


PRAISE FOR   
DIGITAL HR STRATEGY

‘Soumyasanto Sen has done a masterful job of weaving together the emerging 

digital agenda for business and HR. He reports how business and HR will have to 

transform to have sustainable impact. This is an outstanding compendium of 

new-age thinking and action.’

Dave Ulrich, Rensis Likert Professor, Ross School of Business, University 
of Michigan, and Partner, The RBL Group

‘Digital HR Strategy is a comprehensive and useful book that shows any 

organization how to understand the vast impact of digital business on all aspects 

of work, organizations and HR.’

Josh Bersin, Global Industry Analyst

‘We are in the midst of the Digital Age as organizations and as individuals. It can 

make people feel overwhelmed, unequipped and afraid because they lack clarity 

about how it affects them and their work. In this book, Soumyasanto Sen eases 

that anxiety and gives people solid connections on how they can thrive 

personally, organizationally and as a culture. His strategic approach is tangible 

and applicable to all industries. I thoroughly enjoyed Digital HR Strategy and 

will be using it as a basis for how to embrace the digital reality of today and 

the future.’

Steve Browne, SHRM-SCP, Vice President of Human Resources, LaRosa’s, 
Inc, and author, HR on Purpose

‘As we undergo a new industrial revolution, the digital economy is transforming 

every aspect of how we live, operate and work in society. It can be easy to feel 

overwhelmed by the rapid pace of disruption, but in Digital HR Strategy, global 

influencer, author and thought leader Soumyasanto Sen brings his experience and 

expertise to the fore, and offers a practical, innovative guide to navigating this 

often uncertain landscape. In far-reaching detail, Sen expertly illustrates how to 

construct a sustainable digital transformation strategy – one that both harnesses 

technology and cyber innovation while keeping people at the heart of everything 

they do. In the spirit of collaboration, Sen draws on his all-encompassing 
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knowledge, drawing together the myriad factors driving change that combine to 

create a digital-ready workforce. Any business leader, learner or HR professional 

with an interest in the ways digital transformation intersects with human 

capabilities will benefit from this compelling volume. In Digital HR Strategy, Sen has 

authored a stimulating read and makes a unique, significant contribution to the 

dynamic arena of HR research.’

Ester Martinez, CEO and Editor-in-Chief, People Matters

‘Work, workers and workplaces are all evolving from the analogue world to the 

digital. The HR function will need to lead the transformation, but to do that it 

needs to transform itself. Digital HR Strategy outlines the possibilities.’

Abhijit Bhaduri, Digital transformation coach, author, The Digital Tsunami, 
and host of the podcast Dreamers & Unicorns by PeopleStrong

‘The story of digital HR transformation is about much more than technology. It’s 

about having the right mindset, it’s about working with and for employees and 

it’s about leveraging people data for good. It certainly isn’t about taking the 

same tired old analogue processes and simply digitizing them. Above all this, 

digital is a wonderful opportunity for HR to make a difference – to the business, 

to the workforce and to the function itself. Soumyasanto Sen captures all this 

and much, much more in Digital HR Strategy. I am sure that this book will be read 

and read again by HR leaders seeking to make a difference in their 

organizations.’

David Green, writer, speaker and consultant on people analytics and the 
future of work, and Executive Director, Insight222

‘Soumyasanto Sen is a thought leader in HR technology – this is a first-rate book.’

Gautam Ghosh, HR thought leader and influencer, and ex-Director, Talent 
Branding, Flipkart

‘Soumyasanto Sen’s book is a welcome guide to HR’s long-needed 

transformation to become a strategic engine for success through humans. The 

author asks the right questions and proposes an excellent blend of ideas, 

methods and tools. He dares to take on the concrete migration to a post-

Ulrichian world where many rules are still unwritten and many solutions are still 

available. An enjoyable read, which puts the humans in the centre of technology. 

It is easily accessible and highly recommended also for newbies in the area of 

digital strategy.’

Frode Hvaring, Chair, Digital Leadership Lab, Geneva Business School
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‘The biggest innovation in this book for the entire HRM discipline is that 

Soumyasanto Sen is not a replica of what I call the “digital HR reincarnation 

crowd”. Typically, when HR reincarnators write about digital HRM they pretend 

that digitization is just another HR function, just a little more technical and agile. 

But this book shows that this might be a false notion. The author presents an 

entirely new path to digitizing HRM, with changed paradigms and premises. The 

new world he is talking about is in the midst of a risky and unusual 

metamorphosis into a new digital reality, where HR models of the past are not 

capable of coping with the new world. When companies decide to build an HRM 

system that fits the next generation, they can’t afford to ignore this book. It 

delivers a blueprint for implementing new principles of digital HRM in practice 

and offers a great opportunity to completely rethink the HR function.’

Kai Reinhardt, Professor for Business Administration, Organizational 
Behaviour and HR, HTW Berlin

‘The area of digital transformation is fraught with misconceptions and failed 

attempts to apply a 20th-century mindset to modern organizations. In Digital HR 

Strategy, Soumyasanto Sen looks to unravel this and provides a useful guidebook 

for HR practitioners and organization builders.’

Andrew Spence, Workforce Strategist, Glass Bead Consulting

‘The organizational world is changing fast. Technology is an important driver for 

transformations. HR can contribute a lot to successful transformations, and at 

the same time HR is transforming as well. In his book Soumyasanto Sen guides 

us through the basic as well as more advanced elements of digital HR. Both HR 

and business leaders can learn a lot from his structured approach.’

Tom Haak, Director, HR Trend Institute

‘To truly reinvent work we need to drastically revisit the way we recruit and 

manage talent in order to unleash the real potential of the networked business, 

that sense of purpose and meaning that will allow people and communities to 

thrive. We are a society driven by digital technology that has completely enabled 

and transformed how we work – at an unprecedented scale. The advent of AI 

will decimate vast amounts of the economy where routine job functions will be 

automated, creating a shift for HR functions struggling to cope with people 

innovation, pace of change, exponential technologies and always-on to a 

Star-Trek world that thrives in this new digital normal. Soumyasanto Sen’s Digital 

HR Strategy is a must-read as we enter this new digital age in organizational 

design and human experience.’

Marc Coleman, Founder and CEO, UNLEASH
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‘Digital HR Strategy is for me a cumulative knowledge repository that provides 

ample context, structured knowledge flow, comprehensive diagrams and useful 

summaries throughout. This book is the best reference to everything the 

enlightened HR professional needs to embark on a powerful journey to 

becoming a financial value creator – embracing the very technologies that have 

propelled our sales, marketing and software development functions to mission-

critical prominence. Soumyasanto Sen is one of our industry’s most thorough 

and learned thinkers advancing the HR discipline. And his extraordinarily 

comprehensive book is the best preparation to navigate your own digital 

transformation.’

Jeff Wellstead, VP of People Operations, ONI

‘Gives an amazing clarity and clear guidance on how to design a digital HR 

strategy that is sustainable in this VUCA world. This masterpiece from 

Soumyasanto Sen is a must-read for CHROs, digital transformation leaders and 

HR practitioners who want to lead their organizations to a sustainable digital 

future. With its extremely well-researched and practical digital HR strategies and 

frameworks, it is also ideal for management students in management schools.’

Bala Asirvatham, Founder and Managing Partner, FutureXeed

‘Technology is a great enabler for increasing productivity and driving excellence. 

However, if not used wisely it is also a great source of the social isolation that 

many organizations struggle with at their workplaces. Soumyasanto Sen’s book 

is a very important and timely publication on how to drive digital HR 

transformation and equip HR leaders and practitioners to prepare their 

organizations for the future. If you are interested in building an innovative, 

people-centric organization this book is a must-read – after all, we are at a 

melting point where both technology and people must work together for a 

higher level of productivity; hence HR has the best opportunities to be more 

strategic and a driver of business outcomes.’

Mihaly Nagy, Founder and CEO, The HR Congress

iv



Digital HR Strategy
Achieving sustainable transformation 
in the digital age

Soumyasanto Sen

v



Publisher’s note
Every possible effort has been made to ensure that the information contained in this book 
is accurate at the time of going to press, and the publisher and author cannot accept 
responsibility for any errors or omissions, however caused. No responsibility for loss or 
damage occasioned to any person acting, or refraining from action, as a result of the ma­
terial in this publication can be accepted by the editor, the publisher or the author.

First published in Great Britain and the United States in 2020 by Kogan Page Limited

Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of research or private study, or criticism or review, as 
permitted under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, this publication may only be repro­
duced, stored or transmitted, in any form or by any means, with the prior permission in writing of 
the publishers, or in the case of reprographic reproduction in accordance with the terms and li­
cences issued by the CLA. Enquiries concerning reproduction outside these terms should be sent 
to the publishers at the undermentioned addresses:

2nd Floor, 45 Gee Street
London
EC1V 3RS
United Kingdom

www.koganpage.com

122 W 27th St, 10th Floor
New York, NY 10001
USA

4737/23 Ansari Road
Daryaganj
New Delhi 110002
India

© Soumyasanto Sen, 2020

The right of Soumyasanto Sen to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him 
in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Hardback	 978 1 78966 124 8
Paperback	 978 1 78966 122 4
eBook	 978 1 78966 123 1

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

A CIP record for this book is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Sen, Soumyasanto, author.  
Title: Digital HR strategy : achieving sustainable transformation in the 
   digital age / Soumyasanto Sen.  
Description: 1st Edition. | New York : Kogan Page, 2020. | Includes 
   bibliographical references and index. | 
Identifiers: LCCN 2019052533 (print) | LCCN 2019052534 (ebook) | ISBN 
   9781789661224 (paperback) | ISBN 9781789661248 (hardback) | ISBN 
   9781789661231 (ebook)  
Subjects: LCSH: Personnel management–Technological innovations. | 
   Information technology–Management. 
Classification: LCC HF5549.5.T33 S46 2020  (print) | LCC HF5549.5.T33  
   (ebook) | DDC 658.300285–dc23

Typeset by Integra Software Services, Pondicherry
Print production managed by Jellyfish
Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon CR0 4YY

vi

http://www.koganpage.com


	 CONTENTS

About the author  x

Preface  xi

Introduction  1

PART ONE  Revolution  7

01	 Growing the digital economy alongside disruptions  11

Objectives  11

Overview of the digital economy and the new industrial age  11

Disruptions across industries and functions  15

Impact on future work models and the workforce  20

People are at the centre of the digital world  25

Summary  28

References  30

02	 The need for transformation and having the right 
mindset  32

Objectives  32

The fast-changing uncertain world  32

What does transformation mean?  37

Growth mindsets in the digital age  43

Why we need to adapt or die  49

Summary  53

References  56

03	 The game changers: culture, data and strategy  57

Objectives  57

Transformation starts with a change in culture  57

Towards a data-driven transformation with analytics  62

Positioning strategic HR in the business  70

Building a sustainable agile digital strategy for HR  76

vii



Contentsviii

Summary  81

References  84

04	 Creating value propositions that are fit for purpose  85

Objectives  85

One size does not fit all  85

Considering the multidimensional operating models  89

Enabling sensible business efficiency and value  98

Achieving effective functional excellence  103

Summary  108

References  110

PART TWO  Survival  111

05	 The demand for the human-centric experience  115

Objectives  115

Forgetting the human in human resources  115

Focusing on inspiring employee moments and experiences  121

Designing future workplaces  128

Importance of relationships and wellbeing programmes  134

Summary  140

References  143

06	 Evolving the future of work, jobs and the workforce  144

Objectives  144

The basis for the future of work and the need for adaptive 
working  144

The impact of the gig economy and the next generation in 
jobs  150

Preparing HR for the future of work, jobs and the workforce  158

Summary  162

References  164

07	 Ongoing augmentation, reskilling and collaboration  166

Objectives  166

The rise of automation, artificial intelligence and 
augmentation  166



Contents ix

Reskilling imperative and solutions for organizations  173

The future of human and machine collaboration  177

Ethics, protection, risks and humanity  185

Summary  191

References  193

PART THREE  Sustainability  195

08	 Recreating the organization as a living organism  199

Objectives  199

Evolution of modern organizations and movements  199

Transforming an organization from a machine to a living 
system  207

Enabling a responsive and sustainable organization  214

Summary  223

References  225

09	 Driven by innovation and led by people  227

Objectives  227

Unlocking new values with innovation  227

Leadership and diversity in this VUCA world  239

Establishing the innovation culture  246

Summary  253

References  255

10	 A sustainable evolution and a fairer society  257

Objectives  257

Caring for sustainable development and creating a fairer 
society  257

Growing ecosystems and social capital  267

Community-driven learning in organizations  274

Summary  281

References  283

Conclusion  284

Index  290



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Soumyasanto Sen is the Founder and Future of Work 
Strategist at People Conscience, providing advice in 
communities dealing with digital transformation, the 
new world of work and HR strategy. He is an INSEAD 
alumnus and currently also an HR IT Programme 
Manager at a large health care company. Prior to this 
he was Global HR IT Manager at one of the largest 
automobile companies and Senior Consultant in IBM 

Global Business Services, working globally across the world. He is a known 
conference speaker, commentator and influencer in all aspects of HR tech-
nology, digital transformation, people analytics and the future of work.

Soumyasanto is currently engaged in AI-driven analytics, cultural ana-
lytics, human and machine collaboration, next-gen organizations, the gig 
economy and future of work initiatives, research and programmes for 
people-centric businesses and transformations around the world.

x



PREFACE

We are living in an uncertain world that is changing at a very rapid pace 
with an overload of information and a continual rise in technologies. This 
demands changes in the way we live, communicate, share knowledge, work 
and even on how we manage relationships. The biggest challenge is that 
organizations must operate within these changes at the same speed. As a 
result, they need to overcome the usual ways of doing business and even of 
building strategies, going beyond the usual digital approaches.

In this digital age, organizations need a Revolution to understand the 
patterns of change based on these challenges that are also related to their 
workforces, to lead them to reach their desired future state by defining the 
right purpose together. The key to success is not only having the appropri-
ate new technologies but also the right mindset so that organizations can 
explore the new world full of opportunities and be ready for their own 
journey of transformation. Automation, the gig economy, digital platforms 
and other innovations are changing the fundamental nature of work and 
are having a significant impact on bringing back the ‘human’ into the work-
force, workplace and the HR function. Organizations also need a further 
method of Survival in their journey of transformation towards the future, 
and also need to consider the growth in intelligent technologies, the new 
world of work and the demand for human-centric experiences.

A progressively competitive environment can lead to significant challenges 
for organizations if they falter when adapting to change, and many organiza-
tions fail to create the state that can lead to Sustainability over the long term, 
consequently affecting the capabilities of their workforces. The appropriate 
sustainable transformation can only be accomplished by framing a clear, sen-
sible approach, strategy and collaboration. Digital HR strategy is not the 
same as IT, HR IT or people strategy, it is crucial for all HR practitioners and 
leaders needing to understand the strategic approaches to a sustainable trans-
formation for future organizations and workforces, going beyond the con-
ventional digital HR propositions and rethinking the current ways of work-
ing, practising and managing work, workforces and workplaces by 
collaborating with the business in this fast-changing digital era.

Digital HR Strategy provides different frameworks, strategies and oppor-
tunities for HR leaders, practitioners and business people to collaborate to 
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Prefacexii

create a better future for the organization and the workforce. The intention 
of the book is to provide new strategies and approaches to preparing and 
transforming the organization in this digital age, going beyond current digi-
tal HR concepts and considering a sustainable transformation journey by 
everyone collaborating together. The digital economy is shaping all aspects 
of society, including the way the workforce interacts, the economic land-
scape, the future of work and business transformation empowered with 
fast-changing technologies. The future is created by what we do today, and 
the organization needs to develop the capacity within itself to continually 
identify the factors affecting its holistic growth in the long term, build 
knowledge, skillsets and developments on how to counter adverse factors 
and attain Sustainability in their continual journey of transformation.



Introduction

What’s the impetus for having a digital 
strategy?

Today, many organizations are going through a digital HR journey, focusing 
predominantly on HR services and process optimization using social, mobile, 
analytics and cloud technologies, which all help to make HR more efficient.

For most organizations, the main aims of digital HR and its associated 
transformation are related to strategies that can:

●● digitize the HR function by transforming it from being paper-based, 
reactive and time-consuming to digital-first, mobile and optimal;

●● transform operational HR processes to become automated and data 
driven;

●● focus on the initiatives to optimize the HR function, embracing new 
digital solutions and generating value for the business.

As the digital economy is shaping aspects of society, including the way the 
workforce interacts, the economic landscape, the future of work and busi-
ness transformation becoming empowered through fast-changing technolo-
gies, there is a need to think beyond digital HR.

The transformation of business functions and HR in this digital age must 
start with a revolution in which the patterns of change are understood as 
challenges, not least in terms of the workforce, thereby leading the organiza-
tion to reach its desired future state by correctly defining its rightful pur-
pose. During this journey of transformation, the organization needs to build 
strategies that concurrently:

●● unleash its HR and digital transformation journey in relation to the new 
industrial revolution and the growing digital economy;

●● rethink the correct digital mindset in terms of operating models and 
working frameworks to bring about business value for people-centric 
transformation;
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●● leverage the right way to use data and strategy together with cultural 
transformation.

Most organizations are content with this journey, but many are not ready or 
are neglecting their future survival as they are not considering the growth of 
intelligent technologies, the new world of work and the demand for human-
centric experiences. There are always new strategies that need to be devel-
oped, even in organizations that are already transforming, such as:

●● preparing for the impact of augmentation, automation and reskilling, 
and contemplating the future of work and the evolution of the new talent 
economy;

●● focusing and balancing the entire experience and value proposition for 
employees with future workplaces, wellbeing, jobs, technology and the 
human touch.

The future is created by what we do today, and the organization needs to 
develop the capacity from within itself to continually identify the factors 
affecting its holistic growth in the long term, build knowledge, develop new 
skill sets and learn to counter adverse factors so as to achieve sustainability 
along its continuous journey of transformation. Hence for this journey 
phase, there is a need for strategies and learning to:

●● reinvent organizations to become responsive to emerging and sustainable 
changes;

●● empower innovation through the right levels of diversity and inclusion, 
new edge leadership and an inspiring culture within workforces;

●● develop a fairer society by supporting ecosystems through more 
community-driven learning and enforcing social capital.

Many organizations have started the above strategies and approaches as 
separate initiatives, some through their HR organizations and some 
through other business functions. But unless they can assimilate all of them 
into their entire journey of transformation, fit them into the different 
phases of that journey and start them collaborating with one other, there 
will not be progress towards sustainability. Organizations need to go be-
yond current digital HR approaches and set strategies for a sustainable 
journey of transformation in the digital age, hence the origin of this book, 
Digital HR Strategy.
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What this book is about

The world is changing at a rapid pace in terms of sharing information, pro-
ductivity and collaboration between people. The workforce of the future 
will be very different from that of today, and there are many complex ele-
ments disrupting both organizational structure and ways of working. The 
transformation of organizations in such an ever-changing environment ren-
ders it difficult to contemplate the needs of a future workforce.

A sustainable transformation can be accomplished by framing a clear, 
sensible approach that also includes the workforce. In most cases, this be-
gins with the identification of a specific business problem or new opportu-
nity and then depends on the organization’s capacity to understand and 
react to digital threats and opportunities. Organizations must enable their 
leaders and workforces to embrace change that comes with innovation, as 
that is the only way to succeed.

This book will provide different frameworks and opportunities for lead-
ers, practitioners and business people to collaborate and rethink the current 
ways of working, and operating and managing the workforce. In the digital 
age connecting the dots to the right strategies to achieve the building blocks 
for the future, such as through new models, the overall future of work, in-
novation and many more, is vital in respect of the changes required to the 
workforce. Different changes need to be phased in throughout the revolu-
tionary process to ensure the survival and sustainability of the organization, 
since no one size fits all.

Who this book is for

This book is aimed at business leaders and in this fast-changing digital age 
provides strategic approaches to the sustainable transformation of future 
organizations and workforces through their collaboration with HR. The 
intention of the book is to provide c-suite, business and HR leaders, along 
with HR practitioners and business people, with new strategies and ap-
proaches on how to prepare and transform their workforces in this digital 
age, going beyond digital HR concepts and strategies and considering a 
sustainable journey of transformation by showing how they can all collabo-
rate together.

The book is also a very good tool for employees who want to prepare 
themselves for the future, a future where they can be motivated all the time 
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in their daily work, enjoy experiences they don’t want to change or forget, 
explore human capabilities beyond their usual repetitive tasks and have a 
constant flow of continuous learning and reskilling so that they can work 
alongside machines. This book is also a great asset to those people who 
might be looking for a career change or upgrade and may not be sure about 
the new skills that might be useful for their future.

This book is also a great guide for students in colleges and universities 
who want to familiarize themselves with the changes that are happening 
today in the digital age. They will gain an insight into how functions such as 
human resources need to ensure the workforce is ready for the digital econ-
omy, the new future of work and many other new areas, most of which are 
not actively being pursued in organizations today.

How to use this book

This book can be used as a comprehensive approach to learning about strate-
gic ways for the sustainable transformation of organizations and workforces 
through collaboration with human resources. The book has been divided into 
three parts, where each part indicates a phase in the journey of transformation 
and the chapters within each part are based on one block along the journey. 
The chapters are laid out such that the reader may dip into the text at any 
point to enhance their learning process.

In each chapter there is an interesting section that is not normally present 
in other business books. This section is called ‘Time to act’ and is more like 
an action plan for readers based on asking some basic questions. The ques-
tions used in those sections are the most common ones, but readers need to 
ask more relevant questions to start their own journey, as there is no one-
size-fits-all model and approaches may vary from company to company:

●● Why the need for change?

●● What makes sense?

●● Where to start?

●● Who can help?

●● How to change?

Readers might also only be interested in certain areas of the book, in which 
case there might be more value in reading only the relevant chapters. There 
is always a reference in each chapter to others wherever there is a touch-
point. Each chapter sets out its key learning objectives at the start and then 
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summarizes these at the end of the chapter. Reading the summaries might be 
useful for readers who need to learn and note the major points from each 
chapter.

Terminology used in the book

Throughout the book, there are several terms that have been used that may 
have different understandings or meanings to different users. To help reduce 
any confusion on the part of the reader, the definitions of these terms are 
provided below:

Business: work relating to the production, buying and selling of goods or 
services.

CHRO: Chief Human Resources Officer, who is a corporate officer who 
oversees all aspects of human resource management and industrial 
relations policies, practices and operations for an organization (Market 
Business News, definition).

Function: an organized group of individuals that support an organization or 
business in achieving its objectives.

HR: Human resources, which is also the organizational function that deals 
with the workforce or people.

HRBP: HR Business Partner, which is a position responsible for aligning 
business objectives with employees and management in designated 
business units (SHRM, job description and definition).

HRM: human resource management, which is the practice of recruiting, 
hiring, deploying and managing an organization’s employees. HRM is 
often referred to simply as Human Resources.

Industry and Sector: a group of companies that are related based on their 
primary business activities. These are typically grouped into larger 
categories called sectors.

Leader: a person who holds a dominant or superior position within their 
field and can exercise a high degree of control or influence over others.

Organization: any organized group of people, employees or business leaders 
working towards a common goal. While an organization can be a business 
function such as HR, in this book an organization tends to be the 
equivalent of a business, company or non-profit entity.

Team: can sometimes also refer to a function, but in the context of this book 
usually refers to a smaller set of employees within a function.
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PART ONE
Revolution

We are living in a world that is changing at a very rapid pace and are over-
loaded with information and persistent technological revolutions. This de-
mands changes in the way we live, communicate, share knowledge, work 
and even on how we manage our relationships. It is radically altering our 
lives, both personally and professionally, irrespective of whether we disagree 
or try to ignore it.

The biggest challenge is that organizations must keep up with change. 
They need to overhaul their usual ways of working, doing business and even 
how they develop their future strategies. The basic meaning of transforma-
tion should not be confounded – it says anything that is really transforming 
is changing its entire nature or form, and people should be at the centre.

When we think of revolution, we are reminded to a great extent of the 
American and French revolutions that happened in the late 1700s.

Like past democratic revolutions that changed or redefined the role of 
government, today, in this digital age, we also need a revolution in the way 
we do business, generate value and the way in which we rehumanize. This 
can lead us to a world where people have more opportunities to show their 
capabilities, and a world in which more and more people are at the centre of 
their organizations and central to the digital economy. Although new ways 
of working are emerging, new edge technologies are giving more opportuni-
ties to people. But the real momentum behind this revolution should be our 
own human desires for economic efficiency and flexibility, and for personal 
satisfaction, fulfilment and a better society for our future. And this efficiency 
and flexibility are enabling individuals to bring more of their own personal 
values into businesses and organizations.

The transformation of business functions and HR in this digital age must 
start with a revolution in which the patterns of change are understood as 
challenges, not least in terms of the workforce, thereby leading organiza-
tions to reach their desired future states by correctly defining their rightful 
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purpose. During this journey of transformation, organizations need to build 
strategies that concurrently:

●● unleash their HR and digital transformation journeys in relation to the 
new industrial revolution and the growing digital economy;

●● rethink the correct digital mindset in terms of operating models and 
working frameworks to bring about business value for people-centric 
transformation;

●● leverage the right way to use data and strategy together with cultural 
transformation.

The key to success is not only having the correct new technologies, but 
rather organizations should ask themselves what makes sense for them. 
They should have an open-minded attitude and the right mindset to explore 
the new world full of opportunities and get ready for their own journey. 
Transformation also enables people to think and to change, and for the 
workforce it is not just about adaptation to change but also about driving 
change and innovation, enabling the organization to fulfil its purpose and 
mission.

The ongoing digital revolution is also a cultural revolution, a social revo-
lution and a revolution to think beyond the norm; it involves information, 
the workforce, culture, learning, ways of working and a social shift. It can’t 
be undertaken alone. Together we can do what we cannot achieve alone, 
and the key to successful ongoing change for the workforce is to find the 
proper motivation to keep doing the next correct thing. Any sustainable 
transformation for the workforce should be done through collaboration be-
tween human resources and the rest of the business.

This part includes the following chapters, which can help readers to un-
derstand the ways to overcome challenges with a defined purpose and rele-
vant strategies related to the workforce and the future changes in the digital 
world. They also help in creating a unique value proposition for organiza-
tions, as there is no one size fits all.

Chapter 1 – Growing the digital economy alongside disruptions. This 
chapter helps to interpret the digital economy and industrial revolution in 
the context of people and organizations, along with the disruptions that are 
happening across functions, including human resources, industries and 
sectors. It also explores the impact on future work models, work and the 
workforce, and why people are at the centre of the digital world and any 
transformations that are underway.
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Chapter 2 – The need for transformation and having the right mindset. In 
this chapter, we look at the fast-changing uncertain world for developing 
our forward-thinking capabilities. It also looks at how transformation can 
be the turning point in a company’s relationship with its workforce and its 
economic and social environment. We discuss why we need growth and a 
digital mindset for the transformation and also outline the importance of 
adaptability for businesses, organizations and HR in the future.

Chapter 3 – The game changers: culture, data and strategy. This chapter 
helps in exploring the impact of cultural change on transformations and 
outlines data-driven transformation using analytics. It also includes an over-
view of positioning strategic HR business in an organization and how to 
build a sustainable agile digital HR strategy for transformation.

Chapter 4 – Creating value propositions that are fit for purpose. In this 
chapter, we introduce the concept of propositions that are fit for purpose, as 
one size does not fit all. We also explore the multi-dimensional operating 
models for HR. It can help to know how to bring about business efficiency 
and value for an organization, and we outline how to achieve effective func-
tional excellence within HR.



10



01Growing the 
digital economy 
alongside 
disruptions

Objectives

✓✓ Interpret the digital economy and different industrial revolutions in the 
context of the organization and its people

✓✓ Understand disruption and outline key disruptions across industries and 
the function of human resources

✓✓ Explore the impact on the future of work and the workforce with new 
work models

✓✓ Understand why people are at the centre of the digital world

Overview of the digital economy  
and the new industrial age

Going digital is no longer an option today, it is a must. Yes, it’s true that the 
digital economy is shaping the aspects of society, including the way people 
interact, the economic landscape, the future of work and business transfor-
mation, empowering them with fast-changing technologies.

The digital economy is the worldwide network of economic activities, 
enterprise transactions and professional interactions that are enabled by in-
formation and communications technologies (Rouse and Pratt, 2017). The 
term digital economy was first coined by Don Tapscott in his 1994 best-
selling book The Digital Economy: Promise and peril in the age of networked 
intelligence (Tapscott, 1994).

11
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There are many thoughts on the digital economy around the world. 
According to Nicholas Negroponte, founder of the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology’s Media Lab and author of the book Being Digital (Negroponte, 
1995), the digital economy uses ‘bits instead of atoms’. According to Neelie 
Kroes, Vice-President of the European Commission, ‘There is no sepa-
rate  digital economy. We have an economy that is digital’ (European 
Commission, 2014).

While for most of us as individuals and organizations we use technolo-
gies to simplify accomplishing existing tasks, mainly by becoming comput-
erized or in other words digitalized, the digital economy is more than that. 
It is not simply using a computer to perform tasks that are traditionally 
done manually.

Knowing the digital economy

The digital economy focuses on the opportunities and the need for organiza-
tions and workforces to use technologies to execute tasks better, faster and 
often differently than before, with the aim of improving productivity and 
efficiency. The digital economy uses these technologies to rework traditional 
exchanges and enable new ones by adding value.

The digital economy also displays the shift from the third industrial revo-
lution to the fourth industrial revolution. The third industrial revolution, 
also called the internet revolution, describes the developments that occurred 
in the late 20th century with the shift from analogue electronics and me-
chanical devices to internet technologies. The fourth industrial revolution, 
on the other hand, continues the trends in the digital revolution to further 
connect the physical and cyber worlds through technology.

Klaus Schwab, founder and executive chairman of the World Economic 
Forum, coined the phrase fourth industrial revolution as ‘a fusion of technolo-
gies that is softening the lines between the physical, digital, and biological 
spheres’; a progress defined by ‘speed, scope, and systems impact’ unlike any-
thing ever seen before (Schwab, 2016). The fourth industrial revolution will 
likely have radical implications on almost every aspect of daily life, affecting 
how workforces interact with technology and transforming how work is done.

The fourth industrial revolution is sometimes described as an extensive 
pattern of change that is visible in front of us but arriving at a pace that 
hardly gives us time to get prepared. While some organizations and people 
are ready to face the challenge and take advantage of its impacts and op-
portunities, others do not even know what’s going on.
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Industry 4.0 is an alternative term for fourth industrial revolution and it 
is important to understand because it doesn’t just affect manufacturers, al-
though many understand it in that way; it can impact all of us. The main 
aim of the fourth industrial revolution is to enable business leaders to visual-
ize the new ways that could affect their worlds, with higher productivity, 
lower risks and an increase in business growth.

There has been a lot of discussion about whether it is a fourth industrial 
revolution or an extension of the third one, but most people agree by now 
that we have arrived at the start of a new phase; that it is the digital revolu-
tion and connecting the human with the cyber world. When we see all the 
changes that are taking place, we realize we are in a new era of industrial 
revolution.

The marriage of these two different worlds has start affecting the experi-
ences and interactions in an organization through their customers, consum-
ers, employees and other business partners, so it challenges and empowers 
both workforce and customers.

Journey of the industrial revolutions

If we look at Figure 1.1, we see there are mainly three major industrial revo-
lutions that have taken place throughout history thus far. The first industrial 
revolution was the mechanical revolution, centred on the production of 
equipment powered and driven by water and steam, and a new type of en-
ergy that thrust forward all processes, the development of railroads and the 
acceleration of economic, human and material exchanges. The first mechan-
ical looms were introduced in 1784, a revolution that replaced agriculture 
with industry as the foundation of the economic structure of society.

1.0

Mechanical

Mechanization,
steam and water

power

Mass production
and electricity

Computer and
automation

Cyber-physical
systems

Today196918701784

2.0

Electrical

3.0

Internet

4.0

Digital

Figure 1.1  Four industrial revolutions
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The second industrial revolution, which was related to electricity, happened 
around 1870. The use of electrical energy and the division of labour enabled 
mass production, and the development of the combustion engine, the growth 
of the steel industry, chemical synthesis, the invention of the telegraph and 
the telephone, also all happened during this phase. These were all made pos-
sible through research and capital structured around an economic and in-
dustrial model based on new large factories.

The third industrial revolution occurred in 1969. It witnessed the rise of 
electronics, microprocessors and IT automated manufacturing, and then the 
internet was launched. The internet revolution and its scalability added 
more computers, information technology systems and, when handled cor-
rectly, achieved economies of scale. This new technology also led to develop-
ments such as space research and biotechnology.

The fourth industrial revolution is distinguishable from the third because 
it is where humans meet the cyber world; where technology and people are 
not distinct, not separate. Before we had a life of working with personal 
computers, but today our devices and sensors are becoming an extension of 
us, for example social media, our smart phones and even our wearables like 
smartwatches. This fourth revolution is creating a new world in which we 
humans are equally required to work with machines to ensure the future 
of work.

Everything is integrated, customized and smart-automated, as this indus-
trial revolution automates complex tasks; it’s the age of the internet of 
things, cloud computing and the rise of artificial intelligence. These increase 
our capacity to introduce more innovations using what already exists in 
artificial intelligence, powerful algorithms, cloud computing and many such 
revolutions.

The vast majority of new innovations experienced over the last few years 
has been driven by the consumer and is now changing organizations from 
the inside. The impact of the new industrial revolution is greater than that 
of previous ones, as they were empowering organizations; the current revo-
lution is empowering people and society along with industry.

The fourth industrial revolution will likely change how we make things, 
but it could also affect how those things are moved, how customers interact 
and the experiences they expect to have as they interact with organizations 
and other people. The impact of this industrial revolution could also drive 
transformations within the workforce. The fourth industrial revolution will 
change not only what we do but also who we are. It will affect our identity, 
role, responsibility, the way of leadership and our mindset.
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The digital economy has initiated waves of disruption and, as a result, 
many new organizations and new ways of work are emerging. Yet, many of 
the organizations and industries have not been able to maximize their re-
turns from technological change; their operations have faced declining sales, 
market share and even entire collapse (Deloitte Insights, 2018).

