ideas implemented. “Keeping the lines of 

communication open to our employees between 

surveys is also a priority, to ensure our people are 

aware of the actions being taken,” says Global 

Head of Employee Experience & Inclusion,  

Janina Norton.

Insight from the pulse surveys also led to new 

wellbeing initiatives, such as ‘Ask the Doctor’  

Q&A sessions with medical staff; and live talks  

on subjects such as dealing with stress and 

anxiety, sleep, mindfulness and physical exercise. 

AXA carried out one-to-one interviews with 

employees in 19 countries to understand the 

wellbeing impact of the move to hybrid working.

Equality and inclusion are also taking centre  

stage for AXA worldwide. Norton recently ran  

a series of workshops with a senior leader where 

employees could voice their thoughts on how 

the company can become more inclusive. “The 

sessions proved really powerful and helped the 

UK team to shape the inclusion programme going 

forward,” she says.
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ANGELA O’DRISCOLL

Director of People Transformation
Companies House

WELL-RESPECTED FOR HER HR TRANSFORMATION 

at Companies House over the past few years, 

Angela O’Driscoll’s sterling work has continued 

during the pandemic. “Our primary focus has 

been on maintaining the health, safety and 

wellbeing of our colleagues working from our 

offices and remotely, while making sure we 

continue to deliver for our customers,” O’Driscoll 

says. “We’ve put in place clear guidance and 

support for colleagues and have been proactive 

with our engagement to ensure we’re always 

listening and responding to concerns.”

The organisation moved recruitment, 

development, engagement workshops and 

culture community online. A Covid-19 intranet was 

launched, featuring weekly video messages from 

the Chief Executive, regular Q&A sessions with the 

Executive Team, and virtual coffee and catch-ups. 

“This two-way dialogue has been vital and has 

allowed us to adapt and respond quickly to issues 

and concerns, and create and maintain a sense 

of shared purpose and delivery focus,” says 

O’Driscoll. The success of hybrid working means 

that it will be implemented in some form in future, 

albeit with an eye on the organisation’s “unique 

culture” which “needs to be cherished”.
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KAY PENNEY

Group HR Director
Northumbrian Water Group 

WITH A TWO-THIRDS MALE WORKFORCE,  
a major recent focus for Northumbrian Water 

Group (NWG) has been men’s mental health.  

As Covid struck, it launched its Living Well  

website, which has resources divided into three 

parts: Mind, Body and Social.

It includes access to mental first aiders, sessions 

on financial wellness, a digital GP service – 

extremely useful at a time when the NHS was 

overwhelmed – ideas for exercise, and a schedule 

of events, recipes and Spotify playlists created  

by colleagues.

The aim was to produce a feeling of “hygge”.  

“It’s about comfort and safety,” explains Group 

HR Director Kay Penney. “That sense you get when 

you sit in front of a log fire, with some candles, 

nice music and a glass of wine in your hand. What 

we were trying to do was to create a place online 

where people got that feeling.”

The commitment to the idea was so deep that 

they even got Meik Wiking, the author who 

popularised the concept of hygge, to come  

and explain it to the board. The change in culture 

has been profound. The executive board now 

starts meetings with a minute of mindfulness,  

and the website has been a roaring success,  

with employees regularly logging on. 

A “talking network”, which encourages men 

to have a chat over a cup of tea or a bacon 

sandwich, is being rolled out too. “It’s already 

started, but we’re going to up the ante next  

year,” says Penney.
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A LONGSTANDING ADVOCATE OF THE  
importance of culture and values, the Dorchester 

Collection’s Eugenio Pirri has spoken about their 

importance in weathering tough times. “Culture 

is what makes or breaks a company when crisis 

lands,” he has written. 

The first question for the board should not be 

about short-term cost-cutting, but protecting 

an organisation’s culture, which is a long-term 

value-creator, Pirri says, and thinking about and 

reinforcing culture in the good times means that 

when bad things happen organisations know how 

to react. The Dorchester Collection is a Stonewall 

Champion, and under Pirri has long been a strong 

advocate of diversity and inclusion. 

Reflecting on the ethos of the Dorchester 

Collection, he recently wrote: “We hire people 

based on their personality and encourage them 

to be the best version of themselves. We celebrate 

difference, welcome imagination, and create 

the freedom for our people to take the lead.”  

He explained that his vision was to create “a 

place where our overriding principle is belonging”.

