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People can make or break 
business success. 
The most successful businesses 
understand this and take a strategic 
view of their human resources. 
We’ve developed this practical guide 
for HR and business leaders who want 
to understand what a people strategy is, 
and the steps required to develop one.
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There are a lot of factors that 
determine whether a business 
is successful. If we distil it down, 
success generally comes from 
having goals and a plan on how to 
reach them (or at least it is rarely 
possible without these things!). 
Our experience has been that 
businesses can be quite strong at 
articulating vision or mission and 
the specific goals or milestones 
along the way, and even planning the 
budget, equipment, timelines, and 
technology required. However, 
when it comes to the people side of 
the plan, it tends to be lacking detail.

 This is despite labour accounting 
for as much as 70% of operating costs 
and most industries being affected by 
severe talent shortages and struggling 
to retain employees. Without a 
well-considered people strategy, 
organisations can expect to see 
overloaded and stressed employees, 
resignations, reactive decisions, and 
most importantly – a significant risk 
to the achievement of business goals.

For example, we once worked with a 
business undertaking a significant 
program of work. They had all 
the right ingredients with project 
managers, business analysts, Gantt 
charts and presentations, plus a most 
impressive spreadsheet detailing the 
hours of work (to 0.25) per person 
required to achieve the outcomes. 
This work was required for the 
business to maintain its license to 
operate, so you might say that the 
attention to detail was justified! 
We all knew this work was going 
to stretch people – high demands, 
high workload, zero margins for 
error. However, the plan was lacking 
depth and had major oversights 
when it came to the specific skills 
and capabilities required to deliver 
the work; the demand on leaders 
and leadership; employee workloads 
and wellbeing and; the impact and 
disruption on other parts of the 
business indirectly related to the 
work. While the deadlines were met 
and the key outcome achieved, the 
quality of the work and some of the 

people suffered (some resigned) 
and there were many lessons 
learned. Much of the pain could 
have been avoided with a clearer 
or more thoughtful consideration 
of the people side of the plan. 
Unfortunately, this is not an 
isolated case.

Fortunately, though, much of this 
pain can be avoided. Our experience 
is that the likelihood of business 
success can be significantly improved 
with a people strategy. HR functions 
are often under-resourced and can 
lack the time and capability to bring 
a strategic lens to the table. 
To help address this major gap, 
we’ve developed this practical guide 
for HR and business leaders who 
want to know what an effective 
people strategy entails and how to 
develop one.

Introduction
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A people strategy is a roadmap or blueprint for supporting 
business objectives. Essentially, it provides direction to 
help you attract, engage, retain and develop your people, 
and structure our business, to achieve your mission or goals.

Your people strategy will typically have a 3-5yr horizon 
(in-line with the business strategy) and doesn’t cover the 
specific tactics or short-term actions that will be required to 
deliver the strategy.

For example, through your development of the people 
strategy, you may determine that developing the capability 
of your frontline leaders will be essential to supporting 
business growth goals. How you design and deliver the 
development program will be a tactical consideration.

Culture –
the culture needed to be successful;

Leadership –
capable leaders that get the most 
out of people;

Talent and Capability –
the right people in the right roles 
at the right time, and;

Structure –
structures and roles that support 
the achievement of business goals 
and are cost-effective.

What is a People Strategy?
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We’ve all heard that failing to plan is planning to fail, right? 
Put simply, a people strategy is a plan that puts the business in a better 
position to achieve its goals and ensures the business is maximising its 
(significant) investment in labour costs.

Just as importantly, employees are much more likely to trust and have 
confidence in an employer who has considered how people are affected by 
and contribute to the business’s goals.

A solid people strategy will help you achieve:

 - A more cohesive culture

 - Minimise risks and costs due to poor people planning

 - Attraction of talent

 - Development of talent

 - Talent engagement & retention

 - Feedback-informed action (e.g. from employee surveys)

 - Workforce and business resilience

 - Change readiness

Without a strong people strategy, you’re unlikely to realise these benefits.
For HR leaders, a people strategy helps define the HR operating model and 
justifies appropriate resourcing to ensure the business has the HR skill and 
capability required to deliver appropriate HR support.

Why does it matter?
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Most businesses have an overarching strategy as well as supporting strategies such as the marketing strategy, the 
operational strategy, and financial strategy. These strategies are all key. Neglecting or half-assing them only limits your 
potential and progress towards success – which, is to achieve your vision, objectives and goals.

Where does it fit?

It’s simply not enough to have the best intentions and a bold vision if you want 
your strategy to be effective. It must be aligned.

 
Operational 
Strategy
Operating Efficiency 
Inventory turnover 
Manufacturing 
Product to Market

 
Financial 
Strategy
Capital aquisition 
Distribution of profits 
Leveraging investments 
Restructuring 
of Capital 
Debt policies

 
People 
Strategy
Culture 
Leadership 
Talent and capability 
Structure

 
Marketing 
Strategy
Sales Revenue 
Market Share 
Branding 
Product differentiation 
Customer demand 
Pricing

Business Strategy

Strategies created in isolation ... Bearumquae ero minvenet aut velent, et eum rae simint ist, atis et mostem rerempo 
rehendae nimus eum explaut invella tecerum fugia pel il essed elluptas rat ipidus mi, sim et laborum audi accus ulparci 
endamet quia ium conet aut expero blabo. Nem et re nus reperchit velibus si tem unt paria cum hillupt ioreius?

