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LEADING PEOPLE
CULTURE AND CHANGE

AT LEGAL & GENERAL

As Legal & General undergoes a bold cultural and strategic 
transformation, Chief Transformation and People Officer Emma 
Hardaker-Jones shares with Criticaleye Senior Editor Bridgette 
Hall how she’s helping shape the future of the business —  
putting people, performance and trust at the heart of change
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Legal & General (L&G) is one of 
the UK’s most prominent financial 

services institutions, serving millions of 
customers across pensions, investment, 
insurance and retirement. L&G is known 
for its deep-rooted social purpose and 
consistent financial strength. However, 
the business is also navigating a period 
of cultural and strategic transformation 
— placing people and performance at 
the centre of its future-facing agenda.

At the heart of that journey is Emma 
Hardaker-Jones, Chief Transformation 
and People Officer. With a background 
spanning commercial entrepreneurship 
and human resources, Emma is not 
a traditional HR leader — and nor is 
her remit. Over the past two years, 
she has helped guide the business 
through CEO succession, operational 
transformation and the evolution of 
L&G’s people and performance culture.

In this conversation with Bridgette 
Hall, Senior Editor at Criticaleye, Emma 
discusses L&G’s transformation agenda, 
building trust at Board and executive 
level and why HR is no longer a support 
function — it’s a commercial imperative.

BH: You’ve had a really varied and 
commercial career journey. How did 
that shape your approach to HR?

EHJ: I had no intention of building a 
career in HR. I joined Prudential on their 
graduate programme after university, 
and for my third rotation, I got sent to 
HR — which at the time I thought was 
a bit of a punishment! But what was 
really interesting was how commercial 
their HR function was. I joined a 

team of occupational psychologists 
tasked with redesigning how we hired 
salespeople, and we managed to reduce 
attrition in the salesforce by about 15 
percent — I suddenly thought, ‘Oh my 
goodness, this is incredibly commercial’. 

From there, I spent time in HR, first at 
Prudential and then the Bank of England. 
But the most defining part of my career 
is that I stepped in and out of HR. I 
switched out in 1999 to set up a dotcom, 
where we raised £10 million from Carlyle 
Group. I learnt a lot about running a 
business and then came back to HR. That 
mix of commercial and sales-oriented 
roles gave me the understanding I 
have today — how a business makes 
money, what skills it needs — which 
is critical in the role I’m in now.

 HR is no longer 
a support function 
— it’s a commercial 

imperative 

BH: How do you connect people 
strategy with large-scale change  
in your Chief Transformation role?

EHJ: Fundamentally, our transformation 
is people-centred. All transformations 
really are … about culture. When 
António Simões [L&G’s CEO] came on 
board, we spent a lot of time talking 
about what we needed to change and 
how to form the right top team. He 
felt the scale of transformation we 
were trying to drive made it logical to 
sit with the CPO, because everything 
we’re doing — whether it’s about 
accelerating strategy or delivering once 
and well — comes down to people. 

In my role at L&G, I’ve always worn 
multiple hats, and I’ve been fortunate 
to build a fantastic team and have a 
strong people function. So, when I 
began setting up the Transformation 
Office, I already had a solid functional 
leadership team in place who could 
manage much of the day-to-day 
activity. That gave me the time and 
space to really focus on the bigger 
cultural shifts we needed to drive. 

BH: L&G is known for its strong culture. 
What are you doing to evolve that 
while retaining what makes it great?

EHJ: We’re really proud of the culture 
we’ve built. The Financial Times recently 
ran an independent survey across 500 
UK organisations, and we came out as 
the second best company to work for 
— completely anonymised, we had no 
input. That says a lot. But at the same 
time, we need to dial up our ambition 
and edge without losing the >  
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things that make this a great place to 
work. We talk a lot about how you drive 
empathy, but with edge. How do we 
really dial up the performance culture? 

I often talk about the difference between 
legacy and heritage. Heritage is what 
makes you brilliant — the things you 
want to protect and hold on to. Legacy, 
on the other hand, is what we do simply 
because it’s always been done that way. 
We don’t want to lose what makes us 
great or forget the reasons we’ve thrived 
for over 190 years. But at the same time, 
there are things we need to evolve to 
stay relevant … in today’s environment.

