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Every chief executive in 
the land trots out the 
phrase “people are our 
biggest asset”. It should 

mean that HR – human resources 
– is the most important function 
in a company, way before finance 
or operations, but that’s clearly not 
the case for many businesses. Will 
the future be any different?

“HR is changing in a very exciting 
way,” says Chantal Free, managing 
director, head of human capital 
and benefits at Willis Towers Wat-
son, a global business consultancy. 
“Businesses are massively disrupt-
ed; whether you look at timescales, 
business models or people, the 
whole ecosystem of how work is 
done is changing. HR will rule in 
this new world.”

Change is happening on all sides. 
The makeup of the workforce is 
changing – not only an older work-
force, but one with different ex-
pectations of what work means; 20 
and 30-something millennials, for 
example, are looking for more than 
just a monthly pay cheque.

“It’s not something HR has got its 
head around yet,” says Jane Ches-
ters, partner at Orion Partners, a 
talent, leadership and HR consul-
tancy. “But there has been a shift 
in how people perceive work; they 
are not looking for a traditional ca-
reer path. 

“There also has to be a funda-
mental redesign of a lot of HR 
processes. Look around you when 
you step on a bus or a train in the 
morning; everyone is looking at 
their smartphone. That’s how peo-

ple communicate, that’s how they 
access services. Yet when they 
walk through the office doors, 
we communicate with them in an 
old-fashioned way.”

Understanding how people oper-
ate is key to HR success, but now-
adays it takes more than a tired 
annual performance review to 
motivate talented staff, who are 
knowledgeable about competitor 
companies and looking for new 
challenges and roles. 

Being able to help business trans-
form and become 
more agile is key 
to the future of HR 
but, according to 
a just-published 
survey from Orion, 
few HR profession-
als feel it is hap-
pening. The survey 
found that 52 per 
cent of HR trans-
formation pro-
grammes were still 
focusing on HR op-
erations, with less 
emphasis on stra-
tegic capabilities.

“HR should not be sole owner of 
the challenges as they are business 
challenges,” the report concludes. 
“Creating and driving shared own-
ership of the people agenda is the 
trick that HR has still to pull off.”

Technology will change the deliv-
ery of HR, but it will also require a 
huge upskilling of the function. “It 
gives HR a lot more real-time data 
that can detect behaviour and pro-
vide insights very quickly,” says 
Ms Free. “The power of analytics 
is huge and can give incredible in-
sights into the business impact of a 

decision. But it’s about having the 
skills to look at data in aggregate, 
not just seeing turnover or salary 
data separately.”

Nor is this necessarily about 
spending more as many companies 
already have the information. Ac-
cording to an IBM report, Building 
a #Smarter Workforce, the average 
HR department has 18 different HR 
applications that aren’t plugged 
in to anything central and aren’t 
communicating, making it impos-
sible to use the data available.

B e s t - i n - c l a s s 
companies are 3.7 
times more likely 
to train for analyt-
ics skills, accord-
ing to a 2014 Ab-
erdeen/IBM study, 
and there are clear 
rewards for using 
them, says Dun-
can Brown, head 
of HR consultan-
cy at the Institute 
for Employment 
Studies, an inde-
pendent centre for 
HR research. 

“Google’s HR department is very 
heavily analytical; they don’t do 
anything unless there is the evi-
dence to back it up,” he says. “In a 
knowledge and service-based econ-
omy, people are where it’s at – look 
at what Microsoft was prepared to 
pay for LinkedIn [$26.2 billion].”

But he warns against trying to 
cut and paste from one company 
to another. “One of the problems 
with HR is it has a concept of ‘best 
practice’. But being clear about 
the appropriate people manage-
ment model depends on the phi-

losophy and values of the busi-
ness,” he says.

So, for example, you can borrow 
the often-cited partnership model 
of department store John Lewis, but 
unless you replicate the culture of the 
business, it won’t work in the same 
way. HR should be playing a leading 
role fashioning corporate culture, but 
it has not always been willing to do so.

“In the immediate term, we are 
seeing corporate scandals attribut-
able to culture or leadership,” says 
Laura Harrison, people and strat-
egy director at the Chartered In-
stitute for Personnel and Develop-
ment, pointing to companies such 
as Sports Direct, which has been 
criticised for its treatment of staff. 
“We are seeing the corporate costs 
of getting staffing wrong.”

She also believes HR is entering a 
new phase. “In order to get the voice 
it needed, HR historically sought 
to show its commerciality. But 
commerciality is not everything. 
There has been a re-engagement 
with the human side of HR, which 
is uniquely placed as the expert 
on human beings; it’s the ability to 
extract the best from people that 
unlocks value for a business,” says  
Ms Harrison.

“People have become shy about 
asserting the human agenda, but 
the best organisations refuse to 
commercialise their human be-
ings. HR should be playing a chal-
lenging role, helping the business 
to define its principles. Our role as 
professionals is to stand up for eth-
ical values.” 
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FACING FUTURE 
CHALLENGES
The pace of business change continues 
unabated, but should human resources 
professionals see this as an unwelcome 
disruption or an opportunity?

D igitalisation, including robot-
ics, cloud and analytics, 
socio-economic changes, 

globalisation, greater focus on 
organisational purpose, agility and 
workplace culture are factors that 
add up to major changes within 
business, the workforce and, conse-
quently, the HR function.

As Stuart Steele, partner in the 
People Advisory Services practice 
at EY, points out, HR can trace its 
origins back to the late-1800s when 
it focused on welfare, productivity 
and labour relations. However, the 
demands have changed signifi cantly 
over the years. A critical analysis 
of many HR functions today would 
reveal between 60 per cent and 80 
per cent of activity and associated 
cost remains focused on what are 
primarily transactional or compli-
ance-based activities, suggesting the 
function may not be that di� erent to 
what it was 30-plus years ago.

So is this a case of HR profession-
als stepping up to the challenges or 
do they risk becoming irrelevant?

Mr Steele says: “Transactional and 
compliance-based activities – HR 
operations – are necessary and will 
remain. However, we now have the 
opportunity to replace many of the 
people who undertake transactional 
activities with robots, more spe-
cifi cally robotic software that can 
follow defi ned processes. For exam-
ple, using systems, writing e-mails, 
cleaning and analysing data, making 
pre-defi ned decisions, we will see a 
signifi cant reduction in the number 
of people in HR operations.

“Taking a conservative approach, 
we may look to one robot replacing 
the e� orts of fi ve people. However, 
there are already examples where this 
ratio is pushing closer to one robot 
replacing the e� orts of 20 people. 
The use of robots and the scale of 
benefi t realisation will only continue 
as technological capabilities increase 
over the next few years.

“When you look at the type of ser-
vices typically delivered out of shared 
service centres, and factor in shift pat-
terns and a 24/7 demand, the opportu-
nity to further extend the robot/person 
ratio signifi cantly increases the potential 
savings, even when considering low-
er-cost, o� -shore centres. The adoption 
of robotic process automation by out-
sourced business service providers will 
also facilitate further cost reductions.

“As robotics and artifi cial intelli-
gence technologies continue to evolve 
and enhance their capabilities, today’s 
cost-savings will soon look conserv-
ative. You may be forgiven for just 
thinking about reduced costs, however 
the benefi ts are broader and include 
improved speed, greater accuracy and 
auditability, and from a customer or 
colleague perspective, increases in the 
satisfaction with HR’s services.”

The impact of the robotics revo-
lution on the workforce is not the 
only sobering thought for HR. The 
market has already seen the devel-
opment in global business services 
(GBS), a model that combines all 
operations and functions within a 
business, such as fi nance, IT and HR, 
and drives synergies by combining 
them into one team.

Mr Steele says: “The subtlety here 
is that whereas GBS is about driving 
benefi ts through synergies, which in 
part includes reductions in full-time 
equivalents (FTEs), when coupled 
with the potential of robotics, the FTE 
required to deliver HR operational 
activities can be even smaller. It’s 
important to appreciate that we are 
not talking about the HR operations 
activity going away, rather it is likely to 
be removed from the HR function and 
classed as a core operations activity.”

This transformation leaves most 
HR functions with two key groups. 
The fi rst is a centre of expertise, con-
sisting of HR practitioners with deep 
technical expertise in specialist areas 
such as recruitment, reward and tal-
ent management. They create policy 
and processes, deal with exceptions 
and help provide solutions to organ-
isational people challenges.

The second group, HR business 
partners, whose role is to team 
up with a division or business unit, 
understand their strategy and busi-
ness plan, and design tailored people 
solutions that contribute to the suc-
cessful execution of the plan.

“HR business-partnering is perhaps 
the area that business leaders often 
say they have been most disappointed 
with over last decade,” says Mr Steele. 
“Business leaders have often assumed 
this is due to business partners having 
a lack of detailed knowledge about the 
division, business unit or sector they 
are operating in. Given this, we have 
seen a trend where business partners 
have been sourced from the business 
rather than HR. This allows for an 

interesting future scenario when, in 
ten years’ time, HR operations could 
be robotised and transitioned into a 
GBS function. 

“In parallel, business knowledge and 
context will be sourced directly from 
the business reducing the require-
ment for HR business partners. What 
remains in HR is a centre of expertise, 
with integrated teams of practitioners 
bringing deep technical expertise and 
consulting competence, teaming with 
the business in the development and 
execution of workforce strategies, 
directly connected to business needs 
and outcomes.”

Independent forecasts predict 
that by 2030 up to half of the peo-
ple in the workforce will be con-
tingent workers, not employees; a 
group that many HR functions have 
traditionally not managed. The result 
is that the HR function may have 
fewer people in its purview; an out-
come that reinforces the perspec-
tive that HR may be signifi cantly 
smaller in the future, but arguably 
more important if the ownership of 
delivering against the people needs 
of an organisation remains vested in 
the function.

“Robotic process automation, 
global business services, HR busi-
ness partners being sourced from the 
business are all real and happening 
today,” says Mr Steele. “What we have 
not yet seen is many organisations 
adopting all these initiatives in an 
integrated manner, but it will happen.

“HR has spent the last 40 years 
primarily doing operational activity 

and doing it well. There are excep-
tions, but in general the function 
still struggles to articulate in clear, 
business terms how its actions drive 
business value, and how it makes a 
material contribution to top or bot-
tom line growth. 

“HR functions may become signif-
icantly smaller, but there is an oppor-
tunity to be recognised as the best 
team to partner with the business 
to drive tangible business outcomes 
through its people. Ask most business 
leaders what the single most impor-
tant contributor to business success 
is – the vast majority will tell you it’s 
their people.”

So is HR looking to the future 
through a lens of unwelcome disrup-
tion or opportunity?

For further information please 
contact Stuart Steele, partner, 
People Advisory Services
SSteele1@uk.ey.com

HR may be signifi cantly smaller 
in the future, but arguably 
more important
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A decade ago, 80% of an organisation’s value came from 
tangible assets with 20% intangible; now that has been turned 
on its head with 80% intangible and talent topping the list

2006 2016
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policies and provide tools/systems for 
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75% of an 
organisation’s 
operating expenses 
typically consist of 
workforce costs

40% of today’s 
workforce believes their 
current role will be fully 
automated before their 
normal retirement age 

22% of HR professionals 
see themselves as reactors 
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with business
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HOW HR PROFESSIONALS ARE PERCEIVED

WORKFORCE ECONOMICS

A Development Dimensions International study of 1,500 
HR professionals showed a perception gap...

Automation and modern business 
practices are changing the face of HR
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UK productivity languish-
es at the bottom of the 
G7 league table, 20 per 
cent lower than average,  

and falls behind many other West-
ern countries. 

“The gap has always been there, 
but it’s worse since the financial 
crisis,” says Anna Valero, research 
economist in growth at the London 
School of Economics. “We are about 
30 percentage points behind France, 
Germany and the US.” 

Labour productivity – output per 
hour worked – is critical to economic 
success. The government estimates 
if the UK could match the US’s pro-
ductivity it would raise GDP by 31 per 
cent. But the UK’s productivity puz-
zle remains stubbornly unsolvable. 
Why? Several different pieces must 
be considered. 

When chancellor George Osborne 
unveiled his Productivity Plan in 
2015, it focused on tax systems, in-
frastructure and cutting red tape, 
as well as closing the skills gap via 
an apprenticeship levy. The plan ad-
dresses some of what Ms Valero calls 
long-standing problems, such as 
skills shortages and underinvestment 
in infrastructure, but doesn’t address 
other key areas, chiefly those related 
to people management. 

Eugenio Pirri, vice president of 
people and organisational develop-
ment at Dorchester Collection, feels 
Mr Osborne missed a critical point. 
“A fatal flaw is his lack of focus on en-
gagement,” he says. “Businesses can 
never be productive if people are not 
productive; people can never be pro-
ductive if they are not engaged.” 

Nita Clarke, director of the Involve-
ment and Participation Association 
and co-founder of Engage for Suc-
cess, agrees. “High levels of engage-
ment equal high levels of produc-
tivity,” she says. “If someone feels 
motivated, listened to and respected, 
they will be more agile, innovative 
and find ways around problems.” Au-
tonomy and empowerment are key. 

Research from HR consultancy Pur-
ple Cubed found 70 per cent of business 
leaders see a link between engagement 
and productivity. Yet the UK’s record on 
employee engagement is as bad as its 
productivity score. Only 58 per cent of 
the UK workforce is engaged, according 
to data from OCR International.

“The UK lags significantly behind,” 
says Sam Dawson, director and UK 
head at Hay Group Insight. “Where 
engagement is strong there is often a 
greater sense of company direction, 
leadership and employee buy-in. 
Companies with high engagement 
and enablement outperform others 
on productivity by 50 per cent.”

However, focusing on engagement 
alone as a panacea for our produc-
tivity ills would be a mistake, warns 
Professor Sir Cary Cooper of Man-
chester Business School, an expert 
in organisational psychology and 
health. “Engagement is only one 
piece of the puzzle,” he says. “We 

need to look at how people are man-
aged. Do we have socially and inter-
personally skilled managers from 
shop floor to top floor?”

Evidence would suggest not, says 
Ben Willmott, head of public policy 
at the Chartered Institute for Person-
nel and Development. “The quality 
of management and leadership in the 
UK falls below our global competi-
tors,” he says, citing a Federation of 
Small Businesses (FSB) report, Lead-
ing the Way: Boosting Leadership and 
Management in Small Firms. 

The FSB paper finds that while the 
UK has a “good share of businesses in 
the top quartile” for management and 

leadership, there is a long tail reaching 
well into the bottom quartile. In sum-
mary, the UK has a larger share of firms 
with poor quality management prac-
tices, resulting in lower productivity.

“Owner-managers often have little 
experience of leading and managing 
people, limited resources and limited 
time to think strategically about in-
vesting in people,” says Mr Willmott. 
“That leads to poor engagement and 
productivity.” He advises more gov-
ernment support for small businesses 
in this area, citing Germany’s Mittel-
stand as an exemplar.

Professor Cooper also advocates the 
importance of emotionally intelligent 
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managers. “We have fewer people 
doing more work, and we need man-
agers not just with technical compe-
tencies, but people skills and high EQ 
[emotional quotient] levels,” he says. 

Another way to raise productivity 
sounds counterintuitive – do less to 
get more. “We work longer hours than 
our Western counterparts, but we are 
less productive and less engaged,” 
says Claire Fox, global HR director at 
Save the Children. 

Professor Cooper adds: “Germany 
has the highest levels of productivity 
[in the G7] and only works 35 hours a 
week. In the UK we work between 45 
and 60 hours a week.”

Ms Fox says: “Our working culture 
of long hours and unmanageable 
workloads is not sustainable, and it’s 
contributing to our lack of competi-
tiveness. [UK leaders] are focused on 
doing more with less, but they need 
to understand this is not the same as 
productivity. Halving the team and 
doubling the work does not mean 
productivity will increase.” Sweden 
seems to have realised this and is 
considering legislating for a 30-hour 
week to increase productivity.

Tackling technology overload is also 
critical, says Professor Cooper. In Ger-
many, some corporates already do so, 
including Daimler and Volkswagen, 
which delete e-mails received during 
a holiday and shut down e-mail serv-
ers during out-of-office hours, respec-
tively, while France has recently in-
troduced guidance legislation around 
out-of-hours e-mailing.

There are many pieces to the UK’s 
productivity puzzle. Fitting them 
together will not be easy, but one 
thing is clear that good people man-
agement practices must be at the 
heart of the UK’s approach. In the 
words of Ingrid Eras-Magdalena, 
senior vice president of global HR at 
Belmond Hotels: “Without people, 
there is no productivity.” 