When a business area creates a strategy in isolation, they can find themselves disconnected from the rest of the business. 
Often, this isn’t intentional but occurs when alignment is ignored or not considered. On the other hand, the best 
companies are intentional when it comes to alignment.

TBC
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So, what does it mean to be aligned? 
It means your strategies (plans) support the fulfilment of the long-term purpose AND the business has the capabilities 
(e.g. human resources, systems, and structures) required to execute the strategies. When this happens, you have the best 
chance of winning. However, when they’re not aligned, plans fail.

For example, workplace flexibility has become increasingly sought after by employees, and well-intentioned HR 
departments can argue strongly for increased flexibility. However, without proper consideration of the long-term goals 
(purpose alignment) and the operational requirements and ongoing management of flexibility (capability alignment), 
these strategies can result in reduced business effectiveness.

TBC

The Best Companies 
are the Best Aligned
Strategy, purpose, and organisational capabilities must be in sync.

Source Jonathan Trevor & Barry Varcoe
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This is where the work starts. 

A people strategy is not a set-it-and-forget-it matter, you need to be able to track it rather than tuck it away and hope 
for the best. So, you need to devise your people strategy, explain it, set it in motion, and continuously check in on its 
progress. It’s also critical that you spend plenty of time engaging your key stakeholders – the people strategy affects 
everyone and requires the support (and input) of key leaders. 

The steps to formulating a people strategy:

Zoom out

•  The first thing to do is zoom out and consider what is happening inside your business (e.g. culturally, 
economically, structurally) and outside your business (e.g. economically, politically , environmentally etc.) 
that can inform your people strategy.

• Consider past, present and future.
• The PESTLE is a useful tool.

Articulate 
your Vision

•  It’s important to clarify and articulate the purpose of the people strategy. This should be succinct and easy 
to remember as this will help with your communication and creating buy-in.

• Describing the desired future state will help you craft a vision.

Analyse 
the Data

• You must have data to inform the development of the strategy. This cannot be overstated!
• If you lack people data you’re not alone. A key part of your people strategy will be to build data capability.
• When it comes to people data, you will most likely use a mix of quantitative and qualitative:
• Quantitative (e.g. turnover, productivity, absenteeism, vacancy rates, staffing rates)
• Qualitative (e.g. surveys, exit interviews, focus groups, stakeholder engagement/input)
• It’s useful to consider historical data to understand trends as well as projected outcomes.

Consult your 
stakeholders

• People strategy affects everyone and it is worth taking the time to identify and consult key stakeholders 
(e.g. senior leaders, employees, HR team)
• Skipping this step is perhaps the biggest mistake you can make. A people strategy developed in isolation is 
almost guaranteedto be inneffective.
• Consultation methods incldude: interview, meeting discussions, focus group, surveys.
• You are looking for feedback about present and future people needs of the business.
• You are also looking for major concerns or major detractors that must be addressed.
• What works well and what doesnt? What is needed that is missing now? What might be needed in the 
future to ensure that the business runs effectively?

Consolidate 
your findings

•  This is where you bring everything together and consolidate the key findings from the environment scan, 
data and consultation.

•  You must articulte how the people strategy aligns with business strategy and purpose.
•  You must also articulate how the strategy aligns with the organisational capabilities required to execute it.
•  Presentation matters. A clearly articulated strategy, backed by data and business consultation in a 

professionally presented document or presentation is a must.

Communicate 
your strategy

•  Depending on your business requirements you may need to navigate a formal approval process. If not, the 
safest way to proceed is to get confirmation from the CEO or equivalent - even if it’s just an email.

•  Communicate the People Strategy to all key groups. This is partly a celebration of the work, but also 
shows employees that the business is serious about its people. Communicating effectively will ensure 
that everyone knows what the strategy is, how it aligns to the business, how they might benefit and how 
they contribute.

•  Communicating your strategy will most likely form part of your Employee Value Proposition.

Track & Refine

•  You will have identified some key people metrics and work to be done through this process.
•  Your strategy should also include an appropriate review cadence (e.g. annually) and reporting/tracking 

period (e.g. monthly or quarterly). 
Be clear on who exactly is responsible for these things.

•  Unexpected things will happen. You will need to adjust and refine the strategy.

How to build your 
people strategy. 
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Wherever you are on your journey, we can help… 

It takes time and effort to execute these steps successfully. Like many things, the first time is the hardest and once 
you’ve gone through the process it gets easier. We know - we’ve been there! 

If you don’t have a people strategy in your business or if it needs a refresh, the best thing to do is start working on it now. 
We can help you determine what you need to put your business in the best position to succeed. 

Reach out to us today to book a free chat.

Clint Strahan 
Organisational psychologist. I’ve worked in the people space for over 10 years 
as a senior HR leader and a consultant. I love tackling people problems and 
coming up with a solution that helps businesses and individuals become more 
successful. Zooming out and taking a bigger picture, or more strategic, view 
of the issues has always made a lot of sense to me and this approach has been 
critical to success for me, and the businesses I’ve worked with.

Ryan McGrory
For over ten years, I’ve been designing successful strategies and developing 
impactful programs to improve workplace culture. My work in employee 
experience, employee engagement, wellbeing, product design, research and 
people analytics is recognised internationally as best-in-class. I like helping 
organisations create great cultures and improve how they attract, retain and 
engage their people ... and be true employers of choice.

What Now?

Who we are:




