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structure and costs of HR departments in all sectors of the US economy and across all states.

Our study collected data from senior HR professionals in 156 organizations, which together have just under  
2,000 HR practitioners and nearly 220,000 employees.

Sections
Overview

Introduction

About the survey

How many people work in HR

Ratio of HR staff to employees

Changes in HR staff numbers

Specialist HR roles

HR’s relationship to the business

How HR spends its time

Strategies, performance measures and budgets

Changes in the HR budget

HR’s changing influence in the workplace

List of Tables

List of Charts

About this report

Publisher: 
XpertHR

Author: 
Mark Crail

Date:
July 23, 2013

https://twitter.com/XpertHRusa
http://www.xperthr.com/
mailto:inquiries@xperthr.com


in association with

Overview 
No two HR departments look alike. They have evolved to meet the often varied challenges found across different 
businesses and public sector bodies. But they have enough in common that they can benchmark against each other 
and learn from the experiences of the best.

XpertHR’s HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks Survey for 2013 set out to collect benchmarking data on 
the staffing, structure and costs of HR departments in all sectors of the US economy and across all states. Our 
study collected data from senior HR professionals in 156 organizations, which together have just under 2,000 HR 
practitioners and nearly 220,000 employees.

Among the key benchmarks* to emerge from the study, XpertHR found that:

   The typical ratio of HR staff to employees was 1:100. 
In other words, each member of the HR department provides HR services to 100 employees.

   The typical ratio of senior to junior HR staff was 1:1.5. 
Most organizations have junior HR staff doing more administrative work than making decisions.

   The typical annual HR operating cost per HR staff member was $100,000. 
This was the cost of running the HR department itself, including HR salaries.

   The typical annual HR activities budget per employee was $1,250. 
This was how much HR had to provide HR services, from recruitment to training to termination.

All these figures vary according to the size of the organization and the sector in which they operate. For example, larger 
companies usually expect each HR practitioner to look after more employees than smaller ones – with a ratio of 1:60 in 
small businesses and more than 1:120 in those with 1,000 or more employees. Smaller companies spend more on their 
HR departments than larger ones.

Overall, there had been little change in the number of HR professionals employed over the past two years. Where there 
had been changes, the most common reasons for an increase in HR numbers were that the HR workload had increased 
or that HR was just being set up. Where numbers had decreased, our respondents pointed to efficiency improvements, 
to increased use of HR technologies and to downsizing programs.

On balance, though, our respondents reported that their budgets were more likely to have increased than decreased. 
And looking ahead, there was a strong belief that both the budget for the HR department itself, and the funding to 
allow it to get on with its job, would both increase in the next two years.

Our research also found that although HR in most organizations considers itself to have the lead responsibility for 
most people-management activities, it is also common to want to share this responsibility with supervisors. In half the 
organizations surveyed, HR and supervisors were equal partners in handling employee relations, and in nearly two 
thirds there was shared responsibility for performance management.
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HR is typically seen as a bureaucratic function, and much of its work is about ensuring that managers and employees 
alike comply with the law and good employment practice. But the study found that HR practitioners saw relatively little 
of this work as routine administration. Indeed, the typical week for an HR practitioner would consist of:

  One day of administration;

  One day of business consultancy, advising supervisors and dealing with employment relations;

  One day of recruitment work;

  Half a day of strategic activity such as workforce planning, benchmarking and organizational development;

  Half a day dealing with training issues; and

  Half a day managing health and safety.

That leaves just half a day a week to pick up on any and all other issues that might arise.

Finally, the survey found a confident and optimistic HR profession. Well over half believe that HR’s influence in the 
workplace and the C-suite has increased over the past two years, and almost all the rest report that it has remained 
unchanged. Just one in 10 says it has decreased.

Asked to explain, our respondents pointed to dynamic new leadership within their HR function, and to a growing 
recognition on the part of the Chief Executive Officer and his or her senior colleagues that HR is effective at what it 
does and can deliver the goods for the organization as a whole in an expert and professional way.

* Note: when quoting a “typical” figure, the benchmark selected is the median. XpertHR uses the median (or midpoint of the 
range) rather than the mean average because it excludes extremes of data and is more representative of the range of data 
collected.

http://www.xperthr.com/
mailto:inquiries@xperthr.com
https://twitter.com/XpertHRusa


in association with

Introduction
All HR departments are different. Every business and every public sector body presents its own unique people 
management challenges, and the HR departments that are created to meet those challenges are shaped by their 
circumstances and by the people who lead them and work for them. But they also have enough in common that HR 
professionals can learn from one another by comparing what they do and benchmarking the resources they require 
to do it.

Recruiting new employees, ensuring that they are properly trained and compensated for what they do, dealing with 
employment-relations challenges and having the policies in place to anticipate at least the most common issues that 
arise require a set of HR experience, skills and qualifications that may vary according to the size of the organization, 
the regulatory framework within which it has to work and much more.

But it is also clear that some HR departments simply do it better than others. The HR Staffing, Cost and Structure 
Benchmarks Survey for 2013 is a first for XpertHR in the US, but is built on a series of similar studies that has run for 10 
years in the UK. It aims to enable HR professionals to understand how the size and shape of their HR department, the 
human and financial resources available to it and the ways in which it relates to the business within which it operates 
compare with HR departments in similar organizations.

Back to top
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About the survey
During February and March 2013, XpertHR conducted an invitation-only online survey of HR professionals, inviting 
them to describe various aspects of their organization’s HR department, including such elements as the range and 
number of job roles, the size of the HR budget and how it is managed, and the measures, if any, used to assess the 
department’s effectiveness.