How to solve UK’s
productivity puzzle
From the NHS to the worldwide web, the UK has much  

to be proud of – but not our record on productivity 
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Sweden is 
considering 

legislating for a 
30-hour week to 

increase productivity 

GERMANY 
The Germans are productivity 
exemplars, thanks to their longer-
term business view. Family and small 
and medium-sized businesses in the 
Mittlestand benefit from professional 
management and collaboration.  
The apprenticeship system is the 
world’s best, resulting 
in a highly skilled 
workforce. Employees 
work the shortest 
hours in the G7. 

PRODUCTIVITY LESSONS FROM AROUND THE WORLD

FRANCE  
According to Ingrid Eras-Magdalena, 
senior vice president of global 
HR at Belmond Hotels, France is 
characterised by “high job security 
and relatively fewer working hours 
per day”. “The bond between 
employee and employer is 
 stronger and long 
lasting,” she adds.  
The French  
government is also 
tackling e-mail overload.

UNITED STATES 
Ms Eras-Magdalena and Professor Sir 
Cary Cooper of Manchester Business 
School debate whether the US model 
of job insecurity and few workplace 
benefits is one to emulate, although it 
does lead to high outputs in the short 
term. However investment  
in digital innovation, 
particularly in  
Silicon Valley, has 
helped the 
US stay ahead.

NORWAY 
According to data from the 
Conference Board and Eurostat, 
Norway is the most productive nation 
in the world. Much of this is thanks to 
the Nordic leadership style, which a 
Hay Group report on engagement in  
those countries described as one 
where “trust, 
consensus, 
collaboration and 
autonomy are  
the norm”.

THE NETHERLANDS 
The Dutch have long holidays and 
shorter working hours, yet are 
more productive than the British, 
backing up Professor Cooper’s 
view that “getting rid of our long 
hours culture is the answer”. One 
technology company has even 
made it impossible 
for employees to 
work late, winching 
their desks to the 
ceiling at 6pm.
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FACING FUTURE 
CHALLENGES
The pace of business change continues 
unabated, but should human resources 
professionals see this as an unwelcome 
disruption or an opportunity?

D igitalisation, including robot-
ics, cloud and analytics, 
socio-economic changes, 

globalisation, greater focus on 
organisational purpose, agility and 
workplace culture are factors that 
add up to major changes within 
business, the workforce and, conse-
quently, the HR function.

As Stuart Steele, partner in the 
People Advisory Services practice 
at EY, points out, HR can trace its 
origins back to the late-1800s when 
it focused on welfare, productivity 
and labour relations. However, the 
demands have changed signifi cantly 
over the years. A critical analysis 
of many HR functions today would 
reveal between 60 per cent and 80 
per cent of activity and associated 
cost remains focused on what are 
primarily transactional or compli-
ance-based activities, suggesting the 
function may not be that di� erent to 
what it was 30-plus years ago.

So is this a case of HR profession-
als stepping up to the challenges or 
do they risk becoming irrelevant?

Mr Steele says: “Transactional and 
compliance-based activities – HR 
operations – are necessary and will 
remain. However, we now have the 
opportunity to replace many of the 
people who undertake transactional 
activities with robots, more spe-
cifi cally robotic software that can 
follow defi ned processes. For exam-
ple, using systems, writing e-mails, 
cleaning and analysing data, making 
pre-defi ned decisions, we will see a 
signifi cant reduction in the number 
of people in HR operations.

“Taking a conservative approach, 
we may look to one robot replacing 
the e� orts of fi ve people. However, 
there are already examples where this 
ratio is pushing closer to one robot 
replacing the e� orts of 20 people. 
The use of robots and the scale of 
benefi t realisation will only continue 
as technological capabilities increase 
over the next few years.

“When you look at the type of ser-
vices typically delivered out of shared 
service centres, and factor in shift pat-
terns and a 24/7 demand, the opportu-
nity to further extend the robot/person 
ratio signifi cantly increases the potential 
savings, even when considering low-
er-cost, o� -shore centres. The adoption 
of robotic process automation by out-
sourced business service providers will 
also facilitate further cost reductions.

“As robotics and artifi cial intelli-
gence technologies continue to evolve 
and enhance their capabilities, today’s 
cost-savings will soon look conserv-
ative. You may be forgiven for just 
thinking about reduced costs, however 
the benefi ts are broader and include 
improved speed, greater accuracy and 
auditability, and from a customer or 
colleague perspective, increases in the 
satisfaction with HR’s services.”

The impact of the robotics revo-
lution on the workforce is not the 
only sobering thought for HR. The 
market has already seen the devel-
opment in global business services 
(GBS), a model that combines all 
operations and functions within a 
business, such as fi nance, IT and HR, 
and drives synergies by combining 
them into one team.

Mr Steele says: “The subtlety here 
is that whereas GBS is about driving 
benefi ts through synergies, which in 
part includes reductions in full-time 
equivalents (FTEs), when coupled 
with the potential of robotics, the FTE 
required to deliver HR operational 
activities can be even smaller. It’s 
important to appreciate that we are 
not talking about the HR operations 
activity going away, rather it is likely to 
be removed from the HR function and 
classed as a core operations activity.”

This transformation leaves most 
HR functions with two key groups. 
The fi rst is a centre of expertise, con-
sisting of HR practitioners with deep 
technical expertise in specialist areas 
such as recruitment, reward and tal-
ent management. They create policy 
and processes, deal with exceptions 
and help provide solutions to organ-
isational people challenges.

The second group, HR business 
partners, whose role is to team 
up with a division or business unit, 
understand their strategy and busi-
ness plan, and design tailored people 
solutions that contribute to the suc-
cessful execution of the plan.

“HR business-partnering is perhaps 
the area that business leaders often 
say they have been most disappointed 
with over last decade,” says Mr Steele. 
“Business leaders have often assumed 
this is due to business partners having 
a lack of detailed knowledge about the 
division, business unit or sector they 
are operating in. Given this, we have 
seen a trend where business partners 
have been sourced from the business 
rather than HR. This allows for an 

interesting future scenario when, in 
ten years’ time, HR operations could 
be robotised and transitioned into a 
GBS function. 

“In parallel, business knowledge and 
context will be sourced directly from 
the business reducing the require-
ment for HR business partners. What 
remains in HR is a centre of expertise, 
with integrated teams of practitioners 
bringing deep technical expertise and 
consulting competence, teaming with 
the business in the development and 
execution of workforce strategies, 
directly connected to business needs 
and outcomes.”

Independent forecasts predict 
that by 2030 up to half of the peo-
ple in the workforce will be con-
tingent workers, not employees; a 
group that many HR functions have 
traditionally not managed. The result 
is that the HR function may have 
fewer people in its purview; an out-
come that reinforces the perspec-
tive that HR may be signifi cantly 
smaller in the future, but arguably 
more important if the ownership of 
delivering against the people needs 
of an organisation remains vested in 
the function.

“Robotic process automation, 
global business services, HR busi-
ness partners being sourced from the 
business are all real and happening 
today,” says Mr Steele. “What we have 
not yet seen is many organisations 
adopting all these initiatives in an 
integrated manner, but it will happen.

“HR has spent the last 40 years 
primarily doing operational activity 

and doing it well. There are excep-
tions, but in general the function 
still struggles to articulate in clear, 
business terms how its actions drive 
business value, and how it makes a 
material contribution to top or bot-
tom line growth. 

“HR functions may become signif-
icantly smaller, but there is an oppor-
tunity to be recognised as the best 
team to partner with the business 
to drive tangible business outcomes 
through its people. Ask most business 
leaders what the single most impor-
tant contributor to business success 
is – the vast majority will tell you it’s 
their people.”

So is HR looking to the future 
through a lens of unwelcome disrup-
tion or opportunity?

For further information please 
contact Stuart Steele, partner, 
People Advisory Services
SSteele1@uk.ey.com

HR may be signifi cantly smaller 
in the future, but arguably 
more important
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A decade ago, 80% of an organisation’s value came from 
tangible assets with 20% intangible; now that has been turned 
on its head with 80% intangible and talent topping the list

2006 2016

 Reactors comply with practices/
policies and provide tools/systems for 
business needs

75% of an 
organisation’s 
operating expenses 
typically consist of 
workforce costs

40% of today’s 
workforce believes their 
current role will be fully 
automated before their 
normal retirement age 

22% of HR professionals 
see themselves as reactors 

43% of senior executives 
see HR in this way

60% of HR professionals see 
themselves as business partners

37% of senior executives 
see HR in this way

18% of HR professionals 
see themselves as anticipators

20% of senior executives 
see HR in this way 

 Partners openly exchange information, 
collaborating on mutual goals 
with business

Anticipators use data to predict talent 
gaps, provide insights on talent and 
business goals

REACTORS

HOW HR PROFESSIONALS ARE PERCEIVED

WORKFORCE ECONOMICS

A Development Dimensions International study of 1,500 
HR professionals showed a perception gap...

Automation and modern business 
practices are changing the face of HR
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Robotics can facilitate a refocus from 7% strategic 
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UK productivity languish-
es at the bottom of the 
G7 league table, 20 per 
cent lower than average,  

and falls behind many other West-
ern countries. 

“The gap has always been there, 
but it’s worse since the financial 
crisis,” says Anna Valero, research 
economist in growth at the London 
School of Economics. “We are about 
30 percentage points behind France, 
Germany and the US.” 

Labour productivity – output per 
hour worked – is critical to economic 
success. The government estimates 
if the UK could match the US’s pro-
ductivity it would raise GDP by 31 per 
cent. But the UK’s productivity puz-
zle remains stubbornly unsolvable. 
Why? Several different pieces must 
be considered. 

When chancellor George Osborne 
unveiled his Productivity Plan in 
2015, it focused on tax systems, in-
frastructure and cutting red tape, 
as well as closing the skills gap via 
an apprenticeship levy. The plan ad-
dresses some of what Ms Valero calls 
long-standing problems, such as 
skills shortages and underinvestment 
in infrastructure, but doesn’t address 
other key areas, chiefly those related 
to people management. 

Eugenio Pirri, vice president of 
people and organisational develop-
ment at Dorchester Collection, feels 
Mr Osborne missed a critical point. 
“A fatal flaw is his lack of focus on en-
gagement,” he says. “Businesses can 
never be productive if people are not 
productive; people can never be pro-
ductive if they are not engaged.” 

Nita Clarke, director of the Involve-
ment and Participation Association 
and co-founder of Engage for Suc-
cess, agrees. “High levels of engage-
ment equal high levels of produc-
tivity,” she says. “If someone feels 
motivated, listened to and respected, 
they will be more agile, innovative 
and find ways around problems.” Au-
tonomy and empowerment are key. 

Research from HR consultancy Pur-
ple Cubed found 70 per cent of business 
leaders see a link between engagement 
and productivity. Yet the UK’s record on 
employee engagement is as bad as its 
productivity score. Only 58 per cent of 
the UK workforce is engaged, according 
to data from OCR International.

“The UK lags significantly behind,” 
says Sam Dawson, director and UK 
head at Hay Group Insight. “Where 
engagement is strong there is often a 
greater sense of company direction, 
leadership and employee buy-in. 
Companies with high engagement 
and enablement outperform others 
on productivity by 50 per cent.”

However, focusing on engagement 
alone as a panacea for our produc-
tivity ills would be a mistake, warns 
Professor Sir Cary Cooper of Man-
chester Business School, an expert 
in organisational psychology and 
health. “Engagement is only one 
piece of the puzzle,” he says. “We 

need to look at how people are man-
aged. Do we have socially and inter-
personally skilled managers from 
shop floor to top floor?”

Evidence would suggest not, says 
Ben Willmott, head of public policy 
at the Chartered Institute for Person-
nel and Development. “The quality 
of management and leadership in the 
UK falls below our global competi-
tors,” he says, citing a Federation of 
Small Businesses (FSB) report, Lead-
ing the Way: Boosting Leadership and 
Management in Small Firms. 

The FSB paper finds that while the 
UK has a “good share of businesses in 
the top quartile” for management and 

leadership, there is a long tail reaching 
well into the bottom quartile. In sum-
mary, the UK has a larger share of firms 
with poor quality management prac-
tices, resulting in lower productivity.

“Owner-managers often have little 
experience of leading and managing 
people, limited resources and limited 
time to think strategically about in-
vesting in people,” says Mr Willmott. 
“That leads to poor engagement and 
productivity.” He advises more gov-
ernment support for small businesses 
in this area, citing Germany’s Mittel-
stand as an exemplar.

Professor Cooper also advocates the 
importance of emotionally intelligent 
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managers. “We have fewer people 
doing more work, and we need man-
agers not just with technical compe-
tencies, but people skills and high EQ 
[emotional quotient] levels,” he says. 

Another way to raise productivity 
sounds counterintuitive – do less to 
get more. “We work longer hours than 
our Western counterparts, but we are 
less productive and less engaged,” 
says Claire Fox, global HR director at 
Save the Children. 

Professor Cooper adds: “Germany 
has the highest levels of productivity 
[in the G7] and only works 35 hours a 
week. In the UK we work between 45 
and 60 hours a week.”

Ms Fox says: “Our working culture 
of long hours and unmanageable 
workloads is not sustainable, and it’s 
contributing to our lack of competi-
tiveness. [UK leaders] are focused on 
doing more with less, but they need 
to understand this is not the same as 
productivity. Halving the team and 
doubling the work does not mean 
productivity will increase.” Sweden 
seems to have realised this and is 
considering legislating for a 30-hour 
week to increase productivity.

Tackling technology overload is also 
critical, says Professor Cooper. In Ger-
many, some corporates already do so, 
including Daimler and Volkswagen, 
which delete e-mails received during 
a holiday and shut down e-mail serv-
ers during out-of-office hours, respec-
tively, while France has recently in-
troduced guidance legislation around 
out-of-hours e-mailing.

There are many pieces to the UK’s 
productivity puzzle. Fitting them 
together will not be easy, but one 
thing is clear that good people man-
agement practices must be at the 
heart of the UK’s approach. In the 
words of Ingrid Eras-Magdalena, 
senior vice president of global HR at 
Belmond Hotels: “Without people, 
there is no productivity.” 

How to solve UK’s
productivity puzzle
From the NHS to the worldwide web, the UK has much  

to be proud of – but not our record on productivity 
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GERMANY 
The Germans are productivity 
exemplars, thanks to their longer-
term business view. Family and small 
and medium-sized businesses in the 
Mittlestand benefit from professional 
management and collaboration.  
The apprenticeship system is the 
world’s best, resulting 
in a highly skilled 
workforce. Employees 
work the shortest 
hours in the G7. 

PRODUCTIVITY LESSONS FROM AROUND THE WORLD

FRANCE  
According to Ingrid Eras-Magdalena, 
senior vice president of global 
HR at Belmond Hotels, France is 
characterised by “high job security 
and relatively fewer working hours 
per day”. “The bond between 
employee and employer is 
 stronger and long 
lasting,” she adds.  
The French  
government is also 
tackling e-mail overload.

UNITED STATES 
Ms Eras-Magdalena and Professor Sir 
Cary Cooper of Manchester Business 
School debate whether the US model 
of job insecurity and few workplace 
benefits is one to emulate, although it 
does lead to high outputs in the short 
term. However investment  
in digital innovation, 
particularly in  
Silicon Valley, has 
helped the 
US stay ahead.

NORWAY 
According to data from the 
Conference Board and Eurostat, 
Norway is the most productive nation 
in the world. Much of this is thanks to 
the Nordic leadership style, which a 
Hay Group report on engagement in  
those countries described as one 
where “trust, 
consensus, 
collaboration and 
autonomy are  
the norm”.

THE NETHERLANDS 
The Dutch have long holidays and 
shorter working hours, yet are 
more productive than the British, 
backing up Professor Cooper’s 
view that “getting rid of our long 
hours culture is the answer”. One 
technology company has even 
made it impossible 
for employees to 
work late, winching 
their desks to the 
ceiling at 6pm.

GERMANY

60%
+2

11

SPAIN

58%
+5

=12

FRANCE

58%
+4

=12

UNITED KINGDOM AUSTRIA RUSSIA

58% 52% 68%
+6 -10 -2

=17

NETHERLANDS

56%
-5

15

SWEDEN

52%
-5

=17=12

CANADA

65%
+2

=7

UNITED STATES

68%
0

=5

BRAZIL

71%
+5

2

GLOBAL EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT INDEX

Source: OCR International 2015

Employee engagement index is the average score given to six questions relating to work functions, job roles, equality and wellbeing
Engagement index 20152015 ranking Change in rank from 2014

INDIA

78%
0

1

TURKEY

69%
+7

=3

ITALY

62%
+3

=9

SWITZERLAND

62%
-4

=9

SINGAPORE

54%
-1

16

AUSTRALIA

65%
-4

=7

HONG KONG

51%
019

JAPAN

45%
020

CHINA

69%
-1

=3

=5



All employees Full time Part time

16 to 17 18 to 21 22 to 29 30 to 39 40 to 49 50 to 59 60  
and over

-20

-10

0

10

20

30

FUTURE OF HR raconteur.net06 RACONTEUR RACONTEUR raconteur.net 07FUTURE OF HR30 / 06 / 2016 30 / 06 / 2016

exist. For instance, women taking 
two years out to have children will 
miss two rounds of typically 2 to 3 per 
cent pay rises. 