Humans must be proactive in shaping this disruption. This requires 
global collaboration and a common view of how technology is reshaping 
our economic, social, cultural and individual lives. Organizations should 
start investing in disrupting their business models, ways of work and value 
chains. If businesses cannot move to be smart, connected organizations, they 
will soon fall behind and become extinct as time moves on.

Disruptions across industries and functions

One of the top buzzwords heard in today’s business world is the term dis­
ruption; and it is important to know what is behind this buzzword. This 
concept was first used by Clayton Christensen of Harvard Business School 
(Christensen, 2018), meaning a time when organizations that produce suc-
cessful but expensive products and services would be overtaken by newer 
organizations who could bring much more economic, simpler and competi-
tive alternatives to the marketplace.

The attributes of disruptive businesses are mostly associated with lower 
gross margins, smaller target markets and simpler products and services, 
usually not emerging as attractive as existing solutions when compared with 
conventional performance metrics. Typically, they displace other organiza-
tions moving upwards in the market, hence creating opportunities at the 
bottom of the market for new disruptive innovations and players to emerge.

Table 1.1 shows some examples from the past and present of disruptive 
innovations; the last three are typical examples of digital disruptions led by 
some key players in the market. These innovations have disrupted old indus-
tries while at the same time giving rise to completely new ones. It is upside 
down to the way brands are usually built, and we will see some examples 
later in this section.

Disruptions have transformed the economics of society. It has connected 
a distinctive paradox to the new generation of workforces and organiza-
tions. It has also emerged as the main challenge in most boardrooms across 
industries around the world.
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In disruptive innovation, most of the new products and services evolve at 
the bottom of a market, and, in most cases, although they provide a desira-
ble value proposition, they remain a low ended brand or have a poor reputa-
tion. However, due to lower costs, higher accessibility, or other benefits, 
these products and services eventually become more appealing than their 
peers within the industry.

This is in stark contrast to sustaining innovation, where the new creation 
and moderations triggered by businesses existing in the upper market re-
main relevant to their customers. These innovations are valuable as well, but 
in most cases, products and services developed along these lines are too 
complicated, isolated or expensive to have any real lasting capability. In 
general, consumers look to less expensive, simpler and other radical alterna-
tives that meet their needs.

The demand for radical alternatives tends to attract more attention to 
startups that are already gaining attention, while the disruptors are slowly 
climbing the ladder, unnoticed by the industry leaders that they are going to 
affect and replace. More on the different types of innovation can be found 
in later chapters.

Examples of disruptions

These disruptions and related technology-driven changes are taking over the 
way we do business, how we are working with each other and how organi-
zations endure. These changes are happening across all sectors, accelerating 
rapidly and putting strain on businesses to keep up. Disruptions caused by 

Table 1.1  Some examples of disruptive innovations from the past and present

Disruptor Disruptee

Personal computers Mainframe and mini computers

Mini mills Integrated steel mills

Cellular phones Fixed line telephony

Digital music stores Physical discs

Online shops Retailers

Video streaming Cassettes and discs
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technological innovations have become progressively more noticeable as we 
explore deeper into technology as a tool that enables problem solving.

Below are some examples (Daisyme, 2018) of major disruptions 
across  industries that have changed the industrial value chain and have 
also had an impact on the workforce and organizations as a result of huge 
transformations.

●● Disruption of the automobile industry: In the automobile industry, a 
perfect place to begin is mobility, with the arrival of Uber. Uber revo
lutionized and significantly disrupted the car industry with its efficient 
pricing algorithms and business model. Uberization is a term derived 
from the way Uber redefined the car industry. It utilizes a homogeneous, 
optimized business model. There are other disruptive trends happening in 
the car industry as well, focusing on autonomous driving, electrification 
and remodelling the usage of digital features.

●● Disruption of customer service: The digitalization of services and products 
creates disruption across whole industries. The way in which businesses 
communicate with their customers has been impacted by social media 
sites such as Facebook. Many organizations have been drawn to these 
social media platforms to improve their customer service, enabling them 
to quickly resolve issues or to receive feedback. The communication from 
business to consumer will evolve more over the next few years transforming 
the customer service move to digital.

●● Disruption in the financial industry: The biggest disruption in the financial 
industry has been caused by Bitcoin; it has only been around for less than 
a decade. Following the 2008 financial crisis, an online community 
created their own currency that was outside of government control. The 
use of blockchain, which is a decentralized shared public ledger on which 
the Bitcoin network relies, will go on to become an essential part of 
financial institution technology and operational infrastructure across 
the world.

●● Disruption in the entertainment industry: Many of us have already shifted 
from old cable networks and video libraries to Netflix or similar other 
on-demand video streaming providers without much cost and with 
significantly more convenience. This substantial change occurred very 
rapidly, with Netflix overtaking traditional major cable providers in 
subscriber numbers. In the future, it is expected that these cable companies 
will become outdated in the same way that video rental stores such as 
Blockbuster have become.
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●● Disruption of retail: In the retail industry, Amazon is an example of an 
online retailer that is capitalizing on the shifts in consumer behaviour 
towards convenience, ease of access and lower prices. Lower prices, larger 
selections of products and effective automated algorithm recommendations 
have all played a significant role in creating the pressure on retailers to 
rethink their strategies. It is anticipated that these changes will accelerate 
as new technology further improves the online customer shopping 
experience.

Interpreting disruption isn’t just about creating better ideas; it is also about 
being protective and looking out for new competition that might disrupt the 
industry in the future. But the most interesting part and the biggest threat to 
any business is when they don’t realize that something is coming. The true 
disruptor will turn these threats into opportunities and move themselves 
onto the frontline.

There are many examples of disruptions across industries and functions, 
for example Google disrupted online search and advertising; Salesforce dis-
rupted customer relationships; Amazon disrupted distribution; Uber dis-
rupted transportation; Airbnb disrupted hotel industries; Facebook 
disrupted social experiences; and so forth. Now let us explore the disruption 
that occurs in the HR function.

Disruptions in the HR world

You must be wondering by now what this disruption means for human re-
sources. To avoid the disruption starting in industry, organizations and busi-
nesses have the belief that it is best to self-disrupt, and when organizations 
follow this, HR professionals and leaders find themselves playing an impor-
tant role.

According to Dave Ulrich (Ulrich, 2012), a university professor, HR 
thought leader and management coach, HR disruption is about delivery of 
HR services but also about the sense behind that delivery. HR disruption is 
less about a shift from one idea to another, like moving from operational to 
strategic, and more about forming a hub of ideas relying on each other, like 
being both operational and strategic. The disruptive hubs in HR have been 
going on for decades and will necessarily continue.

Figure 1.2 shows the major disruptions that are happening to HR or-
ganizations, with major impacts on business leaders.
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Human capital is the driving profitability strength behind any business and 
the truth is, that it’s all about the people. Significantly, a well-developed and 
motivated employee is profitable for the business, as they demonstrate the 
productivity and generate revenue with their activities. By monetizing vari-
ous aspects of the HR function within the organization and projecting how 
those functions impact and add to the financial outcome of an organization, 
HR can easily turn from being a cost centre into a profit centre.

Today the new manifest for organizations is to build one employer brand 
that provides a memorable employee experience associated with remarkable 
customer experiences. The focus of any such transition must be supported 
by an empathetic and empowering environment that delivers true consum-
erization for HR, like that enforced within other business functions. The 
business case for organizations to consumerize HR is quite captivating, as 
HR would be able to focus more on strategic rather than tactical tasks.

The next disruption for HR is to become a trusted adviser for the busi-
ness and workforce. Organizations must move forward from hierarchy or 
bureaucracy to building capabilities, with clear roles, rules, routines and 
responsibilities, and HR plays an important part here for such organiza-
tional transformation. Moreover, HR should not just be about helping peo-
ple to become better leaders but building collective leadership depth 
throughout the organization.

HR as profit centre

Consumerization of HR

Trusted advisory

Data-driven HR

• Creating value to business, customers and investors

• Driving a great employee lifecycle experience

• Advisory in reinventing organization and leadership

• Enabling technologies and data for innovations

Figure 1.2  Disruptions in HR
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Lastly, HR is now uniquely positioned to use data to drive performance – 
both people and the organization. Data-driven HR enables business to lev-
erage the value of the huge amount of data available from their people, 
together with business data. Business and HR leaders need to turn this data 
into tangible insights to take decision that enrich the performance of the 
organization and allow it to be more innovative.

So, HR is not about what it implies today or in the past, rather the em-
phasis is on the values that HR can create for the business. The discussion 
always focuses on activities such as staffing, training, compliance and other 
administrative matters, as HR plays a transactional role for businesses 
today. For businesses, it is important to understand how much value these 
activities can generate, but this is currently blocked by old mindsets due to 
the current nature of the HR function.

For organizations, it matters most when HR activities and capabilities 
add value to the investor, customer, community and the workforce. A lot of 
attention is now focused on how HR can innovate new ways to shape the 
future and become a highly contributing business function rather than just 
a supporting one. So, these disruptions are not only preferable for the HR 
function but also for the business and the entire organization.

For many years, as a result of good HR work, there has been a lot of 
focus on the outcome of talent development and people, particularly the 
employees. In addition, technology is enabling people to connect with one 
another across time and space to create positive social experiences, and this 
in itself is a good valuable contribution to business leaders. All this has led 
to an important question about the future work models needed in the busi-
ness community. While businesses are preparing for the future role of work, 
they are also admitting that their future workforce may not be sufficiently 
prepared yet.

Impact on future work models  
and the workforce

We are living and working in a world today that is changing so fast that it 
has become impossible to predict or even to effectively plan for. Most or-
ganizations want to shape the future of their work and workforce but are 
using an outdated method of working that revolves around planning and 
predictability.
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This old way of working continues to function well in a few limited con-
texts where the tasks are predominately routine and require minimal col-
laboration. But the rate of change is not going to slow down. The challenges 
we face are growing and becoming incredibly complex. They require strong 
collaboration between teams with diverse skill sets and outlooks. And there 
is no single, one-size-fits-all solution that can address the needs of every or-
ganization.

Each organization, and every team within those organizations, has its 
own culture, set of common values and unique business challenges and re-
alities. We will explore the human-centred design approach to managing 
these changes in more detail in the following chapters. Any successful change 
must be designed for the people who want to change and this means a lot 
for organizations.

The digital revolution is also having a very significant impact on work-
forces and HR organization, with the major changes including ongoing de-
mographic, technological, sociological and cultural transformations. In this 
digital era where technology is also changing at its fastest rate ever, HR and 
business leaders should start streamlining their organizations in terms of 
collaborating and considering the right work models for their workforces as 
a result.

The work 4.0 model

In November 2016, the German Federal Ministry of Labor and Social 
Affairs published a white paper and first coined the term work 4.0 (Federal 
Ministry of Germany, 2015). It is seen more as a supplement to the already 
flourishing industry 4.0. The rise of this new work model has come out of 
the challenges in the world of labour and policies, which also impact aca-
demia, trade unions, employers and the workforce.

Work 4.0 is notable because of concerns raised by policy makers about 
forthcoming changes in working environments and the related social secu-
rity systems. As a result of the impact of digitization and automation that 
has already become visible to blue-collar workers in manufacturing in the 
2010s, a lot of white-collar professionals are realizing only now that their 
current jobs might change radically in the coming years as well.

In addition, for a new generation of mostly very young people, the way 
of working seems to be very different, especially if we consider the growth 
of the gig economy where flexible working, owning of work, project-based 
employment, remote work and many others are increasingly blurring the 

http://whitepaper
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lines between work and life. Although we are going to explore all of these in 
the coming chapters, let us first visualize what this new working model can 
mean to the workforce:

●● Security vs. flexibility: A proper balance between job and social security 
and requirements for flexibility in the job is not uncommon among the 
workforce. On the one hand, workforces are looking for better social 
security from their employers, and on the other, new workforces are also 
demanding greater flexibility in their working environments, which can 
also lead to higher collaboration.

●● Life-long learning: The leading changes in occupations and jobs will lead 
to massive transformations in jobs and the workforce. This naturally 
means a need for new skills’ development with life-long learning, which 
is more important than ever before. This implies the growth of on-the-job 
training and continuous learning environments for the workforce, and 
indeed the entire organization.

●● Employment insurance: Today we need a preventative social policy that 
should gradually expand the existing unemployment insurance into an 
employment insurance, with a provision to personalize vocational 
guidance and continuing education. This means the agencies managing 
unemployment should transform themselves into proactive qualification 
agencies.

●● Working time and flexibility: The rise in demand for better working hours 
and flexibility from today’s workforce is forcing organizations to think 
about their working hours. A suitable policy that can provide more 
options for the workforce in relation to working times and location is 
much needed by workforces today.

●● Personal employment accounts: There are also recommendations to 
include the establishment of long-term personal accounts that each 
individual employee sets up at the start of their working life, which is 
then furnished with a basic capital and earns credits through employment 
or individual contributions.

Health and safety regulations are another important aspect here, and rein-
forcing a framework for negotiations between the social partners in the 
digital age is also needed. A lot of effort can be seen going on in many or-
ganizations in all these areas while they consider their new work models.

Digitalization isn’t just about technological changes. The future of work 
is something we must actively shape with the right digitalization approaches, 
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and the new working models play a vital role. Figure 1.3 shows how the 
above-mentioned characteristics of work 4.0 are driven by cultural shifts, 
the globalized knowledge society, new product and production processes, 
new standards in employment relationships, digitalization and automation.

The value to the workforce

The biggest challenge that is occurring now due to the growing digital econ-
omy is about how to build a digitally ready workforce in an evolving busi-
ness environment. To do that, any organization must start by filling the talent 
gap in technological skills, which is also vital to digital strategy. Successfully 
acquiring, developing and deploying talent starts with a strategy that directs 
what work will be done, how it will get done and by whom.

New
products and
production
processes

Digitalization
and automation

Globalized
knowledge

society

Cultural
shift

WORK
4.0

Changes in
the standard
employment
relationship

Figure 1.3  Work 4.0 drivers
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Next, organizations need to create a compelling value proposition for 
talent that includes training in new skills, development opportunities and 
rewards. The way people interact within organizations has also changed a 
lot today. People expect to use social communication skills in the workplace 
as well. Therefore, communication platforms should take advantage of 
using social sharing practice that allows people to collaborate using familiar 
methods that they are already using with friends and family.

For leaders, retaining the human part in a growing digital world is vital 
for future success. It is clear that the digital age requires different qualities 
from business leaders. The leaders who understand well enough how tech-
nology and people complement each other and create added value, are on 
the front line.

Today, leaders should be able to connect with a well-defined purpose, 
inspire their workforce to this common purpose and give them the inde-
pendence to create more value. When workforces have a purpose to deliver 
and are motivated and inspired by leaders, they respond with high levels of 
engagement, increased commitment, bringing creativity to work, shaping 
themselves and their organizations to flourish in a digital age.

By creating a company culture that acknowledges and invests in the 
above considerations, an organization can make their workplace more at-
tractive to a much wider talent pool and can be far ahead in the talent war. 
All of these automatically add value to their workforces and to the digital 
economy. Table 1.2 shows the approaches to determining the value case for 
the digital economy in respect of organizations and their workforces.

Table 1.2  Approaches to determining the value case for the digital economy

Inspire Empathize Design

Understand digital 
economy for the 
organization and people

Identify business critical 
mission impacted by digital 
economy and disruptions

Design a lean, 
autonomous and 
multidisciplinary team

Derive touch points for 
fourth industry revolution

See the big picture: value 
creation and value capture

Turn threats into 
competitive advantage

Explore HR value chain 
and disruptions

Measure the change in 
mindsets and readiness

Focus on excellence, 
innovation and long-
term sustainability

Define future of work 
and workforce in context 
of organization

Ensure leaders understand 
how to adopt the practice

Rethink the strategy 
process for agility
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So before designing such value cases, we need to understand what digital 
economy means for the organization and its people, identify business criti-
cality, see the big picture, get ready with the right mindset and ensure that 
leaders recognize the transition. For design, it is necessary to have a lean, 
autonomous and diverse team that can turn threats into opportunities.

Through a simple set of practices, we can help accelerate business-critical 
missions, begin a global movement of people from across the organization, 
and create measurable behavioural changes that result in substantial eco-
nomic impact. The management and leadership team within an organization 
should encourage every team and employee in the organization to take re-
sponsibility by providing the necessary framework, tools and incentives.

People are at the centre of the digital world

To add these values to digital success, organizations need to bring people to 
the forefront and hire new digital professionals who have different but spe-
cific skills, expertise and working styles that may have not been considered 
in the past. Today, organizations may need to measure the potential to build 
up internal talent by establishing multidisciplinary diverse teams, develop-
ing cross-collaborative networks, creating new evaluation frameworks and 
redefining leadership roles.

By positioning people at the centre of development and economic evalu-
ation, this drives a revolutionary change in the way labour and social 
inequity are considered. This helps strengthen the growth in sustainable 
development goals that organizations should be prepared for by making 
equally radical decisions about changing contexts and the new challenges 
that the world is encountering. We will cover more on sustainable develop-
ment in later chapters.

So, to put people at the centre of business, digital success and economic 
growth, we need to consider human development as a key aspect, because 
human development focuses on improving people’s lives rather than just 
economic growth. To bring people to the centre, organizations need to see 
what is meaningful to their workforce today.

Human development

The term human development is defined as an evolution of human capabili-
ties, a broadening of choices, boosting freedom and a fulfilment of human 
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rights. This also means developing intellectually and socially by growing 
and experiencing changes in our lives and learning new things.

The United Nations was the first organization to start enforcing their 
report on human development, and the vision was to see development as a 
process of enlarging people’s choices. All the development outcomes were to 
be measured in terms of people’s experiences: a long and healthy life, educa-
tion and a decent standard of living. These force governments and policy 
makers to consider the quality of human life not just economic growth.

According to the United Nations, developing countries’ transformation 
into major economies with growing political influence has impacted the pro-
gress of human development, which has highlighted the need for appropri-
ate policies and investment in capacity building with a focus on education, 
nutrition, health and employment skills.

A lot of areas are under the microscope in terms of the suggested sustain-
able development goals. Enhancing equity with inclusion on the gender di-
mension, enabling greater voice and participation of youth, confronting 
environmental pressures and managing demographic change are the major 
areas of focus on the human development side.

Based on these human development needs and the changing world of 
work, the way people work today also needs to change. This means organi-
zations need to support a better understanding of their workforce and for-
mulate new work structures based on the workforce’s intelligence. These 
approaches are key to finding and retaining top talent; fostering productiv-
ity, performance and wellbeing; and driving agile, flexible attitudes towards 
people collaboration.

There are different practices within organizations that emphasize on 
human development directly or indirectly. Organizational development is 
one of the ways that are used within organizations as well as applying be-
havioural science to help organizations to improve their people and systems. 
This also enhances organizational effectiveness while focusing on the or-
ganization’s culture and values. Aligning human behaviour with the organi-
zation’s strategy, structures, processes and business objectives is another 
point to take into consideration.

Human resource development is another framework used in many or-
ganizations to help the workforce develop their personal and organizational 
skills, knowledge and capabilities. It is one of the most significant opportu-
nities that workers seek when they consider an organization, as the ability 
and inspiration help them to continue to develop their skills. This particular 
area from HR organization is quite important when leading an organiza-
tional transformation.
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Transformation in the digital age requires new structures, new working 
environments, better training and empathizing with people’s need to dis-
cover their full potential in the digital age. The principals in the required 
transitions are the people themselves, and these people need to know the 
new ways that exist to develop themselves so that they can play their new 
roles in the organization and digital success (Becerra, 2017).

The people first approach

During any transformation, the journey is more important than the destina-
tion, but many organizations focus just on the bottom line. Many digital 
transformation initiatives fail today because organizations do not review 
their various capabilities along the way. Many also ignore the creators and 
enablers, which can also mean their most talented staff, if they do not adopt 
a people-centric approach.

When we consider change, we should mostly be interested in getting peo-
ple to buy in to that change and to see the value they will gain from it. In this 
sense, adopting the changes isn’t about the essence of technological details 
or usage numbers; instead, adoption is more about people and their re-
sponses to the changes.

So, it is very important for organizations to understand what their work-
force wants. Asking their people what matters most to them and listening 
carefully to their responses is what organizations need to do to really pro-
gress any changes. There are a lot of initiatives such as anonymous surveys 
and continuous feedback loops to drive employee listening.

On the other hand, knowing precisely how the team works and respect-
ing people’s engagement with their work can help to gain the trust that or-
ganization leaders need to initiate the changes during their journey of 
transformation. This is necessary in order to ensure they don’t get lost in the 
process and that every step organizations take towards the adoption of 
change is adapted to their needs.

As waves of change are transforming global businesses, HR organiza-
tions can embrace disruption in the way organizations work, and they can 
help to rethink how to prepare leaders and their workforce to succeed. 
Many business and HR leaders state that they are aware of these changes 
and the importance of preparing the workforce for the future. They empha-
size their goals in terms of engagement, productivity, agile ways of working 
and people-centric transformation. We will learn more about transforma-
tion in the next chapter.
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As the world is becoming more interconnected, value creation is shifting 
from the individual to the collective. No matter what the initiative is about, 
the goal should be to guide leaders with strategies and actions, to unleash 
the potential of their people to work in empowered, self-managed teams 
with a sense of entrepreneurship, and enable organizations to emerge and be 
sustainable.

Many leaders are desperately trying to transform their organizations, 
pursuing improved performance and efficiency by changing behaviour and 
capabilities throughout the organization. But in most cases, these leaders 
lack the right mindset needed to deal with the situations that arise, espe-
cially in this fast-changing uncertain world.

And then, if we ask why organizations keep on failing in their digital ini-
tiatives, one of the biggest reasons is, of course, the people. You can have the 
best vision and strategy in the world, but if you don’t have the delivery ca-
pability, it will just end up as another failure. Picking the right talent and 
building the right team is what organizations need to consider.

Hiring the wrong people to do the job, or putting the wrong team to-
gether will inevitably lead to failure from day one. Recruitment can be very 
vital here to get the right people in place to deliver these initiatives. 
Management and leadership teams are not taking this seriously in many 
cases, and hence their chances of becoming successful are shrinking. HR can 
always be a key adviser during these transformations.

Organizations that establish a people-first culture are better places to 
work. Businesses that embrace this approach are rewarded with better re-
sults and happier employees. Creating a successful people-first culture takes 
time, effort and different mindset. A small thing can make a big difference in 
demonstrating that organizations are placing their efforts on achieving a 
people-first approach during their journey of transformation.

Summary

Interpret the digital economy and different industrial revolutions in the con-
text of the organization and its people:

●● Digital economy is the worldwide network of economic activities, com-
mercial transactions and professional interactions that are enabled by 
information and communications technologies (Rouse and Pratt, 2017).

http://collective
http://guideleaders
http://strategies
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●● Organizations need to move from the third industrial revolution to the 
fourth industrial revolution, where humans integrate with the cyber 
world.

●● The ongoing digital economy assists organizations and workforces to 
leverage the use of technologies to achieve higher performance and 
increase efficiencies in their tasks and activities.

●● Industry 4.0 isn’t just for manufacturers; it can impact all of us, as in this 
era, technology and people are not distinct or separate.

Understand disruption and outline key disruptions across industries and the 
function of human resources:

●● The attributes of disruptive businesses are associated with lower gross 
margins, smaller target markets and simpler products and services, and 
usually do not emerge as attractive solutions.

●● Disruptive innovations have turned the way brands are built upside down 
and disrupted old industries as well as giving rise to completely new ones.

●● Disruption has transformed the economics of society and has brought 
about a distinctive paradox to the new generation of workforces and 
organizations.

●● HR is not about what it means today or meant in the past; rather the 
emphasis is on the values that HR can create for the future for the 
investor, customer, community and the workforce.

Explore the impact on the future of work and the workforce with new work 
models:

●● We are living and working in a world today that is changing so rapidly 
that it has become impossible to predict, or even to effectively plan for.

●● The digital revolution is also having a very significant impact on the work-
force and HR organization. The major changes include ongoing demo
graphics, and technological, sociological and cultural transformations.

●● Work 4.0 was considered because of the changes it brings to the world of 
work and how it will have an unavoidable impact on the welfare state 
and social security systems.

●● The biggest challenge is to build a digital ready workforce in an evolving 
business environment. To do that, any organization must start by filling 
the talent gap in technological skills and continuous learning agility.
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Understand why people are at the centre of the digital world:

●● To put people at the centre of business and digital success, and economic 
growth, we need to consider human development as a key aspect and 
focus on improving people’s lives.

●● Organizations need to support a better understanding of their workforce 
and formulate new work structures based on the workforce’s level of 
intelligence.

●● The journey is more important than the destination in any transformation, 
but many organizations focus just on the bottom line and ignore the 
many creators and enablers along their way, which is not a people-centric 
approach.

●● Organizations that have a people-first culture are one of the greatest 
places to work and are rewarded with better results and happier employees.

Time to act

Why the need for change? •  Why going digital is no longer an option, it is the
  default. Why do people need to be at the centre of this?

•  Are we ready for this digital economy, industry 4.0
   and disruption? How does it impact us?

•  Which business areas and functions are critical to
   consider? Where is the big picture?

•  Who will get the benefit of all this? Are leaders
   aware and do they understand the challenge?

•  How can we turn threats into opportunities? Do we
   have a business case for this change?

What makes sense?

Who can help?

Where to start?

How to change?
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02The need for 
transformation 
and having the 
right mindset

Objectives

✓✓ Become familiar with the fast-changing uncertain world of developing 
forward-thinking capabilities

✓✓ Realize how transformation is the turning point in an organization’s 
success with its economic and social environment

✓✓ Know why we need growth and digital mindsets for the process of 
transformation

✓✓ Outline the importance of the adaptability of business, organization and 
HR for the future

The fast-changing uncertain world

The pace of change has never happened as rapidly as now, and we have all 
started realizing this.

We are living in a world that is changing at lightning speed and is over-
loaded with information and continual technological revolutions. The con-
sequences are radical, as technology is changing the way we live, how we 
communicate with each other, how we create and share knowledge, how we 
do our personal things and even how we manage relationships. We can 
barely imagine the world as it was just a decade ago, and this is drastically 
changing our lives, both personally and professionally.

32
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The biggest challenge is that organizations must also operate within these 
changes at the same speed. As a result, they need to continuously adapt their 
ways and how they manage these. As the world has become so unpredictable, 
adopting new technologies has become the only way forward in the fast-
changing sectors of any economy. Organizations need different business mod-
els, efficient organization structures, new forms of leadership, and different 
ways of interacting with each other, so they don’t end up working in silos.

Even with all this technology, it still can’t help an organization to predict 
the future, because we are living in a world that is volatile, uncertain, com-
plex and ambiguous.

Understanding VUCA and exponential changes

VUCA is a concept that emerged with students at the US Army War College 
to describe the volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity of the world 
after the Cold War (Bennett and Lemoine, 2017). For now, the concept is 
acquiring a new relevance in specifying the current environment that is 
changing fast. Leadership also needs to change to manage organizations 
successfully in this environment.

Table 2.1 shows the traits of VUCA and highlights different cases and 
examples and how to handle them.

If we try to understand VUCA as explained in the table, we notice that we 
must all prepare for the challenges of a VUCA world. Change is coming at 
us with mystifying speed, driven by globalization, demographics, the effect 
of increasing inequality and a growing broad range of technologies like ar-
tificial intelligence, blockchain, nanotechnology, quantum computing and 
many others.

Also, the reality for most people inside organizations today is that work 
doesn’t work, and the way we are organized makes it harder for us to do our 
work instead of easier. The way decisions are made slows things down when 
it should be speeding things up. And the way we collaborate and communi-
cate with our teams makes us feel like we would be better off working by 
ourselves than working together. As human life expectancy has increased, 
other things are changing in many ways. We now live in a world that is 
defined by exponential change and this exponential change is not driven 
exclusively by technological innovation, but rather by many other factors.

A Gallup global survey of employee engagement (Mann and Harter, 
2016) found that only 13 per cent of employees are engaged at work, 63 
per cent are not engaged, and an awful 24 per cent are actively disengaged. 
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This impacts the growth in productivity for organizations, and, as a result, 
the average lifespan of an organization today is just 15 years and it is still 
falling. In 1958 the average lifespan of a company on the S&P 500 was 
over 60 years (Anthony et al, 2018). So once they were listed in the S&P 
500, they could expect a good long run of success.

Table 2.1  Understanding VUCA

Volatility Uncertainty Complexity Ambiguity

Traits The challenge 
is unexpected 
or unstable 
and may be of 
unknown 
duration, but 
it’s not 
necessarily 
hard to 
understand.

Despite a lack 
of other 
information, 
the event’s 
basic cause 
and effect are 
known. 
Change is 
possible but 
not a given.

Some 
information is 
available or 
can be 
predicted, but 
the volume or 
nature of it 
can be 
overwhelming 
to process.

Casual relationships 
are completely 
unclear. No 
precedents exist; 
one faces 
unknowns.

Case Prices 
fluctuate after 
a natural 
disaster or an 
unpredictable 
incident takes 
a supplier 
offline.

A competitor’s 
pending 
product launch 
confuses the 
future of the 
business and 
the market.

Doing 
business in 
many 
countries, all 
with unique 
regulatory 
environments, 
tariffs and 
cultural 
values.

Decision to move 
into emerging 
markets or 
launching products 
outside core 
competencies.

Approach Build in slack 
in the pipeline 
and devote 
resources to 
prepare. This 
type of 
investment is 
expensive and 
should be 
matched to 
risk.

Collect, 
interpret and 
share 
information. 
This works in 
conjunction 
with structural 
changes that 
can reduce 
ongoing 
uncertainty.

Restructure, 
bring on or 
develop 
specialists and 
build up 
resources 
adequately to 
address and 
manage the 
complexity.

Understanding 
cause and effect 
needs a hypothesis 
to be generated 
and tested so that 
lessons learned can 
be applied.
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In the current scenario, we can also see that most large non-tech enter-
prises are failing, as these organizations just can’t squeeze out any more 
productivity. On the other hand, technology giants and new decacorns are 
on the rise. This small group of frontier companies is unlocking exponential 
productivity when compared to others, and they are indeed replacing the 
large enterprises at the top (McGowan et al, 2015).

Figure 2.1 shows the number of ongoing, major changes that have hap-
pened over time.

The difference between successful and unsuccessful organizations is that 
the successful ones are reaping all the rewards in this new world in the way 
they work and in terms of how they are fundamentally different from oth-
ers. Unlike these successful organizations, most other companies today are 
still using an obsolete operating model that was designed over 100 years ago 
for a world that no longer exists.

So, there is a shifting paradigm for organizations away from a time when 
they could only succeed by working towards a clear, specific and usually 
profit-driven collective purpose. This worked well at a time when it was 
possible and advantageous to try to predict the future. There are a few ex-
amples of the new models used by these successful organizations that others 
can learn from, although there is no one-size-fits-all solution. We will ex-
plore these in detail in later chapters.

Fall of large
non-tech enterprises

R
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m
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Rise of tech companies
and decacorns

Company lifespan

Human life
expectancy

Time progress

Figure 2.1  Major changes over time
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Patterns of shift

So, it’s clear that this difference between optimizing for certainty versus 
optimizing for uncertainty is at the core of what separates successful or-
ganizations from everyone else. The shift from an efficiency-driven to an 
innovation-driven world is shown in Figure 2.2.

As we can see from the figure, it’s no surprise that most organizations are 
finding it harder and harder to create any unique and tangible value at this 
end of the spectrum. Machines can create exponential and tangible value as 
they are good at working in certain environments that are bounded by char-
acteristics such as rules, models, processes, methods and, in fact, are quite 
complex in most cases.

Human beings, on the other hand, are good at the least routine, most 
complex, most collaborative, most creative work and are good in uncertain 
environments. These require attributes like co-creation, flexibility, creativity, 
effectiveness and an experimentation mindset. Today it is more about 
learning from experience than from the traditional education methods.

So the demand is for innovation-driven rather than efficiency-driven 
work for creating more value, and this is where teams and human workforces 
working together towards a shared goal can create that massive value. This 
is where change needs to happen exponentially, but, sadly, most organiza-
tions we work for are optimized for certainty not for uncertainty.

Many developing countries are also experiencing ongoing economic 
uncertainty, with long-lasting underemployment, uncontrollable debt and 
stagnant consumer demand. On the other hand, emerging countries are 
growing as their increasing populations and growing middle classes give rise 

Machines are good at

Most companies are good at

Humans are good at

Processes

Tangible Value we create Intangible

Co-creation Flexibility

Creativity

Effectiveness

UncertainCertain

Education How we learn Experience

Experiment

Innovation
driven

Methods

Efficiency
driven

Complicated

Rules
Models

Figure 2.2  Paradigm shifts for organizations
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to a new talent pool of workers. If organizations want to optimize for 
uncertainty, they need to begin by defining a clear and specific collective 
purpose and be ready to change.

Transformation describes the radical turning point in an organization’s 
success with its economic and social environment. Usually, a transformation 
in an organization proceeds with an infrastructural and technical upgrade of 
machines, algorithms and databases. But today, human transformation is 
also important, as we explored in the previous chapter. Organizations need 
a people-centric transformation, where the relationships of the organization 
need to be redefined as well.

For organizations to undergo this unprecedented change, their HR or-
ganization should develop new capabilities to help with this people-centric 
transformation so that they can remain relevant. And all these forces of 
change have significant implications for the future of business and HR func-
tions as well.

HR can also enable business growth by encouraging new working mod-
els, modern workplaces, the elevation of contingent workers and global 
mobility. Transforming HR to deliver dynamic capabilities like these can 
help organizations to respond better and effectively to changes in the busi-
ness environment and position themselves as leaders. We will explore more 
on this in the later sections of this chapter.

What does transformation mean?

As digital technologies and innovations are dramatically reshaping most of 
the industry, many organizations are pursuing extensive change efforts to 
seize the benefits to stay ahead of their peers. These attempts to help cope 
with the shifts in the market and business environments are mostly driven 
by transformations in the organization.