We received usable responses from 156 organizations. Between them, they employ a total of 219,302 people, have 
1,978 HR staff and have workplaces in every US state. 

Participating organizations vary in size from tiny micro-businesses to those with tens of thousands of employees; the 
median employer in the survey by size has 386 employees, within a range that runs from 164 employees at the lower 
quartile to 800 at the upper quartile. The middle 50% of all respondents therefore fall within this range. In reporting 
our findings, we have grouped respondents in three broad size bands: 

   56 have one to 249 employees; 

   64 have 250 to 999 employees; and 

   36 have 1,000 or more employees. 

These three bandings broadly represent small, medium and large employers.

Organizations were also drawn from almost every sector of the US economy, with manufacturing, health and social 
care assistance and professional services all especially well represented. For ease of analysis and to provide a better 
overview of similarities and differences between industries, we have grouped respondents into three broad sectors: 

   private sector services, which accounts for 84 respondents; 

   manufacturing and production, which accounts for 29; and 

   public sector organizations, which covers the remaining 43 respondents.

Of the 145 respondents who supplied meaningful job titles, the most senior were the 13 Vice Presidents and Senior 
Vice Presidents, some of whom had wider areas of responsibility for HR and other areas of responsibility. The largest 
and next most senior group consisted of 58 HR Directors and Senior HR Directors. In some instances these individuals 
held unique though clearly analogous titles, such as Director of People Services. There were also 29 HR Managers and 
Senior HR Managers. Among the remainder, there were HR Business Partners, HR Generalists and HR Analysts, along 
with a small number of less specifically HR job titles such as General Counsel and Executive Director.

In line with the commitment made by XpertHR at the time of collecting the data, neither the organizations nor the 
individuals taking part in this survey are named in this report.

Back to top
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How many people work in HR
XpertHR asked our respondents to tell us how many people their HR department employed at each of six standard 
levels of seniority, from Chief People Officer/Vice President of Human Resources to HR Assistant/Coordinator or Trainee. 
To ensure even comparisons, we specified that they should include specialist practitioners dealing with training and 
development, recruitment, compensation, organizational development, employee relations, diversity and benefits and 
payroll, and that they should exclude staff dealing only with pensions, health and safety and occupational health, as 
well as administrative/executive assistants.

In total, the 155 respondents who provided data employ 1,978 HR staff. Although this translates into a mean average 
of just under 13 HR staff for each organization, this figure is distorted by data from a small number of organizations 
with very high HR staff numbers. A better and certainly more representative picture is obtained by using the median 
(the figure at the midpoint of the range of values), which in this case is three. An idea of the range of HR department 
sizes can be found by looking at the spread between the lower quartile (the figure one quarter of the way from the 
bottom of the range of values) and the upper quartile (the figure one quarter of the way from the top of the range of 
values). This shows that the middle 50% of respondents employ between two and six HR professionals.

Not all organizations employ people at every one of the six seniority level options. This is particularly true for smaller 
employers where the number of tiers between the top and bottom of the department were fewer, but even large 
organizations were unlikely to have people at both Chief People Officer and Senior HR Director levels. Table 1 shows 
the seniority spread of HR staff across the survey as a whole, by broad economic sector and by organization size, and 
the data are summarized in chart 1.
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All % By sector % By size of organization %

Private 
sector 
services

Manufacturing 
and 
production

Public 
sector

1-249 250-999 1,000+

Chief People Officer / VP 
Human Resources 34.2 34.9 34.5 32.6 20 29.7 63.9

Senior HR Director / HR 
Director

61.9 61.4 44.8 74.4 47.3 59.4 88.9

Senior HR Manager / HR 
Manager

47.4 48.2 58.6 39.5 30.9 48.4 72.2

HR Business Partner / HR 
Consultant

18.9 15.7 24.1 20.9 9.1 10.9 47.2

HR Generalist / HR 
Specialist

71.6 63.9 75.9 83.7 50.9 78.1 91.7

HR Assistant / HR 
Coordinator / Trainee

59.4 54.2 58.6 69.8 29.1 68.8 88.9

n = 156 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Table 1. Organizations having HR staff at different levels of seniority

Chart 1. Organizations having HR staff at different levels of seniority %
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Ratio of HR staff to employees
Because participating organizations supplied data on both the size of their HR department and the total numbers of 
their employees, it is possible to calculate the ratio of HR staff to employees. This is a significant and useful figure often 
used by employers to track the efficiency of their HR departments. However, it is important to benchmark with a similar 
workplace, or to take account of differences between organizations when comparing such ratios.

As table 2 shows, at the median (XpertHR’s preferred measure since, unlike the mean average, it excludes those 
organizations with exceptionally large or small numbers from having a disproportionate influence), a “typical” 
employer might have one HR staff member for every 100 employees. However, bigger employers might be 
expected to benefit from some economies of scale, and the data show that this is indeed the case, with the smallest 
organizations having a median ratio of one HR staff member for every 60 employees and the largest organizations 
having a median ratio of one HR staff member for every 126 employees.

Differences are also apparent, though less pronounced, between broad economic sectors, with private sector services 
companies having one HR staff member for every 90 employees at the median, while public sector bodies have one 
HR staff member for every 125 employees. This could be accounted for by a number of factors, including the larger 
average size of public sector employers, a greater propensity to outsource HR functions, or simply greater efficiency. 
However it is not possible to give a single explanation, and at the level of each organization it is likely that a number of 
factors will come into play.