This is why many firms are scepti-
cal of new gender pay reporting re-
quirements, expected this October. 
Reporting is the government’s big 
idea to tackle pay gaps, and all firms 
with 250 staff will have to report 
mean and median pay differences, 
the numbers of men and women in 
each quartile of overall pay distribu-
tion, and differences between mean 
bonus payments. 

“Gender reporting is controversial 
because it will expose gaps – some 
legitimate – that need further ex-
planation,” says Dr Wright. “But 
this has to be positive because it will 
force firms to have conversations 
and it will reveal behaviour they 
might not have been aware of. For 
instance, a high street bank recent-
ly did its pay audit and found line 
managers tended to give higher pay 
rises to men.”

Some firms are already ahead of 
the curve. Maxus, the UK’s fast-
est-growing media agency, has 
Lindsay Pattison as its high-profile 
chief executive, and in the last year 
she’s personally developed initia-
tives encouraging women to rise up 
through the business and be paid 
the same as men. 

She already publishes the agen-
cy’s pay gap, which is 4 per cent 
globally but is actually 1 per cent in 
favour of women in the UK. A quar-
ter of its board are female, double 
the UK average. “These figures 
prove our approach is working,” 
she says. “We now insist that for 
any senior hire, a female is at least 
on the shortlist. My view is this, 
until organisations have gender 
data, they can’t begin to see where 
they might need change.”

With pay influenced by so many 
factors, the task facing HR is cer-
tainly a big one, but by forging re-
lationships with talent earlier on, 
such as promoting historically male 
roles to school-aged girls, and sup-
porting women at all stages of their 
career, they can certainly play a sig-
nificant role. 

Until organisations 
have gender data, 
they can’t begin 

to see where 
they might 

need change
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women have and with part-time 
working,” says Dr Wright. “When 
people suggest women ‘choose’ 
to work flexibly after having chil-
dren, HR has to challenge this 
by having better job design that 
asks whether they are condemn-
ing women to lower-flying careers 
once they return.” 

Flexible working is often heralded 
as the answer to this, but she be-
lieves HR needs to tread carefully 
here too. “Flexi-working can actu-
ally entrench the notion that wom-
en’s work is part time,” she says.

“Making paternity leave pay the 
same is another solution,” says Ms 
Olchawski. “This removes the ten-
dency for women to automatically 
take time out and miss pay rises or 
promotions.” 

Other experts argue HR can be 
instrumental in tackling Britain’s 
long-hours culture, which they 
claim exacerbates differences be-
tween full-time and part-time 
work. “The very phrase ‘part time’ 
indicates these workers aren’t in-
terested in progression and career 
development,” says Dr Parken. “Job 
ads should remove this reference, so 
that work is couched more as tasks 
required rather than number of 
hours put in.”

One thing HR directors can’t do 
overnight is raise pay in poorly val-
ued occupations and businesses 
rightly worry there can be the im-
pression of a discriminatory gender 
pay gap when one doesn’t actually 

How women are still ge  tting a raw deal
Many factors may work against women receiving pay parity with   male colleagues, some of which could be 
unintentional institutional sexism

Forty-six years on since the 
Equal Pay Act of 1970 and 
employees could be forgiv-
en for thinking little has 

changed when it comes to gender 
pay gaps. 

Last November’s Annual Sur-
vey of Hours and Earnings report 
from the Office for National Sta-
tistics (ONS) revealed women in 
full-time employment earn 9.4 per 
cent less than men (85.5p for every 
£1 men earn). If part-time work is 
included, the gap is closer to 20  
per cent. 

It may well be the lowest differ-
ential since the survey began in 
1997, but it has barely changed 
in the last four years and despite 
prime minister David Cameron’s 
2015 pledge to end pay gaps with-
in a generation, at current rates of 
improvement the World Economic 
Forum estimates it will take 118 
years before global gender parity  
is reached.

“It’s depressing to think it’s tak-
en this long to arrive at what is still 
such a large gap,” says Tom Hellier, 
director of rewards at human re-
sources consultancy Willis Towers 
Watson. But he and others believe 
future HR directors have a chal-
lenge on their hands when it comes 
to trying to reduce it for, contrary 
to what many people think, the 
gender gap is not actually about 
pay at all.

“These figures are not wrong, but 
they’re primarily created by occu-
pational segregation where women 
are simply not represented equally 
across all roles,” says Cardiff Univer-
sity’s Alison Parken, director of its 
Women Adding Value to the Econo-
my (WAVE) programme. 

Her analysis of the Welsh economy 
reveals only 86 of 353 professions 
show gender balance, and nearly 
one quarter of all women work in 
just one, single (lower-paid) sector – 
health and social care. 

Because the ONS measures medi-
an hourly earnings, the simple fact 
more women work in low-paid sec-
tors and more also work part time 
– six million women work part time 
compared with two million men, ac-
cording to Business in the Commu-
nity – means there is automatically 
a pay gap. 

For HR chiefs, though, solving it 
means tackling much more com-
plicated areas – deep-rooted social 
stereotyping, including tackling 
how women decide to enter sectors 
in the first place, what hinders pro-
gression, job design and, because 
women are still predominantly 
carers, how to accommodate fam-
ily life.

“Society conditions women from a 
very early age to enter certain occu-
pations,” says Angela Wright, senior 
lecturer at the University of West-
minster and former remuneration 
adviser to several public sector pay 
bodies. “This contributes to occu-
pational segregation that employers 
didn’t create.” 

Jemima Olchawski, head of pol-
icy and insight at equality group 
the Fawcett Society, adds: “We still 
think women are being paid less for 
the same work, but it’s a fact that 

GENDER GAP
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in 2013 only 400 women started an 
engineering apprenticeship, while 
13,000 men did. Society still dic-
tates women display certain behav-
ioural traits, so to be seen as go-get-
ting or careerist is regarded as being 
outside these norms.”

So do HR professionals have any 
real power to impact trends that ap-
pear to be out of their control? The 
good news is that commentators be-
lieve they do.   

“Evidence suggests pay gaps 
widen with each dependent child 
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A consequence of behavioural 
and technological change is 
significantly higher volumes 
of applications, but notable 
gaps in applicants’ skill mix. 

The need to react and utilise 
intelligent solutions that 

automatically process and 
drive insight and improvement 
has never been so pertinent. 

So, how can this happen?

Use big data to redefine what 
“good” looks like in different roles 

and understand where the best 
people in those roles come from. 

 Be virtual in your use of 
psychometrics, understand your 
talent and their behaviour using 
video or gaming assessments, 

and easily accessible social 
content to pinpoint great talent.

 Ensure you have actionable 
reporting to enable informed 

decision-making. 

 Talent bank to create digital 
footprints, expand reach 

and diversity, and massively 
reduce the time-to-hire.

 Engage early to start 
communication with the 

highest-achieving candidates 
as soon as possible and 

maintain this personalised 
approach throughout.

Almost all human resources 
departments say the same 
thing – not only do they suffer 

from a deficit of talent, it’s a problem 
getting worse not better. But as we 
look to the future and assess the impact 
this will have on businesses, what does 
this concern really mean? At WCN, we 
believe it means something so acute and 
serious that without effective coping 
strategies, the simple fact is not all 
organisations will survive.

One key number starkly illustrates 
this; McKinsey estimates that by 2020 
there will be a global deficit of 40 
million university-educated people. So 
pronounced is this, we’re already seeing 
firms entering salary negotiations to 
ensure they get first-time job seekers. 
This is already the first sign firms are 
fighting for survival, but by making 
wages a larger proportion of costs, it’s 
not a sustainable solution. 

The only long-term option 
businesses have is to find answers as 
to why they can’t find the talent they 
want. We believe this will increasingly 
involve getting to talent faster 
and earlier, for instance forming 
partnerships with schools to create 
internships and work experience or 
by diversifying where firms get their 
talent from in the first place.

Between 2003 and 2013, Asia’s 
university population grew by 54 
million, representing 74 per cent of 
the growth of global student numbers. 
India alone will add another nine 
million undergraduates to its student 
population by 2020. As a result, we 
now have clients shifting two-thirds of 
their recruitment to the Far East. But 
are enough other organisations doing 
the same to tap into this vital talent 
pool? Possibly not.

We believe organisations do have 
the capacity to survive, but only if they 
adapt their strategies for finding talent. 
For some human resources directors 
(HRDs) this might mean not taking 
university graduates at all, but using big 
data to redefine what good looks like 
in different roles and understanding 
where the best people in those roles 
come from. This is a move away from 
academic matching and more towards 
making other correlations. It’s only by 
understanding who succeeds and who 
is engaged that companies’ HRDs can 
redefine exactly who they’re looking for.

But there’s another area we believe 
needs confronting too – the need for 

INNOVATING TO OFFER 
A NEXT-GENERATION 
RECRUITMENT STRATEGY
Facing a looming shortage of talent, human resources chiefs need to adapt 

their recruitment strategies in a predominantly digital age, according to 

Charles Hipps, chief executive and founder of e-recruitment leaders WCN 

organisations to make much more 
of emerging talent recruitment. 
Today, individuals with the scarce skills 
companies need make new connections 
earlier and earlier. If HRDs fail to track 
and make their own connections with 
these good people, they’ll lose the first 
bite of the recruitment cherry. It’s our 
future leaders who will take decisions 
about how to adapt and change their 
businesses, so getting to the best people 
to make these important choices has to 
be the future focus of HR. 

Any solution must involve 
technology. Today relationships are 
digital and the best firms will create 
digital value propositions that talk not 
only to those they’re attracting to their 
talent pools, but to their existing staff 
too. HRDs must engage with talent 
at virtual events and even encourage 
existing staff to be brand advocates 
within their own networks. 

Technology provides intelligence, 
hence it’s vital technology helps HRDs 
understand what potential is. So when 
HRDs need to sift through the hundreds 
of candidates they’ll get for each 
advertised role – more people will be 
chasing the same amount of jobs – they’ll 
at least know who they should devote 
the most time to during the selection 
process. Virtualisation technology – 
using video or psychometrics – can 
also help this and should be among the 
solutions adopted.

While the future is hard to predict, it’s 
fair to say that ultimately it will demand 
much more joined-up people-thinking. 
Firms that understand recruitment 
will know their success depends on 
creating relationships. Even when 
dealing with people they fail to hire, 
the best firms will realise they need to 
create some level of engagement, such 
as by giving feedback for next time. 
Why? Because who knows, one day, 
the candidate they once turned down 
could be just who they’re looking for a 
few years down the line.

Speed, accuracy and relationships, all 
underpinned by technology – they’re all 
needed now and they will all be needed 
even more in the future. If HRDs 
improve in all these areas, perhaps dire 
predictions of skills shortages ahead will 
not come to fruition. But the only way 
HRDs can avert this is by doing things 
differently – starting now.

For more information please visit 
www.wcn.co.uk
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exist. For instance, women taking 
two years out to have children will 
miss two rounds of typically 2 to 3 per 
cent pay rises. 

This is why many firms are scepti-
cal of new gender pay reporting re-
quirements, expected this October. 
Reporting is the government’s big 
idea to tackle pay gaps, and all firms 
with 250 staff will have to report 
mean and median pay differences, 
the numbers of men and women in 
each quartile of overall pay distribu-
tion, and differences between mean 
bonus payments. 

“Gender reporting is controversial 
because it will expose gaps – some 
legitimate – that need further ex-
planation,” says Dr Wright. “But 
this has to be positive because it will 
force firms to have conversations 
and it will reveal behaviour they 
might not have been aware of. For 
instance, a high street bank recent-
ly did its pay audit and found line 
managers tended to give higher pay 
rises to men.”

Some firms are already ahead of 
the curve. Maxus, the UK’s fast-
est-growing media agency, has 
Lindsay Pattison as its high-profile 
chief executive, and in the last year 
she’s personally developed initia-
tives encouraging women to rise up 
through the business and be paid 
the same as men. 

She already publishes the agen-
cy’s pay gap, which is 4 per cent 
globally but is actually 1 per cent in 
favour of women in the UK. A quar-
ter of its board are female, double 
the UK average. “These figures 
prove our approach is working,” 
she says. “We now insist that for 
any senior hire, a female is at least 
on the shortlist. My view is this, 
until organisations have gender 
data, they can’t begin to see where 
they might need change.”

With pay influenced by so many 
factors, the task facing HR is cer-
tainly a big one, but by forging re-
lationships with talent earlier on, 
such as promoting historically male 
roles to school-aged girls, and sup-
porting women at all stages of their 
career, they can certainly play a sig-
nificant role. 

Until organisations 
have gender data, 
they can’t begin 

to see where 
they might 

need change

Share this article online via 
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women have and with part-time 
working,” says Dr Wright. “When 
people suggest women ‘choose’ 
to work flexibly after having chil-
dren, HR has to challenge this 
by having better job design that 
asks whether they are condemn-
ing women to lower-flying careers 
once they return.” 

Flexible working is often heralded 
as the answer to this, but she be-
lieves HR needs to tread carefully 
here too. “Flexi-working can actu-
ally entrench the notion that wom-
en’s work is part time,” she says.

“Making paternity leave pay the 
same is another solution,” says Ms 
Olchawski. “This removes the ten-
dency for women to automatically 
take time out and miss pay rises or 
promotions.” 

Other experts argue HR can be 
instrumental in tackling Britain’s 
long-hours culture, which they 
claim exacerbates differences be-
tween full-time and part-time 
work. “The very phrase ‘part time’ 
indicates these workers aren’t in-
terested in progression and career 
development,” says Dr Parken. “Job 
ads should remove this reference, so 
that work is couched more as tasks 
required rather than number of 
hours put in.”

One thing HR directors can’t do 
overnight is raise pay in poorly val-
ued occupations and businesses 
rightly worry there can be the im-
pression of a discriminatory gender 
pay gap when one doesn’t actually 

How women are still ge  tting a raw deal
Many factors may work against women receiving pay parity with   male colleagues, some of which could be 
unintentional institutional sexism

Forty-six years on since the 
Equal Pay Act of 1970 and 
employees could be forgiv-
en for thinking little has 

changed when it comes to gender 
pay gaps. 

Last November’s Annual Sur-
vey of Hours and Earnings report 
from the Office for National Sta-
tistics (ONS) revealed women in 
full-time employment earn 9.4 per 
cent less than men (85.5p for every 
£1 men earn). If part-time work is 
included, the gap is closer to 20  
per cent. 

It may well be the lowest differ-
ential since the survey began in 
1997, but it has barely changed 
in the last four years and despite 
prime minister David Cameron’s 
2015 pledge to end pay gaps with-
in a generation, at current rates of 
improvement the World Economic 
Forum estimates it will take 118 
years before global gender parity  
is reached.

“It’s depressing to think it’s tak-
en this long to arrive at what is still 
such a large gap,” says Tom Hellier, 
director of rewards at human re-
sources consultancy Willis Towers 
Watson. But he and others believe 
future HR directors have a chal-
lenge on their hands when it comes 
to trying to reduce it for, contrary 
to what many people think, the 
gender gap is not actually about 
pay at all.

“These figures are not wrong, but 
they’re primarily created by occu-
pational segregation where women 
are simply not represented equally 
across all roles,” says Cardiff Univer-
sity’s Alison Parken, director of its 
Women Adding Value to the Econo-
my (WAVE) programme. 

Her analysis of the Welsh economy 
reveals only 86 of 353 professions 
show gender balance, and nearly 
one quarter of all women work in 
just one, single (lower-paid) sector – 
health and social care. 

Because the ONS measures medi-
an hourly earnings, the simple fact 
more women work in low-paid sec-
tors and more also work part time 
– six million women work part time 
compared with two million men, ac-
cording to Business in the Commu-
nity – means there is automatically 
a pay gap. 

For HR chiefs, though, solving it 
means tackling much more com-
plicated areas – deep-rooted social 
stereotyping, including tackling 
how women decide to enter sectors 
in the first place, what hinders pro-
gression, job design and, because 
women are still predominantly 
carers, how to accommodate fam-
ily life.

“Society conditions women from a 
very early age to enter certain occu-
pations,” says Angela Wright, senior 
lecturer at the University of West-
minster and former remuneration 
adviser to several public sector pay 
bodies. “This contributes to occu-
pational segregation that employers 
didn’t create.” 

Jemima Olchawski, head of pol-
icy and insight at equality group 
the Fawcett Society, adds: “We still 
think women are being paid less for 
the same work, but it’s a fact that 
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in 2013 only 400 women started an 
engineering apprenticeship, while 
13,000 men did. Society still dic-
tates women display certain behav-
ioural traits, so to be seen as go-get-
ting or careerist is regarded as being 
outside these norms.”