Transformation may sound easy, but it’s not, as currently there are so 
many different perceptions of this buzzword around the world. Of course 
it’s a journey that also brings a huge change to the people, processes and 
culture associated with an organization. But before understanding this buzz-
word, it is important to know what a transformation is not.

Exploring different transformations

Many organizations are misunderstanding transformation or more precisely 
digital transformation, especially when we consider the digital economy. 
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Let’s try to understand the different ways of changing businesses, processes, 
people, technologies and culture in an organization:

●● Digitization: focusing on integrating digital technologies into workplaces 
like the use of mobile, easy access, gadgets, etc. It is the process of 
changing from analogue to digital forms for any business function.

●● Agile and DevOps: tend to be technology makeovers from design through 
the development process to production support or using agile methods to 
innovate with existing products and services.

●● Business process optimization: to enhance business process for more 
efficient results and outcomes. This is one of the major quantitative tools 
in industrial decision-making for maximizing throughput.

●● Digitalization: the use of digital technologies to change a business model 
and provide new revenue and value-producing opportunities; it is the 
process of moving to a digital business.

Digitalization opens up the way towards the transformation journey and 
leverages enormous opportunities for innovation and competitive advan-
tages, which will require a complete rethinking of the organization in re-
spect of culture, strategy, technology and operations.

So, when we consider a digital transformation, it is in fact a constant 
journey of the realignment of business models, technologies and organiza-
tional culture to more effectively do business in the digital age. But for many 
organizations, digital transformation is just a digital optimization first and 
foremost, as new digital initiatives merely augment existing services.

Organizations should focus on the drivers and their capabilities to keep 
their journey going and should consider a realignment of the business model 
based on their vision, customer experiences, user behaviours and existing 
processes. They must also enable the right technologies to support these and 
drive change through agile leadership that must be flexible enough to change 
decisions and the organizational culture as well.

The fundamental meaning of transformation should also not be misun-
derstood. Transformation means anything that is changing its entire nature 
or form. In business, this would mean changing the core operating model or 
infrastructure of an organization. This is not something many businesses 
like to do, as it is simply too sensitive and risky, and all these factors make 
it more difficult for organizations.

There are many digital initiatives going on around the world, whether it’s 
about enhancing the customer experience, integrating new intelligence sys-
tems like chatbots, ensuring we have a multi-device approach with mobility 
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for customers or working with data and analytics to fuel marketing. The 
possibilities and opportunities today are literally endless, and organizations 
must understand their necessity when considering their future scope and 
uses for it.

Despite all these, more than 70 per cent of digital transformation initia-
tives and programmes don’t succeed. McKinsey suggests that 70 per cent of 
transformation programmes fail, while Forbes puts the figure at 84 per cent 
(Rogers, 2017), which implies that two out of every three digital transfor-
mation programmes fail on average. The key to the success of digital trans-
formation is also the key to a better future.

Attaining a successful transformation

The key to success is not only having the right new technologies, but or-
ganizations should make a start simply by asking themselves a few basic 
questions with an open-minded attitude, so that they can open up a new 
world of opportunities and plan their forthcoming journey:

●● Why do we need to transform?

●● What does a successful transformation look like for us?

●● Do we have the right skills and resources?

●● Are we aware of the challenges?

●● Is the organization ready for the changes?

These are only a few; there could well be many other questions like this. 
There are also many other key factors which organizations need to consider. 
Figure 2.3 shows the major key factors for a successful transformation 
journey.

Looking at this figure, for a successful transformation it is important to 
understand the sense of urgency and readiness, as there is no point in just 
following others, instead of obtaining a better understanding of ourselves. 
For that same reason, a transformation initiative must also start with the 
leaders from the top, who should not only own this but also be open enough 
to challenge the old way of thinking.

For those top leaders who are driving this journey, it is also crucial to 
engage with others and communicate the correct purpose to the informal 
leaders, enablers and integrators in the organization. They should make sure 
that collaboration is happening across the organization and also be ready 
for a change in culture, as for any such transformation, a good way of 
changing the organization is through the culture itself.
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Experimenting with new ways and ideas and adapting them to an agile 
mindset is also a major factor, because in the end, this journey should have 
a positive impact on the business. That’s why leaders and the workforce 
need to have the right mindset for the transformation, an adopting mindset 
in fact, which starts on a personal level, then extends across to the organiza-
tion’s needs, its customers and then to the rest of the business, its technolo-
gies, demographics, etc.

There is no order of importance for these key factors, as they are all nec-
essary for success, but in most cases, transformation starts with culture, 
which is the operating system of the organization. Organizations from the 
pre-digital era therefore need to adjust or shift their organizational culture 
to keep up in today’s digital world, and also must be ready to adapt or 
change their culture. It is neither easy nor is it going to happen quickly. We 
will explore this in the next chapter.

For many, it is a common belief that technology drives transformation, 
but this is not true as in most cases, it is strategy that drives transformation. 
The most important part is to capture the value and find the sweet spots 
among the organization’s capabilities, customer needs and competitors’ of-
ferings. Organizations need to consider the entire value chain when making 
such strategies; only then can they can get ready for their digital transforma-
tion journey.

Any digital transformation of a business can only excel with good leader-
ship and management, regardless of its size or budget. And doing so requires 
more than just IT savvy leaders; competencies such as being clear on the 

Activate the
informal leaders
and integrators

Challenge the old
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Figure 2.3  Key factors for a successful transformation journey
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vision, maintaining transparency, believing in collaboration, possessing agil-
ity, having strong communication skills and being a role model are some of 
the very important qualities needed from these leaders.

Transformation means different objectives to different people. For many, 
it’s about the speed and power of technology; for some, it’s about gaining 
more visibility in the process and generating data; and for others, it’s about 
driving efficiency, adding more value and achieving cost savings on the bot-
tom line. Being empathic is a core element of any transformation strategy, 
and it’s a quality of character that changes the world.

Another important aspect to remember is not to fear ongoing change and 
future failure. Moreover, only having an experimenting mindset is not 
enough. It is also important how quickly an organization learns from its 
failures, while exploring new ideas and ways. Failure is, in fact, the first step 
to success, which we all have learnt from our childhood. Organizations that 
experience continued success in their transformation recognize that it isn’t 
just the change; it is the journey that matters.

Journey of transformation

Digital transformation is not just about radiant new technology; it’s a new 
way of organizing, engaging with customers and employees, and building 
networks of expertise and trust through cooperation and collaboration, and 
working faster, better, smarter than ever before. There is no alternative to 
digital transformation; early adopters will shape new strategic options for 
themselves, and those they don’t adapt will fail.

So, digitalization or digital transformation is more than a buzzword and 
should be an essential part of corporate strategies, for certain. To be very 
clear, just investing in technology is not the same as digitalization or digital 
transformation. Most organizations are now investing in new tools, applica-
tions, platforms and services to make them tech-enabled, but it doesn’t mean 
organizations are transforming in a digital economy. With digital transfor-
mation, technology is driven by purpose, and that purpose is meant to 
reshape business.

Based on the research of companies like Cognizant and Altimeter (Solis, 
2016), there are six key stages organizations go through in their digital 
transformation, as shown in Figure 2.4. But this doesn’t mean every organi-
zation follows this sequence in their own transformation journey.
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While exploring the stages, we can see that in most of the current active 
transformations, the digital initiatives are driven by diverse experimentation 
and creativity, aiming for improvement within the organization. This is un-
like the organization’s familiar legacy perspective of customers, processes, 
metrics, business models and technology, although it is the ongoing solution 
to digital success.

More formalized transformation approaches focus on business relevance 
and where the initiative becomes dynamic and hence needs better support 
from the top for new resources and technologies. In a strategic transforma-
tion, on the other hand, shared efforts and insights from people and the 
team lead to new strategic roadmaps for the organization. In the later stages, 
a dedicated transformation team is necessary to convey strategy and 
operations based on the business and customer-centric goals. And finally, 
transformation becomes innovative and adaptive, this becomes the new 
norm and a new ecosystem is established.

Transformation isn’t an outcome; it is a complex but developing journey. 
No one can usually claim that they have reached the end of the transforma-
tion process. Many are just at the beginning; in fact, some of them haven’t 
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   and eventually
   operate at scale.

• A dedicated team
  forms to guide
  strategy and
  operations based on
  business and
  customer-centric
  goals.

• Individual groups
   recognized for
   strength in
   collaboration, lead to
   new strategic road-
   maps for better
   ownership and
   investments.

•  Various
   experimentation
   throughout the
   organization drives
   digital literacy and
   creativity aiming for
   improvement.

•  Organization
   operates with legacy
   perspective of
   customers,
   processes, metrics,
   business model and
   technology.

Figure 2.4  Six stages of transformation
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even started yet. So in this digital era, one cannot give a fixed timeline for a 
transformation journey, as it’s a continuous, ongoing process.

When it comes to HR organization, transformation is more than just 
deploying some new digital solutions. Rather it should focus on the business 
challenges related to the workforce and needs of the organization and hence 
it is important to generate business value from this. Business alignment is 
the key factor that business leaders want from their HR colleagues 
(Donaldson, 2017).

This means there is a lot of work to do to bring the workforce along with 
the changes, by involving them and making them feel it is a process done 
with them, not to them. HR and business leaders need a transformational 
growth mindset and also need to understand that nothing is going to stand 
still anymore, as change is the only constant today.

Growth mindsets in the digital age

There is a famous quote that says once your mindset changes, everything on 
the outside will change along with it. Mindset is just a simple idea discov-
ered by renowned Stanford University psychologist Carol Dweck after dec-
ades of research on achievement and success (Dweck, 2006).

Basically, the mindset can be divided into two – a fixed mindset and a 
growth mindset. In the fixed mindset people believe in their basic qualities, 
like their intelligence or talent, and simply rely on their fixed characteristics. 
They like to document their fixed characteristics and intelligence instead of 
developing them, and they also believe that talent alone creates success.

In the growth mindset people believe that their basic abilities can be 
developed through commitment and hard work; intelligence or talent is just 
the starting point. This perspective creates a passion for learning and a resil-
ience that is essential for great achievement. So, they are more interested in 
their growing characteristics and qualities.

The difference

Every individual is different, as most of us think differently, act differently 
and progress differently from one another. There are also strong differences 
in people’s backgrounds, experiences, training, or ways of learning. Some 
claim that the fixed quality part can’t be increased, whereas others believe 
that with practice, training and the right way, we can manage to increase our 
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attention, our memory, our judgement and literally become more intelligent 
than we were before.

These two different mindsets can determine how successful people can 
be, which is much more than having just talent, skills and intelligence. 
Table 2.2 shows the differences between the two mindsets with examples. 
There is a strong physical basis for these differences, making them unavoid-
able and unalterable.

The right mindset can predict future achievement and impact on our 
learning and beliefs. For example, a growth mindset can help in embracing 
challenges, learning from negative feedback, seeing efforts as a path to mas-
tery and, finding lessons and inspiration in the success of others. A fixed 
mindset can lead to avoiding challenges, feeling attacked by useful negative 
feedback, seeing effort as fruitless and feeling threatened by the success of 
others (Boehmer, 2015).

Recent advances in neuroscience have also shown that the brain is far 
softer than we ever knew and the connectivity between neurons can change 
with experience. With practice and use, neural networks grow new connec-
tions, strengthen existing ones and build insulation that speeds the transmis-
sion of impulses. So we can increase our neural growth by the actions we 
take, such as using good strategies, asking questions, practising and follow-
ing good nutrition and sleep habits as well.

Also, if we start believing that our brain can grow, we start behaving dif-
ferently. We can indeed change a person’s mindset from fixed to growth, and 
when we do, it leads to increased motivation and achievement. Mindset is 
considered one of the important factors when organizations need to trans-
form, as it’s very unlikely that people want to change, generally. So having 
the right mindset is very much a primary consideration, while in starting any 
such initiatives, a digital mindset is one of them.

Table 2.2  Growth mindset versus fixed mindset examples

Growth mindset Fixed mindset

✓✓ Failure is an opportunity to grow.
✓✓ I can learn to do anything I want.
✓✓ Challenges like me to grow.
✓✓ I like to try new things.
✓✓ Feedback is constructive.
✓✓ My attitude determines my abilities.
✓✓ If you succeed, I am inspired.

✗  Failure is the limit of my abilities.
✗  I am either good at it or not.
✗  I don’t like to be challenged.
✗  I stick to what I know.
✗  Feedback and criticism are personal.
✗  My abilities are unchanging.
✗  If you succeed, I am threatened.
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A digital mindset

Digital technology has connected the world to an extraordinary degree, giv-
ing organizations the ability to reach customers, consumers and their work-
force in new ways, automating their interactions and aggregating proper 
information to better understand and influence individual behaviour and 
experiences. Moreover, digital technology has accelerated the pace of change 
in business, uplifting disruptive business models that can create new mar-
kets and enforcing a new collaboration in the world of work.

But digital technology requires more than an understanding of technol-
ogy; organizations cannot achieve digital success without first understand-
ing whether their people have the right mindsets to embrace the opportunities 
for change and innovation that digital brings. In addition, leaders who look 
to shape the cultures of their organizations need to react quickly to emerg-
ing trends and be open to new ways of working and thinking.

For any industry, sector or function, the organization can successfully 
nurture an agile culture when their leader starts with a proper mindset, a 
digital mindset. This digital mindset reinforces a collaborative approach, 
open mindedness, recognition, appreciation and trust, which are traits of a 
digital connected world. When organizations follow this mindset, they are 
more likely to thrive in this digital world.

As transformation in this digital age needs constant exploration, experi-
mentation and learning, all individuals with a growth mindset can make a 
big difference, as they are more likely to put in the extra effort to learn and 
do things in new ways and own a resilience that helps them to overcome 
challenges. Below are some key characteristics that are concealed in a digital 
mindset.

●● Agile thinking: Being agile is more than just adopting the changes; it is 
vital to anticipate the changes by being flexible enough to keep pace. In 
the digital age, this would mean being soft with technology, seeing change 
as an opportunity and accepting new ways of working without feeling 
threatened.

●● Understanding patterns: Interpreting patterns for change is essential to 
be able to overcome the uncertainty and ambiguity, especially in the 
VUCA world. It is important to understand what the organization needs, 
where the leaders are in the journey and what the workforce thinks.

●● Collaborative approach: We are living in a complex and changing world 
with unforeseen challenges. Today, innovating and creating value for 
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business is very much essential, and collaboration is the only way to 
make all these possible in this digitally connected world.

●● Adopting diversity: Diversity can make a huge difference as people 
thinking differently can come up with innovative ideas when faced with 
an exception challenge. A digital mindset essentially means going beyond 
similar thoughts and embracing different ideas, even when they are 
radical.

Most successful organizations tend to be highly efficient and flexible. 
However, there are other success factors like adaptability, agility and inno-
vation, which certainly propel these organizations more towards digital 
success. To move towards a proper digital mindset, the HR organization 
also needs a new mindset to rethink how their role can foster a more useful 
adoption of change while reducing unnecessary bureaucracy.

New HR mindsets

Today organizations are still surrounded by typical HR practices that are 
centred on policy manuals, rules and compliance, which are hardly ever read 
by employees unless they need to in a particular situation. Perceptions about 
HR in most organizations are very much based on this nature of its role, as 
the HR function work is mostly transactional and many in the organization 
may not be aware of the values that HR can create for the business.

Many HR professionals are still stuck in the mindset that was dominant 
in the industrial economy, which was focused on enhancing the efficiency of 
production and work processes, ensuring compliance and standardization. 
The HR function was expected to play the role of a policy maker within an 
organization, who could help in setting the policies and procedures, main-
taining control and providing consistency. This is not going to work in the 
digital economy. HR personnel need to shift their mindsets as well, as shown 
in Figure 2.5.

To communicate the language of business, it is very important that HR 
leaders and professionals understand the business functions very well. 
Emphasis should be on the business’s values, while dealing with both effi-
ciency and flexibility. When both are in balance with the business’s values, it 
leads to better employee and organizational outcomes, such as greater pro-
ductivity, job satisfaction, commitment and retention. More business value 
can be generated when the HR organization starts thinking of itself and its 
operations as a business.
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communicate in the
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Empathize what matters to
employee and guide

them with values

Add business value
over ef ficiency

Drive experience
over process

• Create a compelling
  employee experience
  on top of process
  standardization and
  efficiency.

• Move from
  administration and
  need to become
  advisory partner for
  the organization.

• Focus on enabling
  changes; instead of
  only restricting people
  with rules and policies.

Being an adviser
over admin

Enable changes
over rules

Act as an internal
strategist and a cultural

change agent

Lead the way in how
organizations respond to

the new world of work

• Emphasize on  business
  value; not only
  enhancing the
  ef ficiency of the
  production and work.

Figure 2.5  Shift in HR mindset
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Creating a compelling experience for the customers of HR is what HR or-
ganizations need today, in addition to the standardization of processes and 
efficiency. The inclusion of a technology-enabled HR function will allow 
professionals to avoid being immersed in tasks such as record-keeping, 
transactions and lifecycle processes. This in turn produces an opportunity to 
understand the employees and guide them with more values, including a 
superior employee experience.

HR also needs to eliminate the jargon of its specialization in this digital 
age and literally move from an administrative role to a more advisory busi-
ness partner for the organization. In turn, this requires a far deeper grasp of 
the organization’s core business model and strategy, and leads to how the 
organization responds to the new world of work and ongoing disruptions. 
Although an HR business partner exists in many organizations, the mind-
sets are still the old ones.

As there are many changes and much uncertainty happening today at 
work and in workplaces, the HR organization really needs to think beyond 
the rules, policies and compliance. Overregulation can prevent employees 
from responding quickly to change or taking proactive steps in anticipation 
of change. This is neither an option to gain traction in this digital world nor 
good for the organization when considering ongoing transformations. 
Instead of restricting workforces through all kinds of policies, rules and 
procedures, HR leaders and professionals should rather focus on enabling 
activities.

HR should act more like an internal strategist and change agent for the 
business, the workforce and the organization’s culture. They can help the 
workforce to understand the connections between their role, the business 
strategy, the deliverables and the customer. More emphasis should always be 
on guiding employees with company values that help them execute strategy 
and make suitable decisions when facing unknown situations and uncer-
tainty. If we consider all these components together, this in fact represents a 
huge shift for HR.

Organizations are more successful when line managers, rather than HR 
professionals, are responsible for recruiting, performance management and 
retention. This does not mean that HR is not needed, rather they can play a 
vital role in coaching and guiding the line managers on managing the work-
force effectively. HR should also do periodical reviews of HR policies and 
procedures based on feedback and suggestions from line managers and 
business leaders (Scott-Jackson and Mayo, 2017).
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In the digital economy, business success is hugely dependent on adapta-
bility, speed and innovation, but this change requires a different mindset 
from the HR organization as well. Only focusing on compliance and stand-
ardization of processes is not enough to help organizations to achieve 
success. HR should take an active role and ensure that policies and pro-
cesses are enabling people to adopt the required transformations rather than 
constraining them, because if organizations don’t adapt today, they will not 
exist anymore in the future.

Why we need to adapt or die

Technology developments and disruptions have accelerated since the 2010s 
at a pace that we never thought was possible. We have already explored the 
exponential changes and transformations that are happening in this digital 
age. The constant reduction in the prices of hardware and software compo-
nents has also contributed to the massive progress of the fourth industrial 
revolution.

Today, entrepreneurs, many of whom are digital natives, have a strong 
conception of how to apply technology to extract insights into evolving 
consumer needs and experiences. This has also enabled many new players 
and startups to rapidly grow their consumer base to the millions, disrupting 
many industries, sectors and functions, as we have seen previously. These 
new digital leaders have redefined the way consumers access their products 
and services.

In addition, this new competitive business aspect makes organizations 
under threat rethink their old business models and existing operations, as 
well as look at new ways to approach their consumers. Organizations that 
do not adapt now will face problems. And the more rapid the pace of change, 
the more the desire should be to avoid the consequences of sticking to the 
old ways. So how can the organization adapt to these changes and disrup-
tions in the digital world?

The need for adaptation

The modern digital economy is global, fast and dynamic; and it’s in a con-
stant state of change. So the substantial overarching challenge for leaders 
and organizations is to quickly respond to market change, understand the 
surrounding contexts and learn rapidly from their failures. Leaders must be 
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the catalyst for organizational change that will help convey their businesses 
to become market leaders. And the demand for these changes requires or-
ganizations to maintain the following three qualities:

●● Agility: Able to renew itself, change quickly and succeed in a rapidly 
changing, ambiguous, complex environment. Can help the organization 
to react successfully to the emergence of new competitors, or sudden 
shifts in market conditions or any other context.

●● Innovation: Being creative and brave enough to bring new ideas for 
developing new products and services; establishing ways of working or 
leading any disruption in the market that is crucial for the continuing 
success of the organization in this era.

●● Adaptability: Able to sustain the high-speed pace of change through 
cognitive skills and behaviours that can develop from continuous learning 
and experience. The only organizations that can achieve competitive 
advantage.

Today’s pace of change in business conditions may or may not go unchecked, 
but it is surely striking to all of us and creating a big noise, and we should 
expect it to accelerate in the future. It all depends on how the business con-
verts this threat into an opportunity. Adaptation is necessary for rapid 
change, not only to stay ahead of competitors but also for the organization’s 
own survival, as ignoring a rapidly changing situation can make the organi-
zation go the way of the dinosaurs.

The dinosaur metaphor is quite fitting in this circumstance. Paleontologists 
eagerly debate the cause of the dinosaurs’ extinction and think it was 
majorly due to their failure to adapt to the rapidly changing climate, 
particularly the temperature. The dinosaur is not alone in the history of 
evolutionary failures. In 1859, Charles Darwin, in his book, The Origin of 
Species, showed that those species that adapt best to their changing environ-
ment have the best chance of surviving, while those that do not adapt, do 
not survive (McCallum, 2017).

To be adaptable it is necessary to think more holistically, so the organiza-
tion needs to think beyond its own boundaries and possibly work more 
closely and effectively with its customers and vendors. The successful 
organization anticipates the need for change and does so by learning more 
quickly from their experimentation and by putting in minimal effort and 
focusing on improving outcomes. A shared vision also helps connect and 
inspire all parts of an organization to adapt and move together towards a 
common purpose.
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Adaptability of leaders is also one of the key factors to transformation 
success, as is leadership commitment. When people in key roles are more 
involved in the ongoing transformations than they were in past change 
efforts, a transformation’s success is more likely. For leaders, emphasizing 
the importance of alignment across vision and strategy, culture and beliefs, 
processes, plans, people and desired outcomes is very necessary.

The organization that is well managed, better financed, more responsive 
and agile can handle these unpredictable changes in much better ways than 
others. Opportunities are everywhere due to these changes; organizations 
that can adapt more quickly will certainly be ahead of those who can’t. The 
result is self-explanatory.

Adapting HR

It is a fact that if someone needs to be responsible for people issues at an 
organization today, it’s the HR department. Now, when the responsibility 
for those issues starts moving to line managers, HR needs to maintain a bal-
ance before unleashing new ways of working, which we have explored 
before. HR must not continue in its current state and start adapting to the 
new ways through alignment with future change.

The HR organization needs to leverage the use of new technology and 
redefine its core responsibilities to focus on major business and organiza-
tional challenges. In many cases, HR has failed on both accounts, due to 
their own misconceptions, which have led to more skepticism and rancour 
from business leaders and employees. Figure 2.6 shows why there is a need 
for HR to adapt and the relevant strategies for it.

Learning
from the

communities

Analyse the
contexts and

business cases Aligning with
business
strategy

Design the future
workforce
strategy

Building
capabilities

for the futurePerform
development and

training

Empowering
new ways of

work

Need for adaptation

The digital world is transforming
the workforce and workplaces
Organizations are constantly
challenged with unpredictable
changes
The workforce is increasingly
diverse with demographical
shifts
Employment expectations are
changing

Traditional HR strategies fail to
thrive and sustain

Evaluate
outcomes and
experiences

Figure 2.6  Need for adaptation and relevant strategies for HR
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As we can see from this figure, there is a clear need for adaptation, as tradi-
tional HR strategies fail to thrive and sustain in this digital age because the 
unpredictable changes in the digital world and ongoing disruptions are liter-
ally transforming the workforce and its workplace. This is generating a con-
stant challenge to organizations and businesses and forces HR organizations 
to act as well.

The workforce is also increasingly becoming more diverse with demo-
graphic and economic shifts due to the rise of machine intelligence and aug-
mentation, and changes happening in the world of work and jobs. All these 
are recasting the employment expectations of the workforce, which is also 
changing their relationship with their employers. HR organizations cannot 
survive without incorporating a relevant strategy for its adaptability, in this 
high paced reshaping of the environment.

The first step is to start by analysing the context and defining the business 
case, while aligning the business strategy. Change takes place at all levels 
during a transformation, especially when it comes to talent and capabilities 
that in fact alter top teams, bring in new leaders and transform cultures. So, 
the analysing part is very crucial to building any future approach, as well as 
bringing the right people on board (Welsing et al, 2017).

The roles of integrators and enablers, who bridge the potential gaps be-
tween the traditional and digital slices of the business, are very essential. People 
in these roles help by encouraging stronger internal capabilities, along with 
conveying the experience from the business side, and this demands a good con-
nection with both the traditional and new ways of leveraging the business.

The next step is to design the future workforce strategy and build the 
capabilities for the future organization and workforce. This starts with 
aligning the future business and present people strategies of the organiza-
tion. Usually there is a significant gap between what employers offer today 
and what employees desire from their work, especially when we see a huge 
diverse workforce. This results in a big loss for both, as employees become 
disengaged and unhappy at work and therefore become less productive and 
more likely to leave, hence costing the business.

All these changes around the world of work and workforces and the 
augmentation of human tasks by intelligence systems, demand the develop-
ment of new skills and competencies. The typical activities related to HR 
organizations, such as the administrative functions like payroll, timekeeping 
and employee recordkeeping, and the maintenance of policies, rules and 
compliances, all remain important but can also be automated easily. All 
these demand a clear need to perform development and training for the 
workforce, which may also lead to reskilling for HR professionals as well.
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Then, HR leaders need to make sure that their HR strategies are flexible 
and adaptable as well. Designing a strategy based on community-driven 
learning can enhance resilience and improve organizational capacity to 
manage difficulties. So it is very important to continuously evaluate the out-
comes and experiences across the organization. Adaptive ways of working 
for the HR organization can generate more time for leadership developmen-
tal actions and for relationship building.

The last step is not the end of the strategy building, rather a continuous 
focus on improvements. It is a cycle of processes that can enhance leader-
ship, values and trust by fostering a new culture for the future. Trust, which 
within an organization can be quite fragile, is also a very important factor 
here. Building trust within an organization takes much more time than is 
usually taken by individuals.

So, if HR cannot adapt, it may not be able to keep up with today’s fast 
changing work environment, which is not only a loss for HR leaders and 
professionals but also for management, business leaders and the workforce 
itself. The future of HR is not doomed, but it must adapt to flourish and to 
deliver true value for organizational success in this digital age and economy.

Workforces and organizations have a growing need to adapt to all the 
unpredictable and exponential changes. And to be successful in this journey, 
organizations must focus on cultural change, build and adopt the right strat-
egy, and emphasize the data-driven transformation for the workforce.

Summary

Become familiar with the fast-changing uncertain world of developing 
forward-thinking capabilities:

●● There are radical consequences as technology is changing the way we 
live, how we communicate with each other, how we create and share 
knowledge, how we do our personal things and even how we manage a 
relationship.

●● VUCA describes the volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity of 
the world and is a concept that is acquiring a new relevance to specify the 
current rapidly changing environment.

●● We now live in a world that is defined by exponential change and is 
driven, not exclusively, but more than anything else, by technological 
innovation, together with many other factors.
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●● The difference between optimizing for certainty versus optimizing for 
uncertainty differentiates the successful organization from all others, and 
that needs a comprehensive shift.

Realize how transformation is the turning point in an organization’s success 
with its economic and social environment:

●● Many organizations misunderstand digital transformation, which is a 
constant journey of realignment of business models, technologies and 
organizational culture to more effectively do business in the digital age.

●● More than 70 per cent of digital transformation initiatives and programmes 
don’t succeed, which implies that two out of every three digital 
transformation programmes fail.

●● The key to a successful digital transformation is not only having the right 
new technologies but also that organizations should make the right 
decisions with an open-minded attitude so that they can open up a new 
world of opportunities.

●● Digital transformation is a new way of organizing, engaging with customers 
and employees, and building networks of expertise and trust, through 
cooperation and collaboration, and working faster, better, smarter than 
ever before.

Know why we need growth and digital mindsets for the process of transfor-
mation:

●● The mindset can be divided into two, a fixed mindset, where people are 
simply relying on their fixed characteristics, and a growth mindset, where 
people believe that their basic abilities can be developed through 
commitment and hard work.

●● As transformation in this digital age needs constant exploration and 
learning, all individuals with a growth mindset can make a big difference, 
with their ability to learn and do things in new ways and they have a 
resilience to manage challenges.

●● HR professionals are still stuck in the mindset that was dominant in the 
industrial economy, which was focused on enhancing the efficiency of 
production and work processes, ensuring compliance and standardization.

●● In the digital economy, business success is hugely dependent on 
adaptability, speed and innovation, but this change requires a digital 
mindset from the HR organization so that it can deliver true value.
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Outline the importance of the adaptability of business, organization and 
HR for the future:

●● The modern digital economy is global, fast and dynamic; and it’s in a 
constant state of change. The challenge for organizations is to quickly 
respond to change, understand the surrounding contexts and learn 
rapidly from their failures.

●● The organization that is well managed, better financed, more responsive 
and agile can handle these unpredictable changes in a much better way 
than others. Organizations that can adapt quickly will certainly be in the 
front line.

●● The HR organization needs to leverage the use of new technology and 
redefine its core responsibilities to focus on major business and 
organizational challenges.

●● If HR cannot adapt, it may not be able to keep up with today’s fast-
changing work environment, which is not only a loss for HR leaders and 
professionals but also for management, business leaders and the 
workforce itself.

Time to act

Why the need for change? •  Why do we need to transform today? Why
   is a digital mindset important for transformation? 

•  How is the rapidly changing world going to impact us?
    What is the key to our success and sustainability?

•  Where should we start? Where does it make the
   biggest impact? What are the values? 

•  Who should be a part of this?  Who are the enablers
   and integrators here?

•  How should we get ahead with the transformational
    changes?  How should we adapt?

What makes sense?

Who can help?

Where to start?

How to change?
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03The game 
changers
Culture, data and strategy

Objectives

✓✓ Explore the impact of cultural change in transformation

✓✓ Outline a data-driven transformation empowered by analytics

✓✓ Become accustomed to positioning strategic HR business for the 
organization

✓✓ Know how to build a sustainable agile digital HR strategy for 
transformation

Transformation starts with a change 
in culture

Culture is the backbone of any successful organization and a corporate cul-
ture can make a huge difference in attracting and retaining talent in the or-
ganization. In addition, corporate culture has an impact on the success of 
the transformational change initiatives. Whenever an organization has a 
major organizational change underway, cultures play an important role. It 
can either support the new state reality that the organization is implement-
ing, or it can become a bottleneck if underestimated.

For any transformation, there are always shifts away from the old ways 
of doing things to the new. The new strategies, structures, processes and 
technologies are likely to be so different from the present that they require 
people to adopt new ways of working. The workforce during any transfor-
mation must also change the way they interact with one another, their pri-
oritizations, even their measuring of results and become part of the shift in 
culture.
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The cultural shift

Organizational cultures form over years of interaction between people in 
organizations, so changing the organizational culture can feel like rolling 
rocks uphill. But in the end, it will likely result in increased growth and suc-
cessful transformation. Lacking a clear shift in the cultural norms and ex-
pectations of an organization will result in the failure of the organization’s 
change initiatives.

So, without a cultural transformation at multiple levels, the workforce 
will revert to their old ways of working. Therefore, the shift must happen at 
three levels: at the organizational level, the team level and the individual 
level. While change at organizational level is about image, the organization 
chooses, consciously or unconsciously, to send a message about what is val-
ued in the workplace; at the team level, it is more about the right kind of 
practices that reinforce how they collaborate, have greater influence and 
creativity.

To embrace the change, the team needs to understand the purpose of the 
change and what it looks like for them. And then the most important level 
of change is the last one, for without individual change, there is no change. 
Cultural change is the sum of all the individual changes that are happening 
in the organization, and we must make changes with a clear and specific 
culture, so we know what we need to do differently.

The leaders and individuals in the organization must decide to change 
their behaviour to create the desired organizational culture. Leaders should 
be responsible for designing the new culture to deliver on the new transfor-
mational change initiatives, so that the workforce can see how the new 
organizational culture will fit into the larger change picture.

Leaders also model the new behaviours to provide a good role model for 
the workforce and need to demonstrate that these changes are not interim. 
If a leader does not exhibit any indication of change, it is unlikely that the 
workforce will take this initiative on their own.

However, this shift is hard for many leaders to visualize, as culture is 
neither simple nor tangible to define and change. But the shift is always re-
quired for transformation success. Table 3.1 lists some basic questions that 
leaders may need to consider in driving cultural change, followed by some 
necessary approaches.

A leader must believe in the new culture and drive this in the organization 
for the future success of the change initiatives. For them, it is also important 
to fix the cultural gaps to speed up the transformation. Once the foundations 
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are in place, leaders must accelerate change and implant values and 
behaviours to establish skills, collaboration and a strong focus on customer 
outcomes across the organization. All these can only be embraced when 
leaders understand their current culture, people and practices.

So, for a cultural shift, first it is important to understand the current cul-
ture, as it is then easy to decide where the organization wants to go. Based 
on this, leaders need to define the organization’s strategic direction and plan 
on what the culture should look like. Organizations must create appropriate 
plans to ensure that the desired organizational culture becomes a reality, and 
the two most important drivers for creating organizational cultural change 
are leadership support and learning.

Communication, employee involvement and a willingness to adapt are 
also key drivers to maintaining organizational change. It is more difficult to 
change the culture of an existing organization than to create a culture in a 
brand-new organization. So, when an organizational culture is set, people 
need to unlearn the old values, practices and behaviours before they can 
learn the new ones.