EUGENIO PIRRI

Chief People and Culture Officer
Dorchester Collection
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“OVER THE PAST 18 MONTHS, WE’VE GOT USED 
to working via Zoom. How we induct, orientate, 

build connections and collaborate across teams 

has shifted,” says Tim Pointer, who leads a team 

across Asia, the Americas and EMEA for brand 

management group CAA-GBG. “The successful 

organisations are those that are already thinking 

how they achieve this.”

At CAA-GBG, part of ensuring that the employee 

experience remained excellent involved fostering 

conversations that went beyond work. “We can’t 

rely on watercooler moments anymore,” says 

Pointer. “This has been going on for so long now 

that we’ve not just got starters who have never 

met their colleagues, we’ve got leavers who  

never have.”

To ensure employees are happy and healthy, 

it has been vital to encourage and enable 

conversations about mental health, but also 

issues that arose out of the Black Lives Matter 

movement, including broader equality, diversity 

and inclusion considerations.

“We’ve spent a lot of time bringing people 

together, both to talk about how we conduct 

business and how we operate in society,” says 

Pointer. “It has been important for leaders to have 

very open agenda conversations with their teams, 

to talk about their discomfort and their own 

experience of race, religion, sexuality. I think that 

the pandemic has made us more aware of each 

other’s common humanity.”

TIM 
POINTER

Chief People 
Officer
CAA-GBG



It has been important for leaders to 

have very open agenda conversations 

with their teams, to talk about their 

discomfort and their own experience of 

race, religion, sexuality. I think that the 

pandemic has made us more aware  

of each other’s common humanity.

TIM POINTER, CAA-GBG
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SUE ROUND

Head of Social Mobility, Inclusion and Belonging
Co-op

“I REMEMBER BEING TOLD THAT THERE ARE TWO 

key indicators of employee engagement,” says 

the Co-op's Sue Round. “One, where employees 

are proud to work for the organisation, and two, 

where managers do more listening than talking. 

Those make sense to me.”

During Covid, the Co-op encouraged 

transparency, and asking questions of senior 

leaders. “My instinct was to connect with 

people as much as possible and share whatever 

information I had, on both a human and business 

level,” says Round.

A future focus will be on DE&I. “Our aim is to 

ensure that all our colleagues, regardless of 

the start they have in life, can reach their full 

potential,” says Round. “We believe that talent 

is everywhere and opportunity is not. We have 

bold ambition and commitment across the 

organisation. My job is to help bring it to life.”
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APPOINTED HEAD OF EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE 
in 2020, Sarah-Jane Savage launched the 

FSCS’s new engagement platform, called HIVE, 

alongside a “comprehensive omni-channel 

Employee Experience Strategy”. 

In April 2021, the organisation launched its new 

hybrid working scheme, Your Day, Your Way, 

which says that employees should spend about 

40% of their time in the office. The strategy won 

a Highly Commended award in the CIPD People 

Management Awards Flexible Working Initiative  

of the Year 2021. 

A statement from the FSCS said: “This consciously 

takes the best elements of our experiences 

forward, while evolving to create an environment 

where everyone can balance their working and 

home lives. It recognises that traditional working 

patterns do not suit everyone and that needs  

can vary greatly over the course of a career. Our 

work isn’t one size fits all, so the where, when and 

what of our working days doesn’t have to look 

that way either.”

ED&I has also been a focus. An impressive 60% of 

board members are women, and in the past year 

the proportion of female leaders in the company 

has increased by five points to 38%. In addition, 

39% of employees and 22% of managers are 

BAME, up from 29% and 17% in 2018. 

SARAH-JANE SAVAGE

Head of Employee Experience
Financial Services Compensation Scheme
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SIOBHÁN SHERIDAN CBE

Chief People Officer
Financial Conduct Authority

SIOBHÁN SHERIDAN – WHO, INCIDENTALLY,  
left school at 16 – worked at NatWest and in  

the US before joining the UK civil service in 2007, 

and has held senior HR roles at Defra, JobCentre 

Plus, the NSPCC, and was HR Director for the 

Ministry of Defence before joining the Financial 

Conduct Authority.

Unlike many who have seen the move to home-

working as a positive shift, Sheridan says that it 

works best when an organisation knows its people 

well. The Covid crisis, in general, has “highlighted 

some of the difficulties that colleagues from a 

range of different, diverse backgrounds have in 

balancing work and home and their contributions 

in those respective environments,” she says. 