So do HR professionals have any 
real power to impact trends that ap-
pear to be out of their control? The 
good news is that commentators be-
lieve they do.   

“Evidence suggests pay gaps 
widen with each dependent child 
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A consequence of behavioural 
and technological change is 
significantly higher volumes 
of applications, but notable 
gaps in applicants’ skill mix. 

The need to react and utilise 
intelligent solutions that 

automatically process and 
drive insight and improvement 
has never been so pertinent. 

So, how can this happen?

Use big data to redefine what 
“good” looks like in different roles 

and understand where the best 
people in those roles come from. 

 Be virtual in your use of 
psychometrics, understand your 
talent and their behaviour using 
video or gaming assessments, 

and easily accessible social 
content to pinpoint great talent.

 Ensure you have actionable 
reporting to enable informed 

decision-making. 

 Talent bank to create digital 
footprints, expand reach 

and diversity, and massively 
reduce the time-to-hire.

 Engage early to start 
communication with the 

highest-achieving candidates 
as soon as possible and 

maintain this personalised 
approach throughout.

Almost all human resources 
departments say the same 
thing – not only do they suffer 

from a deficit of talent, it’s a problem 
getting worse not better. But as we 
look to the future and assess the impact 
this will have on businesses, what does 
this concern really mean? At WCN, we 
believe it means something so acute and 
serious that without effective coping 
strategies, the simple fact is not all 
organisations will survive.

One key number starkly illustrates 
this; McKinsey estimates that by 2020 
there will be a global deficit of 40 
million university-educated people. So 
pronounced is this, we’re already seeing 
firms entering salary negotiations to 
ensure they get first-time job seekers. 
This is already the first sign firms are 
fighting for survival, but by making 
wages a larger proportion of costs, it’s 
not a sustainable solution. 

The only long-term option 
businesses have is to find answers as 
to why they can’t find the talent they 
want. We believe this will increasingly 
involve getting to talent faster 
and earlier, for instance forming 
partnerships with schools to create 
internships and work experience or 
by diversifying where firms get their 
talent from in the first place.

Between 2003 and 2013, Asia’s 
university population grew by 54 
million, representing 74 per cent of 
the growth of global student numbers. 
India alone will add another nine 
million undergraduates to its student 
population by 2020. As a result, we 
now have clients shifting two-thirds of 
their recruitment to the Far East. But 
are enough other organisations doing 
the same to tap into this vital talent 
pool? Possibly not.

We believe organisations do have 
the capacity to survive, but only if they 
adapt their strategies for finding talent. 
For some human resources directors 
(HRDs) this might mean not taking 
university graduates at all, but using big 
data to redefine what good looks like 
in different roles and understanding 
where the best people in those roles 
come from. This is a move away from 
academic matching and more towards 
making other correlations. It’s only by 
understanding who succeeds and who 
is engaged that companies’ HRDs can 
redefine exactly who they’re looking for.

But there’s another area we believe 
needs confronting too – the need for 

INNOVATING TO OFFER 
A NEXT-GENERATION 
RECRUITMENT STRATEGY
Facing a looming shortage of talent, human resources chiefs need to adapt 

their recruitment strategies in a predominantly digital age, according to 

Charles Hipps, chief executive and founder of e-recruitment leaders WCN 

organisations to make much more 
of emerging talent recruitment. 
Today, individuals with the scarce skills 
companies need make new connections 
earlier and earlier. If HRDs fail to track 
and make their own connections with 
these good people, they’ll lose the first 
bite of the recruitment cherry. It’s our 
future leaders who will take decisions 
about how to adapt and change their 
businesses, so getting to the best people 
to make these important choices has to 
be the future focus of HR. 

Any solution must involve 
technology. Today relationships are 
digital and the best firms will create 
digital value propositions that talk not 
only to those they’re attracting to their 
talent pools, but to their existing staff 
too. HRDs must engage with talent 
at virtual events and even encourage 
existing staff to be brand advocates 
within their own networks. 

Technology provides intelligence, 
hence it’s vital technology helps HRDs 
understand what potential is. So when 
HRDs need to sift through the hundreds 
of candidates they’ll get for each 
advertised role – more people will be 
chasing the same amount of jobs – they’ll 
at least know who they should devote 
the most time to during the selection 
process. Virtualisation technology – 
using video or psychometrics – can 
also help this and should be among the 
solutions adopted.

While the future is hard to predict, it’s 
fair to say that ultimately it will demand 
much more joined-up people-thinking. 
Firms that understand recruitment 
will know their success depends on 
creating relationships. Even when 
dealing with people they fail to hire, 
the best firms will realise they need to 
create some level of engagement, such 
as by giving feedback for next time. 
Why? Because who knows, one day, 
the candidate they once turned down 
could be just who they’re looking for a 
few years down the line.

Speed, accuracy and relationships, all 
underpinned by technology – they’re all 
needed now and they will all be needed 
even more in the future. If HRDs 
improve in all these areas, perhaps dire 
predictions of skills shortages ahead will 
not come to fruition. But the only way 
HRDs can avert this is by doing things 
differently – starting now.

For more information please visit 
www.wcn.co.uk

COMMERCIAL FEATURE

MAKING THE MOST 
OF PREDICTIVE 
TECHNOLOGIES IN HR



The world of 
b u s i n e s s 
is facing 

more uncertainty 
driven by econom-
ic, societal and 
technological shifts. 
At the same time, 
trust in business con-
tinues to be eroded with 
every new corporate scandal. 

It seems that many of the old par-
adigms of work, including control, 
hierarchy, structure, process and 
rules, are not driving the outcomes 
we want, from behaviours to pro-
ductivity, but also agility and inno-
vation, which are vital ingredients 
of sustainable business success in a 
fast-changing world.  

The reality is the mindsets of 
the past have not created environ-
ments that get the best out of, and 
for, people. The growing trends of 
stress at work, levels of disengage-
ment, and mismatch of skills and 
opportunity, fair-
ness and equality 
cannot go on. 

Our old models 
of work are also 
challenged by 
the many dif-
ferent ways we 
can now connect 
and work, the 
growth of the 
“gig” economy 
and flexi-work-
ing, how automa-
tion is impacting 
jobs, and a more 
and more diverse 
workforce with very different ideas 
about what work should be.

This, then, is the context into 
which human resources or HR as the 
people experts have an ever greater 
role to play, to challenge, innovate 
and to change. HR has often been 
part of a paradigm of work that was 
not so much human-centred, but 
process, control and rules-centred. 
HR should focus on helping the or-
ganisation, managers and the wider 
workforce to work together, to devel-
op in the way which will achieve the 
best outcomes for all the organisa-
tion’s stakeholders. 

We’ve known for decades that you 
can’t just write rules and expect 
these to determine the right behav-
iours. Those same rules put in place 
to stop things from going wrong have 
actually eroded a sense of personal 

accountability with 
all the attendant 
consequences, but 
it’s also too often 
constrained inno-
vation as well. 

The good news is 
there is a lot of new 

thinking happening 
around the future of 

work and in HR. After dec-
ades of entrenched processes, such 
as strict performance management 
practices and ranking regimes, 
many organisations are now ripping 
up the old manuals and going back to 
ask the question, what outcome are 
we trying to deliver? When we start 
by asking questions about purpose 
rather than process, we come up 
with different solutions. 

Perhaps because it is easier to see 
and measure, historically, the focus 
has been on input and costs instead 
of output and value; for example, as-
sessing performance on hours put in 

rather than outputs 
achieved. 

We need different 
definitions of value 
and a more consist-
ent understanding of 
the people dynamics 
of business. This is 
as important for fi-
nance and business 
leaders as it is for HR 
and now is the time 
to define more of a 
common language. 
What gets measured 
gets done. 

The future of HR 
and of management practice will be 
about helping organisations to build 
the right business model, strategy, 
workforce and culture that will help 
them to achieve their purpose. 

By anchoring our thinking in pur-
pose and values, understanding the 
needs of and our responsibilities to-
wards all our stakeholders, we can 
create human-centred businesses 
where diversity, engagement, well-
being, openness and fairness are all 
core to how we operate and grow for 
the future. 

Visit futureworkishuman.org 
to join the debate on the future 
of work and be part of a diverse 
group of voices sparking fresh, 
exciting and radical ideas.  
F u t u r e wo rk i s h u m a n .
org is a CIPD-sponsored 
community. 

Humanising the 
world of work 

Businesses must become human-
centred, encouraging diversity, 

engagement, wellbeing, openness 
and fairness at work and in society 

OPINION COLUMN

The growing 
trends of stress 

at work, levels of 
disengagement, and 

mismatch of skills 
and opportunity, 

fairness and equality 
cannot go on

PETER CHEESE

Chief executive
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development

TOP 5 AGE-FRIENDLY POLICIES

81% 52% 45% 36% 30%

SURVEY OF HR PROFESSIONALS OTHER AGE-FRIENDLY  
POLICIES AT WORK

FLEXIBLE WORKING  
FOR ALL AGE 

GROUPS

PREPARING FOR 
RETIREMENT 
PROGRAMME

ADVICE AND SUPPORT 
FOR THOSE CARING FOR 

AGEING RELATIVES

HEALTH AND/OR 
ABSENCE ANALYTICS 

ACROSS VARIOUS AGES

AGE-SPECIFIC 
WELLNESS 

PROGRAMME

Review of pay levels across 
age bands (for the same jobs)

Very effective Moderately effective Not effective

Regular age  
discrimination checks

Career guidance for older 
workers to help people 
make choices about future 
career development

Adaptation of workspaces 
for older workers

Reverse mentoring

Measurement of the 
distribution of training 
spending among the 
different age groups

UK PARTICIPATION RATES FOR THOSE AGED BETWEEN 50 AND STATE-PENSION AGE
PARTICIPATION RATE, BASED ON YEARLY ROLLING AVERAGE

AGE DISTRIBUTION OF THE 
UK POPULATION (%)

Source: Mercer 2015

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

100

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

5858
6163646364

21
15

21
16

20
16

19 18 19 20
18

24

17

25

1984 1994 2004 2014 2024 2034 2044

0-15 16-64 65+AGED

PA
R

TI
C

IP
AT

IO
N

 R
AT

E 
(%

)

IN
 E

M
PL

O
YM

EN
T 

(M
)

8

7

6

5

4

3

2

1

0

Source: Office for National Statistics 2015

75.3% 
of those aged between 

50 and the state-pension age 
were participating in the labour 

market by the end of 2014, 
along with 12.1 per cent of 
people beyond the state-

pension age

WHAT COMPANIES ARE DOING TO MANAGE AN AGEING WORKFORCE

Source: Mercer 2015

Data and  
information  
gathering

Working 
group 
discussions Nothing yet

Developed  
policy

Thinking about  
when to retire

25% 10%
44%

10%

11%

REASONS WHY PEOPLE WORK PAST STATE-PENSION AGE 
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Changing age profile calls for a new approach
As more people work into old age and younger employees seek greater employment flexibility, employers must adopt new work patterns and conditions for the changing demographics

SHIFTING DEMOGRAPHICS 
CLARE BETTELLEY 

Shifting workforce demo-
graphics are creating a chal-
lenging future for human 
resources directors. 

According to the UK Commission 
for Employment and Skills, em-
ployers face around 13.5 million job 
vacancies in the next ten years, but 
only seven million young people 
will leave school and college during 
this period to fill them. 

Older workers are an obvious 
untapped talent pool, with 36 per 
cent of the working population 
expected to be over 50 by 2020, ac-
cording to the Government Actu-
ary’s Department.

And this pool is growing. The De-
partment for Work and Pensions re-
port, Employment statistics for work-
ers aged 50 and over, by five-year age 
bands and gender, from 1984 to 2015, 
reveals that the employment rate for 
people aged 50 to 64 has increased 
from 55.4 per cent to 69.6 per cent, 
and doubled for people aged 65 and 
over, in the past 30 years.

Similarly, the proportion of peo-
ple aged 70 to 74 in employment has 
almost doubled over the past ten 
years alone.  

The removal of the default retire-
ment age in 2011 has helped to drive 
this growth by enabling older work-
ers to continue working either be-
cause they enjoy their job or, more 
likely, because of a shortfall in their 
retirement income. But many em-
ployers are failing to exploit this 
talent pool. 

The Chartered Institute of Per-
sonnel and Development (CIPD) 
report, Managing a healthy ageing 
workforce: a national business im-
perative, published in 2012, claims 
that many employers are slow to 
change because of a preoccupation 
with day-to-day business issues, but 
also because of a tendency to value 
qualifications over experience. 

But as well as experience, older 
workers can offer businesses loyalty 
and flexibility, providing they have 
access to appropriate workplace 
support. This may include com-
prehensive occupational health-
care, including critical illness and 
income protection, and workplace 
design adjustments such as access 
to ergonomic equipment. 

Healthcare benefits may be of-
fered as part of a wider health and 
wellbeing programme that incorpo-
rates financial wellbeing support in 
the form of pension modelling tools, 
retirement preparation courses and 
access to independent financial ad-
vice, which can help employees to 
tackle any shortfall in their retire-
ment income. 

Carer support should be a key con-
sideration within this offering given 

there are around seven million car-
ers in the UK, with one in five aged 
50 to 64, according to the charity, 
the Carers Trust. Further, 65 per 
cent of carers aged 60 to 94 have 
long-term health problems or a dis-
ability of their own to manage.

But Business in the Community 
(BITC) has found only a third of em-
ployers have a formal policy on sup-
porting carers, which is a situation 
that may well take time to change. 

Ksenia Zheltoukhova, research 
associate at the CIPD, says: “We talk 
about ‘employers’, but ultimately 
there’s a person behind that deci-
sion-making, and [whether or not a 
policy is implemented] very often it 
comes down to the value system of 
that individual and where they see 
the benefits for the workforce and 
for the business.”

However, training and develop-
ment is perhaps the most important 
consideration for organisations 
striving to support older workers 
because of the value they place on 
job variety. 

Reverse mentoring, whereby 
younger employees pass on their 
skillsets to older workers, is a grow-
ing trend within many organisa-
tions. The transfer of digital skills is 
a case in point.  

But many HR chiefs are not pre-
pared for such new skillsets and 
how to exploit them, often result-
ing in employees being placed in 
unsuitable job roles and being left 
to feel they are not fulfilling their 
potential. 

This may explain why 31 per cent of 
employees believe they are overqual-
ified for their current job, according 
to the 2010 CIPD report, Employee 
outlook: employee views on working 
life. This is particularly the case for 
graduates with a first-class degree, 
with 41 per cent believing they are 
overqualified for their current job. 

Almost one third (27 per cent) of 
employees believe that moving to a 
new job will kick-start their career, 
which is perhaps why “job shopping” 
– frequently changing job – is a cur-
rent labour market trend and why 
young employees have an appetite 
for developing transferrable skills.

Apprenticeships and tailored 
training courses may help to retain 
staff, so long as employers factor in 
the need for employees of all ages to 
work flexibly. 

Peter Reilly, principal associate at 
the Institute for Employment Stud-
ies, says: “It’s about flexibility that 
sees people coming and going more, 
and about people wanting to have 
time out to do particular things at 
particular times.” 

This may involve employees re-
questing to work and live between 
different countries. Flexible working 
has progressed from a conversation-
al piece on HR directors’ agendas to 
become a dominant feature of young 

people’s psychological contract with 
their employers. It is also essential 
for carers. 

Rachael Saunders, age at work 
director for BITC, says: “We need a 
change in organisational culture. 
I think we’re at the point where 
young people coming into work al-
most assume that [flexible working] 
is something they ought to be able 
to ask for.” 

But Mr Reilly believes herein is a 
tension between employees’ needs 
and traditional work patterns with-
in many organisations, which fa-
vour standardisation rather than 
difference and divergence. 

“[Many organisations] want con-
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formity and don’t want people to 
go off-piste too much. One of the 
drivers of that is efficiency and the 
second is employers want control,” 
he says. 

“But that just doesn’t fit with em-
ployees’ needs. Employers need a 
system that has more flexibility. It 
has to allow people to respond to 
their own circumstances and the 
organisation to have the ability to 
adjust, just as the organisation has 
to have people adjust to its chang-
ing circumstances.”

MAIN OBSTACLES IN MANAGING AN AGEING WORKFORCE

Source: Mercer 2015
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The world of 
b u s i n e s s 
is facing 

more uncertainty 
driven by econom-
ic, societal and 
technological shifts. 
At the same time, 
trust in business con-
tinues to be eroded with 
every new corporate scandal. 

It seems that many of the old par-
adigms of work, including control, 
hierarchy, structure, process and 
rules, are not driving the outcomes 
we want, from behaviours to pro-
ductivity, but also agility and inno-
vation, which are vital ingredients 
of sustainable business success in a 
fast-changing world.  

