
New study  
uncovers how 
HR needs to  
work in this 
new world!
BY  DR ADAM FRASER

A day in the life of an HR 
professional is a roller coaster ride, 
it can be stressful, hugely 
demanding and at the same time 
incredibly rewarding. One thing  
you can guarantee is that no one day 
is the same. One minute you can be 
dealing with a stressful dismissal 
and then suddenly you have to think 
strategically and make a decision 
that will deeply affect the business. 
In response to this pressure some  
HR professionals thrive, while  
others fall dramatically short.

Myself and Dr John Molineux 
(Lecturer in Human Resource 
Management at Deakin University) 
set out to understand what helps 
HR professionals get into FLOW (a 
high performance state where an 
individual is completely lost and 
engaged in what they are doing, 
driven by intrinsic motivation and 
experiencing positive emotion) or 
stress (feeling overwhelmed, lack 
of clarity, low level of productivity 
and negative emotion). To do this we 
studied 821 HR professionals varying 
in age, role, seniority and years of 
experience. Our interaction with 
them ranged from surveys, one on 
one interviews and diary recordings. 
(Recruitment for the study was 
supported by James McConochie 
at Hemisphere HR, an executive 
HR search firm, and the Australian 
Human Resource Institute - AHRI)

What did we find?

Below is the preliminary model that 
represents our findings from the 
study. Yeah I know it looks complex 
so let me simplify for you. (Please 
see the back page for larger model).

#1 Watch your Attitude!

The big finding that really stood out 
was that increased work pressure 
(deadlines and expectations) lead to a 
greater amount of FLOW. Yes you heard 
right, high levels of work pressure 
helped HR professional get into this 
high performance state. Specifically HR 
managers tended to experience a higher 
level of flow at work, as use of skills, 
interest in, and challenge of the work is 
significantly higher than for lower roles 
such as HR generalist.

  increased work 
pressure (deadlines and 
expectations) lead to a 
greater amount of FLOW.

However there is a caveat around this.  
Work pressure did not result in greater 
FLOW when the individual perceived  
that this pressure was a bad thing.  
This mindset lead to an increase in  
their stress levels.

Associated with this we found that 
positive social support at work and  a 
supportive leader helped people to get 
into FLOW. HR professionals performed 
better when they felt ‘safe’ and able 
to stretch themselves without fear of 
persecution.

What we take from this is that if we  
want our HR professionals to be at  
their best we need to give them work  
that stretches them and builds capability. 
However ensure that the stretch is not 
so far it overwhelms them. Interestingly 
the individuals attitude plays the most 
important role in whether work pressure 
lead to FLOW or Stress. In other words 
do they see pressure as an opportunity to 
dig in and deliver or do they see pressure 
as something that pushes them into 
stress? In addition to help facilitate high 
performance we need to surround them 
with a supportive leader and a supportive 
team.

#2 Give me Time to think.

One of the challenges we face in 
the modern working environment is 
the huge amount of time spent on 
communication (emails, meetings, phone 
calls, unscheduled conversations).  HR 
professionals across the board said 
that the time spent on communication 
dramatically reduced their capacity to 
execute. Our findings showed that across 
all HR roles 42.7% of time was spent 
providing advice, in meetings or doing 
emails. 

  across all HR roles 
42.7% of time was spent 
providing advice, in 
meetings or doing emails. 

If you add in conflict resolution, 
interviews, reports and training, this 
rises to 63.9%. Those HR professionals 
who were expected to be strategic by the 
business said that they spent so much 
of their time communicating, putting 
out fires and executing tasks, there was 
very little time to catch their breath let 
alone be strategic. Across all HR roles 
time spent on strategy was 7.8%, for HR 
managers this only increased to 9.9%.

 Across all HR roles  
time spent on strategy  
was 7.8%, for HR 
managers this only 
increased to 9.9%.

The learning is that HR professionals 
need to more guarded of their time and 
more aware of where their time is spent. 
Often communication soaked up so much 
time people then had to use free time at 
night to complete their actual work.
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#3 Don’t interrupt me

Another finding was that interruptions in 
the work day dramatically drove up work 
stress and drove down psychological FLOW. 
We found that the level of interruptions 
was so bad most HR professionals felt 
that they did not drive their day, rather 
the interruptions and urgent requests 
controlled their time. The only time they got 
to think and focus was when they removed 
themselves from the work place, such as 
worked in a meeting room, worked at home, 
or went somewhere offsite (cafe, hotel 
foyer). In addition we found a personality 
effect here too. The more introverted 
they were the greater the level of stress 
experienced from an interruption. In 
contrast more social extroverts were not as 
distressed by interruptions.

        interruptions in the work 
day dramatically drove up 
work stress and drove down 
psychological FLOW.

The learning is HR managers are constantly 
being diverted from strategic work to 
address immediate issues.  There is a 
need to delegate this work wherever 
possible or respond to it in more innovative 
ways, including using self-help for client 
managers.  Also, try and automate lower 
level work as much as possible to enable 
HR people to spend more time on future-
focussed activities such as developing 
strategy, change management, building 
capability, building engagement.

#4 Work Family Balance

Greater levels of work family balance 
lead to more time in FLOW at work. It was 
measured as - feeling as thought you are 
meeting expectations in each aspect of  
your life. The more in control they felt 
in both parts of their life the better they 
performed in the work place. However, 
when boundary strength (clear boundaries 
between work and home, eg. not working at 
home) is high, people experience less flow. 

This seems a dichotomy, but it’s not if you 
look at it in terms of work experience.  
People who really enjoy work don’t mind if 
it spills into home time, as long as it doesn’t 
impact home negatively. People who don’t 
like their work as much tend to avoid work 
at home. 