BH: You worked on the recent CEO 
succession planning. What did that 
involve and what did you learn?

EHJ: We were planning Nigel [Wilson’s] 
succession from quite a long way out — 

about 18 months before we even went 
to market. I hadn’t done CEO succession 
before, and neither had our Chair, so 
we brought in outside expertise. So, 
although John [Kingman] was running 
the process, I was the one managing 
all of our internal successors and their 
development, managing the search firm 
and supporting our general counsel 
in managing the Board committee. 

It was almost a full-time job. I’ve never 
been more grateful for the incredible 
team I have in HR. We made sure we 
thought through every scenario … 
and built in contingencies. It was long, 
complex work, but in the end, we had 
a strong internal and external pool, and 

there was unanimous agreement that 
Antonio was the right candidate.

BH: How do you build trust with 
the CEO and position yourself 
as a true strategic partner?

EHJ: One of the things António and I 
talked about right after he accepted 
the role was the way I navigated his 
hiring process — because I was the one 
negotiating his package, representing 
the company. The minute he accepted, 
he was my boss. But he said how I 
handled that gave him a real sense of 
who I was and that he could trust me. 
That trust is fundamental. I didn’t go 
easy … but it was done with clarity 
and integrity. That set the tone. 

And now, a lot of our relationship 
is about challenge and pace, asking 
questions like, ‘Do we need to slow 
down to speed up?’ It’s about being 
able to nudge and coach, and about 
having those conversations that 
don’t happen with the rest of the 
Management Committee. That’s where 
a strategic CPO really earns their seat.

BH: How are you preparing the 
organisation to be future-ready?

EHJ: We’re not in a world where we 
can just go out and hire another 11,000 
people with the perfect future-fit 
skillset. That’s not realistic. So we’ve 
had to think differently — investing 
in behavioural readiness, resilience, 
curiosity and learning agility. We use 
Hogan [psychometric tests] to help 
leaders understand their strengths  
and derailers. We’re helping people >  
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Click here to find out how we support CPOs and other executives.

Criticaleye supports aspiring and current CPOs to accelerate their development  
as CPOs and become broader enterprise leaders in the C-suite. 

Accessing global, cross-sector 
reference points and peer 
connections that support 
the execution of strategy

Building resilience and 
managing the extreme 

pressure that comes 
with a leadership role

Stepping up as a CPO  and 
being a strategic partner to 

the CEO, CFO and ExCo

Building a world-class HR 
function and strengthening 

leadership capabilities 
within teams

CPO

Our 360-degree support is designed to accelerate leaders in the CPO role.
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take control of their careers — know 
where the gaps are and how to close 
them. All organisations are struggling 
with the same challenge. But in my 
experience, if you give people some 
of those behavioural foundations 
around resilience, around learning, that 
takes you a really, really long way.

BH: How has your own leadership 
style evolved over time?

EHJ: … [L]eadership isn’t about having 
all the answers. It’s about creating trust. 
I’ve got an amazing team, and we’ve 
built an environment where it’s safe to 
say, ‘I’m struggling with this, can you 
help?’ That openness is part of how 
we work now. And I think it makes us 
better leaders and better humans.

BH: What advice would you give  
to emerging CPOs?

EHJ: I can’t overstate the importance of 
commercial acumen. If you can’t sit in a 
room and talk about the business — not at 
the same level as the CFO or CEO, perhaps, 
but with confidence and credibility — 
you’ll struggle to have real influence.

The second piece of advice is to be 
really confident in the unique people 
perspective you bring as a CPO. I’ve 
seen many HR leaders who almost 
seem apologetic for sitting in that seat. 
But we have a view of the organisation 
that others simply don’t. I’d encourage 
emerging CPOs to recognise how valuable 
and distinctive that lens is, and to bring 
it to the table with confidence. 
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 Leadership  
isn’t about  
having all  

the answers.  
It’s about  

creating trust 
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