The reality is the mindsets of 
the past have not created environ-
ments that get the best out of, and 
for, people. The growing trends of 
stress at work, levels of disengage-
ment, and mismatch of skills and 
opportunity, fair-
ness and equality 
cannot go on. 

Our old models 
of work are also 
challenged by 
the many dif-
ferent ways we 
can now connect 
and work, the 
growth of the 
“gig” economy 
and flexi-work-
ing, how automa-
tion is impacting 
jobs, and a more 
and more diverse 
workforce with very different ideas 
about what work should be.

This, then, is the context into 
which human resources or HR as the 
people experts have an ever greater 
role to play, to challenge, innovate 
and to change. HR has often been 
part of a paradigm of work that was 
not so much human-centred, but 
process, control and rules-centred. 
HR should focus on helping the or-
ganisation, managers and the wider 
workforce to work together, to devel-
op in the way which will achieve the 
best outcomes for all the organisa-
tion’s stakeholders. 

We’ve known for decades that you 
can’t just write rules and expect 
these to determine the right behav-
iours. Those same rules put in place 
to stop things from going wrong have 
actually eroded a sense of personal 

accountability with 
all the attendant 
consequences, but 
it’s also too often 
constrained inno-
vation as well. 

The good news is 
there is a lot of new 

thinking happening 
around the future of 

work and in HR. After dec-
ades of entrenched processes, such 
as strict performance management 
practices and ranking regimes, 
many organisations are now ripping 
up the old manuals and going back to 
ask the question, what outcome are 
we trying to deliver? When we start 
by asking questions about purpose 
rather than process, we come up 
with different solutions. 

Perhaps because it is easier to see 
and measure, historically, the focus 
has been on input and costs instead 
of output and value; for example, as-
sessing performance on hours put in 

rather than outputs 
achieved. 

We need different 
definitions of value 
and a more consist-
ent understanding of 
the people dynamics 
of business. This is 
as important for fi-
nance and business 
leaders as it is for HR 
and now is the time 
to define more of a 
common language. 
What gets measured 
gets done. 

The future of HR 
and of management practice will be 
about helping organisations to build 
the right business model, strategy, 
workforce and culture that will help 
them to achieve their purpose. 

By anchoring our thinking in pur-
pose and values, understanding the 
needs of and our responsibilities to-
wards all our stakeholders, we can 
create human-centred businesses 
where diversity, engagement, well-
being, openness and fairness are all 
core to how we operate and grow for 
the future. 

Visit futureworkishuman.org 
to join the debate on the future 
of work and be part of a diverse 
group of voices sparking fresh, 
exciting and radical ideas.  
F u t u r e wo rk i s h u m a n .
org is a CIPD-sponsored 
community. 

Humanising the 
world of work 

Businesses must become human-
centred, encouraging diversity, 

engagement, wellbeing, openness 
and fairness at work and in society 

OPINION COLUMN

The growing 
trends of stress 

at work, levels of 
disengagement, and 

mismatch of skills 
and opportunity, 

fairness and equality 
cannot go on

PETER CHEESE

Chief executive
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development
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Review of pay levels across 
age bands (for the same jobs)

Very effective Moderately effective Not effective

Regular age  
discrimination checks

Career guidance for older 
workers to help people 
make choices about future 
career development

Adaptation of workspaces 
for older workers

Reverse mentoring

Measurement of the 
distribution of training 
spending among the 
different age groups
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75.3% 
of those aged between 

50 and the state-pension age 
were participating in the labour 

market by the end of 2014, 
along with 12.1 per cent of 
people beyond the state-

pension age
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Changing age profile calls for a new approach
As more people work into old age and younger employees seek greater employment flexibility, employers must adopt new work patterns and conditions for the changing demographics

SHIFTING DEMOGRAPHICS 
CLARE BETTELLEY 

Shifting workforce demo-
graphics are creating a chal-
lenging future for human 
resources directors. 

According to the UK Commission 
for Employment and Skills, em-
ployers face around 13.5 million job 
vacancies in the next ten years, but 
only seven million young people 
will leave school and college during 
this period to fill them. 

Older workers are an obvious 
untapped talent pool, with 36 per 
cent of the working population 
expected to be over 50 by 2020, ac-
cording to the Government Actu-
ary’s Department.

And this pool is growing. The De-
partment for Work and Pensions re-
port, Employment statistics for work-
ers aged 50 and over, by five-year age 
bands and gender, from 1984 to 2015, 
reveals that the employment rate for 
people aged 50 to 64 has increased 
from 55.4 per cent to 69.6 per cent, 
and doubled for people aged 65 and 
over, in the past 30 years.

Similarly, the proportion of peo-
ple aged 70 to 74 in employment has 
almost doubled over the past ten 
years alone.  

The removal of the default retire-
ment age in 2011 has helped to drive 
this growth by enabling older work-
ers to continue working either be-
cause they enjoy their job or, more 
likely, because of a shortfall in their 
retirement income. But many em-
ployers are failing to exploit this 
talent pool. 

The Chartered Institute of Per-
sonnel and Development (CIPD) 
report, Managing a healthy ageing 
workforce: a national business im-
perative, published in 2012, claims 
that many employers are slow to 
change because of a preoccupation 
with day-to-day business issues, but 
also because of a tendency to value 
qualifications over experience. 

But as well as experience, older 
workers can offer businesses loyalty 
and flexibility, providing they have 
access to appropriate workplace 
support. This may include com-
prehensive occupational health-
care, including critical illness and 
income protection, and workplace 
design adjustments such as access 
to ergonomic equipment. 

Healthcare benefits may be of-
fered as part of a wider health and 
wellbeing programme that incorpo-
rates financial wellbeing support in 
the form of pension modelling tools, 
retirement preparation courses and 
access to independent financial ad-
vice, which can help employees to 
tackle any shortfall in their retire-
ment income. 

Carer support should be a key con-
sideration within this offering given 

there are around seven million car-
ers in the UK, with one in five aged 
50 to 64, according to the charity, 
the Carers Trust. Further, 65 per 
cent of carers aged 60 to 94 have 
long-term health problems or a dis-
ability of their own to manage.

But Business in the Community 
(BITC) has found only a third of em-
ployers have a formal policy on sup-
porting carers, which is a situation 
that may well take time to change. 

Ksenia Zheltoukhova, research 
associate at the CIPD, says: “We talk 
about ‘employers’, but ultimately 
there’s a person behind that deci-
sion-making, and [whether or not a 
policy is implemented] very often it 
comes down to the value system of 
that individual and where they see 
the benefits for the workforce and 
for the business.”

However, training and develop-
ment is perhaps the most important 
consideration for organisations 
striving to support older workers 
because of the value they place on 
job variety. 

Reverse mentoring, whereby 
younger employees pass on their 
skillsets to older workers, is a grow-
ing trend within many organisa-
tions. The transfer of digital skills is 
a case in point.  

But many HR chiefs are not pre-
pared for such new skillsets and 
how to exploit them, often result-
ing in employees being placed in 
unsuitable job roles and being left 
to feel they are not fulfilling their 
potential. 

This may explain why 31 per cent of 
employees believe they are overqual-
ified for their current job, according 
to the 2010 CIPD report, Employee 
outlook: employee views on working 
life. This is particularly the case for 
graduates with a first-class degree, 
with 41 per cent believing they are 
overqualified for their current job. 

Almost one third (27 per cent) of 
employees believe that moving to a 
new job will kick-start their career, 
which is perhaps why “job shopping” 
– frequently changing job – is a cur-
rent labour market trend and why 
young employees have an appetite 
for developing transferrable skills.

Apprenticeships and tailored 
training courses may help to retain 
staff, so long as employers factor in 
the need for employees of all ages to 
work flexibly. 

Peter Reilly, principal associate at 
the Institute for Employment Stud-
ies, says: “It’s about flexibility that 
sees people coming and going more, 
and about people wanting to have 
time out to do particular things at 
particular times.” 

This may involve employees re-
questing to work and live between 
different countries. Flexible working 
has progressed from a conversation-
al piece on HR directors’ agendas to 
become a dominant feature of young 

people’s psychological contract with 
their employers. It is also essential 
for carers. 

Rachael Saunders, age at work 
director for BITC, says: “We need a 
change in organisational culture. 
I think we’re at the point where 
young people coming into work al-
most assume that [flexible working] 
is something they ought to be able 
to ask for.” 

But Mr Reilly believes herein is a 
tension between employees’ needs 
and traditional work patterns with-
in many organisations, which fa-
vour standardisation rather than 
difference and divergence. 

“[Many organisations] want con-
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formity and don’t want people to 
go off-piste too much. One of the 
drivers of that is efficiency and the 
second is employers want control,” 
he says. 

“But that just doesn’t fit with em-
ployees’ needs. Employers need a 
system that has more flexibility. It 
has to allow people to respond to 
their own circumstances and the 
organisation to have the ability to 
adjust, just as the organisation has 
to have people adjust to its chang-
ing circumstances.”

MAIN OBSTACLES IN MANAGING AN AGEING WORKFORCE

Source: Mercer 2015
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COMMERCIAL FEATURE

Spotting early 
warning signs of 
possible issues

Where to signpost 
employees  
for support

How to talk to staff 
who are experiencing 
mental health issues

Treating everyone 
as an individual with 
different needs

Preventing the impact 
of key workplace causes 
of poor mental health

Dealing with 
disclosure

Considering link between 
management and 
employees’ mental health

Managing the rest of 
the team in line with 
employee wishes
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TOOLS FOR 
THE JOB
For human resources leaders to help drive 
business growth, they need the technology to 
recruit and nurture a quality workforce

The world of work is changing. 
Developments such as big data, 
cloud computing, the internet 

of things, the mobile internet and 
automation are causing disruption 
to established business norms. This 
means the core skillset that both 
employees and employers require is 
also changing. 

In the coming years, entirely 
new job roles will be created as 
new markets emerge and firms 
need different types of skills, 
while many traditional posts will 
disappear. Other jobs, such as those 
in specialist technical positions 
or manufacturing, might become 
more automated or parts of the 
process robotised.

This is already leading to a skills gap 
in certain industries. According to 
research by NGA Human Resources, 
88 per cent of business leaders 
believe there is a skills gap in the UK 
and 74 per cent admit they currently 
have one in their own organisation. 
Furthermore, 91 per cent say this is 
holding back their plans to grow. 

Other trends in the workplace are 
also having an impact. The workforce 
itself is getting more diverse, with 
people working for longer, so it’s now 
common to find four generations 
working alongside each other. There 
are more women in senior positions 
too, while flexible working is changing 
traditional workplace relationships. 

HR, however, is not well prepared 
to cope with these challenges or to 
undertake a more strategic role 
that would enable it to influence 
the debate at board level. To 
operate effectively in the new 
environment, HR needs to have 
a detailed understanding of the 
business model and how this will 
change over time. This will include 
potential implications in terms of 
recruiting and managing a more 
diverse and dispersed workforce, 
taking into account new skills 
and the potential need to replace 
certain roles with automation. 

Yet HR does not always have the 
required standing in the business to 
influence this debate. NGA Human 

Resources research reveals that HR 
plays a role in the formulation and 
execution of strategy in 54 per cent 
of organisations, but this means there 
is still a sizeable minority where this is 
not the case. 

To be able to take on a more 
strategic role in the business, HR 
needs to make better use of data, 
drawing on unified systems and 
simplified processes, to help it make 
the case for implementing changes 
that will help the business cope with 
the challenges of tomorrow. 

Being able to access people-related 
data can help identify which skills are 
required and where, as well as how to 
develop people internally to address 
these. Such data can also be matched 
with other information. By combining 
data around people performance with 
sales, for instance, it is possible to see 
the impact a training programme can 
have on customer satisfaction and 
retention or sales figures. 

There are a number of issues that 
need to be overcome before HR 
can take advantage of this, however. 
Sometimes that information does 
not exist at all, but even where it 
is available, it can be spread across 
multiple disparate systems which do 
not talk to each other. An organisation 
may have an HR administration 
system, a talent management 
package, a payroll system, and a 
learning and development platform, 
but nothing to link these up and no 
way of cross-examining the data that 
resides in them. 

This means it’s almost impossible 
to see wider trends or to identify 

the end-result of people-based 
initiatives, which means it’s harder 
to make the business case for 
investment with the board. It the 
long term, this can restrict the 
influence of the function to the 
detriment of the entire business. 

What HR needs is to have all its 
people data in a single database 
or repository, with access to 
powerful analytics functionality 
built in. This should cover the entire 
employee life cycle, stretching from 
recruitment to on-boarding, talent 
development, employee reviews and 
exit interviews, allowing the business 
to see why people leave and put in 
place strategies that will help attract 
and retain talent in future. It’s vital, 
too, that this is easy to use, providing 
clear information to HR in a format 
they are used to as consumers. 

Getting more involved in such 
analysis and moving the HR function 
into a more strategic role will 
create additional time and demand 
pressures, especially in the wider 
context of adapting to new ways 
of working. As the function itself 
becomes more strategic, one 
option is to outsource the more 

transactional parts of HR and 
payroll to an established provider, 
which is able to take away the hassle 
associated with time-consuming, 
but relatively low-value-added tasks, 
freeing professionals to concentrate 
on getting closer to the business and 
becoming a trusted confidante of 
the chief executive. 

If HR is to remain relevant, 
influence the agenda, and help drive 
key decisions around people and 
broader business strategy, it simply 
cannot afford to ignore the need for 
effective business intelligence that 
can combine people-related data 
with that available in other parts of 
the business. 

From a business perspective, 
organisations that are able to identify, 
recruit, on-board, engage, retain 
and develop the right talent will 
have a much better opportunity to 
execute their business strategy, and 
ultimately outperform competitors. 
HR needs to play its part. 

NGA ResourceLink is proven solution 
that allows you to manage the entire 
employee life cycle, from recruitment 
to staff development and succession 
planning, with a modern and familiar 
user experience and powerful reporting 
capability. NGA Human Resources 
also provides comprehensive HR 
outsourcing and managed payroll 
services for organisations, including 
those with a global employee base. For 
more information about how NGA could 
help your business visit www.ngahr.co.uk 

To be able to take on a more 
strategic role in the business, HR 
needs to make better use of data, 
drawing on unified systems and 
simplified processes
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Mental illness is too serious to be taboo 
It inflicts torment on individuals and costs the economy dear, yet mental illness at work is often the elephant 
in the room that is not addressed or covered by company health insurance

Mental health in the 
workplace remains a 
taboo subject, but it’s 
not going to go away. 

The World Health Organization 
predicts that more people will be af-
fected by depression than any other 
health problem by 2030. One in six 
people in the UK workplace experi-
ence depression, anxiety or stress, 
according to government figures.

Such mental health concerns also 
matter in an economic sense as 
mental health problems cost the UK 
economy more than £26 billion a 
year through lost working days, staff 
turnover and lower productivity.   

Mental health in the workplace 
is of increasing concern to human 
resources executives, according to 
research by Metlife employee bene-
fits. It found that 67 per cent of HR 
leaders are concerned about mental 
health in the workplace. The Metlife 
survey also revealed that more than 
half of the HR executives have found 
themselves in the position of a men-
tal health counsellor. 

Rachel Suff, public policy adviser 
at the Chartered Institute of Per-
sonnel and Development, believes 
these findings underline the need for 
line managers to be trained to spot 
the signs of mental ill-health. “How 
many organisations train their line 
managers in mental health? Our own 
research reveals that only three in ten 
organisations provide mental health 
training to managers,” she says.

One of HR’s major challenges is 
tackling the prejudices that face 
employees with mental health con-
ditions. More than half of UK em-
ployers wouldn’t hire someone with 
depression, according to the Mental 
Health Foundation. 

Ms Suff argues that HR must en-
sure an organisational framework 
is in place, which encompasses a 
wide spectrum of mental health 
conditions. “These policies need 
to be developed with occupational 
health,” she says. “An effective ap-
proach to mental health will have to 
take on board that staff have a va-
riety of conditions from anxiety to 
bipolar depression. It’s also about 
education, awareness and training 
for line managers.”

There is still a lot of work to be 
done to educate managers and 
co-workers about their fellow em-
ployees who may have mental 
health conditions. An Axa PPP 
Healthcare survey revealed that 
two-thirds of managers don’t be-
lieve stress, anxiety or depression is 
a serious enough reason for employ-
ees to take time off work. “There is 
still a lack of understanding and 
education around mental health. 

How people with mental health con-
ditions are portrayed in the media 
doesn’t help,” adds Ms Suff. 