        Greater levels of work 
family balance lead to  
more time in FLOW at work

Key message is do you find work enjoyable? 
Work out what ‘balance’ means for you, and 
how you can minimise work interference 
with home by setting realistic boundaries. 
Most importantly ensure that you don’t let 
work negatively impact on the experience 
you have in the home by impacting on your 
mood and how you interact with other 
people in your home.

     don’t let work negatively 
impact on the experience 
you have in the home by 
impacting on your mood and 
how you interact with other 
people in your home.

#5 Give me some support

The nature of HR often means that you 
are supporting others and rarely looking 
after youself. In a number of occasions the 
interviews were halted so the interviewer 
could offer support to the HR professional 
and allow them to unload some of their 
stresses and fears. In a way it seemed 
that they had no one they could turn to 
and offload. Also across the board HR 
professionals said they severely lacked 
resources, the result lead to HR managers 
doing much of the operational work, and 
often a high percentage of the advisory 
work.

The key learning is you have to ask yourself, 
‘who is looking after HR?’

#6 We are all individuals

Finally what really struck us was how 
different and unique everyone was. Some 
are energetic in the morning while others 
come into their own in the afternoon. Some 
thrive on pressure while others buckle 
under it. Some are driven by helping others 
while some are fascinated by business. It 
shows that blanket leadership strategies 
are useless and the ‘five key drivers of 
engagement’ approach is no longer relevant.

Next steps?

What should HR 

leaders do differently 

as a result of this 

information?

DON’T LET YOUR TEAM BECOME 
STAGNATE. You must stretch your team  
and give them work that pushes them to 
evolve. A common trap I see leaders fall 
 into is  that they have the ‘go to person  
in their team’, you know the one that  
always gets things done and delivers on 
time. What do they get? The interesting 
projects, the important work that pushes 
them. while the rest of the team gets 
business  as usual projects, that doesn’t 
push them and help them grow. Then they 
complain about the capability gap in your 
team, that they are perpetuating by the way.

LOOK AT EACH MEMBER OF THE TEAM 
ARE YOU GIVING THEM PROJECTS OR 
SIMPLY BUSINESS AS USUAL? However 
beware they are not being stretched 
too much. Communicate regularly with 
individuals and the team. Discuss realistic 
objectives and plans.  

SEE PRESSURE AS AN OPPORTUNITY 
TO GROW. Understand that your attitude 
towards pressure is more important than we 
ever thought. Also how the individuals in 
your team perceive pressure will determine 
if this pressure propels them into a high 
performance state or deep into stress. 
Therefore training the team around shifting 
mindsets and giving them tools to evolve 
their perception of pressure is essential.

MAKE YOUR TEAM FEEL SAFE. Striving to 
be a leader/team member that makes those 
around you feel safe is a critical step. When 
HR professionals felt that they had support 
from their team and their leader this feeling 
of safety helped them get into FLOW. Also 
check in with your team and allow them 
to confide in you and get things off their 
chest. Enable friendships at work, reward 
team and collaborative behaviours, and 
regularly recognise achievements. 

CONTROL YOUR ENVIRONMENT. Realise 
that interruptions dramatically drive up 
peoples stress levels. If you want them to 
grow, do good work and be ‘strategic’ you 
have to loosen up on the way you let them 
work. Let them work from home, let them 
leave the office to complete a project. Also 
can you shift your internal culture to ensure 
that you respect peoples mental space, 
do you have to interrupt them right now? 
Can it wait, can you save up a number of 
interruptions so you just interrupt them 
once? Respect their time!

BE HUMAN. Take an interest in how happy 
your team are outside of work. When your 
team members feel like they are meeting 
expectations at home they get more FLOW 
at work. This new research supports our 
previous research around the Third Space.  

What should HR 

practitions do 

differently as a result  

of this information?

TAKE CARE OF THE CARERS. Finally who 
is looking after the HR people in your 
organisation? Do you invest in their well 
being or do you just expect them to keep 
giving to the organisation? 

DEVELOP KEY COGNITIVE STRATEGIES TO 
HANDLE WORK PRESSURE. This will assist 
you to move into Flow rather than stress. 
These can range from explanation style to 
mindfulness.

START EACH DAY WITH CLARITY ON WHAT 
YOU ARE TRYING TO ACHIEVE. It will never 
go to plan but clearly mapping our what you 
are trying to achieve helps you focus and be 
more productive.

HAVE A THINKING SPACE. When you have 
to get something important done or put 
deep thought into a task, ideally remove 
yourself from the work environment to 
perform it optimally.

EXPLORE HOW YOU COMMUNICATE 
AND USE YOUR COMMUNICATION 
TOOLS. Manage your email, phone, instant 
messaging rather than being slaves to 
them. 

BE CHALLENGED AT WORK, BUT BE 
REALISTIC IN WHAT YOU CAN AND 
CAN’T DO. Sometimes you need to say 
‘no’. Renegotiate unreasonable time 
demands, get help from others, use positive 
psychology and mindfulness techniques 
to reduce stress. Recognise when you are 
under stress and seek to mitigate it by 
engaging in suitable recovery activities.

Get into the habit of scheduling strategy 
time. Even if your role does not have 
a strategy component use this time to 
think about how you are approaching 
your role and how you can improve your 
performance.

Look at how work affects home. Less so 
about how much time do you spend working 
in the home but rather how working in the 
home affects your interactions in the home. 
If working at home has a negative effect on 
your mood or makes you not present, you 
may need to introduce a stronger boundary.

This study is the observational 
part of the research, the next 
phase is running an intervention 
looking at what changes in 
behaviour lead to the best 
increases in performance. If you 
are interested in this research 
please contact Dr Adam Fraser’s 
office on 02 95645763.




