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Guide to HR for line managers
Managing people is often the most challenging part of a line manager’s role, and organisations do not always give managers enough support in this area.
The relationship between HR and line managers can be complex. HR acts as an advisor: it offers guidance and sets policies, but the decisions rest with you, the line manager. You must operate within legal frameworks and company policies, which can sometimes be tricky.
You need to treat people management as a core part of your role, not something you can hand off to HR. Your employees rely on you for guidance, performance management and problem-solving.
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Scope of this guide
This guide sets out your key responsibilities as a line manager, including:
1. how HR can support you
1. recruitment
1. discrimination
1. bullying and harassment
1. performance management
1. appraisals
1. disciplinary processes
1. grievance handling
1. managing absence
1. family-friendly policies, including maternity, paternity and adoption leave, parental leave, and flexible working
This guide does not replace your company policies, and it is not comprehensive legal guidance. Instead, it highlights the most common challenges line managers face, and how to address them.
How HR supports line managers
Your organisation’s HR department, which may be outsourced, supports you in several key ways:
Training and development
HR designs and delivers training to build your management skills, such as communication, conflict resolution and appraisal techniques. This helps you lead your team more effectively.
Recruitment and onboarding
HR works with you to identify staffing needs, develop job descriptions, and run recruitment. HR also helps onboard new employees, so they settle into the team smoothly.
Performance management
HR gives you frameworks and tools for performance evaluation, helping you set clear expectations, monitor progress and give constructive feedback.
Employee relations
HR advises you on handling grievances, disciplinary action and conflict resolution, so you stay compliant with employment law and company policy.
Employee engagement and wellbeing
HR guides you on boosting morale, recognising achievements and supporting work-life balance, all of which improve job satisfaction and retention.
By working with HR in these areas, you can lead your team effectively and help the organisation succeed.
Recruitment and selection
Hiring the right people is one of your key responsibilities. A structured approach makes sure the process is fair and effective.
1. Define the role. A clear job description and person specification are essential for attracting suitable candidates.
1. Source candidates. Use agencies or advertising. Past recruitment experience can help you choose the best approach.
1. Shortlist fairly. Assess candidates against essential criteria to keep the process fair and objective.
1. Choose your assessment methods. You can use skills tests or presentations alongside interviews.
1. Make the final selection. Choose the candidate who best meets the job requirements. HR can advise, particularly on legal or procedural matters.
1. Make the job offer. Employment depends on verifying the candidate’s right to work in the UK. You may also carry out other checks, including references.
Legal considerations in recruitment
You must make sure recruitment complies with UK employment law, particularly on:
1. avoiding discrimination based on protected characteristics, such as age, gender, disability, race, religion or sexual orientation
1. carrying out right-to-work checks to prevent illegal employment; you can face fines for not doing this
1. only asking health-related questions after you have made a job offer, unless you need to know earlier to make adjustments to the recruitment process
Equality, diversity and inclusion
As a line manager, you play a key role in promoting an inclusive workplace. Discrimination, whether direct, indirect, associative or perceptive, is unlawful. You must:
1. make unbiased decisions in recruitment, promotions and redundancies
1. handle complaints of discrimination fairly and promptly
1. be aware that you can be personally liable for discriminatory actions
1. address inappropriate behaviour, including subtle or unconscious bias, before it escalates
If you fail to prevent discrimination, this can lead to costly legal claims with unlimited compensation awards.
Bullying and harassment
You must make sure your workplace is free from bullying and harassment. These behaviours can include:
1. unfair criticism or exclusion
1. threats or humiliation
1. excessive workloads or unreasonable targets
1. offensive language, jokes, or inappropriate physical contact
If you do not address bullying, it can lead to tribunal claims, reputational damage, and high staff turnover. You should:
1. create an open culture where employees feel safe reporting concerns
1. investigate complaints promptly and take appropriate action
1. follow disciplinary procedures where necessary
Managing performance
Effective performance management includes:
1. Regular feedback. Address issues promptly rather than waiting for a formal appraisal.
1. Appraisals. Give the employee a structured opportunity for goal setting, skills development and career discussions.
1. Disciplinary procedures. Use informal discussions first, moving to formal action only if performance still does not meet expectations.
If disciplinary action is needed, you must follow a fair procedure, give the employee an opportunity to improve, and document every step you take.
Handling grievances
Manage grievances through the following steps.
1. Informal discussion. Try to resolve the issue at an early stage.
1. Formal grievance process. Follow a structured process if informal resolution does not work.
1. Right to appeal. The employee can challenge a decision through a formal appeal.
Taking grievances seriously helps prevent them escalating, and supports a positive workplace culture.
Managing absence
Managing absence involves:
1. keeping accurate records of employee attendance
1. holding return-to-work interviews to identify patterns or underlying issues
1. taking disciplinary action for excessive or unexplained absence
1. supporting employees with long-term illness through reasonable adjustments and occupational health referrals
Family-friendly policies
Employees have statutory rights to:
1. maternity, paternity, adoption and shared parental leave
1. neonatal leave (from 6 April 2025)
1. parental bereavement leave
1. flexible working requests
1. time off for dependants
1. carer’s leave
You should make sure employees understand their entitlements, and support them in balancing work and personal responsibilities.
Breaches of health and safety law can lead to serious legal and financial consequences for both the employer and the manager.
Conclusion
Line managers are central to effective people management. HR provides guidance and support, but you must take responsibility for:
1. recruiting fairly
1. maintaining an inclusive workplace
1. managing performance and addressing issues promptly
1. supporting employees through family-friendly policies
1. upholding health and safety standards
By understanding these responsibilities and working closely with HR, you can build a positive, productive workplace while staying legally compliant.
Glossary
Protected characteristic – a personal characteristic protected by the Equality Act 2010, such as age, disability, race, religion, sex or sexual orientation.
Right-to-work check – checking a person’s documents to confirm they are legally allowed to work in the UK.
Grievance – a formal complaint raised by an employee about their treatment at work.
Reasonable adjustment – a change an employer makes to remove or reduce a disadvantage faced by a disabled employee.
Occupational health – a service that assesses and advises on how an employee’s health affects their ability to work.
For advice from an HR professional at Breathing Space HR, call 0113 426 7735 or email us at howtohr@breathingspacehr.co.uk
DISCLAIMER: Breathing Space HR offers advice and these documents to UK organisations as a free service and cannot be responsible or liable to any person or entity in respect of any cost, loss or damage caused, consequential or otherwise, directly or indirectly by the information contained in any advice, policies or procedures or their component parts, this includes any mistakes therein on this website.
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