Exploring organizational culture

Before going further, we first need to understand what a culture is. Culture 
is a common term often used to refer to symbolic markers used by ethnic 
groups to distinguish themselves from each other. But the definition of cul-
ture is not simple to understand and indeed is a difficult term to define.

Table 3.1  How leaders drive cultural change

Questions to consider Check

●● What are the new state and solutions requiring a shift in our 
culture?

●● What cultural indicators work, block, or are needed for this 
change effort to succeed?

●● What new behaviours are required to accept these new norms 
and practices?

●● What are the drivers for a leader to model these behaviours?
●● How can I communicate and engage the workforce so they can 

see the value in changing their fundamental way of working?
●● What are the best ways of reinforcing the new cultural norms 

and behaviours so they endure?
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In 1952, the American anthropologists, Kroeber and Kluckhohn, criti-
cally reviewed concepts and definitions of culture and compiled a list of 164 
different definitions in Culture: A Critical Review of Concepts and Defini­
tions. According to Barber & Bader, culture is an abstract, complex and 
problematic term. We can come up with so many different definitions, some 
of them are quite complicated to understand (Spencer-Oatey, 2012).

The centre for advanced research on language acquisition defined culture 
as shared patterns of behaviours and interactions, cognitive constructs and 
understanding that are learned by socialization. Thus, it is the growth of a 
group identity fostered by social patterns unique to the group. Figure 3.1 
shows definitions of organizational culture from scientific and economic 
backgrounds.

If we investigate the scientific background of culture:

●● Culture is the accumulation of values, underlying assumptions and 
orientations to life, beliefs, policies, procedures and codes of conduct. 
These are shared by a group of people and affect the behaviour of the 
members.

●● In every human realm, behind an action, knowledge and thinking, there 
are components that are cultural values. The simplest and most important 
value is the assumption of survival and reproduction. The more complex 
mankind became the more complex their cultural values grew.

●● Behind every bit of knowledge there is a cultural assumption that is 
strengthened by knowledge, institutions and authorities.

On the other hand, when we start looking into the economic background of 
culture, we find some different aspects like corporate agility, adaptation, 

Culture

Economic

- Corporate agility

- Dynamic adaptation

- Organizational learning

- Management thinking

- Leadership competencies

- Organizational model

OrganizationScientific

- Accumulation of values
- Underlying assumptions
- Orientations to life
- Beliefs, policies, procedures
- Codes of conduct shared
- Human realms, action,
  thinking

People

Figure 3.1  Defining organizational cultures



The Game Changers: Culture, Data and Strategy 61

organizational learning, management thinking, leadership competencies, or-
ganizational models, and all these determine cultural patterns. These pat-
terns of shared basic assumptions can be learned by a group as it solves its 
problems of external adaptation and internal integration.

These cultural patterns define the corporate culture as well, which is then 
easier to measure. Just setting up values and driving diversity does not pro-
vide any gains in the corporate culture in terms of the company’s vision; 
rather, we need to capture its growth and variance over time. Culture is 
something that can be derived from the combination of the traits of indi-
viduals from organizations and corporate behaviours that formed from its 
root and ongoing journey.

Current and future business leaders need to develop a new range of stra-
tegic leadership capabilities to remain effective when they are focusing on 
any transformations. This is the capability to adapt and operate effectively 
when interacting with other cultures and its successful application. It is in 
fact providing a huge competitive edge in any multicultural environment.

Cultural fit and contribution

On the one side, an organization must focus on fitting individuals into the 
corporate culture. However, culture isn’t just for current employees, as it 
starts the moment a candidate first comes across an organization’s brand. 
And this immediately activates the drivers for the organization’s growth and 
success. The culture of the organization is shaped by every single individual, 
and successful talent decisions can be driven by the right cultural fit.

On the other side, it is also a question of whether we should hire someone 
who will easily fit into the culture, or is it better to hire someone who will 
contribute to the culture and improve it. One is about maintaining the pat-
tern, the other is about change. For cultural contribution, the organization 
should make sure that each person they hire adds a unique background and 
aspect to their team while maintaining the same overall purpose (Grant, 
2016). Table 3.2 highlights the differences between cultural fit and 
contribution.

It is no longer a secret that engaged employees are more likely to perform 
better and improve organizational success. And as organizations are moving 
more towards agile organizational models, there will be a greater increase in 
employee engagement initiatives. Employee engagement refers to an em-
ployee’s job satisfaction, loyalty and inclination to spend discretionary effort 
meeting organizational goals. As employee engagement and organizational 
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culture both involve an individual’s relationship with their workplace, it is 
necessary to bring them together all the time.

Companies measure engagement mostly through an annual employee 
survey or by a continuous feedback culture. But this is not the only impor-
tant point; they need to care about culture as well, for understanding what 
is happening within their organization and engagement are critical outputs 
of a strong culture. So for an organization, it is very important to change the 
culture based on their employees’ needs. The way a new employee contrib-
utes to make a better culture is something that should not be ignored.

Organizational culture centres on the concepts of values and assumptions 
that contribute to the development of norms, behaviours and other cultural 
activities. The change in organizational culture is not as easy as we had ex-
plored before. Organizations must thus respond to cultural change, as weak-
ness in organizational culture is one of the main barriers to company success 
in the digital age.

Building a culture of constant change is key to continual transformation 
for an organization. Days are changing now; organizations don’t make a 
change and then wait for the next five years for business as usual. There is a 
need to build a new momentum and pattern in the business that reflects the 
new truth of the industry in which they are operating.

Towards a data-driven transformation 
with analytics

All organizations are undergoing transformation in their businesses, irre-
spective of their industry, and many of them are struggling despite pursuing 

Table 3.2  Difference between cultural fit and contribution

Cultural fit Cultural contribution

●● Bring same culture
●● Easy decision-making with similar 

belief and thoughts
●● Less diverse and creative team, but 

more fit into the team
●● Team management is simple
●● Hiring decision is easy based on 

matching

●● Bring multi-culturalism
●● Challenge decisions and may need 

changes in positive way
●● Show more diversity and creativity 

in the team
●● Team management is difficult
●● Hiring decision is difficult as require 

the cultural differences and benefits
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a lot of effort to become successful in the data-driven world. So, a data-
driven transformation is becoming almost obligatory for these organizations, 
where they can embed data insights and analytics throughout their business 
functions and operations, from sales, marketing, manufacturing, to supply 
chain, HR, finance and R&D.

Data-driven transformation can have a huge positive impact on busi-
nesses in terms of performance and growth, as they use data and analytics 
to reduce complexity, make better decisions, improve performance or even 
offering new analytics to their customers. In many cases, however, the initia-
tives for implanting data insight and analytics capabilities into business 
operations fail, despite organizations investing millions on these data-driven 
transformations.

In most cases, these efforts are quite lengthy and centralized, and people 
work in silos; efforts become unmanageable in terms of measures. 
Transitioning from the usual business operations to making data-driven 
business decisions often requires significant organizational change at all lev-
els and a change in culture, which we explored in the previous section. The 
biggest obstacle to realizing value from data-driven solutions is organiza-
tional challenges, and a successful data-drive transformation can distinguish 
between an industry leader and laggards or followers.

Successful data-driven transformation

This does not mean organizations need to start rushing, as there is no ‘one-
size-fits-all’ approach to getting data insights and analytics embedded 
throughout an organization. Every organization is different, so each data-
driven transformation effort needs to take an approach to a transformation 
that is agile, focused on results and manageable, so that it can be successful 
and bring value.

Organizations’ silos are perhaps the biggest barrier to organizations aim-
ing to harness the power of data and insights. In order to break through that 
barrier, analysis of the insights must be driven and shared in collaboration 
with different teams who can gain and bring back value to each other’s 
team. In the end, it needs more of an organizational effort to break the silos 
(Gourevitch et al, 2017)

A successful data-driven transformation requires the correct strategy and 
approach that brings together different enterprise data, both structured and 
unstructured, to deliver insights and meaningful outcomes. Figure 3.2 shows 
the approach to data-driven transformation that can really help organizations 
to move in the right direction.



Revolution64

Below are the details of all three steps needed for a data-driven transforma-
tion. Again, this is only one of the approaches by which organizations can 
be successful; there are many others that also need to be considered as there 
is no one size fits all, which we should never underestimate.

●● Identify: In this first phase, organizations must identify the business cases 
that can deliver quick wins. It is also very important to set up the vision 
for ongoing transformation, which must be aligned with the organization’s 
vision and strategy. Along with cost efficiencies, the focus should also be 
on identifying the capabilities, values and building talents. This is not a 
one-time process; the organization must review it periodically to 
determine more agile decisions and efforts.

●● Design: With the next phase the aim should be to build a roadmap for 
company-wide transformation. Organizations must design or redesign 
their target operating models that may require a huge change to be 
initiated later. During the design phase, organizations should focus on 
building data governance, structure and the appropriate infrastructure. 
They should also communicate their vision for transformation.

●● Sustainable: The sustainability phase should encourage an agile approach 
and lean processes, which are necessary for data enablement throughout 
the organization. The organization needs to create a data-driven culture 
by investing in capabilities to use data insights and by establishing a 
proper change management initiative to embed new mindsets, behaviours 
and ways of working. These lead to making much better and sustainable 
data-driven decisions.

Identify Design Sustain
Tran

sfo
rm

• Business case •  Target operating
   model

•  Agile approach

•  Lean processes

•  Data enablement

•  Change
   management

•  Data-driven
   decision

•  Data governance

•  Analytics
   organization

•  Data
   infrastructure

• Cost efficiencies

• Set up the vision

• Capabilities and
   talent building

Figure 3.2  Approach to data-driven transformation
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When organizations use the right approach, they can easily control resist-
ance and build the passion needed for change to succeed. A transformation 
journey that is done in a pragmatic way and that demonstrates the right 
outcomes can increase the chances of the ultimate success of an organiza-
tion. For that, it is very important that the people learn to work across silos 
to enable data-driven transformation, and leaders step up to be role models 
and assume responsibility for necessary organizational changes that can 
help them to achieve sustainability.

The right leadership for data-driven success

We have already explored that vision is very vital during the planning of a 
data-driven transformation. The organization must set the appropriate 
vision for its business and its transformation initiatives. For some organiza-
tions, data-driven transformation is about using data insights to optimize 
and increase efficiency in business operations, while for others it could be 
creating new opportunities, and that might require building new business 
models and a new way of working.

Leaders play a significant role in creating and communicating the right 
vision, based on the organization’s objectives. Before defining the vision, the 
leaders need to have a thorough understanding of an organization’s back-
ground, its past and where it lies currently in terms of data readiness, stage 
of transformation and its capabilities.

Leaders should plan the initiatives deliberately, based on several critical 
criteria, if they are targeting a high chance of success. Key questions leaders 
need to consider before setting such a vision and planning strategy are 
shown in Table 3.3.

Table 3.3  Key questions leaders should consider

Key questions to consider Check

●● Why should we be interested in data? What can we achieve?
●● What are the main business uses?
●● How much value can we expect? What are the key constraints 

and requirements?
●● Do we have a team with the necessary skills? Do we have an 

analytics capability for success?
●● Have we defined data quality indicators and KPIs?
●● Are we using the correct technologies and infrastructures?
●● Do we have an appropriate operating model?
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For leaders, it is important to set up an analytics operating model and they 
must understand how the data insight and analytics work within an organi-
zation. The necessary data insights and analytics capabilities need to be 
identified, along with setting up the correct governance and organizational 
structure. Leaders should also establish the correct levels for processes, in-
novation, systems, quality management, data ethics and supplier manage-
ment for such operating models.

When we come to HR functions and organization, leaders, including HR 
heads or CHROs, are very significant in taking the appropriate decisions, 
buying and establishing such data insights and analytics capabilities. Other 
than them, analytics leaders and HR business partners will need to be in-
volved in delivering the strategic and operational activities involved in using 
and implementing analytics (Martin, 2018).

HR leaders and partners need to advise the organization’s business lead-
ers on the benefits and value creation aspects of using people analytics. It is 
important to know how organizations can use them to identify, analyse and 
solve workforce challenges. These top leaders from HR organizations or the 
CHROs should become advocates for the executive team on how to make 
use of the facts, evidence and insights so that everyone embraces their peo-
ple decisions.

These leaders must be able to communicate why data insights are impor-
tant to the business leaders who make the people decisions and should em-
phasize the value of using analytics to overcome organizational and 
workforce problems. HR leaders must also be able to prioritize challenges 
based on data insights and act strategically to improve on HR and business 
outcomes.

People analytics at the centre

Today, people analytics has become an important function for most organi-
zations and it is rapidly gaining impetus.

People analytics is not only necessary for the HR organization; other 
business functions have also recognized that they need people data to ana-
lyse, plan and take evidence-based decisions on several people functions 
such as hiring, leaving, performance, pay, retention, engagement, succession, 
learning, leadership, behaviours, etc. In addition, it also delivers the highest 
quality customer service, bringing innovation and helping to transform the 
business.
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People analytics is an evolving journey and it is growing with its expan-
sion into areas such as organization network analysis, cultural analytics, 
workplace analytics, etc. With these new applications and areas, organiza-
tions can derive insights into analysing behaviours, values, relationships, 
workplace habits and social sentiments of the workforce, which can help in 
improving employee experience, future learning and many other challenges.

Organizations that make data-driven decisions about their people achieve 
higher performance, better results and a superior return on outcomes than 
those that do not. To secure better business outcomes and successful change 
in organizations, more organizations are accelerating their data-driven HR 
and transformation. And all business functions have an opportunity to im-
prove growth, performance and productivity using data insights and 
analytics.

People analytics also considered to be the workforce, candidates and all 
types of talent from a data perspective, and organizations can increase their 
impact and add more business value when they build a significant approach 
to establishing a people analytics function. Figure 3.3 shows the basic foun-
dational approaches to having an impact in the discipline of people analytics 
(Ferrar and Green, 2018).

Driving a strong
analytics culture

Delivering insights to
make decisions

Ultimate benefit
to the workforce

Understanding sources,
security, data options

Sourcing, deploying
and using technology

Skills and
technology

Methodology

Business
challenge
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People
analytics

Cultural
readiness

Data

Access to skills
in several areas

People, functions
and groups

Business challenge
with priority

Structures, standards,
ethics and privacy

Figure 3.3  People analytics foundational approach
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Each dimension of the foundational approach to people analytics is dis-
cussed below. The foundational approach to people analytics consists of 
several dimensions to enable data-driven transformation for businesses:

●● Governance: Data quality is the biggest challenge for most organizations, 
and it is important to prepare the data with the appropriate standards, 
ethics and levels of privacy so that it can be trusted and properly managed. 
Data governance plays a vital role in all these aspects. Governance is also 
needed in terms of management, support and sponsorship of the analytics 
initiative.

●● Business challenge: Every single people analytics initiative starts with a 
business challenge and hence it is necessary to identifying the critical 
business questions and metrics from the various business stakeholders 
who are critical to the organization. Based on the challenges, initiatives 
can plan how to deliver effective data insights that ensure business 
benefits and organizational success.

●● Methodology: The methodology should be independent of the technology, 
as it is providing many tools, applications and platforms to perform 
analytics functions. And it should also provide a framework for processing 
methods and processes to secure the best results and create value. A data-
driven transformation can be successful with a better approach that uses 
agile methodology.

●● Skills and technology: A proper team should be built, and it must include 
diverse individuals from both the business and technical sides and be 
based on needs and possess the required skills. Technology needs are also 
vital, which is not just the tools but also a focus on visualization, business 
intelligence, statistics, machine learning and intelligent systems.

●● Data: Data preparation is the process of collecting, cleaning, validating 
and consolidating data into a single repository to achieve data integration, 
which is necessary across all systems, businesses and technologies. Data 
dimension is also about data standards, security, protection, privacy and 
data sources, which are necessary for all people analytics initiatives.

●● Cultural readiness: Organizations must specify the need to adopt the 
transformation and it must fit into the company’s culture. Leaders and 
managers should play a vital role in ensuring readiness to drive the 
initiative throughout the organization. Without this readiness, it will not 
be easy to understand the real value; neither will it add any significant 
impact to the business.
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Although many organizations realize that their workforce data is a priority, 
only a minority of organizations have usable data, and even fewer are using 
it properly. People analytics explores data-driven capabilities to generate 
meaningful insights that help organizations to manage the workforce and 
make more strategic and useful decisions. By attaining greater relevant in-
sights into the workforce, organizations will be able to help them engage 
more positively and productively and reduce risks.

Role of HR business partner

Today, the HR landscape is more complex than ever before, as globalization 
is creating greater resistance in the organization in the talent war. In addi-
tion, there are now four different generations working in the workplace at 
the same time, and the growth in temporary and contract workers has 
reached almost a third of the workforce as a global average. As a result, or-
ganizations need an appropriate people strategy, which should be well sup-
ported by evidence and insights from the people and organizational data.

Analytics can make a huge difference between an estimated or biased 
decision and an evidence-based decision. People analytics has become a re-
cent solution that is believed to enable HR leaders and professionals to be 
effective and start thinking beyond traditional ways of working. 
Organizations usually start to enable people analytics usage primarily 
among their HR community, but business leaders and managers play a sig-
nificant role, as any such initiatives start with a business challenge.

This is where HR business partners come in, who have not only an un-
derstanding of the HR functions but are also a direct point of contact for 
business leaders and managers in most organizations. These HR business 
partners have a very important role to play in enabling data insights and 
analytics for the HR organization. Below are a few ways to prepare HR 
business partners to be enablers of data insights and evangelizers for people 
analytics:

●● When an organization needs HR business partners to be evangelizers of 
people analytics, it’s important to understand the HR service delivery. So 
far, in most cases, the HR service delivery model has focused on leveraging 
a simplification of HR processes and automation for record-keeping, 
which is still mostly transactional, while there is a need to move the HR 
business partner into a strategic advisory role.



Revolution70

●● The demand for more strategic working raises the ability of HR business 
partners to deliver workforce data insights within and beyond HR so 
they can use data to advise business leaders and managers on strategy. 
This needs a change in the mindsets and skillsets of HR business partners; 
however, these may vary from one organization to the next and in the 
organization’s maturity towards data-driven work and people analytics.

●● HR business partners need more learning and enhanced capabilities in 
this area, though it may take some time to achieve. They need to transition 
from their usual transactional work to become more strategic and more 
data-driven. Today, in many organizations, we see HR business partners 
being released from other activities while helping them to become 
effective agents of change, which is also true for data-driven 
transformations.

●● Organizations need to reconsider what HR business partners need to do 
going forward by defining their new roles and responsibilities related to 
data insights and analytics. HR leaders, including CHROs, need to 
understand the new skills they require in order to create more meaningful 
HR business partners for the future.

So, when organizations are undergoing HR transformation, including HR 
digitalization, they need to include data-driven HR capabilities and ap-
proaches alongside people analytics. Organizations need to develop HR 
business partner skills at different levels based on the maturity of the or-
ganization in terms of data insights and people analytics.

For organizations, it is vital to realize how they can create an HR strat-
egy, together with a digital HR strategy, that can help the business to reach 
its goals and become more effective. And these strategies must also include 
a plan to enable and establish data insights and analytics’ capabilities by 
bringing in more strategic HR transformations.

Positioning strategic HR in the business

For a long time, an organization’s HR function has played a supportive role 
and has often taken a backseat compared to more strategic functions like 
marketing, sales and business development. In most cases, HR still does 
plenty of paper and manual work, and is involved in more administrative 
and transactional work, despite using systems and technologies to support 
and enable them to become more strategic.
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The growth of digital initiatives, industrial psychology, data-driven 
work and talent challenges has pushed organizations to realize that this 
function has a lot more potential, beyond what they do today. Strategic HR 
is becoming more than a buzzword now and has changed a lot over the 
past years. Organizations want to make a real difference in terms of the 
direction they wish to take by being more strategic with workforce man-
agement, but for many it’s still a question of what it really takes to be 
strategic.

Strategic HR is more about managing the HR function or area in such a 
way that it supports the organization’s long-term business goals and out-
comes. However, strategic work will become administrative again if HR or-
ganizations struggle with the usage and enablement of technology that should 
be transforming HR strategic management programmes to be more valuable 
in terms of business and organization strategy if used in the right way.

Most HR leaders and business partners can operate much more strategi-
cally than they do, but usually they don’t, especially when supporting other 
business leaders. The strategic level they are operating on depends on which 
activities they spend their time on. From a time-management perspective, it 
is important to set aside time to think critically about strategic HR, as oper-
ating only on an administrative and transactional level is not enough in to-
day’s highly competitive global economy.

Strategic HR for businesses and organizations

Strategic HR is a powerful instrument that leverages significant opportuni-
ties for HR organizations, whether it consists of only one person or a de-
partment of hundreds. The first step to having a strategic HR initiative is to 
think beyond traditional ways of working and welcome with open arms 
new ideas and innovations. This can lead to the HR organization operating 
in not only an acceptable way but also in an exceptional way within the 
organization.

Today, HR should be part of the strategic business leadership of the or-
ganization. Strategic HR is not a separate thing; it couldn’t be done in a silo. 
Most CEOs and c-suite leaders are starting to understand and believe that 
HR isn’t a separate function, but rather another business function and must 
be part of the strategic leadership together with others, irrespective of the 
size of an organization. Business leaders of organizations around the world 
are starting to see the workforce and talent-related challenges not differently 
but as a critical part of the strategic leadership of the organization.
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People and talent issues are the most important challenges in organiza-
tional leadership today. They are one of the major challenges for any c-suite 
leaders, including the CEO. That is why strategic HR really matters and it’s 
the foundation of any organization’s success, whether the organization is 
large, small, non-profit, a startup, or a mature business. In Figure 3.4, there 
is a snapshot showing strategic HR as a function of businesses and organiza-
tions (Ulrich, 2017).

As we can see from Figure 3.4, an HR function should typically consist 
of operations, programmes and strategy. In operations, which is the more 
traditional HR, the functionality and dimensions are across employee rela-
tions, payroll, time tracking, recruitment and hiring. The operation function 
should also be responsible for employment contracts, guidelines, compli-
ance, health and safety, benefits and rewards.

Apart from the typical HR function, most organizations are also focusing 
on HR programmes, which can include any number of dimensions based on 
their strategy. For the majority, it consists of talent management, succession, 
career development, employee engagement initiatives, competency manage-
ment and learning development in most cases.

The third function, which is also the top function, the HR and people 
strategy is very important and it typically depends on business priorities, 
strategy and goals. It’s not the same for all organizations, but usually it in-
volves organizational design, leadership development and change initiatives 
for all the strategies and relative programmes that organizations consider 
for their workforce. The better the strategy and its execution, the better the 
organization can be in terms of effectiveness and business outcomes.
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Figure 3.4  Strategic HR for businesses and organizations
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To position themselves more strategically, HR organizations must under-
stand that they need to be part of the strategic leadership of the organiza-
tion, not just on compliance and regulation. HR should also become more 
solution oriented in respect of digital initiatives and put across their policy 
enforcement-oriented mindsets with more learning agility.

Strategic HR planning

To operate as a business strategy function, not an administrative compliance 
unit, HR needs a different operating structure so that they can become an 
integral part of the business and organization strategy. In addition, they 
need a mindset that provides workforce-related business solutions, not bar-
riers to the desired business outcomes expected by business leaders. 
Organizations are more likely to be successful when all teams and functions 
are working towards a common objective.

Strategic HR should highlight the analysis of the workforce and deter-
mine the necessary actions that are required to increase their value to the 
organization based on evidence and insights generated from appropriate 
data. Strategic HR management should also use the results of that analysis 
to develop HR capabilities to highlight workforce challenges.

Today, strategic HR management is the key to the retention and develop-
ment of a quality workforce, as an appropriate retention and engagement 
strategy leverages more motivation and value to the workforce. However, an 
effective workforce practice that drives true value is hardly visible, as HR 
continues to struggle to deliver this in most organizations.

At the same time, the transition to becoming a talent value leader takes a 
great deal of effort to shift mindsets and capabilities for both HR and busi-
ness leaders. HR organization has an ability to manage the workforce man-
agement strategically and deliver maximum value to the business. But they 
need a clear viable approach to strategic HR planning which is not only 
important for HR but also for the business.

Strategic HR planning is a process that recognizes the current and future 
workforce’s needs for an organization to achieve its goals. Strategic HR 
planning is the connection between HR management and the overall strate-
gic plan of an organization. Figure 3.5 shows a typical approach to strategic 
HR planning for an organization (Sawyer, 2018).
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Before an organization implements strategic HR management, they will 
need to create a strategic HR planning approach. Below is an overview of 
the approaches:

●● Understand your company’s objectives: As the success of strategic HR is 
dependent on how well it connects to the organization’s goals, HR needs 
to have a thorough understanding of the organization’s aims, objectives 
and mission. An appropriate strategy should be able to articulate both 
the short- and long-term plans for growth. So, ensuring clear 
communication of the organization’s goals will make it easier for HR 
professionals to plan an effective HR management strategy.

●● Evaluate your HR capability and capacity: Evaluating the current HR 
capabilities will enable HR organizations to understand the workforce, 
their skills and how they contribute to accomplishing the organization’s 
goals and objectives. An evaluation of the HR capacity will help HR to 
identify barriers and help in implementing an appropriate plan of action to 
exploit opportunities. HR needs to work with business leaders to identify 
ways to better prepare the workforce to serve the needs of their organization.

●● Estimate future resources and skills requirements: Once the analysis of 
the organization’s workforce and skills has been done in relation to the 
objectives, then it is time to forecast HR’s needs. The forecast should be 
done in relation to supply and demand. Forecasting an organization’s 
future HR requirements also determines the following:

❍❍ What new jobs and roles are required to secure the future of the 
organization.

Understand
your company’s

objectives

Evaluate your
HR capability and

capacity

Estimate future
resources and

skills
requirements

Implement the
HRM strategy

Review and
corrective

actions

Figure 3.5  Strategic HR planning approach
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❍❍ The skills required by the current workforce to accept the responsibilities 
of new jobs and roles.

❍❍ Whether the workforce’s skills are being sufficiently utilized.

❍❍ Whether current HR practices can assist the company’s growth.

●● Implement the HRM strategy: Once the analysis and forecast of the 
organization’s HR requirements have been completed, the process of 
expanding and developing the current workforce can be started for the 
future growth. A consistent implementation of the strategy may be 
utilized well if executed step by step to allow the current workforce to 
grow accustomed to the new model.

●● Review and corrective actions: The HR organization should also need to 
decide on a timeline to carry out a strategic HR management review. 
This review will not only track the progress but also identify the areas 
for improvement. The review should be measured against whether 
changes are helping the organization to achieve its goals. Corrective 
action must be taken if strategic HR management is failing to fulfil its 
objectives.

The relationship between HR practices and an organization’s business strat-
egy is usually aligned in many ways. Eventually, the goal of the alignment is 
to use human capital as the instrument to maximize the organization’s as-
sets for the benefit of the business. Today, in most organizations, this strat-
egy is becoming a greater part of the organization’s strategy, without which 
it is not easy for an organization to achieve steady growth and sustainable 
results.

HR strategy helps to consolidate and manage the behaviours and actions 
of the entire workforce and their development according to the needs of the 
organization. Although it helps in planning and managing all the work re-
lated to the workforce, there is no single HRM strategy that will deliver 
success in all cases. Organizations must define their own distinctive strategy 
according to their specific background, need, context, culture and objectives.

Strategic HR planning has many challenges and opportunities for HR 
professionals. Most HR leaders in global companies are usually involved in 
strategic decision-making and engaged with the organization’s strategy. A 
majority of HR professionals state that strategic planning is part of their 
function. This should now be supported further by another strategy that 
utilizes the digital age.
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Building a sustainable agile digital strategy 
for HR

In this digital era, organizations want to adopt technologies more quickly 
for their business functions, especially the digital megatrends such as mobil-
ity, analytics, cloud computing and social media, which can make them 
more efficient and effective and keep them ahead in respect to their peers. 
This digital evolution is also reshaping the role of HR, which we explored 
in previous chapters.

This involves a deepening and broadening collaboration between HR 
and other business units to improve the performance and analysis of work-
force management, and a greater focus on driving business results through 
the strategic use of technology. It’s important also for executives to become 
engaged in long-term strategic planning for business needs and even leverag-
ing their organizations to drive results.

Digital transformation and strategy for HR

We have explored transformation, including digital initiatives, in detail in 
the previous chapter. Digital transformation is not only about adapting to 
change but also about driving change along with innovation. It implies lev-
eraging technologies to blend the virtual and physical worlds, inherently 
changing the way organizations act in the market, interacting with custom-
ers and employees, and driving internal processes.

Developing an HR digital strategy begins by taking a deeper look at busi-
ness priorities and validating how current systems and processes are sup-
porting the business and how much they align with reinforcing the 
organization’s goals. A successful HR digital strategy should be aligned to 
the needs of the business, agile, focused on strategic enablement rather than 
just efficiency and effectiveness, and should be owned by HR in partnership 
with IT.

Furthermore, it is strategy not technology that drives digital transforma-
tion (Kane et al, 2018). So, it is important to develop an appropriate strategy 
that should be agile and have a sustainable plan. To build an effective digital 
strategy and to engage successfully in the new digital economy, HR should:

●● use technology effectively to execute business imperatives and extend 
collaboration with other functions, incorporating mobile, analytics, cloud 
and social capital to ease the transition to a strategic role;
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●● consider the competitive risk of not leveraging technology to contribute 
to business strategy and risk being left behind in the global talent war;

●● embrace the transition to strategic thinking and driving business results.

Digital transformation is to enable people to think and transform, and here 
HR digital strategy plays an exponential role in driving the organization’s 
business transformation, as the digital strategy is the most valuable and 
powerful asset in the digital transformation environment or in any future 
transformation to come (Moon, 2018).

There is indeed a gap between the current and future state when consid-
ering making such strategies, although this is usually an opportunity for the 
HR organization to rethink their function and ways of working and prepare 
an effective people strategy that can contribute to the business. An effective 
digital strategy for HR should:

●● Be part of the organization’s digital initiatives: Digital transformation for 
HR cannot stand alone, hence HR needs to partner with those business 
leaders and the executive team who are responsible for the organization’s 
overall digital initiatives. HR should be part of the initiative and need to 
collaborate on strategy implications for the workforce in the organization.

●● Align with the people strategy for the workforce: to make a successful 
transition, organizations need to emphasize digital talent and people 
strategies in a very different way. To assist in preparing organizations for 
digital transformation and its ability to transform workforces, the HR 
digital strategy should be an enabler for the people strategy and must be 
aligned with it.

●● Encourage an HR innovation for the future: HR organizations need to 
be open to creating digital HR solutions together with other functions. 
Breaking down the silos is important, and co-creating the moments that 
matter with like-minded people from other functions, with more 
creativity and an innovative approach, will make a big and conclusive 
difference.

HR will need to recognize the best way to distinguish its organization, as 
the opportunities for the workforce are constantly changing, with prefer-
able working environments provided by digital-first organizations com-
pared to organizations from the usual older industries. HR will need to 
reinforce such challenges, not only by building better people strategies but 
also creating a digital-enabled culture with HR functions and supporting 
others.
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Drivers for digital strategy for HR

In the long term, digital should be embedded and implied within the or-
ganization’s and workforce’s DNA. To ensure that organizations are ready 
and leading this change, HR will need to proactively revisit and build the 
digital workforce and HR strategy. As HR digital strategy should support 
the overall strategic objectives of HR and the organization, HR must take 
ownership of the digital strategy and ensure that it aligns with the HR strat-
egy and the business strategy.

Moreover, it should emphasize more than just efficiency and effectiveness 
as a driver for the adoption of technology and choose solutions to allow for 
future growth and flexibility, while focusing on deploying solutions that 
meet the current and future needs of the organization. Figure 3.6 shows the 
key drivers that can lead the digital strategy for HR beyond the usual ways 
of thinking and working (Neela, 2017).

As we can see from Figure 3.6, one of the key drivers is ownership, and it 
is important to be accountable for owning the digital strategy and leading 
the creation, implementation and optimization of the transformations. And 
as we have seen before, a lot of alignment is necessary on different perspec-
tives, including HR and business, and their goals and strategies.

Having an agile mindset is almost a must-have driver for all transforma-
tion and strategy-building initiatives, and this is also true for digital HR 
planning and offerings. The fourth driver is value, and leaders must think 
beyond their function and business impact and add a value proposition for 
the workforce and organization as well.

Ownership

Alignment

Agility

Value

Effectively own the strategy and lead the
creation, implementation and optimization.

Aligning digital strategy with the key HR
and business goals and strategies.

Being agile on mindset and workforce,
technologies, planning and offerings.

Think beyond efficiency and effectiveness
by adding more value propositions.

Figure 3.6  Key drivers for digital strategy
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Leaders are constantly looking at ways to keep up with the pace of change 
and how to bring new innovations to life quickly. A continuous learning ap-
proach and ability to adapt to different outcomes is also a need for the 
workforce, who can then be empowered in their new ways of working to 
drive transformational initiatives and business results.

However, cost optimization continues to be a critical concern for many 
HR leaders, and a more effective approach is to focus on the cost optimiza-
tion strategies in three areas: operating model, HR services and the work-
force. While the first two areas focus on cost-saving efforts within the HR 
organization, the third is more about cost optimization across the organiza-
tion, as we can see from Table 3.4 (George, 2019).

All these drivers and optimization efforts can help HR to construct a 
framework for developing the digital strategy for change initiatives and 
transitions of HR functions in the organization.

Digital strategy frameworks for HR

A digital world not only requires changes related to HR functions with new 
technology that can enhance the way of doing things digitally. A lot of effort 
is also seen going on in terms of user adoption, new employee listening ca-
pabilities, rising workforce analytics, interpreting social information to ana-
lyse social networks and elevating new employee experiences for the 
workforce.

Table 3.4  Approaches for cost optimization within the HR function

Operating model HR services Workforce 

–– Redesign global 
service delivery for 
local customization 
needs.

–– Build flexibility into HR 
structures to ensure 
targeted utilization.

–– Design processes 
to balance service 
delivery efficiency 
and effectiveness.

–– Revisit cost 
optimization effects 
from HR shared 
service delivery.

