28/03/2025, 15:14 Theresa Welbourne: ‘A data-driven approach is critical for HR mastering change’

Theresa Welbourne: ‘A data-driven
approach is critical for HR mastering
change’

The consultant and researcher says an external coach's data-based insights and

emotional detachment can also bring clarity and focus to workplace

transformation
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Data has become the lifeblood of effective human resource management,
especially during times of organisational upheaval, according to Theresa
Welbourne, an expert in HR consulting and academic research.

Whether grappling with restructuring, redundancies or leadership turnover,
Welbourne says HR teams must embrace a data-driven approach to make
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informed decisions, support employees and ensure business continuity.
“‘Having a data-driven approach to any of those changes is going to be
incredibly helpful for HR mastering change,” she explains. “Not only are you
ready because you understand the environment within your organisation, but
also you quickly see what happens afterwards.”

The role of data in organisational change

Welbourne says data can bring clarity to the chaos of organisational change.
She explains that it acts as a lens into the workplace ecosystem, helping HR
leaders assess both immediate and long-term impacts. “When companies
collect and analyse data during periods of upheaval, they gain insights into
employee sentiment, productivity and overall organisational health,” she
says. “Such information enables them to address issues as they arise and
track progress over time.”

Change, however, is rarely easy for employees to accept. “Whenever you do
any kind of layoff or organisational change, it might be perceived as negative.
Employees are going to be unhappy with it,” Welbourne adds. “Even if you
absolutely love someone who is leaving, like when a CEO turns over, there’s
still a lot of unsettlement.

“‘People don’t like change — they’re not sure what’s going to happen. What
you'll see if you're [HR departments] collecting data is that any kind of
measures will go down, but what you want to do is see what your rate of
recovery is.”

Avoiding anecdotal pitfalls

During times of disruption, organisations often fall into the trap of relying too
heavily on anecdotal feedback, says Welbourne. While personal insights can
be valuable, she warns against making decisions based on limited input. “A
lot of times people are just taking a very [...] casual isn’t the right word, but
taking an approach that is not as rigorous as it should be,” she explains.

“They might talk to one person and think that one person’s reaction is what
everybody’s thinking and feeling, and that’s not necessarily the case.”

Instead, Welbourne advocates for robust data collection methods to capture a
more accurate picture of organisational sentiment. “If you have some sort of
pulsing system that is ongoing, it's going to be pretty easy for you to track
that data and maybe ask additional questions,” she says.
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“But looking to get a representative sample of your employees, hear from
them, and then knowing that random sample is representative of the whole
organisation.”

Building resilience with data

Employee resilience is also crucial for navigating organisational change. HR
plays a pivotal role in fostering this resilience by providing timely support and
resources.

According to Welbourne, consistent data collection helps HR teams identify
when interventions are needed to prevent dissatisfaction or disengagement.
“If you’re continually measuring, you’'ve got a good sense of what’s going on,”
she says. “It's going to be a lot easier than all of a sudden after any kind of a
change having to run around and try to find the information and find the data.
Being data driven is important for being able to recover quickly.”

She also highlights the emotional toll change takes on HR teams themselves.
“The HR group is going to be part of it and really hit hard when you make
those kinds of changes,” she says. External coaches can help HR leaders
remain objective and data focused during these periods, Welbourne adds. “If
you have an external coach who’s also helping you understand from a data-
driven perspective what’s happening, that can be very useful because they're
not as emotionally attached to what is happening.”

Aligning data with strategy

For data-driven HR strategies to succeed, they must align with an
organisation’s overarching business goals, says Welbourne: “It's about really
having a good sense of what the business strategy is and tying what you're
asking the employees, what you’re monitoring, to what the business strategy
should be.”

By integrating data on employee energy, productivity and sentiment into
strategic planning, HR leaders can ensure their efforts contribute to long-term
organisational success, she continues. Welbourne’s own research
underscores the importance of metrics such as employee energy. “I have a
lot of research looking at things like what predicts 20-year stock price growth
of a company or what predicts survival,” she explains. “The degree to which
people are energised by their work is very predictive of performance.”
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Modern HR technologies make it easier than ever to collect and analyse
workforce data, she adds. From pulse surveys to integrated systems, these
tools provide valuable insights, but only if used effectively. “Most companies
now have pretty good human resource systems,” says Welbourne. “They’ve
gotten better over the years. It used to be that a lot of the HR systems were
not easy to use, but | think a lot of the HR systems now are combined with
financial systems.

“So they have what they need. It's the ability to use it and know how to use
the data that’s important.”

Turning challenges into opportunities

Data is not only essential for managing and recovering from change but also
for driving growth and innovation, she says. “If a company really wants to
continue to grow, one of the things that’s important is that they have a system
for innovating too,” Welbourne explains.

Innovation thrives when organisations tap into ideas from across the
workforce, she adds: “If you look at companies that go to all the employees
for innovation and ideas, they tend to do better than those that don’t.”

Welbourne believes that, by avoiding anecdotal decision making, leveraging
HR technologies and fostering resilience, organisations can transform
challenges into opportunities. “If you've got a good sense of what’s going on,
it's going to be a lot easier to recover quickly,” she concludes.
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