It is also important to recognize that there is no single “correct” benchmark. A given organization may find itself to 
be somewhat above the median for its broad economic sector and perhaps nearer to the lower quartile for its total 
number of employees. The data shown in table 2 therefore give an opportunity for the organization to understand its 
position as a whole.

Median Upper quartile Lower quartile Mean average

All 1:100 1:140 1:60 1:114

Private sector services 1:90 1:125 1:58 1:105

Manufacturing and production 1:98 1:133 1:73 1:101

Public sector 1:125 1:170 1:90 1:142

1-249 employees 1:60 1:90 1:39 1:67

250-999 employees 1:124 1:148 1:92 1:126

1,000+ employees 1:126 1:212 1:96 1:167

n = 156 
Note: data rounded to whole numbers 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Table 2. Ratio of HR staff to employees
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The data can also be used to calculate a second important HR benchmark: the ratio of senior to junior HR staff. In this 
instance, XpertHR has created benchmarks by calculating the ratio of all those at HR Manager level and above to those 
at HR Business Partner and below. Selecting a different cut-off point would clearly produce different benchmarks.

As table 3 shows, the median ratio for all employers on this measure is one senior HR staff member for every 1.5 
junior HR staff members. Once again, there are differences by size and sector, with the smallest organizations with 
the fewest total HR staff having a one-to-one ratio (sometimes literally having one HR staff member in each category) 
while the largest have a more traditional pyramid shaped structure, with one senior HR staff member for every 3.4 
junior HR staff members. 

By broad economic sector, the pyramid shape is most clearly seen among manufacturing and production companies, 
with a median of one senior HR staff member to every 3.4 junior HR staff members. As public sector organizations have 
relatively low numbers of HR staff and relatively low numbers of junior staff within their HR department, this could 
again suggest that routine transactional work has moved elsewhere, either as a result of outsourcing or by transferring 
responsibility to supervisors.

 

Median Upper quartile Lower quartile Mean average

All 1:1.5 1:3 1:1 1:2.5

Private sector services 1:3.4 1:2.7 1:0.5 1:2.6

Manufacturing and production 1:2 1:3.5 1:1 1:2

Public sector 1:2 1:3.8 1:1 1:2.7

1-249 employees 1:1 1:1 na 1:1

250-999 employees 1:2 1:3 1:1 1:2.2

1,000+ employees 1:3.4 1:6 1:2 1:5.1

n = 156 
Note: Data rounded to one decimal place 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Table 3. Ratio of senior HR staff to junior HR staff

Back to top
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Changes in HR staff numbers
XpertHR asked respondents to say how many HR staff they had employed two years ago. Overall, the number 
employed had remained remarkably stable. Two years ago, the total was 1,970, rising to 1,978 today. However, that 
stability conceals substantial increases and decreases at the organization level.

We also asked respondents to give the main reasons why the number of HR staff in their organizations had changed 
over the past two years. Reasons were then separated into those likely to have underpinned an increase in staff 
numbers, those likely to explain a decrease and those that could have been influential in either direction (see table 4).

It is interesting to note that the most commonly cited reason by far for a change in the size of the HR department 
was that workload had increased. Although the reasons given for a decrease in the size of the HR workforce by those 
organizations that had reduced their HR staff numbers were more diverse, the most commonly given explanation was 
that this had been made possible by efficiency improvements. In other words, fewer people were doing more. This 
suggests that even where HR departments have become smaller in recent years, the volume of work has remained 
much the same or even increased.

Reasons for increases Cited by %

To meet growing HR workload 53.5

Establishment of an HR department 14.1

Functions brought in house 4.2

Reasons for decreases Cited by %

Efficiency improvements 21.1

Increased use of HR technologies 14.1

As part of downsizing program 14.1

Functions outsourced 5.6

HR tasks devolved to supervisors 4.2

HR tasks moved elsewhere in the business 2.8

To match reduced HR workload 1.4

Ambiguous impact Cited by %

Restructure of HR department 21.1

Change in employee numbers 15.5

Merger or acquisition 7

n = 71 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Table 4. Reasons for changes in HR staff numbers

Back to top
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Specialist HR roles
As HR departments grow in size, the jobs within them tend to diversify. As table 5 shows, almost all HR departments 
employ generalists, although it would seem that the tendency to diversify with size means that there is less of a role 
for the generalist in the largest organizations. There are also some other clear trends. The tendency to take on an 
Employment Relations Specialist increases proportionately with the size of the organization. At 250 employees and 
above, it becomes significantly more common to bring in experts in training and development and in recruitment and 
compensation. At 1,000-plus employees there are significantly more specialists in organizational development.

But there are also some less easily explicable trends in relation to diversity, benefits and payroll.

It is not always easy to separate the effect of economic sector from the effects of organizational size. However, the 
data do suggest that private sector services companies are less likely than those in other sectors to have specialists 
of any kind, while those in manufacturing and production clearly see a greater need for specialists in organizational 
development and employment relations.