–– Review investments in 
HR technology to 
identify cost 
optimization 
opportunities.

–– Evaluate cost 
optimization outcomes 
from outsourced 
service providers.

–– Stabilize components 
of the total rewards 
model for better cost 
optimization.

–– Structure the 
workforce to align 
short-term business 
needs with long-term 
value.

–– Attain cost 
optimization effects 
through smart sizing 
planning and 
execution.
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Organizations with a clear HR digital roadmap have given themselves a 
basis to not only cope with these changes but also to position them above 
their peers. The basic approach to building a digital strategy for HR organi-
zations in the digital age is still heavily focused on investment in new tech-
nology that helps to optimize the HR function and on doing old processes 
in a new digital way. Buying just a cloud-based offering and minimizing the 
complex HR processes is not enough when considering building an effective 
digital strategy for HR (Jacobs, 2018).

HR organizations should focus on these different levers from business 
cases, drivers and priorities for the enablement of a sensible framework for 
their digital strategy. This must be supported by the evaluation of cost opti-
mization, sweet spots for digital success and the organization’s culture, as 
shown in Figure 3.7.

The correct business cases are necessary together with the drivers for 
building a digital strategy and setting up digital priorities. When we look 
more closely at the priorities, we can see that most organizations have many 
different approaches to progressing, but they have at least three things in 
common: HR function excellence, organization effectiveness and customer 
experience of HR. We will explore the first two in more detail in the next 
chapter and the third in a later chapter.

HR leaders are the key driving force when it comes to the future of the 
HR function. A lot of that focus is on redefining and simplifying the HR 
processes from the perspective of customers of the HR function. These ef-
forts are also encouraged with the automation, amplification and intelligent 
services to provide the best possible experience while keeping enough room 
for scaling and turning the cost optimization benefits into actions.

HR customers could be candidates, employees, managers, executives or 
even contingent workers and alumni in some cases. And redesigning the mo-
ments that matter that invoke a strong emotional response within working 
environments and the lifecycles of customers of HR is important. HR func-
tions can’t control all the memorable moments, but they can control how 
these moments are handled by the organization after they occur and may 
vary across employee segments.

All these areas are underlining the power of new edge technologies and 
analytics. We have already seen that by using people analytics, organizations 
can provide insights to their business leaders to make better people decisions 
and organizational outcomes. In addition, organizational effectiveness capa-
bility brings together deep functional and industry knowledge to enable the 
whole organization to work in the service of its strategic vision and help in 
redesigning systems, the workforce and the organization’s culture.
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A good digital strategy framework for HR should evaluate the correct cost 
optimization techniques and find the sweet spots among the demands of the 
workforce, organizational outcomes and industrial contexts. Last but not 
least it should start preparing for new transformations, starting with cul-
tural change. Taking all these into account is not easy, but at the end of the 
day it should enable the delivery of the value proposition and put the or-
ganization at the forefront of competitive advantage.

Summary

Explore the impact of cultural change in transformation:

●● Corporate culture has a huge impact on the success of transformational 
change initiatives, and without a clear shift in culture, an organization’s 
change initiatives are likely to fail.

●● Leaders and the workforce in the organization must decide to change 
their behaviour to create the desired organizational culture, and leaders 
should be responsible for designing that new culture.

●● Cultural change is the sum of all the individual changes that are happening 
in the organization and we must make changes with a clear and specific 
purpose.
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Figure 3.7   Digital strategy frameworks for HR
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●● For a cultural shift, it is important to evaluate the current culture, so that 
leaders can define its strategic direction and plan the culture for the 
future.

Outline a data-driven transformation empowered by analytics:

●● Data-driven transformation uses data and analytics to reduce complexity, 
make better decisions, improve performance and offer new analytics to 
their customers, making a huge positive impact on the business.

●● Organizations’ silos are perhaps the biggest barrier to harnessing the 
power of data and insights.

●● When we come to HR functions and organization, HR leaders, including 
CHROs, need to advise and coach business leaders on the benefits and 
value creation of using people analytics.

●● Organizations can increase their impact and add more business value if 
they build a significant approach to establishing a people analytics 
function and can resolve business challenges related to people.

●● HR business partners have a very important role in enabling data insights 
and analytics for the HR organization, and this also helps improve the 
HR function.

Become accustomed to positioning strategic HR business for the organization:

●● The growth of the digital economy, organization psychology, data-driven 
work and talent initiatives have pushed organizations to realize that the 
HR function has a lot more potential, beyond what they do today.

●● Strategic HR is a powerful instrument that leverages significant 
opportunities for HR organizations. It is about thinking beyond the 
traditional ways of working and welcoming with open arms new ideas 
and innovations.

●● People and talent issues are the most important challenges in organizational 
leadership today, and that is why strategic HR really matters and why it 
should be the foundation of any organization’s success.

●● Strategic HR planning is a process that recognizes current and future 
workforces’ needs by aligning with the overall strategic plan to achieve 
organizational goals.
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Know how to build a sustainable agile digital HR strategy for transformation:

●● A successful HR digital strategy should be aligned to the needs of the 
business, be agile, focused on strategic enablement rather than just 
efficiency and effectiveness, and should be owned by HR in partnership 
with IT.

●● Leaders are constantly looking at ways to keep up with the pace of change 
and how to bring new innovations to life quickly with a continuous 
learning approach.

●● Organizations with a clear HR digital roadmap provide themselves with 
a basis to not only cope with the ongoing changes but also to position 
themselves above their peers.

●● HR organizations should focus on different levers from business cases, 
drivers and priorities for the enablement of a sensible framework for 
their digital strategy. This must be supported by the evaluation of cost 
optimization and sweet spots for digital success and organizational 
culture.

Time to act

Why the
need for change?

•  Why is cultural change important for transformation?
   Why is strategic HR necessary for us?

What makes sense? •  What do data-driven transformations mean to us?
   What is our digital HR strategy?

•  Where are the gaps? Where is our strategic HR at
    this moment? Where is our culture?

Where to start?

•  Who are the role models for new behaviours? Who
   can lead us to a sensible vision and strategy?

Who can help?

•  How do we plan our transformation empowered by
    strategy, data and culture?

How to change?
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04Creating value 
propositions 
that are fit for 
purpose

Objectives

✓✓ Be familiar with fit for purpose as one size does not fit all

✓✓ Explore the multidimensional operating models for HR

✓✓ Know how to enable sensible business efficiency and value for the 
organization

✓✓ Outline how to achieve effective functional excellence within HR

One size does not fit all

Everyone is unique and different, and what works for one may not work for 
another. Today organizations and workforces are becoming sensible on 
what they need to deliver value to customers and achieve excellence. It is a 
fact that a one-size-fits-all approach doesn’t always hit the mark in their 
journey. Consumers are increasingly expecting personalization from their 
interactions with organizations that deliver their products and services. And 
delivering such experiences requires organizations to both understand the 
needs and apply the right capabilities based on demand.

As an organization is a complex system for delivering value, an operating 
model is needed to break it down into components and show how it works. 
An operating model can describe the way an organization does business 
today and liaise with the vision of how an operation will work in the future. 
An operating model is one of the tools that leaders can use to help them 
formulate and execute strategy and also help leaders to identify problems 
that are causing underperformance.

85
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When we are focused on an operating model, there is no such best practice 
in existence today, as one size does not fit all. So, instead of copy-pasting a 
practice that proved to be successful in another organization, the organization 
should constantly understand what is necessary and stick to what can drive 
them to success. Organizations need to identify the success criteria and map 
these to business drivers to lead such approaches and that fit their purposes.

Fit for purpose

There is no doubt that an organization with a clear purpose or mission is 
one that is easy to understand and manage. A dedicated common purpose 
can literally integrate workforces and help them perceive the organization’s 
direction. The purpose of an organization is the fundamental reason why it 
exists and also gives a sense of determination to them.

For individuals, by connecting to something bigger than themselves, this 
helps them to be fulfilled and connect with others. This purpose becomes the 
driving force for business growth and for organizations, and it’s the primary 
deciding factor in sustaining a competitive advantage. When organizations 
are purposeful, they unlock creativity, have empathy and lead their peers.

To create a fit-for-purpose approach for businesses, HR organizations 
need to prepare a framework based on their current understanding of the 
business, based on the business strategy and operating model of the busi-
ness. Table 4.1 shows questions that can be posed to build a fit-for-purpose 
framework for HR (Mazor et al, 2018).

Table 4.1  Fit-for-purpose framework questions for HR

Questions to consider Check

●● What is the business model for serving customers?
●● What are the behavioural norms of the workforce required for 

success in the business?
●● How willing is the organization to invest in capability and 

competency development for HR professionals?
●● Does your organization have a clear organization and business 

strategy?
●● Where can HR make the most impact in the business?
●● How can HR drive business value in respect to the fast pace of 

business change?
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HR professionals and business partners should not only provide the right 
capabilities and services across business units to drive organizational perfor-
mance; it is also important they understand the evolving operating models 
and structures of the HR function that should be appropriate to the relevant 
purpose. This demands the need to provide a good structure for the HR 
function depending on its organizational strategy, models and the require-
ments of its customers that the organization is supporting.

The framework should be effective for clearly understanding the specific 
challenges and needs of the business and be able to define the distinctive tal-
ent, capabilities and skills needed to add value to their customers and part-
ners. This also means the determination of the focus on outcomes and 
structure for establishing services from the HR function, along with key 
performance metrics.

There is a need as well to connect with external contexts based on social, 
economic, technology and demographical changes. This helps the frame-
work to establish an understanding of stakeholders outside the organiza-
tions such as customers, investors and partners. And this also positions HR 
leaders to define the strategies that are right for the business and organiza-
tion overall.

The reshaping of HR programmes and functions

HR programmes are important in executing the HR or people strategies 
successfully by delivering the specific objectives of the organization and its 
workforce. One size does not fit all and so we should not anticipate having 
the same HR programmes or policies as other organizations. The relevant 
HR programmes and policies also require HR to rethink the concept of 
best practice.

Leaders need to communicate the values, based on the organization’s 
vision, that determine how one should develop strategies, programmes and 
policies. And when organizations consider a fit-for-purpose approach, the 
communicating values should be consistent with relevancy, trust and 
transparency. These consistent values then result in the potential to 
successfully attract, retain and develop the best people.

This also impacts the organizational design process, and design initiatives 
should be considering not only structural options but also focusing on re-
shaping leadership, capabilities, processes and other elements of its operating 
model. These may be related to the alignment of the organization’s strategy 
to part of the people strategy and will consequently drive the relevant HR 
programmes and policies for the organization and workforce (CIPD, 2015).
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When organizations are reshaping HR functions, many are increasingly 
automating traditional HR operational and management activities, particu-
larly using social, mobile, analytics and cloud technologies. Organizations, 
regardless of size, are putting efforts into the standardization and simplifica-
tion of processes, whether it be administration, payroll, recruitment, learn-
ing or talent management. Furthermore, there has been a massive growth in 
HR in recent times.

HR technologies not only support the delivery of seamless processes that 
are automated; they also change the roles of HR people in the business. The 
roles of line managers are usually also impacted following the appropriate 
implementation of technologies. Today, line managers should manage every-
thing, including hiring, termination, movements, succession, time requests, 
talent performance, and all compensation functions using self-service and 
even mobile devices.

Old on-premises HR systems were meant to provide standard HR ser-
vices with a degree of personalization. As a result, every organization took 
on a different level of standardization and used a differently configured HR 
system, which meant that services were very much customized to that or-
ganization and couldn’t easily be shared with other organizations, including 
in ongoing mergers and acquisitions.

On the other hand, cloud solutions provide a huge benefit apart from avoid-
ing expensive and time-consuming customization. Cloud implementation 
drives process improvements and standardization by providing the same set of 
functionalities and configurations based on the organization. This also relieves 
the pressure on HR teams as it requires less centralized effort to maintain and 
executes a more standardized approach to the delivery of HR services.

Whether an organization uses a cloud-based or an on-premises HR sys-
tem, there is always a lot of hard work required to standardize HR services 
across geographies and business units. In addition, organizations must keep 
in mind that HR shared services also create an opportunity to reduce the 
cost of HR service delivery. However, it varies among the organizations, as 
many of them first need to realize the improvements in the services and de-
livery levels.

Most HR administrative functions are usually centralized on a shared 
services model, except for those that have specific local processes, or have a 
huge gap or need to use particular languages that can’t be delivered easily. 
While the ongoing administrative support role should be built into the over-
all HR delivery model designed at the beginning, it also needs to be kept 
separate from the HR business partner role to avoid the risk of weakening 
strategic HR through administration and operational HR.
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Today, attention is shifting away from conducting high transactional ac-
tivities towards providing real and distinguishable value. The main chal-
lenge lies in optimizing the service corresponding to the differing needs and 
preferences of the business, employees and managers of the organization 
who rely on the HR function, in addition to maintaining cost effectiveness 
and a standard approach.

This drive to implement new HR delivery models, different from old 
benchmarked ones, can help to deliver the specific needs of the customers of 
HR. These newly transformed HR functions are also important for building 
operational maturity for HR organizations.

One of the major purposes of HR transformation is in repositioning HR 
as a strategic partner within the business and achieving more value added. 
However, in most cases, attention is being given to the delivery of adminis-
tration and transactional services, which are lower in value, without includ-
ing the high-value business-level services. We explored in previous chapters 
how the HR function is changing in organizations and how it impacts the 
HR leadership as well.

HR transformation also requires needful strategic changes to the HR func-
tion to support the constructive execution of people strategies. This could in-
clude changes to the HR operating model, HR organizational design, cost 
structures, processes, technologies and governance models, with multidimen-
sional approaches. The approach can help in assessing complex situations, from 
several points of view and implementing them across multiple dimensions.

Considering the multidimensional  
operating models

Although organizations have been transforming human resources since the 
late 1990s, in most cases, the impact of HR transformation on organizational 
success is quite fragile. Being a cost centre, the imperatives of efficiency and 
cost reduction have always been a major directive for HR organizations.

The traditional ways of delivering HR capabilities is not effectual today, 
as it clearly demands a value proposition for the business and workforce. As 
organizations are driven by global economic growth, emerging markets, 
digital initiatives and the growing new generation workforce, HR must 
endorse and drive the required business capabilities for the organization, 
which are changing at a constant pace.
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Today, HR functions should focus on driving the agenda in the war on 
talent, the biggest challenge for any top leader; focus demand on how to 
manage global alignment, culture and performance; and seize the opportu-
nity to better leverage technology and data insights. This clearly indicates a 
contribution towards building better leaders and their successors, together 
with steering performance and engagement.

HR operating models

The operating model for HR is evolving from a focus on traditional shared 
services to one that is more focused on being a profit centre that can deliver 
more strategic value to businesses and more coherent services to the work-
force. This must be driven by the strategies set for the organization from the 
top, along with business priorities and the execution of people strategies.

When an operating model is suited to the purpose of the business, it can 
automatically drive employee satisfaction, productivity and engagement. So, 
rather than delivering one-size-fits-all employee solutions and managing 
operational efficiency, the models should deliver more value to their 
organizations and workforces. HR can play an influential role in fostering 
leadership and people management capabilities that organizations need to 
drive high value performance.

The demand for such HR capabilities is increasing as challenges grow 
during organizational design and change; in talent development and man-
agement; in fostering new cultures and values; in establishing diversity and 
inclusion; and in providing better employee engagement and experiences. In 
the end, value should be delivering outside the organization as well, to the 
customers, partners and communities.

Many HR thought leaders, experts and leaders are continually helping to 
set the direction for the transformation of HR. There are diverse contribu-
tions from academics, practitioners and influencers today, who are working 
to help HR professionals deliver business value, both inside and outside of 
their organizations. However, many organizations continue to struggle in 
transforming HR, as there is no single method or model that is foolproof for 
any organization.

Organizations need to understand, first, what is relevant to them and 
redefine their HR and people strategies accordingly. In addition, they should 
continuously learn from different approaches used by other organizations, 
not just by copying these, but rather reinforcing them to play to their own 
strengths and weakness. There are always opportunities for organizations to 
incorporate learning and build upon their own approaches.
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There are many new dimensions in successful HR operating models in 
communities. Current business issues and priorities are placing HR at centre 
stage for strategic services in many organizations. This has led many HR 
organizations to move from the old business partner 1.0 to become business 
partner 2.0. Figure 4.1 shows the framework for HRBP 2.0 as proposed by 
Professor Dave Ulrich (Ulrich, 2018).

As we can see in Figure 4.1, the dimensions mentioned in the HRBP 2.0 
model can be categorized as well. These are drivers such as the value added 
by HR, which is continuously reshaping efficiency to achieve functional 
excellence in strategic capabilities; contexts based on the changes faced by 
organizations today; and stakeholders, both internal and external.

The next set of dimensions is quite common to any organization, where 
HR needs a strategy and structure that should fit with their business and 
organization. There is also a need for the right HR practices around the 
workforce, performance and work methodologies, and the necessary skills 
and competencies needed for personal effectiveness, stakeholder value and 
business results within an organization.

HR enablers have dimensions such as HR technologies, including digitali-
zation, data insights and analytics that play a very vital role, as no company 
can exist today without them. In addition, HR enablers include work styles, 
which shows how HR people need to build relationships both inside and 
outside HR. All these dimensions can help to establish better outcomes for 

HR drivers HR strategy

HR organization

HR practices

HR competencies

HR value
added

HR
context

HR
stakeholders

HR enablers

Leadership

Organization

Talent

HR outcome

HR
technology

HR
analytics

HR work
styles

Figure 4.1  HRBP 2.0 operating model framework
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HR, for improving talents, building flexible organizations and preparing 
leaders with the right leadership skills for the future.

This new HRBP model is quite fascinating compared to the previous one 
that only focused on three dimensions: centre of excellence, shared services 
and business partners. The HR operating model can be impactful when it 
starts to achieve maturity. So focus is certainly moving away from optimiza-
tion towards a value proposition for the entire HR function, shifting from 
the traditional way to a new direction to greater effect.

Hence, dimensional questions of the logic behind business partners, based 
on HRBP 2.0 and shown in Table 4.2, are also important considerations of 
leaders at the outset (Ulrich, 2018).

A pragmatic HR operating model should empower business leaders, em-
ployees and HR professionals by aligning their work and the capabilities 
needed by the organization to achieve better effectiveness. It not only recre-
ates the roles and responsibilities for HR to interact within the organization 
but also places HR beyond the organization’s contextual boundaries.

Over the years, many models have emerged for delivering HR services to 
organizations. However, organizations need to develop appropriate tactics 
to deliver their HR services, which is clearly focusing on centralizing admin-
istration, improving processes and moving more towards strategic HR. It is 

Table 4.2  HRBP 2.0 dimensional questions

Questions to consider Check

●● What value does HR deliver to an organization?
●● What are the contextual factors shaping HR’s business?
●● Who are the customers of HR?
●● How can HR help increase employee productivity and 

experience?
●● How can HR help build a more flexible organization?
●● How can HR build better leadership?
●● What is the strategy of the HR organization?
●● How should the HR organization be designed?
●● How should HR design and deliver HR practices?
●● What are the required HR skills and competencies?
●● How can HR use technology to leverage transformation?
●● How can data insight and analytics drive better decisions?
●● How do HR professionals work inside and outside the HR 

organization?
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also important to build the right capabilities and team, creating an HR road 
map and managing the coming changes. Altogether, organizations need to 
design a relevant HR operating model that’s fit for the future.

Strategies for relevant models

The operating model is a starting point for any HR organization on its jour-
ney to positively impact the business. A relevant model, apart from fitting 
into the purpose, also stimulates flexibility, collaboration and openness in 
HR functions and roles that can ultimately lead to better business outcomes 
and results. Any relevant operating model is also a blueprint for the HR 
function and drives organizational effectiveness.

To establish such a valuable proposition, organizations must consider 
business imperatives and insights about the workforce, which can literally 
guide how HR should operate. This also needs to integrate with external 
contexts, such as industry, communities, social networks, along with 
customers and partners.

To design a relevant operating model for the organization, HR leaders 
should establish the correct approach based on the right tools and frame-
works. And this should cover all the necessary drivers, touch points and 
considerations that can help organizations to build a powerful foundation 
that is needed to form the transformation priorities, roadmap and correct 
business impact. An approach and framework for a relevant model is shown 
in Figure 4.2 (Mazor et al, 2014).

As we can see from Figure 4.2, a relevant model is precisely influenced by 
business drivers such as the effects of globalization, ongoing cost pressures, 
present workforce engagement, the use of emerging technologies, competi-
tive advantage and current growth. Apart from these, there are certain fac-
tors such as mergers, acquisitions, regulatory and compliance issues that 
also have an impact on the relevant model to a certain extent.

A well-defined and flexible operating model is the bridge between strat-
egy and operations. So a relevant operating model should provide the neces-
sary context and enable the behaviours that will realize the strategy and 
vision. Translating strategy into a set of specific propositions is the first vital 
step in designing an effective model. And for a relevant HR operating model, 
organizations need to consider business strategy, people strategy and also 
digital HR strategy, as already explored in the previous chapter.

Today, a next-generation operating model for HR should help them in 
global coordination, operational excellence and providing better customer 
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experiences. A relevant HR operating model should see HR as a business 
adviser, having an agile mindset and becoming a more community-centric 
function. To build such an approach the HR leader must see a transforma-
tion in the HR function as a means of contributing to the business’s success.

It is of great value for businesses when HR starts to understand the 
priorities of external customers and translates these into respective strategies 
and programmes. In addition, HR should be a steward for the organization’s 
brand, and their connections to useful networks are vital, including social 
engagements that can help shape a company’s reputation, and serve as a 
conduit for talent acquisition and retention.

With a relevant operating model, organizations can form an HR function 
that can support the business in reaching its objectives, adding efficiency, 
reducing costs and improving the employee experience. And this requires 
building an operating model that considers multiple dimensions and also 
exhibits new roles and skills that are necessary for the HR organization. At 
the end, it should describe how an organization will deliver services and define 
the roles and responsibilities, processes and systems in conjunction with this.

Multidimensional models

The HR function has undergone a process of transformation over many 
years now. In this time, the expectations of business leaders have also 
changed, especially when they began to realize the connection between 
workforce management and business success. This led to HR functions en-
gaging in more strategic roles in achieving business objectives, but at the 
same time, organizations wanted cost effectiveness from HR service delivery 
and programmes (Mercer, 2012).

A successful operating model for HR service delivery requires interac-
tions not only within HR but also with c-suite leaders, senior management 
and business leaders. This also changes and creates many roles within HR, 
which is crucial to the successful transformation of the HR function. 
Figure 4.3 shows a multidimensional operating model for HR that is needed 
for such transformation.

In the traditional model, HR organizations were responsible for recruit-
ing and hiring employees, administering payroll and benefits, and handling 
employee relations. The first change and dimension came with the arrival of 
the HRBP model. Today, HR functions in many organizations around the 
world have implemented a service delivery model in which transactional 
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services, process design and strategic business support are carried out by 
three groups within the HR function:

●● HR business partners consult with business leaders on people issues.

●● Centres of expertise (COEs) focus on the design of HR processes and 
policies.

●● Shared services deal with day-to-day HR service delivery.

Many organizations are now looking at HR as a business partner as it plays 
a vital role in driving growth and profitability. The goal of the HR business 
partner model is to add tangible value to the company by integrating HR 
into all aspects of strategic planning and business operations. This is the most 
common model used in organizations as of now, but it has many shortfalls.

If the HR organization is already taken up with everyday employee rela-
tionship issues, there may not be enough time and personnel to partner with 
the business to bring in additional functions or understand the real drivers 
of organizational success. This model lacks business and strategic vision; 
and roles are not clear in the context of strategic and operational matters. In 
most cases, COEs act as specialists and HRBP acts as a generalist, which is 
not false, but in the end, it’s all only related to operational services.

So, most of the transactional work still resides within HRBP and COEs, 
while in an ideal scenario, it should shift to shared services to fully leverage 
the advantages. This is where the second dimension, represented by the HRBP 
2.0 Model, comes in to specifically organize the HR function. According to 
Dave Ulrich who developed that model, in large organizations, HR functions 

Business
partner

Organization
effectiveness

C
u

ltu
re

S
h

ap
in

g

Business
efficiency

Multidimensional
operating model

Processes
(optimization)

HR functional
excellence

T
ec

h
n

o
lo

g
y

E
m

p
o

w
er

Strategic
partner

Change
agent

Employee
champion

Employee
experience

Shared
services

Operational focus
(automation and intelligence)

People
(consumerization)

Administrative
expert

Centres of
expertise

Strategic focus
(strategy and analytics)

Figure 4.3  Multidimensional operating model for HR



Creating Value Propositions That are Fit for Purpose 97

should be categorized into four segments, which can help them to overcome 
the challenges of the old HRBP model (Ulrich, 2018).

Two of the segments focus on strategy, and the other two on operations. 
The strategic partner, who focuses on strategy, should develop and align 
strategies with the business and contribute to the management team’s stra-
tegic decision-making, in addition to strategically managing workforce de-
velopment. The other strategic segment, the change agent, should understand 
the organizational culture and establish change capabilities within the or-
ganization, along with organizational effectiveness.

One of the operational segments is administrative expert, which should 
create and deliver effective and efficient HR processes and services tailored 
to the business’s needs. The second segment on the operational side is the 
employee champion, who helps build workforce commitment, and ensures 
fair, ethical and appropriate people processes and practice. The segments of 
strategic partner and administrative expert role also focus on processes, 
while the other two focus on people.

However, there is a lot of debate about this model as it can’t deliver fast 
results due to a lack of skills among HR professionals, and it doesn’t work 
for every organization. But it has been widely adopted by organizations 
around the world to enable their HR function to add value to their business. 
And here there is the need for the next dimension of the multidimensional 
model, which is in fact not actually a model, but rather a strategic approach 
to better outcomes and fits all these dimensions to deliver more value.

So, for the strategic part, the outcome is mainly focused on business effi-
ciency and organizational effectiveness, which should be aligned with the two 
respective segments of strategic partner and change agent. We will explore 
these more in the coming sections in this chapter. From a delivery perspective, 
these segments rely a lot on the data insight and analytics capabilities of the 
workforce, for better decision-making, effectiveness and value added; we have 
already explored these in the previous chapter on the use of data and strategy.

When we see the operational side, the outcome is focused on functional 
excellence and employee experience, with due respect to the two segments 
of administrative expert and employee champion. In respect to delivery, a lot 
of activities related to them could be automated and augmented with intel-
ligence services. This should also be the focus for organizations in coming 
years and the relevant model should influence this. In addition, a lot of em-
phasis should also be placed on the consumerization of HR and the continu-
ous optimization of the processes for value addition.

All these must be empowered through the use of technologies and by 
shaping the culture. We have explored the importance of cultural transfor-
mation already in previous chapters. So, in the end, when we try to consider 
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the whole picture of this multidimensional model, we realize that nothing 
becomes obsolete or gets replaced, rather it is refined and polished along the 
way, which can help the organization to endure in the future.

When HR takes on a more strategic role in the business, its credibility 
will continue to depend largely on its ability to successfully deliver the op-
erational services to employees and managers. Also, providing accurate core 
workforce data, metrics and building insights using analytics are also a 
foundational requirement for operational and functional excellence. We 
can’t separate that from the HR function, whether you focus on the strategic 
or the operational, as both drive better business decisions.

Enabling sensible business efficiency  
and value

The need for HR to become more engaged in organization and business 
strategy has led to many HR programmes in practice, which in turn enhance 
and drive business efficiency for the organization. Efficiency should include 
extending the best outcomes in a timely and ingenious manner, as well as 
streamlining basic tasks so that one keeps up to date on complex issues.

Establishing such practice requires a good use of time and resources in 
the entire organization, and also exploring the business to identify the work-
force components of each operation and looking for ways to make them 
more efficient. To do so, the key is to realize what is necessary to create an 
efficient environment and, most importantly, to know how to transfer this 
knowledge to every business function across the entire organization, as it 
cannot be done in silos.

Adding business value

Today it is more important for organizations to know how HR is adding 
value to the business. So, understanding the business needs can help HR to 
align and assess where time should be spent, and to transmit the most value 
to stakeholders.

While HR organization often focuses on the operational part of the HR 
function, it becomes more process driven rather than becoming an enabler 
to deliver strategic value to the organization. One of the key success factors 
of high performing organizations is placing their people first, and in that 
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respect HR organization should not overlook the true potential it can bring 
here. So, one such tactic is to drive the people element in the business and 
enable them to create value for the organization.

Again, the first step is to define the correct purpose and have clear end 
goals that can help HR to take the most effective course to deliver value to 
the business. This requires an extensive insight into the overall business en-
vironment and a clear understanding of the organization’s overall business 
strategy. Important also is to understand the external influences such as 
market forces and trends to identify their impact on the HR strategy and 
priorities essential to execute those business strategies.

For businesses, it’s not just about policy or compliance adherence or 
ensuring activities are done in a certain manner, so more emphasis should 
be placed on value creation. At the outset leaders in HR organizations 
should consider some basic questions for adding business value, as shown 
in Table 4.3.

Value creation can be any process that creates outputs that are more 
valuable than its inputs and it is the basis of efficiency and productivity. A 
focus on value provides a powerful compass for navigating the rapid change 
created in the digital age. HR organization should therefore leverage the 
value approach to deepen the analysis of the external changes impacting the 
business and developing a more structured approach to impact the business 
positively.

Translating HR strategies and initiatives into tangible business value re-
quires a suitable delivery approach and a strong foundation of HR capa-
bilities and understanding of the business performance measures to track 
progress. It is important to analyse the current HR service delivery model 
and assess its ability to effectively meet the organization’s needs and objec-
tives, as we explored in the previous section.

Table 4.3  Questions to be considered to add business value

Questions to consider Check

●● What are the organizational capabilities that the organization 
must have to win over competitors?

●● How do we invest in HR practices that deliver business results?
●● How do we organize HR activities to deliver maximum value?
●● How do we create an HR strategy that will help our organization 

succeed?
●● How do we ensure that HR professionals will know what to do 

and have the skills to do it?
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As HR organizations need to identify the skills and competencies required 
to deliver the results, they also need to define specific roles, governance and 
delivery options. They must conduct skills analysis and training to fill any 
critical gaps, designing supporting instruments, processes and technologies. 
And HR should continuously understand and communicate the value of HR 
to business leaders and key stakeholders.

HR plays an important role not only in hiring competent people but also 
with developing the skillsets they will need to be effective and contribute to 
the business success of the organization. Once the organization brings in the 
right people, the next step should be helping those people to acclimatize to 
their new roles with proper onboarding. This vital step goes a long way in 
fostering and retaining a productive workforce, and HR again plays a sig-
nificant part here (Heldeborn, 2009).

With well-defined business goals in place, organizations can develop effective 
workforce performance measures that align with business objectives. HR can 
also define and develop the right talent and performance initiatives, along with 
future succession planning. HR organizations can provide valuable information 
about employee satisfaction as well through continuous employee feedback, 
which is also becoming a key component of the employee experience value chain.

A value-driven HR not only shapes and influences the workforce but also 
finds, develops and retains strong leaders. Good leaders are vital to creating 
an organizational culture that fosters trust, a productive workforce and ef-
fective work processes. Leaders and managers also play a critical role in 
defining the direction, purpose, priorities, goals and roles of the workforce. 
So, with all these areas of value creation, HR is definitely a vital function for 
business impact and organizational success.

Maximizing efficiencies and HR credibility

The impact on efficiency can go beyond the common functions associated 
with the HR discipline to maximize value. HR practices can empower or-
ganizations in guiding a culture of innovation, including creative approaches 
to streamlining processes and boosting employee effectiveness, as well as 
coaching leaders to promote innovation within their organizations.

HR organization is not only about revitalizing more innovative approaches 
to organizational processes, they can also furnish leaders with the skills to 
promote a valuable culture of efficient, productive operations. Leaders 
should be coached and trained to encourage the kind of behaviour that can 
drive company values to build a culture based on trust, respect, co-creation, 
mentorship and appreciation. We have explored this previously.
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Figure 4.4  Strategies to build HR credibility

HR needs credibility to do this and to gain that credibility with management 
leaders, the HR organization should think of its operations as a business. 
When leaders see HR performing like a business, they are more likely to rely 
on them. Though it can take time in most cases, HR leaders need to possess 
the right approach and strategies to attain this. Figure 4.4 sets out the strat-
egies to help HR build credibility by functioning more like a business 
(Lindquist, 2018).

Business normally serves the customer, therefore so should the HR busi-
ness function. Everyone under the organization’s umbrella is an HR cus-
tomer, including employees, managers, executives, candidates and gig 
workers, and in some cases alumni are HR’s customers as well. Building 
personas to highlight needs, capturing the moments that matter for each 
customer, and segmenting these customers based on their journey map 
within the organization, is a primary task when considering the consumeri-
zation of HR and the first steps towards HR credibility.

In addition to this, HR also needs to align with the business strategy, as 
we explored before, and prioritize investments based on the business’s 
challenges and requirements. Once HR can define such key constraints, it 
can help to define the value proposition to their targeted customers. As we 
have seen before, culture, employee engagement, retention and operational 
efficiency are just a few of the many areas where HR can make a positive 
impact on a business.
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Building the right service delivery model, proper HR capabilities and 
continuous HR operational excellence are the major building blocks for 
providing such value to its customers and business. For a positive business 
impact, measuring efforts and outcomes is necessary as providing 
measurements goes a long way towards winning credibility. Investing in 
measurement capabilities can lead to reviews and optimizing value by 
making sure that the right results are given to the organization’s leaders.

HR credibility helps in creating the right conditions for growth and in-
novation, building workforce capabilities for the future, providing more 
value in executing organizational strategy and finally bringing back the 
human element into HR. It would be a frightful error to forget that it is 
people who create the real value for organizations. The human touch gener-
ates trust, authentic engagement and solid cultures, and people are the only 
part of the organization that are truly differentiated by these.

Organizational outcomes and optimization

Today HR leaders are challenged to succeed efficiently and effectively, but 
for organizations that consider employees their most valuable assets, HR 
has intense value. Strategic HR has emerged as an eminent view of the role 
this functional area plays in building and developing a strong organization 
and also contributes to business outcomes.