HR professionals are integral to 
shaping the culture of an organisa-
tion and fostering openness about 
mental health, says Emma Mamo, 
head of workplace wellbeing at 
mental health charity Mind. “Rais-
ing awareness and promoting the 
available support channels show 
employees that wellbeing is valued 
and disclosure will lead to support. 
For managers, HR should provide 
training on how to spot the signs of 

mental health problems and offer 
ongoing advice for those supporting 
employees with mental health is-
sues, reminding them that solutions 
can be straightforward,” she says.

Attitudes towards mental health 
in the workplace are starting to 
change and some of the more pro-
gressive organisations have estab-
lished role models who champion 
mental health issues, train line 
managers to spot the signs of men-
tal illness in employees and offer 
counselling through employee as-
sistance programmes. 

The most innovative organisations 
adopt a holistic approach towards 
mental health, which embraces both 
prevention and intervention, says 
Poppy Jaman, programme director 
for City Mental Health Alliance, a 
coalition of City of London firms ad-
dressing the stigma of mental health 
in the workplace. “Many organisa-
tions look at what to do if someone 
is unwell, such as therapeutic coun-
selling and signposting, but there is 
not a lot of work done in creating a 
culture of openness around mental 
health in the workplace,” she says. 

Role models can play a pivotal role 
in creating a culture of acceptance 
around mental health at work. Such 
people are often in senior roles in 
the organisation and either have ex-
perienced a mental health problem, 
or have immediate family or friends 
with mental health conditions.  

“The more senior people come out 
and disclose, then the more support-
ive the work culture,” says Ms Suff. 
“These role models often set the 
tone for middle management and 
they are in an influential position. 
It’s usually a sign that mental health 
is being taken seriously at board 

MENTAL HEALTH
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level and it has a big impact on the 
culture of the organisation as it 
makes talking about mental health 
acceptable. It’s saying you can have 
a mental health condition and be an 
effective leader.”

Organisations cannot afford to ig-
nore the mental health of their work-
force as the cost to both their busi-
ness and the employee is too high, 
Ms Jaman concludes. “We know that 
mental ill-health is one of the leading 
causes of sickness absence and pre-
senteeism in the workplace, and so 
it makes complete financial sense for 
employers to both foster good mental 
health and to better support employ-
ees who are experiencing a mental 
health issue,” she says.

“The quicker an individual is 
supported, the more likely they 
are to make a positive and poten-
tially speedier return to work or 
full productivity.”

Share this article online via 
raconteur.net

One of HR’s 
major challenges 

is tackling the 
prejudices that 
face employees 

with mental health 
conditions

Since 2013, Barclays has been working to 
raise awareness of mental health in the 
workplace through its This is Me campaign.

“We started this campaign to address 
the social stigma around mental health and 
build awareness that our colleagues are 
successfully managing their mental health 
and wellness,” says Mark McLane, global 
head of diversity and inclusion at Barclays. 

The bank asked members of its diversity 
network if they wanted to be involved 

in the campaign. “Colleagues stepped 
forward and they self-edited their videos 
and had control of how much they wanted 
to share,” says Mr McLane.

Barclays has a This is Me intranet page 
for colleagues, who want to find out 
more about mental health, where they 
can find written and video case studies. 
“It’s about sharing stories in a simple, 
personal way using a social media type of 
approach,” he says.

There have been 60,000 visits to the 
website, more than 160 stories shared 
since 2013 and a 4 per cent increase in self-
identification in just two years. 

“It’s about building an inclusive 
environment,” says Mr McLane. “HR has 
a vital role in supporting the overall intent 
of our campaign. When employees come 
forward to talk about their mental health, 
then HR colleagues can signpost what 
is available and ensure we’ve the right 
guidance in place for line managers.”

CASE STUDY: BARCLAYS 

 Source: CIPD 2015
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Spotting early 
warning signs of 
possible issues

Where to signpost 
employees  
for support

How to talk to staff 
who are experiencing 
mental health issues

Treating everyone 
as an individual with 
different needs

Preventing the impact 
of key workplace causes 
of poor mental health

Dealing with 
disclosure

Considering link between 
management and 
employees’ mental health

Managing the rest of 
the team in line with 
employee wishes

81%

77%

73%

68%

43%

36%

35%

31%
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TOOLS FOR 
THE JOB
For human resources leaders to help drive 
business growth, they need the technology to 
recruit and nurture a quality workforce

The world of work is changing. 
Developments such as big data, 
cloud computing, the internet 

of things, the mobile internet and 
automation are causing disruption 
to established business norms. This 
means the core skillset that both 
employees and employers require is 
also changing. 

In the coming years, entirely 
new job roles will be created as 
new markets emerge and firms 
need different types of skills, 
while many traditional posts will 
disappear. Other jobs, such as those 
in specialist technical positions 
or manufacturing, might become 
more automated or parts of the 
process robotised.

This is already leading to a skills gap 
in certain industries. According to 
research by NGA Human Resources, 
88 per cent of business leaders 
believe there is a skills gap in the UK 
and 74 per cent admit they currently 
have one in their own organisation. 
Furthermore, 91 per cent say this is 
holding back their plans to grow. 

Other trends in the workplace are 
also having an impact. The workforce 
itself is getting more diverse, with 
people working for longer, so it’s now 
common to find four generations 
working alongside each other. There 
are more women in senior positions 
too, while flexible working is changing 
traditional workplace relationships. 

HR, however, is not well prepared 
to cope with these challenges or to 
undertake a more strategic role 
that would enable it to influence 
the debate at board level. To 
operate effectively in the new 
environment, HR needs to have 
a detailed understanding of the 
business model and how this will 
change over time. This will include 
potential implications in terms of 
recruiting and managing a more 
diverse and dispersed workforce, 
taking into account new skills 
and the potential need to replace 
certain roles with automation. 

Yet HR does not always have the 
required standing in the business to 
influence this debate. NGA Human 

Resources research reveals that HR 
plays a role in the formulation and 
execution of strategy in 54 per cent 
of organisations, but this means there 
is still a sizeable minority where this is 
not the case. 

To be able to take on a more 
strategic role in the business, HR 
needs to make better use of data, 
drawing on unified systems and 
simplified processes, to help it make 
the case for implementing changes 
that will help the business cope with 
the challenges of tomorrow. 

Being able to access people-related 
data can help identify which skills are 
required and where, as well as how to 
develop people internally to address 
these. Such data can also be matched 
with other information. By combining 
data around people performance with 
sales, for instance, it is possible to see 
the impact a training programme can 
have on customer satisfaction and 
retention or sales figures. 

There are a number of issues that 
need to be overcome before HR 
can take advantage of this, however. 
Sometimes that information does 
not exist at all, but even where it 
is available, it can be spread across 
multiple disparate systems which do 
not talk to each other. An organisation 
may have an HR administration 
system, a talent management 
package, a payroll system, and a 
learning and development platform, 
but nothing to link these up and no 
way of cross-examining the data that 
resides in them. 

This means it’s almost impossible 
to see wider trends or to identify 

the end-result of people-based 
initiatives, which means it’s harder 
to make the business case for 
investment with the board. It the 
long term, this can restrict the 
influence of the function to the 
detriment of the entire business. 

What HR needs is to have all its 
people data in a single database 
or repository, with access to 
powerful analytics functionality 
built in. This should cover the entire 
employee life cycle, stretching from 
recruitment to on-boarding, talent 
development, employee reviews and 
exit interviews, allowing the business 
to see why people leave and put in 
place strategies that will help attract 
and retain talent in future. It’s vital, 
too, that this is easy to use, providing 
clear information to HR in a format 
they are used to as consumers. 

Getting more involved in such 
analysis and moving the HR function 
into a more strategic role will 
create additional time and demand 
pressures, especially in the wider 
context of adapting to new ways 
of working. As the function itself 
becomes more strategic, one 
option is to outsource the more 

transactional parts of HR and 
payroll to an established provider, 
which is able to take away the hassle 
associated with time-consuming, 
but relatively low-value-added tasks, 
freeing professionals to concentrate 
on getting closer to the business and 
becoming a trusted confidante of 
the chief executive. 

If HR is to remain relevant, 
influence the agenda, and help drive 
key decisions around people and 
broader business strategy, it simply 
cannot afford to ignore the need for 
effective business intelligence that 
can combine people-related data 
with that available in other parts of 
the business. 

From a business perspective, 
organisations that are able to identify, 
recruit, on-board, engage, retain 
and develop the right talent will 
have a much better opportunity to 
execute their business strategy, and 
ultimately outperform competitors. 
HR needs to play its part. 

NGA ResourceLink is proven solution 
that allows you to manage the entire 
employee life cycle, from recruitment 
to staff development and succession 
planning, with a modern and familiar 
user experience and powerful reporting 
capability. NGA Human Resources 
also provides comprehensive HR 
outsourcing and managed payroll 
services for organisations, including 
those with a global employee base. For 
more information about how NGA could 
help your business visit www.ngahr.co.uk 

To be able to take on a more 
strategic role in the business, HR 
needs to make better use of data, 
drawing on unified systems and 
simplified processes
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Mental illness is too serious to be taboo 
It inflicts torment on individuals and costs the economy dear, yet mental illness at work is often the elephant 
in the room that is not addressed or covered by company health insurance

Mental health in the 
workplace remains a 
taboo subject, but it’s 
not going to go away. 

The World Health Organization 
predicts that more people will be af-
fected by depression than any other 
health problem by 2030. One in six 
people in the UK workplace experi-
ence depression, anxiety or stress, 
according to government figures.

Such mental health concerns also 
matter in an economic sense as 
mental health problems cost the UK 
economy more than £26 billion a 
year through lost working days, staff 
turnover and lower productivity.   

Mental health in the workplace 
is of increasing concern to human 
resources executives, according to 
research by Metlife employee bene-
fits. It found that 67 per cent of HR 
leaders are concerned about mental 
health in the workplace. The Metlife 
survey also revealed that more than 
half of the HR executives have found 
themselves in the position of a men-
tal health counsellor. 

Rachel Suff, public policy adviser 
at the Chartered Institute of Per-
sonnel and Development, believes 
these findings underline the need for 
line managers to be trained to spot 
the signs of mental ill-health. “How 
many organisations train their line 
managers in mental health? Our own 
research reveals that only three in ten 
organisations provide mental health 
training to managers,” she says.

One of HR’s major challenges is 
tackling the prejudices that face 
employees with mental health con-
ditions. More than half of UK em-
ployers wouldn’t hire someone with 
depression, according to the Mental 
Health Foundation. 

Ms Suff argues that HR must en-
sure an organisational framework 
is in place, which encompasses a 
wide spectrum of mental health 
conditions. “These policies need 
to be developed with occupational 
health,” she says. “An effective ap-
proach to mental health will have to 
take on board that staff have a va-
riety of conditions from anxiety to 
bipolar depression. It’s also about 
education, awareness and training 
for line managers.”

There is still a lot of work to be 
done to educate managers and 
co-workers about their fellow em-
ployees who may have mental 
health conditions. An Axa PPP 
Healthcare survey revealed that 
two-thirds of managers don’t be-
lieve stress, anxiety or depression is 
a serious enough reason for employ-
ees to take time off work. “There is 
still a lack of understanding and 
education around mental health. 

How people with mental health con-
ditions are portrayed in the media 
doesn’t help,” adds Ms Suff. 

HR professionals are integral to 
shaping the culture of an organisa-
tion and fostering openness about 
mental health, says Emma Mamo, 
head of workplace wellbeing at 
mental health charity Mind. “Rais-
ing awareness and promoting the 
available support channels show 
employees that wellbeing is valued 
and disclosure will lead to support. 
For managers, HR should provide 
training on how to spot the signs of 

mental health problems and offer 
ongoing advice for those supporting 
employees with mental health is-
sues, reminding them that solutions 
can be straightforward,” she says.

Attitudes towards mental health 
in the workplace are starting to 
change and some of the more pro-
gressive organisations have estab-
lished role models who champion 
mental health issues, train line 
managers to spot the signs of men-
tal illness in employees and offer 
counselling through employee as-
sistance programmes. 

The most innovative organisations 
adopt a holistic approach towards 
mental health, which embraces both 
prevention and intervention, says 
Poppy Jaman, programme director 
for City Mental Health Alliance, a 
coalition of City of London firms ad-
dressing the stigma of mental health 
in the workplace. “Many organisa-
tions look at what to do if someone 
is unwell, such as therapeutic coun-
selling and signposting, but there is 
not a lot of work done in creating a 
culture of openness around mental 
health in the workplace,” she says. 

Role models can play a pivotal role 
in creating a culture of acceptance 
around mental health at work. Such 
people are often in senior roles in 
the organisation and either have ex-
perienced a mental health problem, 
or have immediate family or friends 
with mental health conditions.  

“The more senior people come out 
and disclose, then the more support-
ive the work culture,” says Ms Suff. 
“These role models often set the 
tone for middle management and 
they are in an influential position. 
It’s usually a sign that mental health 
is being taken seriously at board 

MENTAL HEALTH
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level and it has a big impact on the 
culture of the organisation as it 
makes talking about mental health 
acceptable. It’s saying you can have 
a mental health condition and be an 
effective leader.”

Organisations cannot afford to ig-
nore the mental health of their work-
force as the cost to both their busi-
ness and the employee is too high, 
Ms Jaman concludes. “We know that 
mental ill-health is one of the leading 
causes of sickness absence and pre-
senteeism in the workplace, and so 
it makes complete financial sense for 
employers to both foster good mental 
health and to better support employ-
ees who are experiencing a mental 
health issue,” she says.

“The quicker an individual is 
supported, the more likely they 
are to make a positive and poten-
tially speedier return to work or 
full productivity.”

Share this article online via 
raconteur.net

One of HR’s 
major challenges 

is tackling the 
prejudices that 
face employees 

with mental health 
conditions

Since 2013, Barclays has been working to 
raise awareness of mental health in the 
workplace through its This is Me campaign.

“We started this campaign to address 
the social stigma around mental health and 
build awareness that our colleagues are 
successfully managing their mental health 
and wellness,” says Mark McLane, global 
head of diversity and inclusion at Barclays. 

The bank asked members of its diversity 
network if they wanted to be involved 

in the campaign. “Colleagues stepped 
forward and they self-edited their videos 
and had control of how much they wanted 
to share,” says Mr McLane.

Barclays has a This is Me intranet page 
for colleagues, who want to find out 
more about mental health, where they 
can find written and video case studies. 
“It’s about sharing stories in a simple, 
personal way using a social media type of 
approach,” he says.

There have been 60,000 visits to the 
website, more than 160 stories shared 
since 2013 and a 4 per cent increase in self-
identification in just two years. 

“It’s about building an inclusive 
environment,” says Mr McLane. “HR has 
a vital role in supporting the overall intent 
of our campaign. When employees come 
forward to talk about their mental health, 
then HR colleagues can signpost what 
is available and ensure we’ve the right 
guidance in place for line managers.”

CASE STUDY: BARCLAYS 

 Source: CIPD 2015
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Some organisations are now mov-
ing away from longer-term assign-
ments in favour of shorter projects 
designed to give employees specific 
international experience. Deloitte, 
for instance, has created three 
university-style campuses where 
top talent can be sent for up to two 
weeks, as well as undertaking pro-
jects from their home country. 

“The advantage of this approach is 
that it facilitates global networking 
and relationship-building without 
long-term moves, and can limit cost, 
administration and compliance 
risks,” says Andy Robb, a partner  
in the firm’s global employer servic-
es practice. 

There are a number of benefits for 
those organisations that are able to 
offer employees international expo-
sure. Research by IDC European Soft-
ware and Cornerstone OnDemand 
found nearly a fifth more people said 
they were happy in their job in organ-
isations that allowed internal mobil-
ity, while allowing such freedom of 
movement had a positive impact on 
growth in 28 per cent of cases. 

In the future, there’s likely to 
be more rather than less need for 
employees to gain experience of 
working overseas, says Gary Miles, 
director of international relations 
at Roffey Park leadership institute, 
with opportunities arising in South 
America, Asia and Africa. “Such 
assignments bring out all-round 
skills in employees as they develop 
cross-cultural insights and interna-
tional contacts,” he says. “They can 
be the forerunners of greater things 
to come or even result in some organ-
isations running more operations 
out of another part of the world.”

Repatriating people after an as-
signment can be particularly prob-
lematic and can throw up a number 
of challenges. “In some cases, the 
home country management has 
failed to allocate the assignee to a big 
enough role on their return, regard-
less of their growth overseas,” says 
Louise Fisher, Xerox’s HR director 
for Europe, the Middle East and Af-
rica. “I’ve also seen multiple cases 
of the assignee wanting to remain in 
the new country and limiting their 
opportunities for advancement as a 
result. Repatriation is as much a part 
of managing the assignee as the as-
signment itself.”