Table 5. Organizations having HR staff in specialist functions

All % By sector % By number of employees %

Private sector 
services

Manufacturing 
and 
production

Public 
sector

1-249 250-999 1,000+

HR Generalist 94.8 94 96.4 95.3 96.4 96.9 88.9

Organizational Development 54.8 47.6 64.3 62.8 50.9 53.1 63.9

Recruitment 83.9 77.4 89.3 93 70.9 90.6 91.7

Training and Development 69 66.7 78.6 67.4 60 73.4 75

Employment Relations 83.9 78.6 92.9 88.4 78.2 84.4 91.7

Diversity 41.9 41.7 46.4 39.5 36.4 46.9 41.7

Compensation 74.2 66.7 82.1 83.7 65.5 78.1 80.6

Benefits 86.5 85.7 92.9 83.7 83.6 90.6 83.3

Payroll 58.1 60.7 64.3 48.8 54.5 65.6 50

n = 155 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

The survey went on to ask whether HR staff were expected to hold a professional certification or designation directly 
related to the tasks they perform. The results, set out in table 6 and chart 2, show a certain ambiguity about the 
value of such qualifications. At every level of seniority, certification is more often considered desirable than essential. It 
should also be noted that, except at the very bottom of the hierarchy, certification is at least considered more desirable 
than not.
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One interesting point to emerge from the data, however, is that there is an expectation that the more senior the HR 
practitioner is, the greater the expectation that he or she should hold relevant professional certification (a figure 
obtained by adding the “essentials” to the “desirables”), until at the very top of the organization this trend is suddenly 
thrown into reverse and a relevant certification is suddenly no longer seen as quite such a career asset. Although this 
may reflect a view that a Chief People Officer level needs broader business skills rather than specialized HR knowledge, 
or that there simply are no appropriate qualifications at this level, the survey does not provide a definitive answer.

Table 6. Extent to which HR staff are expected to hold directly relevant 
professional qualification, by seniority

Essential % Desirable % Not expected %

Chief People Officer / VP Human Resources 20.8 41.5 37.7

Senior HR Director / HR Director 31.2 41.7 27.1

Senior HR Manager / HR Manager 16.2 55.4 28.4

HR Business Partner / HR Consultant 13.8 51.7 34.5

HR Generalist / HR Specialist 9.9 50.5 39.6

HR Assistant / HR Coordinator / Trainee 2.2 19.6 78.3

n = 111 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Chart 2. Extent to which HR staff are expected to hold directly relevant 
professional qualification
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Senior HR Director / HR Director

Chief People Officer / VP Human resources

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Essential %               Desirable %              Not expected %

https://twitter.com/XpertHRusa
http://www.xperthr.com/
mailto:inquiries@xperthr.com


in association with

HR’s relationship to the business
The survey examined two important aspects of the relationship between HR and the businesses within which it 
operates:

  The reporting line of the most senior HR executive; and

  The division of responsibility for people management tasks between HR and supervisors.

By far the most common arrangement across organizations of all sizes and in all sectors is to have the most senior 
HR executive report directly to the Chief Executive Officer, as can be seen in table 7 and chart 3. However, it should 
be noted that this is less so in private sector services companies, where the most senior HR executive is more likely 
to report to either the Chief Financial Officer or the Chief Operating Officer. There has long been a debate about the 
extent to which HR should have a voice at the top of the organization, and arrangements whereby the HR function is 
only indirectly represented at board level indicates that the argument has not yet been decisively won by HR.

Table 7. Office holder to whom the most senior HR executive reports

All % By sector % By number of employees %

Private 
sector 
services

Manufacturing 
and  
production

Public 
sector

1-249 250-999 1,000+

Chairman of the Board 3.8 6 0 2.3 5.4 3.1 2.8

Chief Executive Officer 55.1 42.9 69 69.8 51.8 65.6 41.7

Chief Financial Officer 12.2 17.9 10.3 2.3 8.9 10.9 19.4

Chief Operating Officer 12.2 17.9 6.9 4.7 17.9 4.7 16.7

General Counsel 2.6 3.6 0 2.3 5.4 1.6 0

Other 14.1 11.9 13.8 18.6 10.7 14.1 19.4

n = 156 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013
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While the HR department will inevitably see itself as having the principal responsibility for leading on people 
management issues, much of the work involved can clearly be carried out elsewhere in the business, and there is often 
a very good reason for ensuring that supervisors are involved at all levels. This will create some tension between HR’s 
desire to retain control or at least oversight to ensure that things are done “properly” while wanting to delegate not just 
the workload but the sense of ownership to supervisors.

Chart 3. Office holder to whom the most senior HR executive reports

1,000+
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Public sector

Manufacturing and production

Private sector services

All
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XpertHR asked respondents who had the main responsibility in their organization for each of nine areas:

  Employee administration – including leave and attendance records;

  Employee relations – communication, problem resolution;

  Equal opportunities;

  Handling legal issues – lawsuits and EEOC complaints;

  Training and development – training, succession planning and talent management;

  Pay setting – determining individual pay raises;

  Performance management – appraisal, job descriptions and the disciplinary process;

  Staffing – recruitment, transfers and workforce reductions; and

  Payroll.

The results, set out in tables 8a to 8g and charts 4a to 4g, show that HR is heavily involved in all of these areas, either taking sole 
responsibility or working in partnership to share responsibility with supervisors. For all except the handling of legal issues, there are a 
small number of organizations where the main responsibility for one or more of these areas rests with supervisors. And there are other 
areas where third parties play a significant role, most notably payroll (presumably where there is a payroll department outside the HR 
function), legal issues and, less intuitively, pay setting.