A high-quality workforce always contributes to organizational perfor-
mance through operational excellence, which means talented people make 
their business functions perform better, which ultimately causes the whole 
organization to accomplish better results. So, a strong relationship between 
HR practices, workforce engagements and organizational outcomes can add 
value and have a huge positive impact on organizational goals. The relation-
ship between HR practices and organizational outcome is shown in Table 4.4.

Organizational outcomes and effectiveness are much better when HR 
practices are well executed by business leaders and managers, aside from 
HR professionals. These outcomes may focus on profit, growth, market 
value, the organization’s results or may focus on productivity, quality, turn
over, customer satisfaction and boosting efficiencies. Even attributes such as 
moral values, fairness and legitimacy play a vital role in driving organiza-
tional outcomes.

Organizations can capture more value by refining operations and opti-
mizing resources more effectively that can impact their business. So, when 
HR organizations start focusing on the outcomes, they shouldn’t look at the 
perspective in terms of cost savings, rather how organizations can reach the 
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outcomes in a cost-efficient way. Cost optimization continues to be a major 
concern for many HR leaders, and the key is to find the right balance be-
tween reducing costs and maximizing business value.

Successful HR organizations are continuously looking to improving their 
process standardizations, flexible structures and hybrid roles, developing the 
right capabilities and increasing their customer engagement. Optimizing 
spending on technology and digital investment is also key and needs to be 
continuously measured and reviewed. In addition, organizations also need 
to work on the optimization of the cost related to workforces, putting peo-
ple first ahead of revenue.

However, the approaches and strategies of one organization may not be 
appropriate for others. We have already seen that each organization is dif-
ferent, and value propositions that fit into one may not necessarily fit into 
another. Every organization must look at their own needs based on their 
organization’s goals, business and people strategies. And they must look at 
the entire picture to understand where they are now and where they want to 
go from here, and this requires continuous effort as it is a journey.

Achieving effective functional excellence

Most HR organizations are struggling to provide the highest level of sus-
tainability to the organization by enabling business value propositions, but 
few of them have achieved this and it’s not something that is impossible to 
attain. Today’s environment needs a new, agile and differentiated approach 
to HR operations and the ability to work as a proactive, collaborative and 
effective business function.

Table 4.4  Relationship between HR practices and organizational outcomes

HR practices Organizational outcomes

●● Workforce planning
●● Recruitment and onboarding
●● Compensation and benefits
●● Employee relations
●● Talent management
●● Coaching
●● Organizational design
●● Training

●● Profit and growth
●● Market value and share
●● Turnover
●● Productivity
●● Customer satisfaction
●● Legitimacy
●● Moral values
●● Fairness
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HR needs to move towards operational excellence, a continuous en-
hancement initiative where the focus is only on what should be required and 
that embraces problem-solving and leadership as the key to continuous im-
provement. It is not a set of activities that HR organizations need to per-
form, rather it’s more of a mindset that should be possessed by HR, business 
leaders and employees that helps to create sustainable improvement within 
an organization.

HR operational excellence

Operational excellence determines what is right and wrong for each strategy 
applied by the business. In addition, it enables all tasks and performances to 
be achieved in a better way. Achieving excellence for the business can be 
achieved by HR organizations meeting expectations through the continual 
improvement of operational processes, functions, experiences and the cul-
ture of the organization.

HR organizations need to raise their capabilities, performance and, ulti-
mately, deliver the value to meet the organizational objectives for enhanced 
productivity and performance improvement. HR operational excellence 
should not only focus on reducing costs and redirect savings to higher-value 
activities; it also needs to drive workforce innovation and encourage col-
laboration in new and more effective ways with business leaders.

HR can be a crucial differentiator in helping organizations achieve their 
objectives, and this can only be achieved when HR organizations change the 
way they work. HR organizations have the potential to be a vital asset in the 
digital age, by engaging and developing the workforce that the organization 
needs to compete and endure in this fast-changing environment (Messenboeck 
et al, 2015).

But the fact is, for a long time, the HR operating model in many organiza-
tions has become progressively outdated and insufficient to help guide the 
business and organization in the current environment. We have seen how the 
HR function operates in its traditional role as a service provider that focuses 
on transactions, rather than as a literal partner to business functions.

Organizational effectiveness dimension

An efficient operating model is the foundation of a successful strategy exe-
cution as it translates strategic purpose into a design for how the organiza-
tion will deliver value. It should include design principles for how the 
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organization will operate, how decisions will be made and what behaviours 
will drive organizational value. We have already seen how it can enable 
organizations to deliver growth and scalability, refine the customer experi-
ence, drive operational efficiency and evolve a sustainable business model.

All these are very necessary for organizational effectiveness, which cap-
tures organizational performance outcomes that are associated with more 
efficient or effective operations and other external measures. To ensure sus-
tainability, business leaders need to focus their recognition on aligning their 
people, systems, structure and roles with the organization’s strategy (Lambert 
and Newall, 2017).

In order to achieve increased and sustainable business results, organiza-
tions need to consider several dimensions. Figure 4.5 shows the dimensions 
for organizational effectiveness, divided into three major groups: organiza-
tion design, people effectiveness and change enablement.

As we can see from Figure 4.5, the first group focuses on the four dimen-
sions of organizational structural design, governance, functional design and 
business service design. By optimizing organizational structures, encourag-
ing governance, deploying resources based on functional and business ser-
vice, and thus ensuring that the organization has the right people in place, 
HR can help organizations to meet their business objectives and improve 
both financial and operational performance.

People effectiveness, which is the second group, also has four dimensions: 
leadership development, team effectiveness, strategic talent development, 
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Figure 4.5  Dimensions for organizational effectiveness
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and behavioural and cultural change. Any people effectiveness activities lit-
erally impact organizational effectiveness and provide returns in a positive 
way. Strategic HR management, which we have already explored in previ-
ous chapters, includes these dimensions to a great extent.

The third group has three dimensions: organizational engagement, vision 
and case and, finally, change adoption. Many of these dimensions, irrespec-
tive of their group, are very much interlinked and executed together. For 
example, any change adoption can always trigger change in behaviour or 
culture first; similarly, without a proper vision and case, organizations can’t 
design any structures. Likewise, leadership development is very much essen-
tial to drive multiple dimensions in organizational effectiveness.

So, for successful organizational effectiveness and HR functional excel-
lence, HR organizations need to transform their old models that required 
them to ensure long-term adherence to goals and strategies, deploy significant 
resources to implement them, and ensure that every part of the organization 
is committed. More agile approaches are required by HR such that they can 
stay flexible, seek out new opportunities, learn and apply lessons from their 
past, and change by making faster decisions and iterative improvements.

Agility, agile approach and adoption

Agility is not just a goal for technology and manufacturing companies. 
Improving agility, speed, adaptability and flexibility is an objective relevant 
to all organizations today. And the pace of changes makes it rather difficult 
for organizations to achieve and sustain it, as there is a desire to seek 
maximum agility and faster adoption.

Today, organizations need to understand what is meaningful for them, 
whether there is a need to build capabilities to sense the rapid changes that 
are taking place in the market and industries, or whether they need to revisit 
their processes, or develop the leadership behaviours to move the organiza-
tion into a new way of working. Organizations first need a good business 
case before implementing and adopting agile approaches.

Agile is actually an approach to running teams and projects that can help 
enhance the organizational agility of a business function. This is also true 
for the HR function, as agile is transforming how organizations hire, de-
velop and manage their people. An agile approach can help HR organiza-
tions to empower people to stay one step ahead in their lives and in business.

But the agile approach isn’t the only thing that can increase agility. There 
are many other components on top of that. Agile adoption and its related 
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business drivers are also important. Figure 4.6 shows some of the important 
business drivers for agile adoption that are also necessary for HR organiza-
tions (Howey, 2016).

Agile adoption is not easy for any business function as it needs strong 
empowerment from business drivers such as enhancing predictability and 
cohesiveness to foresee a situation and outcome. It requires empowered 
decision-making and a quick response to prioritization. Agile adoption can 
only be successful when the team collaborates and delivers on the promises 
and whether it can take multiple attempts with failure. Finally, business func-
tions need to improve capabilities and responsiveness for better adoption.

With these goals in mind, business functions including HR need to start 
assessing their readiness to adopt the new set of principles and behaviours 
in support of agile.

So far, the HR function has been criticized for being slow-moving in 
terms of its role within an organization. Many frustrations and dissatisfac-
tion have been seen among the workforce, who see the HR function as the 
enforcer of rules and compliance, while being unable to, or incapable of, 
reducing their concerns and improving their time with the organization.

Today’s workforce needs to thrive in this fast-changing world; it needs 
reskilling, where the world of work is impacted by growing augmentation, 
intelligent systems and new working economies. HR organizations need to 

Enhance predictability and
cohesiveness

Empowered decision-making

Respond quickly to high priorities

Collaborate and deliver on
promises

Improve capabilities and
responsiveness

Figure 4.6  Business drivers for agile adoption in HR
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take the lead here to create a better impact on the workforce and organiza-
tions in the future by bringing ‘human’ back to ‘human resources’ and en
abling a human-centric experience for the workforce.

Summary

Be familiar with fit for purpose as one size does not fit all:

●● There is no such best practice today as, in most cases, one size does not fit 
all. So, instead of copy-pasting a particular practice, an organization should 
constantly understand what is necessary and build a purpose from it.

●● When organizations are purposeful they unlock creativity, have empathy 
and lead peers. HR also needs to deliver solutions that are fit for purpose 
to the business and organization.

●● One of the major purposes of HR transformation is repositioning HR as a 
strategic partner within the business. However, in most cases, more attention 
is being given to the delivery of administration and transactional services.

Explore the multidimensional operating models for HR:

●● When an HR operating model fits in with the purpose of the business and 
organization, it can automatically drive employee satisfaction, productiv-
ity and engagement. The model should deliver strategic value to the or-
ganization and workforce.

●● The HR operating model can be impactful when it starts to mature. So, 
the focus is certainly moving away from optimization towards value 
proposition in the entire HR function, shifting from the traditional way 
to a new direction to create a greater effect.

●● A relevant model, apart from fitting into the purpose, also stimulates flex-
ibility, collaboration and openness for the HR functions and roles that 
can ultimately lead to better business outcomes and results.

●● Successful operating models for HR service delivery require interactions 
not only within HR but also with c-suite leaders, senior management and 
business leaders, as it is crucial to a fruitful transformation of the HR 
function.
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Know how to enable sensible business efficiency and value for the 
organization:

●● Understanding the business needs can help HR to align and assess where 
time should be spent and to transmit the most value to stakeholders.

●● Translating HR strategies and initiatives into tangible business value re-
quires a suitable delivery approach, a strong foundation of HR capabili-
ties and an understanding of the business performance measures to track 
progress.

●● HR organizations not only revitalize more innovative approaches to 
organizational processes, they can also furnish leaders with the ability to 
promote a valuable culture of efficient, productive operations.

●● Successful HR organizations are continuously looking to improving their 
process standardizations, flexible structures and hybrid roles, developing 
the right capabilities and increasing their customer engagements.

Outline how to achieve effective functional excellence within HR:

●● Operational excellence determines what is right and wrong for all the 
strategies that one applies to the business. In addition, it enables all tasks 
to be performed in a better way.

●● Achieving excellence for the business can be achieved by HR organiza-
tions by meeting expectations through the continuous improvement of 
operational processes, functions, experiences and the culture of the 
organization.

●● For successful organizational effectiveness and HR functional excellence, 
HR organizations need to transform from their old models that required 
them to have long-term adherence to goals and strategies.

●● Agility is not just a goal for technology and manufacturing companies; 
improving agility, speed, adaptability and flexibility is an objective rele-
vant to all organizations today, and it’s not easy to achieve.

●● To enhance agile adoption and agility, business functions including HR 
need to start assessing their readiness to adopt a new set of principles and 
behaviours in support of agile.
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Why the need for change? •  Why do we need a fit-for-purpose approach? Why do
   we need to have a multidimensional operating model?

•  What is important for our business? What are the
   values we can provide to business and the organization?

•  Where are the risks? Where is the need for business
   efficiency?

•  Who can play a critical role in defining the direction
   and purpose? Who can make a difference?

•  How do we establish valuable HR functional excellence
   and organizational effectiveness?

What makes sense?

Who can help?

Where to start?

How to change?

Time to act
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PART TWO
Survival

Over the next few years, we are likely to witness some of the most signifi-
cant disruptions related to the workforce and work. The notion of work has 
evolved over time from a philosophical, sociological, historical and juridical 
perspective. With industrialization, work gained more influence in society 
and changed over time. While some are leading innovation and technology, 
others are late adopters.

Automation, the gig economy, digital platforms and other innovations 
are changing the fundamental nature of work. Technologies like artificial 
intelligence are already transforming the nature of work and the workplace 
to a great extent. Machines can carry out more of the repetitive tasks done 
by humans today, complement the work that humans are best at and, in ad-
dition, perform some activities that go beyond what humans can do.

This augmentation and digital revolution are also having a significant 
impact on bringing back humanity to the workforce and to the HR organi-
zation. As the role of HR is expected to shift more towards strategy, advi-
sory and coaching, they can help organizations understand and reveal how 
individuals should be treated as human beings. All this is bringing a huge 
transformation in the world of work and, thus, some jobs are declining, new 
jobs are emerging and many more are in a great state of flux.

In this constantly changing uncertain world, this is not at all surprising. 
But the biggest question of this century is whether the human species is 
going to survive in this age of intelligent machines and robots. According to 
the famous quote from Charles Darwin in his book On the Origin of Species, 
it’s not the strongest or most intelligent of the species that survives but the 
one that’s most adaptable to change.
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Today, the world of the human species is changing very rapidly, with the 
addition of new innovative technologies in the workplace and in work, 
whether they be powerful analytics or the rise of artificial intelligence, the 
pace of change keeps on moving. Surviving in this constant pace of change 
requires adaptation, the constant learning of new skills and the right mindset. 
There is a clear demand for learning that can help workforces to develop 
more human skills that can’t easily be automated by machines.

Most organizations are content with their previous journey of revolution, 
and many of them are not ready or are neglecting their ability to survive on 
their journey of transformation towards the future by not fully considering 
the growth of intelligent technologies, the new world of work and the de-
mand for human-centric experiences. There are always further strategies 
that usually open up, even if organizations are already in the process of 
transformation, including:

●● preparing for the impact of augmentation, automation and reskilling, 
and contemplating the future of work and the evolution of the new talent 
economy;

●● focusing and balancing the entire experience and value proposition for 
employees with future workplaces, wellbeing, jobs, technology and the 
human touch.

The key goal is to trust some quick useful approach that builds credence in 
preparing strategies for a new world of work where humans need to work 
with machines and organizations need to balance the human and digital 
experiences. They need to provide human capabilities for survival in this 
fast-changing world. In addition, they need to create a value proposition for 
the workforce by providing ultimate experiences to their employees during 
their time with the organization.

In nature, all organisms must adapt to their habitat to survive, and we 
must do this expeditiously and regularly calibrate our mindset and culture 
to embrace adaptability as individuals, organizations and as a society. So for 
humans to succeed in the artificial intelligence-powered future, we need to 
emphasize our human values and skills. To prepare for that future, we need 
to emphasize creativity, emotional skills and creating an unforgettable 
human-centric experience for workforces.

This part includes the following chapters that gradually aid readers to 
learn about ways to prepare the approaches and strategies required to create 
a better experience for workforces that leverage humanity and balance the 
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rise of automation and augmentation and provide a survival trail for the 
new world of work, reskilling and future collaboration with machines.

Chapter 5 – The demand for the human-centric experience: This chapter 
helps us to realize how we are forgetting the human in human resources and 
provides an outline of how to build a valuable employee lifecycle and or-
ganizational journey experience. The chapter also includes the exploration of 
trends and ways of designing future workplaces and also interprets the im-
portance of relationships and wellbeing programmes for the organization.

Chapter 6 – Evolving the future of work, jobs and the workforce: In this 
chapter, we explore more about the future of work and the need for adap-
tive working in the future. Readers will also learn about the impact of the 
gig economy and the next generation in jobs. It also outlines the preparation 
of HR for the future of work, jobs and the workforce.

Chapter 7 – Ongoing augmentation, reskilling and collaboration: This 
chapter helps to familiarize us with the rise of automation, intelligence and 
augmentation. Readers can learn about reskilling imperatives and solutions 
for organizations in the future and explore the future world where humans 
and machines will collaborate. We will also review the importance of ethics, 
protection, risks and humanity.
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The demand 
for the  
human-centric 
experience

Objectives

✓✓ Realize how we are forgetting the human in human resources

✓✓ Outline how to build a valuable wider employee experience

✓✓ Explore the trends and ways of designing future workplaces

✓✓ Interpret the importance of relationships and wellbeing programmes

Forgetting the human in human resources

Money, title, fame and power don’t make any difference to an organization 
unless they also exhibit being more human. In most organizations, the work-
force has become units of production and largely treated as resources rather 
than humans. HR should not be focused on people as resources; rather they 
should help in rebuilding a human-centric experience with more human ca-
pabilities within the future workforce to create a better culture and a more 
sustainable organization.

The digital revolution is also having a significant impact on bringing back 
the human side to the workforce and to the HR organization. As the role of 
HR is expected to shift more towards a strategic, advisory and coaching 
role, they can help the organization to understand and reveal how to treat 
individuals as human beings. HR professionals with diversified backgrounds 
can play a vital role as change agents here.

05
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When the workplace is built on trust and respect, it encourages motiva-
tion and engagement and it automatically helps people find meaning in their 
work and contributions. And the organization in turn attracts and retains 
top talent, which all make a big difference in the results, growth and sustain-
ability. But it is also necessary to use technology appropriately in the work-
place that will not only boost productivity and efficiency but also create an 
opportunity for a human-centric experience.

If we want to establish a human-centric experience, we should focus on 
reskilling ourselves and also consider humanization as a benefit. We can 
desire a world where we will humanize again or rehumanize, especially in 
order to restore human rights and capabilities and move from a machine-
driven to a living system.

Understanding human capabilities

According to Amartya Sen, the Nobel prize winner, professor and researcher, 
human rights and capabilities stand well together so long as we do not try 
to include either concept entirely within the enclave of the other. Both 
human rights and capabilities must depend on the process of public reason-
ing, and neither human rights nor capabilities are easy to understand 
(Alexander, 2004). On the other side, human capabilities can only be ex-
posed through corresponding human skills.

Table 5.1 shows some of the primary human capabilities and related 
skills that are still important for our future.

There’s no simple way to bring back the human side into the workplace 
and work as it is not common practice to understand these human capabilities 
and how to leverage human rights. In general, the human in human resources 
may signify human touch, human understanding, human empathy or even 
human leadership. It is not easy to understand the human dilemma, words 
like human rights, humanity, being human are sometimes too profound to 

Table 5.1  Primary human capabilities and related skills needed for the future

Human capabilities Human skills

Effective decision-making
Outstanding governance
Connections to others
Motivational practices
Executive leadership

Critical thinking and judgement
People and resource management
Managing relationship
Creativity and complex problem-solving
Emotional intelligence
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understand. So, it is important to realize the right skills to establish human 
capabilities in work and the workplace.

The foremost thing is to create human connections and build relation-
ships with people with whom you work and interact. And human interac-
tions can be recaptured with more open communication and collaboration, 
as it is vital that humans work together creatively and exchange ideas to 
bring some motivation into their work.

HR organizations and leaders must create a culture and environment which 
the workforce can enjoy, and where they can be motivated and happy in their 
work. One key aspect is to share knowledge freely and openly, and incorporate 
a learning culture, together with rewards and recognition. Whether with a 
higher salary or bonus at the end of the year or maybe an award trip abroad, 
an opportunity for further education or training or a seminar, or even praise, 
motivation always makes a huge difference to the workforce.

HR purpose and value

Simply changing the name to people operations or talent team can’t change 
the main perspective of HR functions today. We have seen in previous chap-
ters how the HR function is primarily used to focus on staffing, training, 
rules and compliances, and emphasize more on transactional and adminis-
trative activities.

So far, the purpose of the HR organization has been majorly emphasized 
as maximizing the productivity of an organization by optimizing the effec-
tiveness of its workforce. In addition, it also adds value by acquiring, devel-
oping and retaining talent, aligning the workforce with the business and 
enriching business efficiency, in addition to their primary focus of being 
transactional and driven by processes and rules (McNulty, 2015).

But apart from these, HR needs to leverage the workforce and organiza-
tion in bringing back the human element. It’s time to recast HR’s purpose and 
value to bring back the human to human resources and to create a human-
centric experience for the workforce and the organization. Figure 5.1 shows 
HR’s purpose and value in bringing back the human to human resources.

As described in Figure 5.1, the major purposes and values in becoming 
more human focused in the workforce are spread across four areas:

●● Reinforces human-focused training: while organizing and providing train-
ing, HR should emphasize ethics, organizational behaviour, collaborative 
problem-solving and listening skills. These human-focused skills are neces-
sary to enrich human interactions and competencies in the digital age.
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●● Invests in emotional intelligence: emotional intelligence, which helps 
determine someone’s ability to perceive, understand and manage their 
own feelings and emotions, also affects the decisions leaders make when 
promoting, hiring, developing, coaching and terminating people with 
human skills.

●● Rewards outstanding behaviours: organizations are driven by values and 
values are driven by human behaviours. Rewards and recognitions for 
outstanding behaviours not only motivate and encourage employees to 
stay but also bring a positive environment for exceptional culture, perfor-
mance and humanity.

●● Encourages innovation-driven culture: for most organizations working 
with machines, the majority of activities do not include any human fac-
tors and are replicable. Teams with more empathetic, inclusive, creative 
and other human skills can bring more innovation into work and the 
workplace.

Most HR organizations are designed to be neither good at listening to em-
ployees nor fit for the above purpose and value approaches that can bring 
back the human element. So, to establish such an approach, HR needs an 
agile way of working, and it is essential HR learns about different agile 
methodologies and their impact on organizations.

Reinforces
human-focused

training

Encourages
innovation-driven

culture

Rewards
outstanding
behaviours

Invests in
emotional

intelligence

Figure 5.1  HR purposes and values in bringing back the human to HR
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Moreover, in order to thrive, organizations need an excellent customer 
experience to achieve growth and profitability. So this is a great opportunity 
to create a culture of agility and innovation, as this encourages the work-
force to deliver a great customer experience. This is also obvious for a func-
tion like HR, so a customer-like experience of HR is also emerging within 
most organizations (Rahily, 2016).

All these can make a huge difference once HR organizations start to 
focus on HR solutions that are associated with business outcomes, culture 
and the workforce, not just those for HR. To build such an agile HR func-
tion that can deliver results to the business, HR needs to embrace the same 
agile principles as the business and use tools such as design thinking to as-
sess the organization, define the talent and define HR’s contribution in this 
fast-changing digital world.

Design thinking approach

As we have explored, there are many factors that are changing the way HR 
organizations should establish themselves and all these have a huge impact 
on the strategies that are made by HR organizations for their customers. 
Today, one of the trendy and powerful tools is design thinking as a way to 
understand and improve the customer experience of HR and help put the 
human back in HR.

Design thinking is defined as a creative, solutions-based method of 
problem-solving. It helps in discovering the needs of different stakeholders 
and delivering constant value in accordance with their experiences with the 
solutions provided. In the case of HR, these stakeholders could be managers, 
employees, candidates or even alumni.

Many organizations have already demonstrated the use of design think-
ing in driving new products and services to create a substantial customer 
experience. Design thinking not only enables organizations to review new 
approaches to products and processes but also drives innovation that helps 
to empower them to meet their customers’ needs more effectively and gen-
erating constant value (Bailie, 2018).

For HR organizations, design thinking can be a big asset as it enables 
them to think beyond the traditional ways, which are more transactional. By 
using such a tool HR professionals can focus more on the experience side of 
their customers and activate more empathetic ways to deliver business value. 
This tool has already made some prominent strides in determining and de-
signing customer experiences of HR.
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Organizations are using design thinking to understand not only their em-
ployee experience but also their candidate experience, starting from a candi-
date searching for a job, to leaving the company as an employee, to retiring. 
Design thinking certainly helps capture the voices of the workforce in terms 
of their experiences with the organization, which can also include their jour-
ney within the organization and their experiences with their job, organiza-
tional culture, use of technology and the workplace.

Design thinking is certainly a must have tool for the HR organization 
today when considering their customer experiences and value creation. This 
approach can definitely help HR professionals and leaders to understand the 
workforce and business leaders better than their old ways of thinking, and 
there are many successful stories on this point.

Design thinking also brings a human-centric approach to every single 
step of the design process itself. Teams are empowered and accountable to 
gather user insights that start with questions and interviewing, followed by 
brainstorming activities to share and explore new ideas and solutions, and 
finally building a protype and testing it. Figure 5.2 shows a design-thinking 
framework that includes different steps that help with gathering new ideas 
to make new valuable solutions.

Figure 5.2 lists five steps in the process:

●● Empathize: listen and understand the voices, learn about the audience, 
develop a deep understanding of the challenge within the human context.

●● Define: define objectives based on user needs emphasized from the 
previous step and target the main challenges that need to be resolved.

●● Ideate: brainstorm and come up with creative potential solutions from 
the shared proposed ideas; prioritize the best ideas for prime solutions.
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Engage in an
iterative testing

and improve
solution

Figure 5.2  Design-thinking framework
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●● Prototype: build a representation of the selected ideas, design a prototype 
and experiment with the ideas to test all or part of your solutions.

●● Test: Engage in an iterative innovation process to continually improve 
your design and test the prototypes with the users.

The main purpose of using design thinking is to focus more on the user ex-
perience of the processes and hence create a solution that fits more with 
consumers. A relevant consumerization of any function can only start with 
a human-centric approach, which also involves a change in culture, enabling 
creativity, developing learning behaviours and better collaboration among 
the team. This is not an easy process overall, as this type of new approach 
creates resistance to change away from the usual way of working.

Design thinking had been applied in many business functions before it 
came across to HR, as in most cases HR was a late adopter. The success of 
this approach also depends on how organizations enable their cross-
functional teams to design such innovative solutions and focus on the expe-
riences of their customers. For HR organizations it’s about an inspiring 
experience for the employees.

Focusing on inspiring employee moments 
and experiences

Digital technologies have transformed our consumer habits and experience 
and is used for every interaction we have with a person, product, place, ser-
vice or company. This is also true for the ongoing customer experience jour-
ney and also creates demand for the consumerization of HR, which refers to 
creating a social, mobile and consumer-style experience mainly for employ-
ees inside the organization during their entire organizational journey and 
lifecycle from the stage of first being selected to when the employee eventu-
ally leaves and becomes an alumni.

In general, human experiences can be thought of as a series of intimate, 
meaningful, precious and natural moments, where some moments stay for a 
long time and others just expire quickly. Not every memorable moment is a 
happy moment either, and some make us feel stressed, frustrated, scared or 
helpless and have a negative impact on our lives. These memorable moments 
for the employee can be both positive or negative as well during their or-
ganization journey and employee lifecycle.



Survival122

Although some memorable moments matter the most to some employees, 
not all have the same moments that matter. HR organizations need to un-
derstand all those moments that matter not only for the employees but also 
for their entire customer base such as employees, managers, candidates, ex-
ecutives and alumni. And this should be done based on the different perso-
nas in the workforce, which are snapshots of the behaviours, motivations, 
emotions, interests and values of a group of similarly minded people or 
workforce segments, although we focus more on employees in this chapter.

The experiences generated from certain moments come from consuming 
human resource functions, the job and the organization’s culture. It also 
matters a lot to employees when we look at the wider picture alongside 
technology and workplace experience.

Wider employee experience

Today organizations are aiming to provide their people with positive touch 
points at all stages of the employee’s lifecycle. Consumerizing the employee 
service experience can be a win-win scenario for both workforce and or-
ganization and it comes from consuming HR functions, the job, the culture 
and many others. It also includes the technology, workplace and the digital 
experience. Figure 5.3 shows the entire wider framework for employee ex-
perience based on the employee’s lifecycle and organization journey.
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More and more organizations are already realizing that their success depends 
on improving and optimizing the wider experience within the employee life-
cycle and organization journey; however, it may only start focusing on a few 
at first. The wider employee experience can be divided into four dimensions, 
as shown in Figure 5.3, which has various components, an overview of which 
follows:

●● Candidate experience: while the candidate experience is a neglected part 
of the employee’s lifecycle, as it is considered separately in most cases, 
when done well, it not only makes a new employee’s life much easier but 
also provides an entirely different positive experience for them. It starts 
from attracting talent and covers the entire recruiting experience, including 
pre-onboarding and the period between accepting and starting a job.

For an overall wider employee experience, a potential candidate plays 
a huge role in the level of overall satisfaction. Once the organization 
starts separating these two, value starts to diminish automatically and a 
discriminatory experience appears immediately, and there are moments 
when candidates and employees are treated differently.

●● Employee lifecycle experience: every employee goes through a series of 
stages from the day they get selected right through to the day they leave, 
also known as the employee lifecycle. It is the most common form of 
employee experience and most organizations focus on this today. The 
first stage is hiring and onboarding, which has some overlap with the 
candidate experience. Organizations with exceptional onboarding and 
hiring experiences are more likely to attract and retain the best talent.

Further down the lifecycle, employees need a clear purpose, and they 
want to feel like they’re part of the organization and its vision, which is 
only possible through clear communication from their leaders. Moments 
that are generated during an employee’s learning initiatives could directly 
reflect their career decisions and development plans, and any positive 
experiences in these can help the workforce to become more motivated 
and work efficiently.

In the next stage of an employee’s lifecycle, moments also matter for 
their team, which should be based on trust and respect. Similarly, a good 
experience with flexibility, wellness, recognition and feedback-driven per-
formance measures makes employees happy and successful in their job. 
In the later stages, experiences with opportunities for growth, promotion, 
mobility and even a formalized off-boarding matter a lot when covering 
the entire lifecycle experience for employees.



Survival124

●● Alumni experience: people no longer stay in the same job forever, which 
means employees of today could also become the customers and 
networkers of tomorrow. It’s a common misconception that employees 
who have left a company no longer have any influence over it. Alumni are 
among an organization’s most effective means of external communication, 
and actively nurturing these relationships contributes immensely to a 
business’s success.

Therefore, an alumni experience can be a big turning point for both 
workforce and organization and should not be separated from the entire 
employee experience. Today, though in most cases this is the weakest ex-
perience for people, it’s very vital as such moments can help with building 
long-term relationships, networking and leveraging social capital.

●● Organizational journey experience: different moments are generated 
where employees interact with their team, bosses, workplace and culture. 
Employees form relationships with others and connect emotionally; they 
collaborate openly in their team and they either learn or contribute to the 
culture of the organization through their experiences with the 
organization’s different functions.

Figure 5.4 shows the dimensions of the organizational journey experi-
ence, where moments matter equally for an employee. The experiences 
vary from moments with the HR function, whether requesting holiday, 
working from home, a travel request and expense management, or experi-
encing employee relations, policies and compliance. Moments also matter 
that employees come across in their daily jobs such as accessing news, 
contacts, offerings, the lunch menu or booking a meeting room, or pur-
chasing or ordering office supplies.

Employees are also quite attached to their workplaces, the place where 
they spend most of their working time and where their senses are being 
put to work. Employees have different experiences and feelings in the 
workplace, including use of technology, collaboration, communications, 
regulations, reporting issues, doing training and many more in their or-
ganization journey.

The wider employee experience is the sum of all the experiences and interac-
tions that affect employees’ perceptions, behaviours and feelings. Creating 
an inspiring employee experience is not about providing extra benefits, 
perks and usage of modern technologies. It is also important to motivate 
and engage employees, help them to become better at their job, and to pro-
vide them with a great culture and leadership, which inspires them to work 
continually and happily.
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Listening to employees

An inspiring employee experience can’t be created from the top down; em-
ployees should be encouraged and engaged to be the part of the creation 
process. It is always better when individuals or teams provide feedback and 
share ideas about the experiences they desire. Simply listening to the em-
ployees is one of the easiest ways to keep their experience of the organiza-
tion positive, from their hiring to retiring (Meister, 2017).

By understanding what type of wider employee experiences are impor-
tant and which moments matter to employees, HR organizations will not 
only be able to make the current workforce more comfortable and moti-
vated but also have a better sense of the candidates who can fit into specific 
positions in the future. In addition, maintaining a good relationship with 
alumni can impact the employer’s branding to a great extent as well.

HR organizations may be hearing employees, but if they are not listening 
to them they are missing out on opportunities to improve engagement and 
happiness. Listening is a more advanced skill than passively hearing, and bet-
ter listeners are more in tune with their organizations, workforce and cus-
tomers. The purpose of employee listening is to catch trends in time, and it 
should provide a continuous real-time method of capturing challenges and 
experiences by employees in the present. Attention should then be on listen-
ing to respond rather than listening to understand (Harter, 2018).

When compared with conventional methods of measuring employee en-
gagement levels, a continuous tool should help businesses to stay ahead on 
implementing positive changes in experiences. Continuous listening does 
not mean surveying frequently, as collecting feedback so often makes it hard 
to take significant action. There is always a need to balance the different 
experiences.

Balancing the digital and human experiences

Today, the workforce prefers an exceptional digital experience where they 
can free themselves to do more important and engaging work, and where 
they can impose value with more human skills. According to PwC’s report 
(Duarte et al, 2018), almost half of the workforce prefers digital interactions 
for common HR tasks and activities such as job searches, scheduling vaca-
tion, enrolling for benefits or getting IT support.

On the other side, the workforce isn’t getting what they really need and 
only a few people feel satisfied with how technology improves the experi-
ence for HR and people management tasks. Too much technology is also 
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isolating the workforce from the genuine connections and relationships, as 
they start to lose the human touch.

In general, the workforce does not want to interact with machines that 
take the place of valuable human connections that are needed to feel a sense 
of belonging at work and provide customers with the human touch. Many 
of us may feel technology is taking the workforce away from human interac-
tions, which is true. Hence workforces still prefer human interaction in HR 
tasks and activities like performance reviews, communicating with the team, 
asking HR questions, providing feedback and training.