GLOBAL MOBILITY
NICK MARTINDALE

In an increasingly global world, 
managing international as-
signments has become an im-
portant part of the human re-

sources role. 
“Some industries use mobility 

as a developmental tool, especial-
ly for early-career employees on 
a high-potential track,” says Lisa 
Johnson, global practice leader in 
consulting services at Crown World 
Mobility. “However, some organisa-
tions have business models that rely 
on meeting their 
client contracts 
and needs around 
the world.”

Such placements 
are particularly 
common in sectors 
including profes-
sional services, IT, 
engineering and 
financial servic-
es, says Gerwyn 
Davies, policy ad-
viser at the Char-
tered Institute of 
Personnel and Development. “The 
EU and the US remain our biggest 
trading partners,” he says. “However, 
we have seen a sharp increase in the 
number of employees who are being 
sent to emerging markets, especially 
in the Middle East, Hong Kong and 
Singapore.”

But managing such assignments, 
whether temporary or longer term, 
presents a number of challenges 
for HR. An obvious consideration 
is safety. “Terrorist attacks, plane 
crashes, civil unrest, natural dis-
asters, epidemics, kidnapping and 
identity theft are just some risks 
that companies must take very se-

riously,” says Matthew Judge, group 
managing director at Anvil, opera-
tional and travel risk management 
specialists. Organisations have a 
duty to warn employees of any po-
tential dangers and to conduct ap-
propriate risk assessments, he adds. 

At a practical level, those heading 
overseas need support when they 
arrive in destinations and in help-
ing to settle in. “The key is to have 
support in the office where someone 
is placed, not just back at their orig-
inal office,” says Darren Minshall, 
UK group chief talent officer at Ha-
vas Media Group. “That way you can 
offer extra support when it is really 

needed, but the day 
to day is looked af-
ter from their cur-
rent ‘house’.”

HR needs to pay 
particular attention 
to helping people 
settle into life out-
side work, says Carl 
Redondo, leader of 
Aon’s global bene-
fits practice. “When 
moves are unsuc-
cessful, it is typi-
cally due to an un-

derestimate from the individual or 
employer about the change in overall 
environment,” he says. “There is a lot 
of focus on the role, but not enough 
on how the individual will spend 
their free time, how their family will 
cope, and the overall social and envi-
ronmental aspects.”

Stacie Groce, director of global 
mobility solutions at oil and gas re-
cruiter Airswift, says the issue of 
education can be particularly impor-
tant for those with families. “Those 
travelling with spouses and families 
will require additional support,” she 
says. “Ensuring the right education 
opportunities are available, being 

Organisations have 
a duty to warn 

employees of any 
potential dangers 
and to conduct 
appropriate risk 

assessments
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Taking care of   staff travelling abroad
Overseas postings and assignments can   make or break a career, so moves abroad must be carefully 
managed by human resources experts

able to introduce people to schools, 
informing them about term times 
and even paying the fees can be in-
credibly important.”

At the same time, HR needs to en-
sure employees based overseas do not 
feel isolated from their home country. 
“When you are abroad, you are cut off 
from a lot of conversations and people 
at home think you know what is going 
on,” says Professor Marie-Therese 
Claes, leader of CEMS Global Leader-
ship and Cross-Cultural Group. “It is 
the ex-pat’s role to keep their network 
active, but HR should keep in mind 
the people out there and provide 
them with extra information.” 

 Source: Brookfield Global Relocation Services 2016

Deutsche Telekom employs 
around 230,000 people around 
the world, and deploys talent 
in different countries both to 
meet customer demand and 
develop its employees. It has 
also recently developed a new 
framework for executives, which 
has international assignments of 
anything up to three years as a 
core requirement.

For human resources, this means 
having to get to grips with the 
practical issues. “HR needs to 
focus on the human side – is the 
employee taking family with them?” 
asks Sarah Sandbrook, HR director 
at T-Systems, the UK corporate 
customer arm of Deutsche Telekom.

“How will the employer support 
and equip the employee for a 
different business culture and 
living in a different culture? What 
management and leadership 
skills are needed? Training and 
coaching may be required; what 
made an employee successful in 
one country may not be the same 
in another country,” she says.

How much contact there 
is with the home country for 

those abroad depends on the 
length of the assignment, says 
Ms Sandbrook. “If the contract 
is for three years, the aim will be 
less about keeping in touch and 
more about helping the individual 
to make the most of where 
they are, while not severing ties 
completely,” she says. “At the point 
of coming back, thoughts will turn 
to reintegration.”

Ms Sandbrook believes the 
business gets a number of benefits 
from its approach to international 
assignments. “We can deploy our 
best talent where it is most needed, 
which helps us to grow more 
successfully, while employees are 
able to broaden their experience,” 
she says.

CASE STUDY: DEUTSCHE TELEKOM 
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CAREER IMPACT ON EMPLOYEES FROM WORKING OVERSEAS

60+

No impact Other

30-39

More rapid/frequent 
promotions

50-5940-49

More likely  
to leave

20-29

More likely to be 
a future leader

Male Female

GENDER

AGE

75%

11% 31% 38% 17%
3%

6%

25%

43% 23% 19% 9%



FUTURE OF HR raconteur.net12 RACONTEUR RACONTEUR raconteur.net 13FUTURE OF HR30 / 06 / 2016 30 / 06 / 2016

Some organisations are now mov-
ing away from longer-term assign-
ments in favour of shorter projects 
designed to give employees specific 
international experience. Deloitte, 
for instance, has created three 
university-style campuses where 
top talent can be sent for up to two 
weeks, as well as undertaking pro-
jects from their home country. 

“The advantage of this approach is 
that it facilitates global networking 
and relationship-building without 
long-term moves, and can limit cost, 
administration and compliance 
risks,” says Andy Robb, a partner  
in the firm’s global employer servic-
es practice. 

There are a number of benefits for 
those organisations that are able to 
offer employees international expo-
sure. Research by IDC European Soft-
ware and Cornerstone OnDemand 
found nearly a fifth more people said 
they were happy in their job in organ-
isations that allowed internal mobil-
ity, while allowing such freedom of 
movement had a positive impact on 
growth in 28 per cent of cases. 

In the future, there’s likely to 
be more rather than less need for 
employees to gain experience of 
working overseas, says Gary Miles, 
director of international relations 
at Roffey Park leadership institute, 
with opportunities arising in South 
America, Asia and Africa. “Such 
assignments bring out all-round 
skills in employees as they develop 
cross-cultural insights and interna-
tional contacts,” he says. “They can 
be the forerunners of greater things 
to come or even result in some organ-
isations running more operations 
out of another part of the world.”

Repatriating people after an as-
signment can be particularly prob-
lematic and can throw up a number 
of challenges. “In some cases, the 
home country management has 
failed to allocate the assignee to a big 
enough role on their return, regard-
less of their growth overseas,” says 
Louise Fisher, Xerox’s HR director 
for Europe, the Middle East and Af-
rica. “I’ve also seen multiple cases 
of the assignee wanting to remain in 
the new country and limiting their 
opportunities for advancement as a 
result. Repatriation is as much a part 
of managing the assignee as the as-
signment itself.”

GLOBAL MOBILITY
NICK MARTINDALE

In an increasingly global world, 
managing international as-
signments has become an im-
portant part of the human re-

sources role. 
“Some industries use mobility 

as a developmental tool, especial-
ly for early-career employees on 
a high-potential track,” says Lisa 
Johnson, global practice leader in 
consulting services at Crown World 
Mobility. “However, some organisa-
tions have business models that rely 
on meeting their 
client contracts 
and needs around 
the world.”

Such placements 
are particularly 
common in sectors 
including profes-
sional services, IT, 
engineering and 
financial servic-
es, says Gerwyn 
Davies, policy ad-
viser at the Char-
tered Institute of 
Personnel and Development. “The 
EU and the US remain our biggest 
trading partners,” he says. “However, 
we have seen a sharp increase in the 
number of employees who are being 
sent to emerging markets, especially 
in the Middle East, Hong Kong and 
Singapore.”

But managing such assignments, 
whether temporary or longer term, 
presents a number of challenges 
for HR. An obvious consideration 
is safety. “Terrorist attacks, plane 
crashes, civil unrest, natural dis-
asters, epidemics, kidnapping and 
identity theft are just some risks 
that companies must take very se-

riously,” says Matthew Judge, group 
managing director at Anvil, opera-
tional and travel risk management 
specialists. Organisations have a 
duty to warn employees of any po-
tential dangers and to conduct ap-
propriate risk assessments, he adds. 

At a practical level, those heading 
overseas need support when they 
arrive in destinations and in help-
ing to settle in. “The key is to have 
support in the office where someone 
is placed, not just back at their orig-
inal office,” says Darren Minshall, 
UK group chief talent officer at Ha-
vas Media Group. “That way you can 
offer extra support when it is really 

needed, but the day 
to day is looked af-
ter from their cur-
rent ‘house’.”

HR needs to pay 
particular attention 
to helping people 
settle into life out-
side work, says Carl 
Redondo, leader of 
Aon’s global bene-
fits practice. “When 
moves are unsuc-
cessful, it is typi-
cally due to an un-

derestimate from the individual or 
employer about the change in overall 
environment,” he says. “There is a lot 
of focus on the role, but not enough 
on how the individual will spend 
their free time, how their family will 
cope, and the overall social and envi-
ronmental aspects.”

Stacie Groce, director of global 
mobility solutions at oil and gas re-
cruiter Airswift, says the issue of 
education can be particularly impor-
tant for those with families. “Those 
travelling with spouses and families 
will require additional support,” she 
says. “Ensuring the right education 
opportunities are available, being 

Organisations have 
a duty to warn 

employees of any 
potential dangers 
and to conduct 
appropriate risk 

assessments
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Taking care of   staff travelling abroad
Overseas postings and assignments can   make or break a career, so moves abroad must be carefully 
managed by human resources experts

able to introduce people to schools, 
informing them about term times 
and even paying the fees can be in-
credibly important.”

At the same time, HR needs to en-
sure employees based overseas do not 
feel isolated from their home country. 
“When you are abroad, you are cut off 
from a lot of conversations and people 
at home think you know what is going 
on,” says Professor Marie-Therese 
Claes, leader of CEMS Global Leader-
ship and Cross-Cultural Group. “It is 
the ex-pat’s role to keep their network 
active, but HR should keep in mind 
the people out there and provide 
them with extra information.” 

 Source: Brookfield Global Relocation Services 2016

Deutsche Telekom employs 
around 230,000 people around 
the world, and deploys talent 
in different countries both to 
meet customer demand and 
develop its employees. It has 
also recently developed a new 
framework for executives, which 
has international assignments of 
anything up to three years as a 
core requirement.

For human resources, this means 
having to get to grips with the 
practical issues. “HR needs to 
focus on the human side – is the 
employee taking family with them?” 
asks Sarah Sandbrook, HR director 
at T-Systems, the UK corporate 
customer arm of Deutsche Telekom.

“How will the employer support 
and equip the employee for a 
different business culture and 
living in a different culture? What 
management and leadership 
skills are needed? Training and 
coaching may be required; what 
made an employee successful in 
one country may not be the same 
in another country,” she says.

How much contact there 
is with the home country for 

those abroad depends on the 
length of the assignment, says 
Ms Sandbrook. “If the contract 
is for three years, the aim will be 
less about keeping in touch and 
more about helping the individual 
to make the most of where 
they are, while not severing ties 
completely,” she says. “At the point 
of coming back, thoughts will turn 
to reintegration.”

Ms Sandbrook believes the 
business gets a number of benefits 
from its approach to international 
assignments. “We can deploy our 
best talent where it is most needed, 
which helps us to grow more 
successfully, while employees are 
able to broaden their experience,” 
she says.
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COMMERCIAL FEATURE

Computer-based personality 
and competency tests are 
increasingly used as a meth-
od of recruitment, but how 

accurate can these tests be? Is it pos-
sible for a computer to analyse how 
individuals will fit into a company? 

We’re all familiar with the Myers–
Briggs Type Indicator, which works 
on the assumption of four principal 
psychological functions by which 
humans experience the world – sen-
sation, intuition, feeling and think-
ing, and its forerunner, the Five-Fac-
tor Model, which focuses on five key 
personality traits. 

But the business world is increas-
ingly moving towards a computerised 
approach. “In the last two years, more 
data has been generated than in the 
rest of the world’s entire history. Nat-
urally this has had a massive impact 
on human ability to produce and ap-
ply robust insights to improve a com-
pany’s performance across almost all 
industries and sectors, not least HR,” 
says Tom Marsden, chief executive of 
hiring analytics company Saberr.

These insights can be impressive. 
In a University of Cambridge study 
last year, researchers found that a 

computer could more accurately 
predict a person’s personality than 
a work colleague by analysing just 
ten Facebook likes. The researchers 
think this sort of artificial intelli-
gence (AI) has the capacity to gain 
a better insight into our personality 
than close companions, not to men-
tion potential bosses. 

“At the moment, analysis of your 
average social media user can predict 
personality type to approximately 75 
per cent accuracy but, though it’s 
getting closer, someone’s social foot-
print, for example, is not as accurate 
as an online test for understanding 
personality,” says Mr Marsden.

Matt Roberts, chief executive of 
the Directors Online Network, is 
a big fan of psychometric testing. 
“We’ve used it for years and, al-
though it doesn’t tell you someone is 
going to be perfect for a job, it tells 
you if they’ll be wrong for it, and 
where you’re likely to get the most 
out of them,” he says. “We look at 
someone who’s doing a job well and 
try to understand their profile, then 
recruit similar people. 

“It works for some roles better than 
others, but I’ve only gone against the 
profile for sales staff twice – and re-
gretted it both times.”

There is a school of thought that 
says algorithms will replace humans 
across a significant portion of the re-
cruitment process in the future. 

Mr Marsden says: “The role of the 
recruiter is likely to become more 
strategic to understand the basis of 
the algorithm, to check for bias and to 
review results. This isn’t to say there 
is no future for the human element of 
recruitment, it’s just that much like 
other industries, accounting for exam-
ple, it will evolve. It’s therefore increas-
ingly important for organisations to 
frequently reflect upon how comput-
er-generated analytics can strengthen 
their existing HR strategies.” 

As such, it should be treated as 
“another voice in the room” when 

making a decision about a per-
son’s career. “But human judgment 
is required to understand how to 
combine that insight with other 
available perspectives and make a 
decision,” he says.

Charles Hipps, chief executive 
and founder of recruitment tech 
company WCN, says: “There are 
now thousands of data points 
available that can help with pro-
filing an applicant by keeping 
them engaged and enabling them 
to make decisions. Picked with job 
descriptions in mind, the exami-
nation of results can be analysed 
in more evolved ways than tradi-
tional psychometric tests.”

The key to doing this well, says 
Mr Hipps, “is to focus on gathering 
high-quality intelligence and to be-
come smarter and more immersive”. 
To this end, more and more firms are 
utilising multimedia techniques, 
such as video interviews and gamifi-
cation. “This helps to maintain mo-
mentum with candidates, allowing 
employers to sell brand values and 
letting candidates determine if they 
are a good fit for them and vice ver-
sa,” he says.

AI is unlikely to ever be able to pre-
dict fully how a team of people can 
or will work together. “People also 
change over time,” says Mr Mars-
den, “which is the wonderful thing 
about being human.” However, we 
also know that we don’t change rad-
ically or regularly. Even much of our 
irrational behaviour is consistent, 
and we are also hugely influenced by 
our social group and surroundings. 
“AI can already help us understand 
ourselves better, especially in the 
context of the people we work with 
and our work surroundings,” says 
Mr Marsden. 

There is a growing trend of or-
ganisations adopting the approach 
of hiring for “culture fit” and then 
training people to be successful in 
their roles.  

Youyou Wu, a researcher on the 
University of Cambridge project, be-

PERSONALITY TESTING
HAZEL DAVIS 

lieves it’s possible to use a computer-
ised approach to company culture. 
“Companies could choose to charac-
terise their current top performers 
for each job category and find can-
didates with a similar personality,” 
she says. “They could also study ex-
isting teams to see what personality 
compositions tend to optimise the 
team dynamic and efficiency, and 
recruit and group potential employ-
ees accordingly.” 

David D’Souza, the Chartered In-
stitute of Personnel and Develop-
ment’s London head, is sceptical. 
“The claims around the accuracy of 
computer-based personality tests 
vary significantly and market forc-
es, understandably, drive a lot of the 
claims,” he says. 

“While most companies have their 
own ‘values’ that they put in the an-
nual report, in reality the lived val-
ues of the organisation are normally 
very different. Understanding how 
people might fit in with the com-
plexity of sub-cultures within an or-
ganisation, each with their own pol-
itics and social norms, is far harder 
than matching people to how the 
organisation might like to see itself.”

Also most tests contain a margin 
of error that would surprise the 
people undergoing them. “Their 
usage as a supporting data point in 
a key hiring decision makes sense, 
but basing decisions on them alone 
would not be best practice,” says 
Mr D’Souza.