The tables and charts below give detailed breakdowns by size of organization and by broad economic sector, which give greater insight. 
From these it is possible to see that supervisors are more likely to take a lead on, for example, pay setting or training and development in 
the smallest organizations – where typically there are also no specialized HR staff to deal with these issues. Supervisors are also more likely 
to be left to take the lead in private sector services companies than in either the public sector or manufacturing and production companies.

http://www.xperthr.com/
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HR % Supervisors  
%

Shared  
%

Outsourced 
%

Other  
%

Employee admin 54.5 7.1 31.4 0.6 6.4

Employee relations 43.6 3.8 51.3 0 1.3

Equal opportunities 76.9 1.9 16 0.6 4.5

Legal issues 73.7 0 3.8 4.5 17.9

Training and development 49.4 5.1 37.2 2.6 5.8

Pay setting 39.1 5.1 35.5 0 20.5

Performance management 27.7 3.2 66.5 0 2.6

Staffing 46.2 1.3 48.1 0.6 3.8

Payroll 46.1 1.3 3.2 5.8 43.5

n = 156 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Table 8a. Allocation of main responsibility for people management 
activities – all respondents

Chart 4a. Allocation of main responsibility for people management 
activities – all respondents
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Table 8b. Allocation of main responsibility for people management 
activities – Private sector services

HR 
%

Supervisors 
%

Shared 
%

Outsourced 
%

Other 
%

Employee admin 54.8 7.1 31 1.2 6

Employee relations 36.9 7.1 54.8 0 1.2

Equal opportunities 67.9 2.4 22.6 1.2 6

Legal issues 66.7 0 3.6 8.3 21.4

Training and development 52.4 7.1 34.5 2.4 3.6

Pay setting 32.1 7.1 38.1 0 22.6

Performance management 28.6 1.2 66.7 0 3.6

Staffing 45.2 2.4 45.2 1.2 6

Payroll 53.7 2.4 4.9 6.1 32.9

n = 84 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Chart 4b. Allocation of main responsibility for people management 
activities – Private sector services
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Table 8c. Allocation of main responsibility for people management 
activities – manufacturing and production

HR 
%

Supervisors 
%

Shared 
%

Outsourced  
%

Other 
%

Employee admin 75.9 0 17.2 0 6.9

Employee relations 41.4 0 58.6 0 0

Equal opportunities 93.1 0 6.9 0 0

Legal issues 96.6 0 0 0 3.4

Training and development 44.8 6.9 37.9 3.4 6.9

Pay setting 31 6.9 44.8 0 17.2

Performance management 25 3.6 71.4 0 0

Staffing 41.4 0 58.6 0 0

Payroll 48.3 0 0 3.4 48.3

n = 29 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Chart 4c. Allocation of main responsibility for people management 
activities – manufacturing and production
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HR 
%

Supervisors  
%

Shared 
%

Outsourced  
%

Other 
%

Employee admin 39.5 11.6 41.9 0 7

Employee relations 58.1 0 39.5 0 2.3

Equal opportunities 83.7 2.3 9.3 0 4.7

Legal issues 72.1 0 7 0 20.9

Training and development 46.5 0 41.9 2.3 9.3

Pay setting 58.1 0 23.3 0 18.6

Performance management 27.9 7 62.8 0 2.3

Staffing 51.2 0 46.5 0 2.3

Payroll 30.2 0 2.3 7 60.5

n = 43 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Table 8d. Allocation of main responsibility for people management 
activities – public sector

Chart 4d. Allocation of main responsibility for people management 
activities – public sector
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Table 8e. Allocation of main responsibility for people management 
activities – 1-249 employees

HR 
%

Supervisors  
%

Shared 
%

Outsourced  
%

Other 
%

Employee admin 62.5 7.1 21.4 0 8.9

Employee relations 42.9 3.6 50 0 3.6

Equal opportunities 78.6 3.6 10.7 1.8 5.4

Legal issues 71.4 0 3.6 5.4 19.6

Training and development 42.9 8.9 37.5 1.8 8.9

Pay setting 28.6 7.1 33.9 0 30.4

Performance management 30.4 0 62.5 0 7.1

Staffing 46.4 1.8 44.6 0 7.1

Payroll 55.4 1.8 0 10.7 32.1

n = 56 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Chart 4e. Allocation of main responsibility for people management 
activities – 1-249 employees
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Table 8f. Allocation of main responsibility for people management 
activities – 250-999 employees

HR 
%

Supervisors 
%

Shared 
%

Outsourced 
%

Other 
%

Employee admin 53.1 1.8 31.2 0 7.8

Employee relations 50 0 50 0 0

Equal opportunities 79.7 1.6 17.2 0 1.6

Legal issues 87.5 0 1.6 1.6 9.4

Training and development 56.2 4.7 32.8 3.1 3.1

Pay setting 45.3 6.2 29.7 0 18.8

Performance management 28.6 4.8 66.7 0 0

Staffing 45.3 1.6 51.6 0 1.6

Payroll 45.2 0 3.2 3.2 48.4

n = 64 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Chart 4f. Allocation of main responsibility for people management 
activities – 250-999 employees
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Table 8g. Allocation of main responsibility for people management 
activities – 1,000+ employees

HR 
%

Supervisors  
%

Shared 
%

Outsourced  
%

Other 
%

Employee admin 44.4 5.6 47.2 2.8 0

Employee relations 33.3 11.1 55.6 0 0

Equal opportunities 69.4 0 22.2 0 8.3

Legal issues 52.8 0 8.3 8.3 30.6

Training and development 47.2 0 44.4 2.8 5.6

Pay setting 44.4 0 47.2 0 8.3

Performance management 22.2 5.6 72.2 0 0

Staffing 47.2 0 47.2 2.8 2.8

Payroll 33.3 2.8 8.3 2.8 52.8

n = 36 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Chart 4g. Allocation of main responsibility for people management 
activities – 1000+ employees
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How HR spends its time
Clearly there are significant differences by organization size and sector between the allocation of responsibilities for 
various aspects of people management. However, it is interesting to note from the data shown in table 9 that the time 
HR spends on these various activities varies little from one type of organization to the next.