Finding the balance between technology and human needs means busi-
ness leaders have to ask important questions about technology choices. 
Technology will maximize its impact in the workplace only when integrated 
with human skills. Figure 5.5 shows the balance needed between digital and 
human interactions today to give employees exceptional experiences.

Today, most organizations are investing in minimal technology to sup-
port key HR processes, efficiency and decision-making. Digital solutions to 
enhance the employee experience and engagement are in most cases an add-
on. An appropriate digital solution can make a huge difference in change 
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Figure 5.5  Balance needed between digital and human interactions
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agility, having a captivating employee value proposition and seeing HR as 
an adviser on human capital risks. All these can only be achieved by engag-
ing in sufficient human interactions.

The workforce wants new ways of working and an employee experience 
that offers digital access, personalization and effectiveness. They also want 
digital solutions that will help them do their jobs better, faster and smarter. 
Employee experience interventions must be designed holistically and break 
through functional barriers to address how work gets done with a proper 
balance.

A digital culture is needed where people are comfortable with transpar-
ency, curious about new things and interested to have the latest technology, 
all of which are critical to success. Today technology is the backbone of the 
overall work experience such that one can’t separate it from the people 
agenda. Today’s workforce is overwhelmingly positive about the potential 
for technology to improve their lives, but they also have concerns about 
how it can be used.

Adopting a continual learning mindset is what we need. Upskilling isn’t 
just about completing courses or adding new tools; it’s also about giving 
people opportunities to explore new mindsets, behaviours, relationships and 
ways of working. Organizations certainly need to support their workforces 
to become more incorporated with new skills and competencies, which can 
also help them to improve their culture for the future.

So, we can see that there is a clear demand in both digital and human-
centric experiences that we can’t separate and it is very complicated. 
Organizations that adopt a consumer approach to the employee experience 
are establishing a culture that values employee happiness and satisfaction. 
Organizations need to know the boundaries that separate and balance the 
digital and human experiences in their jobs, work and workplaces.

Designing future workplaces

We have already explored how everyone is unique and different, so what 
works for one employee may not work for another. New ways of working 
change behaviours and the growth of the digital world clearly demands the 
right workplaces for human connection in the future. These workplaces are 
places where employees’ senses are being put to work and are key to creativ-
ity, collaboration and their wellness.
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Organizations are already realizing the dynamic pace of technological 
change, and they cannot be sure what work will look like as the world of 
work is changing at such a fast rate. They need to design spaces that allow 
for heterogeneity and flexibility wherever possible and that encourage em-
ployees to be creative and honest about how these can be improved; after all 
the workplace reinforces the organization’s culture and innovations.

Understanding the challenges is very crucial to organizations while de-
signing future workplaces together with the benefits based on different user 
groups.

Workplace challenges and benefits

In today’s highly technology-enabled workplaces, understanding the com-
plex ways in which teams collaborate in person and remotely are key to the 
right-sizing of workplace solutions. In many legacy office spaces, it is com-
mon to see a closed unused private office not being used during an execu-
tive’s period of travel away, while employees struggle to find places for their 
meetings. So, designing new spaces won’t resolve these open challenges, but 
organizations need to inspire new behaviours and workplace norms.

Another aspect noted while designing modern and future workplaces is 
about the next generation, as many millennials have grown up with apps and 
social media that may make them digital natives but doesn’t mean they don’t 
like to connect physically and always prefer digital connections. We should 
not generalize the features of the next generation to every case (Fry, 2018).

Workplaces should never just serve one age group, gender, race, or any 
other demographic and social preference. A good workplace design must 
support desired behaviours such as collaboration, interaction, innovation, 
or production in the future. And organizations can always have a mix of 
both focused work and collaborative activity, which allow their employees 
to become more productive yet be able to innovative individually as well. 
So, it is quite beneficial to have the right flexible workplace. Figure 5.6 
shows the benefits of having the right workplace.

As we can see from Figure 5.6, the right workplace not only provides a 
positive environment and yields better productivity but also boosts leader-
ship and develops trust among colleagues and teams. Working together im-
parts opportunities to be creative and have a more experimentation mindset, 
along with reducing stress, ensuring proper safety and being happy at work. 
People can start to have more human contact in this isolating age where 
technology governs most of our activities today.
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Trends for future workplaces

Although there is growth in mobile and remote workforces, the workplace 
still plays a key role in how we experience culture, make relationships and 
resolve business challenges. Based on how differently people prefer to work 
on their daily tasks and the type of workplaces that support their work 
styles, new programme and design decisions can be made to better support 
productivity and cultural effectiveness.

Business and HR leaders need to fully incorporate agility into the work-
place and hence co-create a collaborative culture. It is important to under-
stand the current workplace trends, so that organizations can prepare for 
the future by gathering, assessing and outlining trends that impact them 
most. Figure 5.7 shows valuable trends that need to be considered when 
creating future workplaces (McCarthy and Barrett, 2018).

These workplace trends should be based on the study of behavioural sci-
ence, organizational design, change management, performance metrics, de-
mographics and technological advances. The following is an overview of the 
trends for future workplaces:

●● Attracting top talent: creating flamboyant workplaces that have flexibility 
and choices in how to work is one tactic to recruit and retain top talent.

Positive environment Happy workforce Reduce stress

Boost leadership

More experiments

Develop trust

Proper safety

Better productivity

Enhance creativity

Figure 5.6  Benefits of the right workplace
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●● Engagement: the workplace can engage employees by provisioning the 
communication and integration medium that helps in recognizing 
individual or team contributions and by providing space for effective 
collaboration.

●● Remote working: employees are also working while travelling, staying in 
hotels, at customer sites and at home. So future workplaces need to be 
supported with the right technology that allows employees to work effec-
tively from anywhere.

●● Flexible work: employee engagement becomes quite high when employees 
are motivated and this impacts positively with flexible working. 
Workplaces must be flexible enough to support such needs to reactivate 
disengaged workforces.

●● Activity-based work: to reduce complexity, workplaces need to be built in 
such a way that they can help support different work activities by using 
different dedicated work areas and facilities.

●● Modern design: modern workplaces should have good thermal comfort 
or air quality, natural light, low levels of noise, spaces that do not feel 
crowded and good ergonomics in order to grow productivity and provide 
a healthy working environment.

Attract top talent

Best experience

Flexible work

Activity-based
work

New technology

Modern design

Remote working

Engagement

Figure 5.7  Top trends for future workplaces
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●● New technology: the use of new technologies is increasing in the work-
place today; these could be smart desks and boards, or intelligent devices 
and assistants, or a virtual team room.

●● Best experience: for workforces, all that matters is having the right rele-
vant experiences within their workplaces. So, the main purpose for build-
ing any workplace should be to focus on providing the best experience to 
the workforce.

Many of these trends provide opportunities for the growth of digital work-
places that will continue to evolve, with or without input from management. 
We have seen a high rise in the use of mobile and smart devices already. 
Current technologies are being exchanged for new ones, and this new tech-
nology is being adopted within organizations.

The digital workplace

A digital workplace enables new, more effective ways of working and in-
creases employee engagement and agility. It is a change in the mindset of an 
organization, as the way we work today is different from the past, and this 
difference is driven by the rise of digital technologies.

So far, when we use the term workplace, it means a physical space where 
employees go to get work done. Today, a digital workplace is a connected 
environment that provides instant access to everything employees need to 
get work done, anytime and anywhere. The digital workplace is also a built-
in collector of data, and it uses this data to deliver measurable results and 
actionable insights.

Workplace analytics helps to understand how the organization invests 
its time and how groups collaborate across the organization. One can use 
this data to identify business opportunities, implement change and measure 
success.

Creating an effective digital workplace is quite challenging for many or-
ganizations, but it helps businesses to be better positioned in areas of inno-
vation, productivity and collaboration. In addition, the right digital 
workplace can help organizations to attract the right talent in this digital 
world (Finklestein and Wong, 2018). Figure 5.8 shows a future digital work-
place framework.

As shown in Figure 5.8, it isn’t about how organizations think employees 
work, but rather how they actually work. The digital workplace increases 
interaction, raises employee engagement and experience, and improves effi-
ciency, using the power of data and technologies.
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As we can also see, the digital workplace framework has four main areas. 
Collaboration, which includes tools like team rooms, wikis, web conferenc-
ing and communities, all make work more effective and help improve col-
laboration within a team. Another area focuses on productivity and includes 
tools such as messaging, scheduling, booking and other accesses, all of which 
optimize the workforce’s productivity.

The next two areas are communication and connectivity. Communication 
includes tools such as company news, micro blogging, intranets/portals and 
surveys, while connectivity includes tools such as access to the organiza-
tion’s directory, micro learning, expenses and home office management. All 
four areas must be supported with business integration, mobility, process 
optimization and social collaboration.

The digital workplace delivers all the tools employees need to accomplish 
their tasks, while opening up existing silos. A successful digital workplace 
strategy can deliver measurable returns such as increases in efficiency and 
productivity, a greater level of innovation and collaboration, reducing secu-
rity risks, attracting greater talent, improving the employer brand, improving 
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Figure 5.8  Future digital workplace framework
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employee engagement and retention, reducing costs and providing a better 
level of service and experience.

All these areas drive employee experience to a new level as technology 
and workplace experiences are one of the major components when measur-
ing employee experience. Creating such high performing digital workplaces 
needs all of the pieces of the digital workplace strategy jigsaw to drop into 
place, alongside understanding the need for, and incorporating, relation-
ships and wellness and wellbeing programmes.

Importance of relationships and wellbeing 
programmes

Understanding the value of relationships is something that is very important 
in our personal and professional lives. What happens at work often impacts 
our love lives, and our relationships at home also affect our careers.

We often forget to give the best of ourselves to our relationships. In addi-
tion, technology has transformed how we connect and has isolated us some-
what in the digital age, impacting our relationships to a great extent. Often, 
addiction to these technologies, a good example would be our smartphones, 
signifies a lack of empathy and a diminishing in relationship accountability. 
This is something we should start thinking about before it has gone too far.

According to Esther Perel, an author and renowned psychotherapist, re-
lational intelligence is one of the top determinants of business success. The 
quality of our relationships determines the quality of our lives, how we cope 
with life today, how we act and/or what we neglect intentionally or uninten-
tionally. All of these often directly affect our lives both personally and pro-
fessionally (Perel, 2017).

Different relationships and change

Although in both personal and professional relationships people should re-
spect one another and aspire to be reasonable, responsible and polite, there 
are also significant differences between us.

We become more caring, connected and spend more time with each other 
in our personal relationships, whether this be our family and friends or with 
our partners. Although we also have partners in our professional relation-
ships, it is more a reflection of working together to attain certain objectives 
and helping each other in our career growth and our organizational journey. 
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A clear difference between these two types of relationship can assist work-
forces to maintain a balance between them.

The relationship with our co-workers is critical, and many employees spend 
more of their waking hours with co-workers than they do with their families. 
So, it is important to allow employees to build quality relationships with their 
co-workers. When people know one another well, they are much more likely 
to work well together, respect each other and be more willing to collaborate.

In this digital age where ways of working are changing at a very fast pace, 
be it through new technology or new work schedules, so too are relation-
ships. Our personal and professional relationships have changed dramati-
cally in the past few years, focusing on managing our time and respective 
workloads and in our use of technologies.

However, the fundamentals of a good relationship are based on commu-
nication, trust and respect and these should still exist with or without tech-
nology. People need to consider how they should use technology to make 
sure they are using the right mode to communicate. We should use technol-
ogy in an appropriate way and become smarter to improve productivity, but 
we should not become addicted.

The workforce should be able to rethink relationships based on changes 
in the workplace and uses of technology, and thus deliberately redefine the 
organization’s culture to make it stay ahead of the others. Organizations 
and leaders should consider the right approach to build healthy relation-
ships among their workforce and should start understanding how to foster 
new relationships and develop trust. Figure 5.9 shows an approach for 
maintaining healthy business relationships with stakeholders.
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Figure 5.9  Approach for maintaining healthy business relationships
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This approach is based on three components:

●● Exhibit appreciation: Appreciation, when expressed sincerely and regu-
larly, builds trust, which is critical for being productive and forming last-
ing relationships. Human connections matter everywhere, and a small 
show of appreciation can lead to much better relationships between these 
connections.

●● Good communication: A business relationship can’t be successful without 
effective communication. Whether it is between team members or between 
leaders and their team, good communication is an essential requirement.

●● Realistic goals: For an everlasting business relationship in today’s profes-
sional world, it is important we should be authentic and trustworthy. 
Goals are used to help businesses grow and achieve their objectives; hence 
it is vital to identify and share realistic goals and values, based on honest 
clear communication.

The above approach can lead to better teamwork and building trust among 
people. It enhances the quality of relationships and helps to manage con-
flicts easily. Organizations that embrace this culture are more successful and 
have better productivity, performance and creativity, while employees pos-
sess superior experiences. There are more benefits when organizations bring 
together a better work-life balance and wellbeing initiatives.

Work-life balance and wellbeing

As we must maintain two sets of relationships, a personal and a professional 
one, we also need to balance these between our work and home life. This is 
not a new concept, rather it is finding a way to integrate the work-life 
balance that is changing every day. It has always been difficult to find the 
balance between work and our personal lives, as the line becomes blurred 
between work and our home life.

When people want to succeed, they start working hard at their job. Now 
technology has connected our lives such that it is literally impossible to un-
plug from our working lives unless we set our minds to do so. But if we do 
not do this, we leave very little time for other important aspects of our lives 
such as family, hobbies and our personal happiness.

On the other hand, due to higher competitive demands, organizations are 
always looking for better results and growth, which in turn lead to needing 
more contributions from their workforces thereby ignoring personal lives. 
The more dependent the organization is on technologies and social media, 
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the more life is made difficult for the workforce in balancing their two dif-
ferent lives, which can have a severe impact.

The constant use of social media and technology is associated with other 
negative outcomes, especially the negative impact on our wellbeing. Also, 
when we are stressed and work overtime, the risk to our physical and men-
tal health is high too. A poor work-life balance can lead to a range of symp-
toms that can affect our wellbeing.

‘Wellbeing is not a soft benefit – it’s a necessity, and our goal isn’t nirvana, 
but just being able to live a life that you find fulfilling and that allows you 
to thrive’, as said by Arianna Huffington, an author and businesswoman. 
The strategies that build better wellbeing and wellness are valuable for every 
workforce, including and especially those in challenging circumstances. 
Organizations who can understand this and follow respective actions can 
thrive in this world (Huffington, 2015).

Business leaders have a responsibility to help all their people to balance 
their different lives, irrespective of their engagements. Leaders must make 
sure that the workforce can do their personal affairs while at work just as 
they do work matters in their personal time. This balance can be leveraged 
to maintain the motivation of the workforce.

Also, just because we are physically accessible all the time doesn’t mean 
we must be. We need to set boundaries for using technology, social media 
and doing professional work during our personal and family time. Without 
a better work-life balance, it is not only difficult to maintain a healthy per-
sonal life, but it also impacts on productivity and the performance of the 
workforce in their working lives.

When the workforce feels connected, respected, healthy and safe, they 
stay longer with the organization, are more motivated, create positive en-
ergy for others and are happy in their personal lives. But these are not easy 
to achieve, as irrespective of such awareness by employers, today most of 
the workforce is suffering from major burnout problems. Employees are 
becoming disengaged as well as unhealthy, and attrition rates are increasing 
as a result.

Increased burnout

Flexible working hours and working remotely have both positive and nega-
tive impacts, in addition to the negative effect from the higher use of tech-
nologies. All these lead to working hours that are so flexible that in some 
cases leaders expect their employees to work at night, at weekends and 
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during holidays resulting in stress and burnout. Furthermore, in many cases, 
unfair wages, the lack of appreciation and the mistreatment of employees 
can lead to more burnout.

We all get stressed from time to time; it is unavoidable; but it occurs more 
when we feel overwhelmed and unable to meet constant demands. However, 
workplace burnouts are avoidable, and leaders should make every effort to 
ensure this doesn’t happen to their workforce, but sometimes they become 
the reason. The negative effects of a burnout can affect every aspect of our 
lives, both professional and personally.

Fostering employee wellbeing is good for both the workforce and the 
organization. Promoting wellbeing can help prevent stress and create posi-
tive working environments where people and organizations can thrive. So, 
good health and wellbeing are the major enablers of employee engagement 
and organizational performance, and organizations and their leaders should 
see burnout as a very serious challenge.

One of the side effects of burnout is a lack of sleep, along with obesity and 
malnutrition. Moreover, it is difficult to get work done when someone is 
unhealthy and stressed, as mental health affects our wellbeing and happiness 
as well. Workers feel more isolated as they lose the human connection with 
their co-workers, and this can become even worse when they change jobs, 
which is a failure for both organization and workforce. Figure 5.10 shows 
the overall burnout curve for people as an example.

Figure 5.10  Burnout curve
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Today, workplace wellbeing is on the rise and is in demand from both or-
ganizations and the workforce. A lot of wellbeing and wellness initiatives 
and programmes are increasingly being brought in by organizations. As we 
see the rise in stress, anxiety and depression, organizations should realize 
that there’s a direct connection between the workforce’s ability to discon-
nect and their mental health issues. So a lot of effort in setting the right 
boundaries is expected from the individuals themselves, apart from attend-
ing these programmes.

Wellbeing and wellness strategy

Wellbeing is one of the popular buzzwords these days and different people 
have different perspectives on it. While for some this means doing yoga or 
eating a low-fat diet, for others it means tracking daily physical activities 
using the latest technology and devices. But wellbeing is much more than 
this, in particular how the workplace is changing, and organizations need a 
well-articulated strategy for better execution.

Today, organizations are certainly looking forward to providing their 
workforces with a better, healthy, motivating and happy environment 
through which they can be at their best. A proper strategy is needed in or-
ganizations in terms of wellbeing and wellness, as this can help take care of 
the workforce in respect of their physical and mental health.

It is also important to check how an individual has spent their time dur-
ing a week, including their personal time, physical activities, social activities 
and leisure time to identify specific risk areas. Organizations need to adopt 
good communications, flexible working practices, effective management 
and good team support to build good wellbeing strategies.

On the other side, these strategies must be mandatory for the workforce, 
otherwise they will never be prioritized by the team. Many successful or-
ganizations put mental health, stress and burnout in their regular team 
meetings, which helps them to make better decisions for their team and the 
organization overall (Dowling, 2017).

A basic framework for a wellbeing and wellness strategy for organiza-
tions is shown in Figure 5.11. In this framework, there are four areas: med-
ical benefits, health monitoring, wellbeing and fitness. All other important 
components mentioned previously are part of one of these. A good strategy 
helps to achieve lower burnout, higher productivity, less quality defects and 
higher growth-oriented results for the organization and the workforce.

It is also important to periodically analyse the wellbeing data to measure 
effectiveness. When it comes to wellbeing in the workplace, employees need 
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to see a real value in their health and work, while leaders need to see out-
comes in the business. However, wellbeing shouldn’t be a reactive measure; 
it should be proactive and strategically implemented.

HR organizations need to take steps to understand the challenges faced 
by employees within the organization and to choose the right strategy to 
help the organization build a culture of wellbeing. HR professionals need to 
take the lead on wellbeing and establish it within their people strategies to 
help create a better future workplace. This involves executing the right well-
being strategies and engaging the workforce with consideration of future 
jobs, work and skills.

Summary

Realize how we are forgetting the human in human resources:

●● HR should not focus on people as resources; rather they should help to 
rebuild a human-centric experience with more human capabilities for the 
future workforce to create a better culture and a sustainable organization.

●● It is not simple to bring back the human side into the workplace and 
work, as it is not common practice to understand human capabilities that 
include the human touch or even human empathy.

●● The major ways to return the human side to the workforce are spread across 
four areas: reinforcing human-focused training, investing in emotional 

Figure 5.11  Wellbeing and wellness strategy framework
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intelligence, rewarding outstanding behaviours and encouraging an 
innovation-driven culture.

●● Design thinking is defined as a creative, solution-based method for 
problem-solving. It can enable HR organizations to think beyond the typi-
cal process and transactional approach to focus instead on the experience.

Outline how to build a valuable wider employee experience:

●● Human experiences can be thought of as a series of intimate, meaningful, 
precious and natural moments, where some moments stay for a long time 
and others just expire quickly; some are positive, while others are negative.

●● Today organizations are aiming to provide their people with positive 
touch points at all stages of the employee lifecycle and organization jour-
ney. The experiences come from consuming HR functions, the job and the 
organization’s culture, together with technology, the workplace and the 
digital experience for the workforce.

●● Creating an inspiring employee experience means motivating and engag-
ing employees, helping them to become better at their jobs, providing 
them with a great culture and leadership, which then inspire them to 
work continually and happily.

●● Simply listening to the employees is one of the easiest ways to keep their 
experiences of the organization positive, from the moment they are hired 
to when they retire.

●● There is a clear demand for both digital and human-centric experiences 
as they can’t be separated, and we need to know the boundaries in their 
jobs and in the workplace that separate and balance these digital and hu-
man experiences.

Explore the trends and ways of designing future workplaces:

●● Workplaces should never serve just one age group, gender, race, or any 
other demographic and social deference; rather they should possess crea-
tive and diversified ideas for the entire workforce.

●● The right workplace not only provides a positive environment to aid pro-
ductivity, but it should also boost leadership and develop trust between 
colleagues and teams. It also helps employees to reduce their stress levels, 
be in a safe environment and be happy at work.

●● It is important to understand current workplace trends so that organiza-
tions can prepare for the future by gathering, assessing and outlining 
trends that will impact them in the future.
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●● A digital workplace enables new, more effective ways of working by in-
creasing employee engagement and agility, acknowledging that the way 
we work today is different from the past.

Interpret the importance of relationships and wellbeing programmes:

●● Understanding the value of relationships is something that is very im-
portant for our personal and professional lives. What happens at work 
often impacts our love lives, and our relationships at home also affect 
our careers.

●● The fundamentals of a good relationship are based on communication, 
trust and respect and these would still exist with or without technology. 
We should use technology in an appropriate way to improve productivity 
but not become addicted.

●● We also need a balance between our work and home life. This is not new, 
rather the way we integrate work and home life is changing every day. It 
has always been difficult to find the balance between them as the bound-
ary between the two is becoming more blurred.

●● A good wellbeing strategy should include culture, stress management, 
work-life balance, absence management, nutrition, medical benefits, health 
monitoring, and both physical and mental health.

Time to act

Why the need for change?
•  Why do we need to put the human back in human
   resources? Why is the entire employee experience
   important? 

•  Are we providing a valulable experience to our
   employees? How does it impact our business?

•  Where are we with our workplace, wellbeing and
   experience programmes? Where is the challenge?

•  Who should take ownership? Who should we
   start listening to among our employees?

•  How should we create a meaningful employee lifecycle
   experience? How should we build the roadmap?

What makes sense?

Who can help?

Where to start?

How to change?
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06Evolving the 
future of work, 
jobs and the 
workforce

Objectives

✓✓ Explore the future of work and the need for adaptive working

✓✓ Understand the impact of the gig economy and the next generation in 
jobs

✓✓ Outline the preparations by HR for the future of work, jobs and the 
workforce

The basis for the future of work and 
the need for adaptive working

The world of work is undergoing a major process of change and hence is 
drawing a great deal of attention. Over the next few years, we are likely to 
witness some of the most significant disruptions in the workforce and the 
world of work. The demographic, political and socioeconomic trends of the 
past few years, such as rapid urbanization, globalization and polarization, 
are influencing these disruptions considerably.

The perception of work has always been changing. When industrializa-
tion occurred, work gained more influence in society but since then has 
changed considerably over the years. Many countries are at different levels 
of development and thus have different ways of going forward, while some 
are leading innovations and technology and still others are late adopters. 
This is also true when we consider an organization’s level of maturity.

144
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The impacts on the world of work

Challenges arose with the advent of trade unions in organizations and the 
labour market. In the world of work, trade unions were adapted to the tra-
ditional employment relationships, but their ability to protect workers in 
this changing world of work, especially in the digital economy, is inadequate. 
Lots of organizations have already been affected by this and are taking dif-
ferent measures to overcome it.

The fourth industrial revolution and its focus on technological develop-
ments like robotics, artificial intelligence and augmentation, has had a strong 
impact on the world of work and the labour market. The digital economy is 
also redefining the types of jobs transforming our economies, which is also 
having an impact on existing skills. These are all certainly putting different 
expectations on policy-makers and governing bodies.

If we look at the definition of the future of work as a term, it’s more 
about the future that will be created and influenced by current changes that 
will be impacted by forces and trends looking towards a new world of work 
and creating a better society. The International Labour Organization defines 
the future of work along five dimensions in which current changes are al-
ready impacting the world of work: the future of jobs; their quality; wage 
and income inequality; social protection systems; and social dialogue and 
industrial relations (Balliester and Esheikhi, 2018).

Automation, the gig economy, digital platforms and other innovations 
are changing the fundamental nature of work, and the rise in new technolo-
gies has brought organizations to a crossroads in the world of work. These 
are leading to many open questions being asked of organizations, some of 
which are shown in Table 6.1. Organizations need to answer them in order 
to create the right fundamentals for their own futures.

We are going to find many of the answers during this or later chapters 
and we may also raise some other questions. Although the new world of 
work is generating a lot of new opportunities, there are also significant chal-
lenges occurring due to the change in working methods. These challenges 
include dysfunctional labour markets, wage stagnation, displacement of 
jobs, revising employment relationships, the development of new skills, and 
governance of work, none of which is easy to handle. These have become 
major worries for organizations and their leaders.

It is not natural to adopt all the changes that are already happening in the 
world of work, but it is necessary for workforces to undergo significant 
change while also considering their own skills, demographic factors, current 
jobs and experiences with their organizations and the labour markets. Many 
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strong forces are impacting the future of work, but there are some main 
forces that are significantly changing our lives now, both personally and 
professionally (Manyika, 2017).

Figure 6.1 shows the main forces that are impacting the future of work, 
organizations and the workforce. We have already noted the main forces 
such as rising automation, human augmentation, work mobility, the gig 

Table 6.1  Questions to consider for the future of work

Questions to consider Check

●● What is the impact of a changing world of work?
●● How should people and organizations adapt for a better, more 

sustainable future?
●● How will we be working in the future?
●● What role will future businesses play in society?
●● How will businesses attract new talent?
●● Will technology make matters even worse as we look forward?
●● How does a workplace actually change?
●● How can HR be more aware and make organizations ready for 

the future of work?

Rising
automation

Human
augmentation

Forces

Gig economy

Lifelong
learning

Work mobility

Figure 6.1  Main forces impacting the future of work
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economy and lifelong learning. When these forces arise, there are a few 
major concerns and points embedded within them.

The main concern is definitely the impact on the workforce of growing 
automation, intelligent systems and augmentation of tasks, and the fear of 
losing their jobs. The second concern is related to the changing models for 
work, work structures and the new ways of working. This includes ques-
tions around independent work, the gig economy and also adapting the 
working styles of the workforce.

The world of work should also care about equality, bias, diversity and 
inclusion. Organizations should transform their cultures in these disrupting 
economies to create a better society. The future is about creating an organi-
zation that is a living system not a machine and becoming more sustainable 
with high performance teams and collaborative leadership. All these need to 
be well supported through better transitions and lifelong learning. We will 
explore many of these in later chapters.

The journey to transition

Since the beginning of the industrial revolution, machines have been taking 
over our tasks and activities. The workforce has had to adapt and take re-
sponsibility for providing a better collaborative approach in terms of work-
ing together with machines. Although the shift to automation brought about 
mass production and a rise in global demand, it also created tensions over 
job losses. The impact of artificial intelligence and automation always gives 
rise to conversations about whether we are going to create enough work to 
make up for what we are going to lose.

In the last few years we have seen the remarkable appearance of and 
progress with artificial intelligence, automation, augmentation and robotics. 
Compared with the automation of the past, there is a perception that maybe 
this time it will be different. Organizations and workforces are going to see 
several different kinds of transition in the world of work while they are 
considering the current situation.

The first transition is that the mix of jobs is going to shift significantly. 
There are jobs that are shrinking as a result of augmentation of the activities 
and tasks, and in the same way there are jobs that are growing as a result of 
the capabilities required that can’t be replaced by automation. These lead to 
transitions among the workforce from their old jobs to new ones through a 
process of significant unlearning and new learning.
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This also leads to the next kind of transition, which is the transition in 
skills. When people move to new jobs, they usually need higher skills to do 
those jobs. As we already know, the demand for skills is going up signifi-
cantly. Also, as people are going to be working alongside highly capable 
machines, this in fact demands higher skills.

In order to work together with machines, we humans need to rehumanize 
ourselves to bring back those skills that are irreplaceable, and this requires 
a high level of involvement in transitioning to the right skills. A significant 
effort is required by organizations in terms of reskilling and upskilling their 
workforces. In some cases, workers are in the same job, but the job now 
requires a higher level of skills in order to be effective, so all possibilities 
need to be considered while managing such transitions.

Another transition that we also need to consider is the potential impact 
of all this on incomes and wages. In the past economy, a job was not just 
rewarded once; most jobs come with not only payment but also health care, 
a pension, the ability to buy assets, the promise of stability, constant enrich-
ment and experience. Now with multi-value jobs, salary packages contain-
ing benefits and security make the relative differences more acceptable.

With globalization, the industrial revolution, automation and the dys-
functional labour market, jobs are less and less linked to traditional benefits. 
Wages have declined. The new economy has stopped organizations from 
offering workers job security. The old way of compromise is becoming of 
less interest to new generations; indeed they are looking for more meaning-
ful and satisfying work.

An increasingly large number of migrants in relatively large cities is 
also having a massive impact on the job market. So the delinking of jobs 
with benefits and security is provoking intense transformations that are 
reshaping organizations in terms of coordinating work, and as a result, 
work is changing in drastic ways and at an extraordinary speed (Vitaud, 
2018).

Before coming up with some solutions, organizations need a logical 
framework for adapting ongoing and upcoming changes in the future work-
place. A similar framework can be seen in Figure 6.2, which is followed by 
a brief overview of each of its components (Morgan, 2017).

●● Analyse the working environment: the first and foremost requirement is 
to analyse how the work has been done so far within the organization. It 
is also important to know why that matters to the leaders and the 
workforce.
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●● Decide responsibilities and roles: every initiative needs a sponsor, and it’s 
the same for the future of work initiatives and the related transitions. 
Organizations need to define the responsibilities and roles to handle all 
the tasks.

●● Apply future work strategies: this step focuses on what work looks like in 
the future and is based on what transitions are necessary, including 
communications to the workforce and new learning.

●● Process and implement changes: the experiments and hypotheses of the 
initiatives that started off as something undertaken by a pilot group 
within the organization, once successful, need to be implemented across 
the entire workforce.

●● Review work and workplace: organizations that want to adapt and 
prepare for change need to review the work and workplace constantly. 
They need to care about innovation, engagement and empowerment 
within work.

The world of work is in a state of drift. While on the one side there is fear, on 
the other there is excitement. Organizations need to be aware and effective 
on this sensitive topic, whether it’s about labour-market opportunities, un-
employment, stagnating incomes, income inequality or migration, or indeed 
the evolution of automation and augmentation enabled by technologies and 

Review work
and workplace

Analyse working
environment

Decide
responsibilities

and roles

Apply future
work strategies

Process and
implement

changes

Figure 6.2  Framework for adapting transition in future of work
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increasing skills gaps. All these make change feel very uncertain, notwith-
standing the potential benefits.

New ways of working

While looking into new ways of working, agile working certainly must come 
first. This is a way of working in which an organization empowers its people 
to work in a way that has maximum flexibility and minimum constraints, 
which in turn optimizes their performance and delivers top value. The new 
ways of working should also empower workforces through the efficient use 
of technologies and the right methods of communication.

With the availability of new technologies to the business, there are nu-
merous instruments to help the workforce work in new and different ways 
and to meet the requirements to reduce costs, increase productivity and im-
prove sustainability. Agile working should be driven by business needs as it 
has the capability to develop an effective organization and eventually create 
better working environments for the future.

But all this needs a shift in mindset to let go of the old ways of working. 
It’s understandable that people want change but don’t want to change them-
selves. So normally they want to stick to their desk, their paperwork and 
their routine tasks. Organizations need to encourage their workforces to let 
go and move towards the new approaches of employee experience.

The main goal is to create sustainable performance, happiness and well-
being at work. We have already explored in the last chapter how it improves 
employee health and wellbeing as well as creates workspaces and practices 
that help people blend their work and social lives – something that will be 
increasingly important to the next generation. And this is a win-win for both 
organizations and workforces today, when considering the next generations 
and the growing gig economy.

The impact of the gig economy and the next 
generation in jobs

We have explored how the fourth industrial revolution is having an effect on 
other socioeconomic and demographic aspects to create disruptions in the 
business model in almost all industries, which in turn is creating major 
changes in the labour markets. And that has led to the emerging of a new set 
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of jobs, partly or completely displacing others. The skills required in both 
old and new jobs are also changing in most industries and transforming how 
people work.

All these make it interesting for the future of work initiatives, and an 
awareness is growing among the workforces and organizations around the 
world. Many are considering all these as opportunities for business invest-
ment and we are seeing a pick-up in pace in the startup world. Startups are 
becoming a most favourable source of new jobs and are becoming vital in 
many countries in reducing unemployment rates.

The typical thinking on employment within startups is that many of the 
jobs they create are very condensed and that most startups fail or only exist 
for a few years. But the jobs created by these startups do not fade overnight; 
in fact, they are surprisingly durable and transformable. And all these have 
a huge impact on the current labour and the job markets with demands for 
proper transformation.

Job transformation

According to the World Economic Forum, 75 million existing job roles may 
be displaced by the shift in the division of labour between humans and ma-
chines, but 133 million new job roles will be created (Leopold et al, 2016). 
Job transformations are surging, thus creating a window of opportunity for 
businesses, governments and workforces to plan and put in place a new ini-
tiative for the global labour market. A new mindset of agile learning is going 
to be needed for organizational leaders and workforces.

Figure 6.3 shows the future of the jobs transformation landscape, which 
includes key considerations, business impact and an overview of the chang-
ing roles of organizations (Leopold et al, 2016).