Alongside her work, Sheridan is studying for a PhD 

about the interactions of humans, AI and robotics 

in the workplace.
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SARAH 
STONE

Director of 
People and 
Culture
Konica Minolta

“WORK IS A THING YOU DO, NOT A PLACE YOU 
go,” says Sarah Stone, who heads up a multi-

award-winning HR operation at technology 

company Konica Minolta.

During the pandemic Konica Minolta has 

supported hybrid working, and has tried to 

improve employee experience by launching new 

Employee Resource Groups, including one for 

LGBT+ employees, another supporting wellbeing, 

and a women’s network which, says Stone, are 

“essential for instilling a strong sense of belonging 

and inclusivity” at the company.

Stone adds: “It is important that we have a 

supportive, nurturing and inspiring environment 

that gives every member of our team the 

opportunity to achieve their full potential, for 

themselves, our customers and partners, as well 

as for the continued success of the company.”
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WASTE, WATER AND ENERGY MANAGEMENT 
company Veolia has aligned its HR strategy with 

its wider purpose of “ecological transformation” 

and has already achieved some of its 

landmarks, such as rolling out collective “honest 

conversations” across the organisation and 

delivering purpose workshops to over 500 people. 

A new digital HR platform has helped engage 

people in the strategy and purpose set out in 

the new employer brand. All of this “sets out how 

and what we are going to do, but importantly it 

starts with our why,” says Chief HR Officer Beth 

Whittaker. “And our why is to bring purpose, 

people and performance together in the pursuit 

of human progress.”

Veolia’s new HR strategy has three pillars. First, 

it is focused on “delivering trust-based working”. 

A massive 90% of employees want to move 

to hybrid work, which the company is keen to 

promote, as it improves sustainability by reducing 

travel. Second, the workforce is being upskilled, 

and third, it is promoting D&I and has appointed 

an Inclusion Lead.

“The world we work in has changed throughout 

the pandemic and will continue to change – 

and we are embracing this,” Whittaker says. 

“Covid-19 has propelled us forward to a place that 

otherwise might have taken five years or more to 

get to. The HR Strategy ensures that we continue 

to think about what work looks like in the future; 

it ensures that we have a plan and can help 

everyone to come with us.”

BETH WHITTAKER

Chief HR Officer
Veolia UK & Ireland
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HAVING WORKED AT BRITISH RAIL, EUROSTAR, 
Northern Rail and London Underground –  

and a stint at Burger King – before moving to  

TfL, nobody in HR knows the rail industry like  

Tricia Wright. 

Given the make-up of London’s population, TfL’s 

workforce has always been diverse, but the killing 

of George Floyd in 2020 further embedded the 

importance of listening and understanding. 

Since then, TfL has held more than 100 “listening 

sessions”, launched an anti-racist charter, and has 

moved to blind CVs in recruitment. 

These proved so useful that in late 2021 they were 

expanded to include people talking about their 

experiences of being female, black, Asian or 

minority ethnic, a carer, LGBT+, disabled, following 

a particular faith, being affected by mental 

health – or anything else that has left them 

feeling excluded or under-valued. In November 

2021, TfL held a transgender awareness week,  

and the organisation announced that an inclusion 

strategy will be published by early 2022.

TRICIA 
WRIGHT

Chief People 
Officer
Transport  
for London
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ZONE / COGNIZANT  
DIGITAL EXPERIENCE
We are an experience consultancy – part of 

the Cognizant family – made up of strategists, 

designers, engineers and delivery experts. 

We transform the businesses the world relies 

on by creating and orchestrating exceptional 

experiences for their customers, employees 

and partners.

zonedigital.com

managementtoday.co.uk

MANAGEMENT TODAY
Management Today provides practical 

advice and insights to the CEOs, Founders 

and Directors of Britain’s leading 

organisations both big and small.

peoplemanagement.co.uk

PEOPLE MANAGEMENT
People Management is the UK’s 

biggest HR title, and the award-winning 

membership magazine of the CIPD. 

SARAH HACKETT

Director 

Zone and Cognizant Digital Experience

sarah.hackett@cognizant.com

RICKY WALLACE

GEORGANNA SIMPSON

Marketing Lead

Zone and Cognizant Digital Experience

ricky.wallace@zonedigital.com

Head of Content, Content Labs

Haymarket Media Group (Publishers of 

Management Today and People Management)

georganna.simpson@haymarket.com
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