There is an apparently unavoidable 20% of HR time – the equivalent of one full day a week for every HR practitioner – 
that has to be spent on administration.  Likewise, business consulting (defined as providing advice to supervisors and 
employees and employment relations activity) tends to take up an additional day a week. Half a day goes to strategic 
activities such as workforce planning, organizational development and benchmarking, another full day to recruitment 
and half a day to training. Once the half day typically spent on health and safety activities is taken into account, this 
leaves the typical HR practitioner with a spare half day in which to fit any other situations that may arise.

Table 9. Proportion of HR time spent on different activities (median)

All % By sector % By number of employees %

Private  
sector 
services

Manufacturing 
and  
production

Public 
sector

1-249 250-999 1,000+

Strategic activities 10 5 10 10 5 10 10

Business consulting 20 20 20 20 20 20 30

Administration 20 20 25 20 20 20 20

Professional updating 5 5 5 10 10 5 7.5

Recruitment 15 15 15 20 15 20 15

Training 10 10 10 10 5 10 10

Health and safety 5 5 8 5 5 5 5

Back to top
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Strategies, performance measures and budgets
The existence of a documented HR strategy, attempts to measure the effectiveness of the HR department and an HR 
budget would suggest a greater formality and may indicate that HR is more likely to hold itself accountable or be held 
accountable for its work by the business within which it operates. 

Perhaps surprisingly then, as table 10 and chart 5 show, just over one third (35.3%) of respondents have a 
documented HR strategy. Not surprisingly, the very largest organizations were those most likely to have a written 
strategy, but even here no more than half do so. Where such a strategy exists, nearly six out of 10 respondents (58.2%) 
indicated that it was developed as an integral part of the organizational strategy, while almost all those remaining 
(38.2%) said it was developed as a follow-up exercise after the overall organizational strategy had been agreed upon. 
Just one respondent stated that his or her HR strategy was developed in isolation from the organizational strategy.

Table 10. Organizations with a documented HR strategy

All % By sector % By number of employees %

Private 
sector 
services

Manufacturing 
and  
production

Public 
sector

1-249 250-999 1,000+

Yes 35.3 31 37.9 41.9 26.8 34.4 50

No 59.6 63.1 58.6 53.5 66.1 62.5 44.4

Don’t know 5.1 6 3.4 4.7 7.1 3.1 5.6

n = 156 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013
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Although it was a minority practice for HR departments to have a documented strategy of their own, most do make 
efforts to measure the effectiveness of what they do. As table 11 and chart 6 show, more than six out of every 10 
organizations make some attempt to measure the effectiveness of their HR function. Not surprisingly, this figure rises 
with organization size, so that nearly three out of four of the largest organizations do so. With increasing size also 
comes greater formality.

However, it is interesting to note that more than one in three employers make no attempt at all to assess the value of 
what they do. Even among the largest organizations, as many as one in four make no such attempt.

Chart 5. Organizations with a documented HR strategy
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Among those that attempt to assess what they do, there is a clear focus on staff retention and understanding why 
employees have left, with feedback from exit interviews and employee turnover data the two most common measures, 
as table 12 and chart 7 show. Interestingly, the next two most common measures, data from employee surveys and 
informal or anecdotal feedback, both focus on the employee experience, while many of the measures of HR’s direct 
impact on the bottom line are less widely used. This category might include cost per hire, absence management data 
and spending against budget, all of which are used in less than half of organizations.

Table 11. Attempts to measure the effectiveness of the HR function

All % By sector % By number of employees %

Private 
sector 
services

Manufacturing 
and  
production

Public 
sector

1-249 250-999 1,000+

Formal measures 21.8 17.9 27.6 25.6 8.9 28.1 30.6

Informal measures 39.7 42.9 31 39.5 46.4 32.8 41.7

None 35.9 36.9 37.9 32.6 39.3 39.1 25

Don’t know 2.6 2.4 3.4 2.3 5.4 0 2.8

n = 156 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Chart 6. Attempts to measure the effectiveness of the HR function

Chart 6. Attempts to measure the effectiveness of the HR function
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Measure %

Exit interview feedback 67.7

Staff turnover data 66.7

Results of employee surveys 62.5

Anecdotal / informal feedback 57.3

Spending against budget 47.9

HR’s role in decision making 46.9

Number of law suits / EEOC complaints 46.9

Time-to-fill vacancies data 45.8

Disciplinary / grievances data 43.8

Performance appraisal results 41.7

Cost per hire 27.1

Organizational performance (eg profits) 27.1

Absence management data 20.8

Benchmark against other organizations 20.8

n = 96 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Table 12. Measures used to assess HR effectiveness
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One explanation for the relatively low use of spending against budget as a performance measure is that many HR 
departments simply do not have a budget. XpertHR asked respondents whether their HR function had its own budget 
and, if so, how much it spent, first on the HR department’s own operating costs, and secondly on HR activities for the 
organization as a whole. In the first category we asked respondents to include HR salaries, HR training, HR recruitment, 
HR information costs and so on. In the second we asked for the whole of the initial figure plus the cost of recruitment, 
training and other HR activities for the whole organization – though not the cost of salaries and benefits for staff 
outside HR.