“If you like the candidate, then you 
are likely to ignore or dismiss the re-
sults of a test saying they are a bad fit. 
If first impressions were poor, then 
the result of testing or profiling may 
well be ignored. From a candidate’s 
point of view, it can be a very dehu-
manising experience, realising that 
the answers you give to a select group 
of questions will determine your 
likelihood to be selected for a role.”

Can a computer know 
who is the best fit?
Should a computer really be entrusted with selecting the  
best candidate for an important job?

Share this article online via 
raconteur.net

EXAMPLE PERSONALITY TRAITS AND ASSOCIATED 
FACEBOOK LIKES 
Based on the University of Cambridge study of social-media personalities

Source: University of Cambridge 2015
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EMPOWER AND ENGAGE: HOW HR CAN 
WIN THE TALENT WAR IN THE DIGITAL AGE
Karen Minicozzi, vice president of human capital management product strategy in Europe, the Middle East and Africa, at 
Workday tells how to retain top talent

We’ve all read and heard a lot 
about millennials and digital 
natives, and how these 

generations are serial job hoppers 
who have come to represent the 
transitory nature of the workplace. 
And, while it may drive some 
interesting headlines, of course the 
truth is not quite as black and white.

If I were to ask you to take a guess 
at how engaged the global workforce 
actually is while at work, what would 
you think? Well, according to the 
Gallup polling firm, only 13 per cent 
of workers surveyed considered 
themselves “highly engaged”. The 
same study found that upwards of half 
the workforce would not recommend 
their employer to their peers. 

If you add to this the findings of 
a recent AMA study that discovered 
52 per cent of managers “see 
their employees as less loyal than 
five years ago”, then we can see a 
picture of general workplace apathy 
emerging which we cannot simply 
blame on the millennials. 

We’re entering an era where 
workers are thinking more about how 
they build a broader range of skills 
and create new experiences, rather 
than just climbing the career ladder 
and achieving an annual pay increase. 

The connected world continually 
creates career opportunities via 
tools such as LinkedIn and other 
social channels. The challenge for 
human resources is attracting, 
developing and retaining talent in a 
market where the next opportunity 
is potentially just a click away. 
These issues lead HR to question 
how it is approaching areas such as 
people management and leadership 
development for all employees. 

One possible solution is ensuring HR 
is fighting fire with fire. Citing research 
from Goldman Sachs, millennials are 
not prepared to work using the same 
systems and processes that previous 
generations have. They live and breathe 
technology, and expect their employers 
to provide digital and social tools that 
resemble the platforms they use in 
their private lives, such as Facebook 
and Instagram. 

It could be argued that the same 
technology which leads them to 
social networks and the wealth of 
online recruiters can also be used 
as a tool of engagement within the 
business’s four walls. Let’s explore 
three key areas that can help HR 
leaders better engage, not just 
millennials and their digital cohorts, 
but the entire workforce.

EMPOWERMENT
More than six in ten digital natives 
recently told Deloitte that their 
“leadership skills were not being fully 
developed by their employer”. While 
you can’t stop an employee from 
leaving if they want to, you can make 
them feel like they’re in control of 
their own career trajectory, and give 
them the tools and information to 
understand their development areas.

Traditionally, data has been kept in the 
hands of the few rather than the many 
and getting access to it could be a long, 
painful process using tools which were 
not user friendly. HR and its business 
partners should be thinking about how 
they can open up and democratise data 
across their organisation, using tools 
based on the consumer web which push 
access to information to the front line 
where employees will be looking to use it.

By giving employees access to 
systems which look and feel like the 
tools they use outside the office, 
HR can reduce the time it takes to 
do simple administrative tasks and 
improve employee engagement with 
the HR function. Similarly, mobile is 
now something workers expect and it’s 
important to make HR tools available 
to employees via the channels they 
expect to drive engagement. 

CULTURE 
Employees are increasingly looking 
for new career opportunities that 
fit their own personal interests, and 
deliver fulfilment and purpose. For 
this reason HR should think about 
what we at Workday call a “culture 
of opportunity”. 

This means being less 
stringent about policies or rigidly 
structured career paths and being 
more transparent about new 
opportunities that exist within 
their organisation. Crucially, 
this means giving employees the 
tools that provide a personalised 
view of these opportunities, such 
as understanding which other 
employees held similar positions in 
the past and what trajectory their 
careers took. 

FEEDBACK 
Promoting and acting with 
transparency is also crucial in 
engaging employees and stimulating 
the workforce. Employees want to 
be heard, and having the capability 
for HR to gauge the views of the 
workforce quickly via digital tools 
can be an easy way to understand the 
concerns of employees so that they 
can be addressed. 

This is not always evident at some 
companies, particularly with the 
annual performance review, which 
is fast becoming redundant. Due to 
the speed at which employee roles 
change, having a single annual review 
can also be insufficient and demoralise 
employees, while restricting feedback 
sessions to only one or two sessions a 
year can be equally demotivating.

Measuring an employee’s 
performance, whether stellar or 
pointing to areas for improvement, 
should not be carried out in 
isolation. The tools now exist that 
allow HR to capture, measure 
and aggregate information in real 
time, creating an environment 
which drives regular feedback and 
puts the process in the hands of 
the employee so they can actively 
participate in their development. 

PwC believes that by 2020 
millennials will account for almost 
half the global workforce, which gives 
today’s HR leaders a narrow window 
to get this right for all employees. 
Businesses need HR leaders who are 
capable of becoming change agents, 
creating working cultures which 
inspire collaboration, transparency 
and employee empowerment. That 
means a shift in culture, and a greater 
understanding of how technology can 
enable the real-time feedback and 
access to information the workforce 
truly craves.

For more information please visit
www.workday.com/uk

RIGHT 
Karen Minicozzi
Workday

Businesses need HR leaders 
who are capable of becoming 
change agents, creating 
working cultures which inspire 
collaboration, transparency and 
employee empowerment
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Computer-based personality 
and competency tests are 
increasingly used as a meth-
od of recruitment, but how 

accurate can these tests be? Is it pos-
sible for a computer to analyse how 
individuals will fit into a company? 

We’re all familiar with the Myers–
Briggs Type Indicator, which works 
on the assumption of four principal 
psychological functions by which 
humans experience the world – sen-
sation, intuition, feeling and think-
ing, and its forerunner, the Five-Fac-
tor Model, which focuses on five key 
personality traits. 

But the business world is increas-
ingly moving towards a computerised 
approach. “In the last two years, more 
data has been generated than in the 
rest of the world’s entire history. Nat-
urally this has had a massive impact 
on human ability to produce and ap-
ply robust insights to improve a com-
pany’s performance across almost all 
industries and sectors, not least HR,” 
says Tom Marsden, chief executive of 
hiring analytics company Saberr.

These insights can be impressive. 
In a University of Cambridge study 
last year, researchers found that a 

computer could more accurately 
predict a person’s personality than 
a work colleague by analysing just 
ten Facebook likes. The researchers 
think this sort of artificial intelli-
gence (AI) has the capacity to gain 
a better insight into our personality 
than close companions, not to men-
tion potential bosses. 

“At the moment, analysis of your 
average social media user can predict 
personality type to approximately 75 
per cent accuracy but, though it’s 
getting closer, someone’s social foot-
print, for example, is not as accurate 
as an online test for understanding 
personality,” says Mr Marsden.

Matt Roberts, chief executive of 
the Directors Online Network, is 
a big fan of psychometric testing. 
“We’ve used it for years and, al-
though it doesn’t tell you someone is 
going to be perfect for a job, it tells 
you if they’ll be wrong for it, and 
where you’re likely to get the most 
out of them,” he says. “We look at 
someone who’s doing a job well and 
try to understand their profile, then 
recruit similar people. 

“It works for some roles better than 
others, but I’ve only gone against the 
profile for sales staff twice – and re-
gretted it both times.”

There is a school of thought that 
says algorithms will replace humans 
across a significant portion of the re-
cruitment process in the future. 

Mr Marsden says: “The role of the 
recruiter is likely to become more 
strategic to understand the basis of 
the algorithm, to check for bias and to 
review results. This isn’t to say there 
is no future for the human element of 
recruitment, it’s just that much like 
other industries, accounting for exam-
ple, it will evolve. It’s therefore increas-
ingly important for organisations to 
frequently reflect upon how comput-
er-generated analytics can strengthen 
their existing HR strategies.” 

As such, it should be treated as 
“another voice in the room” when 

making a decision about a per-
son’s career. “But human judgment 
is required to understand how to 
combine that insight with other 
available perspectives and make a 
decision,” he says.

Charles Hipps, chief executive 
and founder of recruitment tech 
company WCN, says: “There are 
now thousands of data points 
available that can help with pro-
filing an applicant by keeping 
them engaged and enabling them 
to make decisions. Picked with job 
descriptions in mind, the exami-
nation of results can be analysed 
in more evolved ways than tradi-
tional psychometric tests.”

The key to doing this well, says 
Mr Hipps, “is to focus on gathering 
high-quality intelligence and to be-
come smarter and more immersive”. 
To this end, more and more firms are 
utilising multimedia techniques, 
such as video interviews and gamifi-
cation. “This helps to maintain mo-
mentum with candidates, allowing 
employers to sell brand values and 
letting candidates determine if they 
are a good fit for them and vice ver-
sa,” he says.

AI is unlikely to ever be able to pre-
dict fully how a team of people can 
or will work together. “People also 
change over time,” says Mr Mars-
den, “which is the wonderful thing 
about being human.” However, we 
also know that we don’t change rad-
ically or regularly. Even much of our 
irrational behaviour is consistent, 
and we are also hugely influenced by 
our social group and surroundings. 
“AI can already help us understand 
ourselves better, especially in the 
context of the people we work with 
and our work surroundings,” says 
Mr Marsden. 

There is a growing trend of or-
ganisations adopting the approach 
of hiring for “culture fit” and then 
training people to be successful in 
their roles.  

Youyou Wu, a researcher on the 
University of Cambridge project, be-

PERSONALITY TESTING
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lieves it’s possible to use a computer-
ised approach to company culture. 
“Companies could choose to charac-
terise their current top performers 
for each job category and find can-
didates with a similar personality,” 
she says. “They could also study ex-
isting teams to see what personality 
compositions tend to optimise the 
team dynamic and efficiency, and 
recruit and group potential employ-
ees accordingly.” 

David D’Souza, the Chartered In-
stitute of Personnel and Develop-
ment’s London head, is sceptical. 
“The claims around the accuracy of 
computer-based personality tests 
vary significantly and market forc-
es, understandably, drive a lot of the 
claims,” he says. 

“While most companies have their 
own ‘values’ that they put in the an-
nual report, in reality the lived val-
ues of the organisation are normally 
very different. Understanding how 
people might fit in with the com-
plexity of sub-cultures within an or-
ganisation, each with their own pol-
itics and social norms, is far harder 
than matching people to how the 
organisation might like to see itself.”

Also most tests contain a margin 
of error that would surprise the 
people undergoing them. “Their 
usage as a supporting data point in 
a key hiring decision makes sense, 
but basing decisions on them alone 
would not be best practice,” says 
Mr D’Souza.

“If you like the candidate, then you 
are likely to ignore or dismiss the re-
sults of a test saying they are a bad fit. 
If first impressions were poor, then 
the result of testing or profiling may 
well be ignored. From a candidate’s 
point of view, it can be a very dehu-
manising experience, realising that 
the answers you give to a select group 
of questions will determine your 
likelihood to be selected for a role.”

Can a computer know 
who is the best fit?
Should a computer really be entrusted with selecting the  
best candidate for an important job?
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EXAMPLE PERSONALITY TRAITS AND ASSOCIATED 
FACEBOOK LIKES 
Based on the University of Cambridge study of social-media personalities

Source: University of Cambridge 2015
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COMMERCIAL FEATURE

EMPOWER AND ENGAGE: HOW HR CAN 
WIN THE TALENT WAR IN THE DIGITAL AGE
Karen Minicozzi, vice president of human capital management product strategy in Europe, the Middle East and Africa, at 
Workday tells how to retain top talent

We’ve all read and heard a lot 
about millennials and digital 
natives, and how these 

generations are serial job hoppers 
who have come to represent the 
transitory nature of the workplace. 
And, while it may drive some 
interesting headlines, of course the 
truth is not quite as black and white.

If I were to ask you to take a guess 
at how engaged the global workforce 
actually is while at work, what would 
you think? Well, according to the 
Gallup polling firm, only 13 per cent 
of workers surveyed considered 
themselves “highly engaged”. The 
same study found that upwards of half 
the workforce would not recommend 
their employer to their peers. 

If you add to this the findings of 
a recent AMA study that discovered 
52 per cent of managers “see 
their employees as less loyal than 
five years ago”, then we can see a 
picture of general workplace apathy 
emerging which we cannot simply 
blame on the millennials. 

We’re entering an era where 
workers are thinking more about how 
they build a broader range of skills 
and create new experiences, rather 
than just climbing the career ladder 
and achieving an annual pay increase. 

The connected world continually 
creates career opportunities via 
tools such as LinkedIn and other 
social channels. The challenge for 
human resources is attracting, 
developing and retaining talent in a 
market where the next opportunity 
is potentially just a click away. 
These issues lead HR to question 
how it is approaching areas such as 
people management and leadership 
development for all employees. 

One possible solution is ensuring HR 
is fighting fire with fire. Citing research 
from Goldman Sachs, millennials are 
not prepared to work using the same 
systems and processes that previous 
generations have. They live and breathe 
technology, and expect their employers 
to provide digital and social tools that 
resemble the platforms they use in 
their private lives, such as Facebook 
and Instagram. 

It could be argued that the same 
technology which leads them to 
social networks and the wealth of 
online recruiters can also be used 
as a tool of engagement within the 
business’s four walls. Let’s explore 
three key areas that can help HR 
leaders better engage, not just 
millennials and their digital cohorts, 
but the entire workforce.

EMPOWERMENT
More than six in ten digital natives 
recently told Deloitte that their 
“leadership skills were not being fully 
developed by their employer”. While 
you can’t stop an employee from 
leaving if they want to, you can make 
them feel like they’re in control of 
their own career trajectory, and give 
them the tools and information to 
understand their development areas.

Traditionally, data has been kept in the 
hands of the few rather than the many 
and getting access to it could be a long, 
painful process using tools which were 
not user friendly. HR and its business 
partners should be thinking about how 
they can open up and democratise data 
across their organisation, using tools 
based on the consumer web which push 
access to information to the front line 
where employees will be looking to use it.

By giving employees access to 
systems which look and feel like the 
tools they use outside the office, 
HR can reduce the time it takes to 
do simple administrative tasks and 
improve employee engagement with 
the HR function. Similarly, mobile is 
now something workers expect and it’s 
important to make HR tools available 
to employees via the channels they 
expect to drive engagement. 

CULTURE 
Employees are increasingly looking 
for new career opportunities that 
fit their own personal interests, and 
deliver fulfilment and purpose. For 
this reason HR should think about 
what we at Workday call a “culture 
of opportunity”. 

This means being less 
stringent about policies or rigidly 
structured career paths and being 
more transparent about new 
opportunities that exist within 
their organisation. Crucially, 
this means giving employees the 
tools that provide a personalised 
view of these opportunities, such 
as understanding which other 
employees held similar positions in 
the past and what trajectory their 
careers took. 

FEEDBACK 
Promoting and acting with 
transparency is also crucial in 
engaging employees and stimulating 
the workforce. Employees want to 
be heard, and having the capability 
for HR to gauge the views of the 
workforce quickly via digital tools 
can be an easy way to understand the 
concerns of employees so that they 
can be addressed. 

This is not always evident at some 
companies, particularly with the 
annual performance review, which 
is fast becoming redundant. Due to 
the speed at which employee roles 
change, having a single annual review 
can also be insufficient and demoralise 
employees, while restricting feedback 
sessions to only one or two sessions a 
year can be equally demotivating.

Measuring an employee’s 
performance, whether stellar or 
pointing to areas for improvement, 
should not be carried out in 
isolation. The tools now exist that 
allow HR to capture, measure 
and aggregate information in real 
time, creating an environment 
which drives regular feedback and 
puts the process in the hands of 
the employee so they can actively 
participate in their development. 

PwC believes that by 2020 
millennials will account for almost 
half the global workforce, which gives 
today’s HR leaders a narrow window 
to get this right for all employees. 
Businesses need HR leaders who are 
capable of becoming change agents, 
creating working cultures which 
inspire collaboration, transparency 
and employee empowerment. That 
means a shift in culture, and a greater 
understanding of how technology can 
enable the real-time feedback and 
access to information the workforce 
truly craves.

For more information please visit
www.workday.com/uk
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Businesses need HR leaders 
who are capable of becoming 
change agents, creating 
working cultures which inspire 
collaboration, transparency and 
employee empowerment
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