Chart 7. Measures used to assess HR effectiveness %
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As table 13 and chart 8 show, just over half of organizations have a budget for their HR function. These are most 
commonly found in the largest employers and in the public sector.

Clearly the overall size of either the operating budget or the activities budget is a meaningless figure when divorced 
from the size of the HR department of the organization in which it was spent. XpertHR has therefore analyzed the data 
from each organization to show figures for HR operating costs per member of HR staff in table 13 and chart 9, and 
the HR activities budget per employee in table 14 and chart 10.

All % By sector % By number of employees %

Private 
sector 
services

Manufacturing 
and  
production

Public 
sector

1-249 250-999 1,000+

Yes 51.9 50 37.9 65.1 26.8 57.8 80.6

No 41.7 44 48.3 32.6 66.1 35.9 13.9

Don’t know 6.4 6 13.8 2.3 7.1 6.2 5.6

n = 156 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Table 13. Existence of an HR budget

Chart 8. Existence of an HR budget
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For these two important HR benchmarks, XpertHR research finds that, at the median, the cost of operating an HR 
department is $100,000 a year, while the cost of providing HR services to an organization is $1,250 per employee.

From the data shown in table 14 and chart 9, it appears that the larger the organization, the lower the HR operating 
cost per member of HR staff. This may well be because it becomes relatively cheaper with size to service the HR 
department, for example by providing training to larger groups; but it could also reflect our earlier finding that HR 
departments in larger organizations tend to have a greater proportion of people in junior, and therefore lower-salaried, 
roles.

From the data in table 15 and chart 10, it also appears that the larger the organization, the lower the HR activities 
budget per employee. This is interesting because it suggests that the cost of employing people may, per employee, 
be significantly higher for smaller organizations than it is for larger ones – either because they are more generous in, 
for example, training their employees or simply because they are unable to benefit from economies of scale when 
recruiting and carrying out other activities.
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Median $ Upper quartile $ Lower quartile $ Mean average $

All 100,000 132,275 73,100 167,254

Private sector services 83,155 120,000 64,285 94,834

Manufacturing and production 132,160 145,000 122,478 501,356

Public sector 120,000 132,275 85,000 162,102

1-249 employees 111,110 145,000 100,000 130,683

250-999 employees 95,909 155,800 73,100 217,560

1,000+ employees 86,428 124,243 62,065 92,167

n = 156 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Table 14. HR operating costs per member of HR staff

Chart 9. HR operating costs per member of HR staff
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Table 15. HR activities budget per employee

Chart 10. HR activities budget per employee

Median $ Upper quartile $ Lower quartile $ Mean average $

All 1,250 2,970 416 14,274

Private sector services 863 2,126 222 14,817

Manufacturing and production 2,183 3,937 1,500 2,540

Public sector 1,784 4,444 1,020 17,040

1-249 employees 1,739 416 --

250-999 employees 1,485 2,166 863 9,547

1,000+ employees 721 2,183 222 1,390

n = 156 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013
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Changes in the HR budget
XpertHR asked respondents how their actual spending had compared with budgets during 2012. As tables 16  
and 17 show, HR departments were more likely to have stayed within budget both for their own operating costs and 
in terms of wider HR activities. However, the number of organizations saying they achieved this was not high – just 
over one third in total, and in no sector or size band rising to even half of all respondents. However, it is important to 
note that there is a large proportion of respondents answering “don’t know,” which presumably reflects the fact that a 
substantial proportion reported that their organization had no HR budgets in place.

On balance, the data show that organizations were more likely to underspend both their operating costs and HR 
activities budgets than to overspend them. This was particularly the case among the largest employers and in the 
public sector.

Higher % Same % Lower % Don’t know %

All 17.3 35.9 23.7 23.1

Private sector services 16.7 38.1 20.2 25

Manufacturing and production 17.2 31 20.7 31

Public sector 18.6 34.9 32.6 14

1-249 employees 14.3 35.7 17.9 32.1

250-999 employees 25 32.8 23.4 18.8

1,000+ employees 8.3 41.7 33.3 16.7

n = 156 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Higher % Same % Lower % Don’t know %

All 13.5 38.5 23.7 24.4

Private sector services 13.1 36.9 23.8 26.2

Manufacturing and production 20.7 34.5 13.8 31

Public sector 9.3 44.2 30.2 16.3

1-249 employees 8.9 37.5 19.6 33.9

250-999 employees 20.3 34.4 25 20.3

1,000+ employees 8.3 47.2 27.8 16.7

n = 156 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Table 16. How HR’s actual spend in 2012 compared with budget for 
operating costs

Table 17. How HR’s actual spend in 2012 compared with budget for all HR 
activities
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The survey went on to ask how HR budgets had changed over the past two years. Both in terms of HR department 
operating costs (table 18) and spending on wider HR activities (table 19), more organizations have seen budget 
increases than budget decreases. This holds true for both small- and medium-sized employers and for private sector 
organizations of all types. Among the largest employers and among public sector bodies, however, the trend is 
reversed, with more reporting budget cuts than budget increases.

Perhaps the most striking figure, however, is that nearly half of all medium-sized employers (those with 250 to 999 
employees) have increased their HR operating costs budgets, versus just 13.8% that have decreased them. This same 
group has also seen the largest proportion of employers increasing their spending on wider HR activities.

Table 18. How HR’s HR operating costs budget has changed over  
the past two years

Table 19. How HR’s activities budget has changed over  
the past two years

Increased % Same % Decreased % Don’t know %

All 34.6 28.2 19.9 17.3

Private sector services 33.3 29.8 17.9 19

Manufacturing and production 37.9 27.6 13.8 20.7

Public sector 34.9 25.6 27.9 11.6

1-249 employees 26.8 37.5 8.9 26.8

250-999 employees 48.4 17.2 20.3 14.1

1,000+ employees 22.2 33.3 36.1 8.3

n = 156 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Increased % Same % Decreased % Don’t know %

All 33.3 29.5 17.9 19.2

Private sector services 38.1 27.4 14.3 20.2

Manufacturing and production 34.5 27.6 13.8 24.1

Public sector 23.3 34.9 27.9 14

1-249 employees 26.8 35.7 8.9 28.6

250-999 employees 40.6 26.6 15.6 17.2

1,000+ employees 30.6 25.5 36.1 8.3

n = 156 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013
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Taking a final look at HR spending, XpertHR asked respondents to say how they expect budgets to change over 
the next two years. The findings suggest that HR professionals are optimistic, with the proportion of respondents 
expecting budgets to increase both for HR operating costs and for wider HR activities far outweighing the proportion 
who expect to see budgets decrease.

As table 20 shows, across the whole group, nearly half (45.5%) expect to see their operating costs budget increase 
over the next two years compared with just one in 10 (10.9%) who expect to see it decrease. Optimism is particularly 
high among employers in the mid-size range (who were less likely to have reported rising budgets over the past two 
years) and in the public sector.

As table 21 shows, medium-sized employers were also the most confident of seeing increases in their wider HR 
activities budget in the coming two years. Interestingly, however, public sector organizations, which are generally more 
confident that their operating costs budget will increase, were less likely than the average to expect an increase in the 
wider activities budget.

Increase % Same % Decrease % Don’t know %

All 45.5 26.3 10.9 17.3

Private sector services 44 27.4 9.5 19

Manufacturing and production 37.9 34.5 10.3 17.2

Public sector 53 18.6 14 14

1-249 employees 37.5 32.1 7.1 23.2

250-999 employees 57.8 17.2 9.4 15.6

1,000+ employees 36.1 33.3 19.4 11.1

n = 156 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

 

Increase % Same % Decrease % Don’t know %

All 39.7 29.5 11.5 19.2

Private sector services 44 26.2 10.7 19

Manufacturing and production 34.5 31 13.8 20.7

Public sector 34.9 34.9 11.6 18.6

1-249 employees 35.7 32.1 7.1 25

250-999 employees 46.9 28.1 7.8 17.2

1,000+ employees 33.3 27.8 25 13.9

n = 156 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Table 20. Expected change in the HR operating costs budget over  
the next two years

Table 21. Expected change in the HR activities budget over  
the next two years

Back to top
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HR’s changing influence in the workplace
XpertHR asked respondents how their HR department’s influence had changed within the organization over the past 
two years. There can be no doubt from the data set out in table 22 and chart 11 that HR has increased its influence. 
Across the board, the number of respondents saying that HR’s influence has increased is substantially higher than the 
number saying that it has remained unchanged, while the proportion seeing a decrease in influence barely registers.

In this instance, we also asked respondents to say why they thought this was. Broadly, their answers can be divided into 
four categories, although some explanations covered two or more of these:

    A change in HR leadership. A typical example of this came from the HR Director at a medium-sized services 
company, who commented: “We have a more knowledgeable vice president who is very engaged in HR functions; 
his business expertise has been very helpful in making some meaningful improvements in the way we do business 
and his influence at the senior executive level has increased the influence of this department.” Another, at a small 
education provider, added: “I (current HR Director) am the first HR professional the organization has hired. Previous 
‘personnel’ directors were assigned from within and had none or limited HR training.” 

  Greater recognition from the top. The HR Director at a medium sized public sector organization talked of 
becoming “a strategic partner in the C-suite through participation in the chairman’s cabinet task force.” The HR 
Business Partner at a small services sector business added: “A more senior level HR staff member has been hired 
and they report directly to CEO and sit on the operational board.” The HR Manager at a large manufacturing 
business wrote: “Greater partnership with senior management.” 

  Improvements in how HR works. Our respondent at a small manufacturing company wrote: “A company 
with no HR moving to 0.75 FTE HR. HR now on site and available to answer manager and employees questions, 
implementing handbook, performance appraisals, job descriptions, computerized payroll, PTO tracking, new 
Health Care Benefits, Adding HRIS system for management.” 

  Recognition that HR has met challenges. The Vice President for HR at one medium-sized public sector 
organization commented: “Consultation and guidance was needed from HR for take-backs during union 
negotiations.” The HR Manager at a small wholesaler added: “Issues addressed in professional manner saving the 
company money and removing employees whose performance is not to expectations.”

Just one respondent suggested a reason why HR in their organization was now less influential. The respondent 
explained: “Previously the HR director reported to the CEO and executive leadership consisted of all directors.  Now 
executive leadership consists of a COO and VPs, with the director of HR reporting to the COO.”
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Increased % Same % Decreased %

All 57.7 39.1 3.2

Private sector services 53.6 44 2.4

Manufacturing and production 69 27.6 3.4

Public sector 58.1 37.2 4.7

1-249 employees 57.1 41.1 1.8

250-999 employees 60.9 34.4 4.7

1,000+ employees 52.8 44.4 2.8

n = 156 
Source: HR Staffing, Cost and Structure Benchmarks 2013

Table 22. How HR’s influence has changed over the past two years

Chart 11. How HR’s influence has changed over the past two years
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