There are many factors behind job transformations, starting from change 
drivers, technology adoption, human augmentation, shifts in economic 
growth and job migration challenges, which we explored in the previous 
section. To become successful with job transformation, workforces need to 
unlearn old skills and learn new ones and adopt the right mindset for learn-
ing agility. This should be balanced by factors such as growing skills’ stabil-
ity, new in-demand skills and proper reskilling.

Enrichment through continuous lifelong learning initiatives, investing in 
human capital and collaborating in working with machines are now becom-
ing the key business imperatives for organizations, as well as being an impor-
tant contribution to society. Organizations also need to deal with business 
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impacts like shifts in government policies, legislation or rules on migration, 
the increasing ageing population, cyber threats and the effects of advanced 
artificial intelligence. All these business impacts, whether positive or negative, 
are important factors for determining job transformations in organizations.

As stated earlier, workforces need to learn agility as they will need to shift 
from their old roles to new ones. The new roles are being created due to 
changes in existing roles and activities, as a result of the augmentation of 
human work by machines. The number of new roles is quite similar to those 
in the stable roles, while the number of obsolete roles keeps increasing in the 
job transformation landscape.

For a successful transformation of jobs, there is a need to decompile them 
into discrete tasks and activities. Organizations then need to start analysing 
these tasks and activities and come up with a method to segregate the duties 
to be performed by humans and by machines based on their respective ca-
pabilities. Accordingly, organizations can then rebuild the deconstructed 
components into the right jobs and roles for their workforce.

This shifting of jobs and changing of skills is growing at a significant rate, 
but there are also opportunities to reintroduce the human element back into 
work. This all results in rapidly inflated opportunities in a diverse set of new 
and emerging job roles; on the other hand, many employees are experienc-
ing a strong decline in the range of job roles previously considered as life-
time careers.

So job transformation is also changing the nature of work dramatically. 
Different patterns of work, diverse structures of employment contracts in-
cluding payments, and an increasing passion for flexibility have also trans-
formed concurrent working relationships. As the world of work continues 
on its transition, a new economy has been derived, and the gig economy has 
emerged as a key driver of this change.

The gig economy

Gigs are typically not full-time workers. They lack any long-term commitment 
from their organizations and their working hours are unpredictable, with 
arrangements usually being highly flexible and totally dependent on demand 
at any given moment. The gig economy or freelance work has expanded in 
the last few years, especially within the younger workforce. It is growing 
and changing the way we work.

The gig economy is a labour market characterized by the prevalence of 
short-term contracts or freelance work as an alternative to permanent jobs. 
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Nearly half of the next generation workforce are freelancers, and that num-
ber is only expected to grow. It is anticipated that approximately 60 million 
of the next generation will be joining the gig workforce in the next few years 
and around 35 per cent of the workforce worldwide will be gigs in the fu-
ture (Harris and Istrate, 2017).

Whether it is Uber or TaskRabbit or YourMechanic, many of the prominent 
startups or companies have been established during the gig economy. For them, 
gig work has been widely seen as perfect for people who want the flexibility 
and autonomy that traditional jobs don’t offer. But it has also been seen in 
many ways that these jobs don’t deliver the financial returns in many respects.

Organizations operating in the gig economy usually use new online digi-
tal platforms that connect customers directly to provide services by a work-
force that is working more as independents than as employees. These 
workforces are looking for a high degree of flexibility, having more control 
over their own work and wanting to work remotely in most cases, with 
minimal commitment to these organizations and usually being paid per in-
dividual task they complete.

Many of them who earn income through these online digital platforms 
only do it for a few months each year. One reason is that some portion of 
the workforce that experiments with gig work usually land conventional 
jobs as the economy shifts from time to time. These also lead to the growth 
of other new economies, for example the rise of the platform economy and 
the shared economy having quite an overlap with the gig economy. Figure 6.4 
shows the growth of the new economies and their relationships.

The platform economy embraces a new set of economic relationships 
that depend on networks, computations and data. The platform economy is 
an economic and social activity facilitated by platforms. The ecosystem cre-
ated by each such platform is a source of value and sets the terms by which 
users can participate. These platforms are typically online brokers or tech-
nology frameworks for gig workers.

The sharing economy is an economic model defined as a peer-to-peer-
based activity of acquiring, providing or sharing access to goods and ser-
vices that are enabled by a community-based online platform. The 
relationship between these newly created so-called economies is impacting a 
lot of workforces, mostly young ones, which we can see in Figure 6.4. These 
new economies also provide benefits to the organization such as cost reduc-
tions, on-demand labour and less investment.

There has been a remarkable change in the workforce with the involve-
ment of the new generation who have a lot of different expectations from 
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their jobs compared to the older generation. Many of them prefer multiple 
short-term, short-hours jobs and are happy with their gig life as they prefer 
more flexibility over protection and much favour using new technologies in 
their work and workplaces.

The new generation

​The changing population dynamics in emerging and developing countries 
have led to a surge in the proportion of the young population entering the 
labour market, which is also contributing to urbanization and leading to 
international migration. Many young people are starting their working lives 
in less secure and unstable forms of employment.

These young respondents prefer flexible work schedules as they find more 
value in owning their work and being paid for the tasks done rather than 
pursuing any conventional forms of employment, such as ones with good 
incomes, opportunities for career development and social benefits. As their 
participation in the gig economy and startup ecosystems continues to rise, 
many organizations are turning towards this growing alternative workforce 
segment and trying to hire more of these workers.

The gig economy is not just a buzzword, but rather an exposition that has 
empowered and opened up a means of opportunity to the workforce while 
simultaneously enabling businesses to cut costs and investment by hiring 
independent, short-term workers. Many young workers are also more in 
favour of choosing the startup life after graduating, as they want to work in 
a more innovative domain and have the opportunity to be more instantly 
involved in the growth of the organization.

The growing popularity of independent work could have tangible eco-
nomic benefits, such as raising labour-force participation, contributing op-
portunities for the unemployed and enhancing productivity. Consumers and 
organizations could benefit from the greater availability of services, enabling 
trust and improved talent availability that better satisfies their needs 
(Denham, 2018).

Policymakers need to interpret the challenges that the younger generation 
counter in the labour markets and they need to capture their voices. One 
thing that current leaders should understand is that the younger workforce 
is the future driver of governments, regulation, economies and also society. 
Issues such as benefits, income-security measures and training need to be 
revisited by policy-makers.
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One common aspect, irrespective of the generation or type of worker, be 
they independent or traditional jobholders or any other demographic diver-
sity, is that the current and future workforce will have to become more 
proactive in managing their skills. Changes in the growth of technology, in-
terconnectivity, collaboration and increased individual responsibility are 
beginning to transform the way we live and work.

Changing skills

The transformation of jobs and the increased demand for valuable new 
skills are best revealed by the rise in freelancing and autonomous working. 
Organizations will need to follow a range of organizational strategies in 
order to be competitive in respect to the rapidly changing workforce’s skills’ 
requirements.

On the one hand, we are seeing a continuous drop in the demand for 
manual, administrative and physical skills abilities, and a shrink in demand 
for skills related to the management of other areas that include technology 
support and maintenance. On the other, there will be a rise in the demand 
for skills that are more pertinent to the jobs of the future.

Human skills such as creativity, complex problem-solving, critical think-
ing, persuasion and negotiation will further retain or increase their value in 
the future, as will people management, relationships, strategy and govern-
ance. Skills such as emotional intelligence, cognitive flexibility and new lead-
ership are also seen as being in demand not only in the future but also in the 
here and now, as we watch skills’ needs change.

The future workforce will need to become adaptable lifelong learners 
because of the continuous requirement to reskill, and there will be a need for 
them to quickly locate the right resources to develop and update new and 
changing skills. Figure 6.5 shows the skills in demand for the future and 
skills at risk in workforces.

Emerging skills gaps among leaders and the workforce may notably chal-
lenge an organization’s transformation today. Many organizations are likely 
to turn to external workforces, temporary workers and freelancers to fill 
their skills gaps. An extensive approach to strategic workforce planning, 
reskilling and continuous learning initiatives is key to managing such chal-
lenges with skills gaps and changing skills.

The major skills that will be in demand over the next few years will need 
to be evolved through the collaboration of people, organizations and 
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education institutions. The benefits of globalization should somehow be re-
layed from organizations to the workforce, and it is critical that organiza-
tions look at their functions and consider how to reskill, upskill and adopt 
the concept of lifelong learning.

The shifts in skills are already in progress, which in turn is displacing 
many workers within the new workforce, while at the same time also creat-
ing new opportunities for others. Organizations should be maximizing their 
gains and minimizing their losses, and this requires the right level of aware-
ness not just from the policy-makers but also from HR to find a win-win 
solution to share with the workforce.

Preparing HR for the future of work, jobs 
and the workforce

The world is moving at an exceptional pace and that is only going to be-
come faster in the future as technology is evolving at a very high speed as 
well. This means that HR organizations not only need to prepare to face 
them but also ensure they can help workforces and leaders to respond to 
the needs of the business, to the demands of the marketplace and foresee the 
fast-growing changes in the related technologies around us.
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- Creativity and innovation
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- Administration
- Physical labour
- Predictable analysis
- Quality control and safety
- Calibration and precision
- Coordination
- Information gathering
- Technology support
- Memory, visual and speech

Figure 6.5   Skills in demand and risks for the future
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The changing landscape in the labour market and job transformations 
worldwide also raises the need for international framework agreements to 
facilitate the mobility of workers across borders. There are aspects of glo-
balization that must be inscribed to accomplish the appropriate working 
conditions for all. In this situation, organizations should play a vital role in 
fostering internationally recognized standards and instruments to better 
deal with globalization.

We have explored the remarkable changes in demographics, the automa-
tion and augmentation of human tasks, growing demand, the instability of 
skills, globalization standards and new models of work that are all shaping 
the world of work and the workplace. Precisely nobody quite knows what 
the future will hold, but we can all be part of this change and play our part 
in getting things in better shape.

Transformation is a common buzzword these days, but within HR or-
ganizations the transformation of the workforce will be critical. As skills are 
the fastest evaporating and reappearing commodity in organizations and the 
workforce, HR can play a very essential role in preparing the workforce for 
the future. HR must be ready and prepare themselves in the appropriate way.

HR readiness

At this crucial time, HR leaders and professionals need to focus on helping 
businesses to understand the skills demands and prepare for the future by 
ensuring they provide an invigorating experience for employees so that they 
can learn new ways to engage with continuous learning techniques and 
encouraging collaboration with other people and machines. All these need a 
new environment in which they can work, learn, be motivated and develop.

We have already explored how workforces are becoming more geograph-
ically diverse as younger generation workers are moving to bigger cities and 
successful countries for their work. In addition, we notice a rise in the use of 
remote workers in the workforce landscape as well. All these again certainly 
demand a well-articulated approach from HR (Maurer, 2015).

Figure 6.6 shows the framework approach to HR readiness for the future 
of work. In this framework, the key considerations are the mobility and flex-
ibility of the workforce, the rise of the gig economy and different migration 
challenges, which are some of the examples we have seen already that also 
include changing migration laws across the globe to enable talent mobility.

Another important contemplation is the multi-generational workforce 
where people from different generations work together to benefit from each 
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other in the ways of work. This also includes the changing human lifespan 
such that older workers are working longer and can impact the next wave 
of workforce transformation.

HR organizations should expect these changes worldwide sooner or later, 
which will trigger more expectations of increasing benefits, mobility, flexible 
work and new ways of work possibilities. Due to the shift in changing skills and 
job transformation, the number of workers in different levels of skills will also 
change, which will need some form of preparation and balance so that there can 
be a constant increase in employee engagement, retention and productivity.

Figure 6.6 also describes the four main elements of HR readiness to help 
organizations to prepare:

●● Providing continuing learning and development opportunities to 
employees in organizations by investing in different employee education, 
cross training, lateral moves and internship programmes.

●● Adopting new mindsets, technologies and skills to lead the way in the 
world of work, as the future needs both technical and social skills in the 
workforce.

●● A demand to redesign both business processes and the ways of working, 
which need to be done urgently throughout the process of job 
transformation and career development in a workforce.

●● Start building a collaborative work environment for two different segments 
of the workforce – human and machines – due to the large increase in 
automation and augmentation of human tasks and activities by machines.

Continuous learning
and development

Investing in
employee education,

cross training,
lateral moves
and internship
programmes

Organization and
people need both

technical and social
skills to lead the
way in the future

of work

Adopting new
mindsets,

technologies
and skills

Colloborative work
of humans

and machines

Humans are being
augmented by
machine and

algorithmic labour
for better

collaboration

Mobility and flexibility Migration laws Human lifespan New generations

Creating a sense of
urgency around job
enrichment, career

planning and
development

Redesigning
business
processes
and work

Figure 6.6  Approach to HR readiness for the future of work



Evolving the Future of Work, Jobs and the Workforce 161

New skills shortages are on the rise due to the rapid change in technology 
and businesses that has led to many challenges in finding the right skilled 
workers for the organization. This has also created instability in the labour 
market, especially if we include the job transformation landscape. Mitigating 
this will depend on the decisions made by business leaders, as they are 
responsible for their workforces.

There is a need for more partnering opportunities with learning institu-
tions to enhance education and training to produce the required skills. In 
addition, offering more internship programmes, increasing the talent pools 
and contributing towards workforce development are also important roles 
to consider for the HR organization.

As more and more workforces and organizations are preferring remote 
working, flexible working options keep on rising. The challenges for HR 
will be in managing these remote workers, ensuring productivity and main-
taining trust levels across teams and the organization. HR organizations 
need to embrace such diverse changes and arrangements, and business lead-
ers should use them as advisers for others on the demand for skills, new 
ways of working and the changing relationships and risk management.

The new paradigm for HR

There is no pre-planned future roadmap for the world of work as it has 
many possibilities and approaches, but some of them will always be more 
effective than others. There is a need to discuss employment relationships, 
and the key challenge here is how to reduce the impact of marketization that 
creates inequalities in the workforce landscape.

The future of work can generate distinct challenges for HR organizations 
as it is the joining together of intelligence and augmentation where both 
humans and technology work together for better collaboration and higher 
productivity. Organizations need to redefine the art of work where distinct 
disconnected tasks included in an activity must be considered in terms of a 
collaborative effort where humans and machines work together to achieve 
results that they could not attain alone.

For organizations to be successful, HR functions need to identify ongoing 
changes so that they can prepare well for a new work and jobs landscape. 
HR professionals need to proactively formulate the strategy to deal with this 
massive change by transforming business processes and redesigning the 
world of work for the existing and future workforce.

All these indicate a clear requirement for the HR organization to redefine 
itself so that it can influence the progression of a strategic human capital 
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plan, deliver a framework to gain competitive advantage and build a strong 
business case for the contribution of HR functions. The new paradigm for 
HR could change the DNA of the HR function and would encourage a new 
way of working and make work easier, more productive and more meaning-
ful for the workforce.

HR people are finding all these issues harder than ever before. The war 
for talent is not over, yet today it is still considered one of the top challenges 
for the c-suite and business leaders. This cause is impairing their businesses 
through lower revenues, slower development, and increased employee 
dissatisfaction and burnout. In addition, a large number of workers are 
preferring to become entrepreneurs, freelancers or work for startups. All 
these demands represent an exclusive transformation of HR organizations.

On the other hand, all these are also leading to the growth of many 
outside-the-box brains that want to learn new things, work on multiple 
projects, adapt quickly, raise a growth mindset, and are resilient and self-
dependent. If organizations need to lead the war on talents, they must 
change the way they view talent and HR today. Organizations need to 
reinvent themselves, and they need the help of those who can help them to 
lead; HR professionals and leaders are vital.

Many of the best talents are rejecting jobs because of present bureaucra-
cies and silo-driven organizations. They value their personal growth and 
flexibility more than the comfortable regular income, and they want to work 
in an open and innovative culture. In addition, collaborative work between 
humans and machines is on the rise as a result of the radical growth of aug-
mentation and also the demand for reskilling. All these changes are unavoid-
able today, but how HR organizations respond to all these can eventually 
determine the success of the workforce and the organization.

Summary

Understand the future of work and the need for adaptive working:

●● The notion of work has evolved over time, from a philosophical, 
sociological, historical and juridical perspective. The future that will be 
created and influenced by current changes should impact the new world 
of work for a better society.

●● The impact from the strongest force in the future of work, which is the rise 
of intelligence and automation, will always raise a question as to whether we 
are going to create enough work to make up for what we are going to lose.
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●● The transition of the workforce starts with the mix of jobs that is going 
to shift together with the skills. Organizations need a logical framework 
for adapting to the coming changes in the future of work.

●● Adapting the ways of working can be only achieved when organizations 
provide more trust, freedom and responsibility, and influence the growth 
of new competencies and knowledge for their workforces.

Understand the impact of the gig economy and the next generation in jobs:

●● The skills required in both old and new jobs are also changing most 
industries and transforming how people work. A new mindset of agile 
learning is needed in organization leaders and workforces.

●● Gigs are typically not full-time and lack any long-term commitment from 
organizations. Their working hours are unpredictable, with arrangements 
usually being highly flexible and totally dependent on demand at any 
given moment.

●● Organizations operating in the gig economy usually use new online digital 
platforms that connect customers directly to provide the services of a 
workforce that is working more as independents, rather than as employees.

●● As the younger generation’s participation in the gig economy and startup 
ecosystems continues to rise, many organizations are turning towards 
this growing alternative workforce segment and pursuing the hiring of 
more of these workers.

Outline the preparations by HR for the future of work, jobs and the work-
force:

●● HR organizations need to ensure they can help employees and leaders to 
respond to the needs of the business, to the demands of the marketplace 
and foresee the fast-growing changes in related technologies.

●● HR organizations should expect these changes across the globe soon or 
later, which will trigger more expectations towards increasing benefits, 
mobility, flexible work and new ways of working.

●● HR leaders and professionals need to focus on helping businesses 
understand the skills demands and prepare for the future to ensure they 
provide an invigorating experience for their employees.

●● The future of work can generate distinct challenges for HR organizations 
as there is going to be a joining together of intelligence and augmentation 
where both humans and technology work together for better collaboration 
and higher productivity.
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Time to act

Why the need for change? •  Why is the future of work important to the workforce?
    Why are future jobs and work changing?

•  Do we have the right approach for handling the impact
    of the future? How does it impact the workforce?

•  Who are the people who can make a positive impact?
   Do we have the right data to start assessing?

•  How can we create a strategic roadmap or framework
   for the future of work and jobs for our workforce?

What makes sense?

Who can help?

Where to start?

How to change?

•  Where are we in terms of readiness? What is the
   current situation for freelancers and workplaces?
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07Ongoing 
augmentation, 
reskilling and 
collaboration

Objectives

✓✓ Be familiar with the rise of automation, artificial intelligence and 
augmentation

✓✓ Understand reskilling imperatives and solutions for organizations in the 
future

✓✓ Explore the future of human and machine collaboration

✓✓ Understand the importance of ethics, protection, risks and humanity

The rise of automation, artificial 
intelligence and augmentation

Technology is not only a key enabler in creating the best employee experi-
ence or in business process reengineering; organizations can leverage this 
empowerment to provide a significant culture of innovation. Going digital 
and embracing automation in the most coherent manner will certainly en-
hance human performance to a very high level in organizations, resulting in 
excellent outcomes.

Technology like artificial intelligence is already transforming the nature 
of work and the workplace to a great extent. Machines can carry out more 
of the repetitive tasks done by humans today, complement the work that 
humans do best and, in addition, perform some activities that go beyond 
what humans can do. This is bringing about a huge transformation in the 
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world of work, and thus, some jobs are declining, new jobs are emerging and 
many more are undergoing big changes, which we have already explored.

The journey with artificial intelligence and automation

Automation and the use of artificial intelligence are not new, but the latest 
technological progress is driving the frontier of what machines can do 
alongside humans. All these enhancements are going to provide significant 
value for businesses, contributing to economic growth and possibly solving 
some of our most difficult societal challenges.

Artificial intelligence and automation have been changing our lives for 
many decades, but today its presence is more substantial than ever before. 
Sometimes we don’t even realize it when a new application, system, tool, or 
product that use intelligent technologies emerges and outperforms us. There 
are no more costly research projects anymore; today we can experience 
them even through the apps we are using in our smartphones or any other 
smart devices.

In fact, artificial intelligence is affecting human life on all kinds of levels 
varying from the automation of tedious, time-consuming tasks to the aug-
mentation of human capabilities and the amplification of human functions 
to their greatest extent.

However, the benefits of artificial intelligence and automation for organi-
zations and the workforce don’t appear instantly. It’s a journey and organi-
zations should see the short-term benefits that come with automation, the 
medium-term benefits with augmentation and finally the long-term benefits 
in the amplification of human activities or tasks. Figure 7.1 shows the arti-
ficial intelligence and automation journey.

- Matching and automating
  tasks
- Cost savings and improved
  UX
- Quality and accuracy
- Productivity boost
e.g. Automation, RPA

- Self learning activities
- Recommending better
  decisions
- Interaction with human
- Patterning: trends,
  anomalies
e.g. ML, bots, predictive
analytics

- Extending sight, hearing
  or touch
- Autonomous work
- Administration
- Boost human activities
e.g. Cognitive analytics,
robotics

Long term

Medium term

Short term

Augment

Automate

Amplify

Figure 7.1  Artificial intelligence and automation journey
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As we can see from Figure 7.1, the journey starting with automation is 
mainly focused on automating tasks and business processes, particularly to 
create more cost savings, better user experiences and higher qualities. The 
main objective with automation is to boost productivity and performance 
for the organization, as well as for the individual workers. The majority of 
organizations today are part of this phase. Robotic process automation is 
one of the very best uses of this.

The augmentation phase requires more intelligent behaviours from ma-
chines, where they are able to learn on their own, make recommendations 
to humans for better decision-making and start to make predictions based 
on patterns learnt from the past. This phase also interacts and collaborates 
with humans, by augmenting human tasks to some extent and by constantly 
complementing activities already under way. A lot of interesting case studies 
using bots and predictive analytics are appearing today from early adopters 
in this phase.

The last phase of amplification can provide tremendous opportunities to 
enhance human beings, which will raise aspects of risk, ethical questions 
and challenges in the future. Autonomous work, extending sight, hearing 
and touch, and other cognitive intelligence including robotics are major fo-
cuses in this phase. Several examples have arisen in the last few years of the 
amplification of human activities by robots, humanoids and machines. But 
the future of this phase is still not clear for the human workforce.

Impacts of automation and artificial intelligence

Organizations need to look at the various impacts of artificial intelligence 
and automation on the workforce and workplace in greater detail. They also 
need to explore how they can adopt this new technology and what the basic 
strategies are to move forward as an organization while turning potential 
threats into opportunities.

Artificial intelligence is everywhere today, and there are many aspects to 
consider as to how it will impact the future of work and the workforce. 
According to Personnel Today, 38 per cent of enterprises are already using 
artificial intelligence in their workplace with 62 per cent expecting to start 
using it imminently (Min, 2017). According to Bersin by Deloitte, 33 per 
cent of employees expect their jobs to become augmented by artificial intel-
ligence in the near future (Bersin, 2018).

Many workers are progressively using chatbots and virtual assistants in 
their personal lives, and now there are trends to use them in the workplace 
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as well, for example to assist them in finding new jobs, setting up reminders 
and scheduling meetings, to answer frequently asked questions, or receive 
coaching and even call to book an appointment. The growth of artificial 
intelligence in organizations could help us to create a more seamless, flexible 
and user-driven employee experience, boosting productivity to new levels.

Whether we are aware of it or not, artificial intelligence has an immense 
impact on our daily lives already. For most workforces, artificial intelligence 
technology is helping them to do their jobs more efficiently and it’s generally 
making their lives and jobs easier. It is radically changing our lives person-
ally and professionally, whether we agree with it or not.

On the other hand, there are significant impacts that vary by country, 
industry and between jobs and functions within those sectors. In terms of 
the technical, economic and social factors affecting the pace and scope of 
automation, McKinsey estimated that up to 30 per cent of current work 
activities could be displaced by 2030 (Manyika et al, 2017). Figure 7.2 
shows the impacts of artificial intelligence and automation on the work-
force, and we can see that some of the top countries, industries, jobs and 
functions are either at risk or under threat from these impacts.

When the topic of artificial intelligence and its impact on jobs and the 
economy comes up, the principal focus of the conversation used to be on 
blue-collar jobs, and we can see the jobs most at risk are indeed blue-collar 
jobs. According to CB Insights, there are around 4.3m cooks and waiters, 
3.8m cleaners, 2.4m movers and warehouse workers, 1.8m truck drivers 
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Figure 7.2  Impacts of artificial intelligence and automation on the workforce
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and 1.2m construction workers’ jobs at risk in the United States alone due 
to artificial intelligence (CB Insights, 2017).

Today, these developments based on artificial intelligence are starting to 
threaten white-collar jobs and many other functions as well. They are also 
going to impact most of the common professions like lawyers, compliance 
and HR, audits, traders, sales, marketing, finance, accountants and many 
others. But this growing wave of artificial intelligence driven by expert au-
tomation and augmentation software platforms will steer organizations to-
wards a new era of augmented enhanced productivity.

As such, artificial intelligence plays a big role today in transforming HR 
and the workforce. Reducing human bias, increasing efficiency in candidate 
assessment, improving relationships with employees, improving compliance, 
increasing the adoption of metrics, and improving workplace learning are 
some of the benefits organizations are already experiencing today and many 
others are under development. We will explore the impact on the HR func-
tion in later sections.

The drift in mindsets

The purpose of artificial intelligence, automation and robotics is not to au-
tomate the jobs of humans, rather to automate tasks and augment human 
activities that in turn increase productivity and performance. As long as 
workforces can reskill themselves for the future, their roles will evolve and 
fit into a collaborative way of working with machines. We can definitely 
anticipate a structural shift in jobs once we start segmenting them into tasks 
and activities.

Today most of the daily jobs undertaken by workforces and leaders are 
associated with tasks such as paperwork, scheduling, timesheets, account-
ing, expenses, etc., as shown Table 7.1, which also shows the percentage of 
repetition. Time spent on these tasks is not adding a huge value to workers’ 
daily jobs, rather it is consuming all their time in tedious activities and pro-
viding less room for creativity (Bothun et al, 2017).

So, it is certainly useful to outsource these repetitive tasks to digital as-
sistants or automated software, so more time can be spent by the workforce 
on deep or cognitive thinking, relationship building, analysing and encour-
aging creativity. Also, the machines or systems that can analyse, learn and 
interact naturally with people will likely continue to eliminate repetitive 
tasks, helping the workforce to do their jobs better and faster, and free up 
time for more valuable activities.
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In addition, the rise in intelligent augmentation is also clearly visible, which 
combines artificial intelligence with automation to enable machines to sense, 
understand, learn and act – either independently or with human reinforce-
ment. Intelligent augmentation enables machines to reproduce not only 
manual activity but also make intelligent decisions in the human world.

When it comes to jobs, those involved in more physical work in predict-
able environments, such as production workers, construction workers, 
cleaners and office support roles like data entry clerks and administrative 
assistants, are likely to face a significant impact on their activities and hence 
changes in their job roles. Professionals like doctors, engineers and business 
specialists, on the other hand, are less likely to experience such impacts 
(Manyika and Sneader, 2018).

Work tasks that are impacted by automation are easily identified, while 
new jobs that are created indirectly as a result of technology and a shift in 
skillsets are less visible and are spread across various industries and geogra-
phies. The current levels of educational requirements for jobs tend to be 
correlated with the possibilities of these activities being automated. Occupa
tions requiring some higher education generally include work activities that 
are less automatable than those requiring a high school diploma and some 
experience.

For most workforces, these cognitive technologies will likely enable them 
to move into new and more rewarding roles, releasing them to achieve more 
human skills that have been neglected behind current repetitive tasks. 
Consequently, most organizations and workforces are likely to experience 
positive effects from artificial intelligence and automation; they just need to 
alter their mindsets accordingly.

Table 7.1  Top repetitive tasks associated with our daily jobs

Repetitive tasks Percentage

Paperwork 80–90

Scheduling 75–85

Timesheets 70–80

Accounting 65–75

Expenses 60–70

HR functions 55–65

Messaging 50–60
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Strategy and approach

In most cases, HR functions in our modern corporations are very much 
process driven where the organization is treated as a machine and manages 
people like assets, rather than as unique human beings requiring individual 
attention. We will explore in the following chapters how to recreate an or-
ganization as a living organism rather than a machine and why this is im-
portant for organizations.

One of the keys to reviewing all these impacts and changing mindsets is 
to develop an artificial intelligence and automation strategy that starts by 
analysing what job roles, work processes and segmented tasks will need to 
be revisited or reskilled in the future.

One way to do this is to simply start asking what makes sense for the 
organization in its current phase of its artificial intelligence and automation 
journey (Meister, 2018).

●● Automate: What are the key activities within the role that could be 
automated to provide greater efficiency and benefit to perform routine 
tasks?

●● Augment: Which human tasks need augmentation by machines for better 
productivity and superior recommendations for decision-making?

●● Amplify: Which work processes and tasks could be redesigned with 
machine intelligence to boost human activities and autonomous work?

These questions must be followed by the approaches that an organization 
may take going forward. Figure 7.3 shows the critical factors and funda-
mentals that are needed for an artificial intelligence and automation strategy 
and approach for an organization. Based on these fundamentals and essen-
tial factors, a value proposition can be created for the business and future 
workforce.

As we can see from Figure 7.3, the right leadership, vision, business case 
and use of governance are vital in building up such a strategy. This should 
start from the top and consider proper ethical guidelines, the approach to 
scaling and a dedicated centre of excellence for innovation, with strong sup-
port through talent and change strategies. Capacity, skills, data and infra-
structure are the basic building blocks of an artificial intelligence and auto-
mation strategy that every organization should have on their list as a 
minimum.

Machine intelligence and automation have the potential to transform busi-
ness functions, including HR, by boosting efficiency, improving productivity 
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and fostering innovation. This can help the workforce and its leaders to make 
smarter decisions and help them do more with less, as well as helping the HR 
function to shift its focus away from manual, repetitive tasks to take on a 
more strategic role in the business.

These new technologies are already creating value in various products 
and services, and organizations across industries are already using them in 
processes to personalize product recommendations, find abnormalities in 
production, identify unfair transactions, and in many more cases. All these 
will also accelerate the shift required in workforce skills that we have seen 
over the past few years.

While the demand for physical and manual skills is starting to decline, the 
demand for elementary digital skills has been increasing, and that trend will 
continue to accelerate because of this ongoing augmentation and change. 
This will certainly put further stress on already existing workforce skills 
challenges and energize organizations to reskill and upskill their workforces.

Reskilling imperative and solutions 
for organizations

Technology is impacting the world today, and although these technologies 
increase productivity and improve the lives of individuals, their usage will 

Fundamentals Essential factors

•  Leadership and overall direction
•  Talent and change management
•  Ethics and compliance
•  Scaling initiative

Building blocks

Skills Data InfrastructureCapacity

•  Started at the top
•  Clear vision and business cases
•  Use of appropriate governance
•  Centre of excellence with
    innovation model

Figure 7.3   Artificial intelligence and automation strategy and approach



Survival174

also substitute some work activities performed by them. Today, in about 60 
per cent of jobs, at least a third of the elementary activities could be auto-
mated, implying significant workplace transformations, and in turn, the 
need to reskill the workforce (Illanes et al, 2018).

Ongoing and upcoming workforce transitions could be very challenging 
for organizations as this will also change net job growth, implying a very 
large number of workers needing to move jobs and learn new skills to sur-
vive. New jobs will be available, but these will be based on future labour 
demand and on the net impact of automation and augmentation. 
Transitioning needs to be clearly encouraged with constant learning and 
training across different segments of the workforce.

Way for workforces to transition

Ongoing cutting-edge technologies will create an economic surplus that can 
help societies to manage workforce transition, which we explored in the 
previous chapter on the new world of work. Organizations should focus on 
ways to ensure that these workforce transitions happen smoothly for their 
people, and this requires actionable and scalable resolutions in several key 
areas. Figure 7.4 shows the resolutions needed for workforce transition.

One of the primary focuses is on investment in human capital, including 
job creation, learning and capacity building, along with income growth. The 
basis of investment should aim to fix the low trend for, and declining public 

Improving
labour market

dynamism

Ensuring
productivity

growth

Fostering
business

effectiveness

Investing in
human
capital

Figure 7.4  Workforce transition resolutions
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investment in, the workforce. Through tax benefits, regulations and incen-
tivization, policy-makers should encourage organizations to invest in human 
capital, as this will make a huge contribution towards society as well.

Productivity growth is a key benefactor of economic growth. Therefore, 
ensuring the right investment and adopting automation to enhance produc-
tivity are critical. The growing entrepreneurship and new emerging disrup-
tor business models are going to boost productivity and drive job creation. 
Expediting the rate of business growth and competitiveness in the vibrant 
environment for both smaller and large businesses creates opportunities for 
fostering business effectiveness, which in turn endorses job growth and 
transformation.

Ultimately, we also need to improve labour market dynamism, which is 
in continual flux. One way is to enable the matching of the right workforce 
to the right work, which is not in a good place right now in most economies. 
The growing digital platforms arising from the new economies like the gig 
economy and the sharing economy are already helping match people with 
the right jobs and restoring vibrancy to the labour market, which we ex-
plored in our previous chapter.

As greater diversity of work and income-earning opportunities are emerg-
ing, the desire to resolve challenges such as portability of benefits, workforce 
classification and wage variability are increasing as well. For example, wages 
are declining in jobs where labour demand is falling. All these factors and 
consequences are very important to consider when planning workforce 
transitions.

Organizations must be associated with an efficient labour market to im-
prove their competitiveness, address employment concerns and manage 
other labour issues such as mobility. There is a need for a high degree of ef-
fectiveness across businesses and the labour market to bring about higher 
workforce productivity. This demands investment in health and education, 
skills training, technology and innovation, infrastructure and supporting 
economic transformation (Manyika et al, 2017).

Current educational requirements are various based on the demands of 
the relevant occupations, which creates a need for investment in continual 
learning and development. Providing job retraining and new skills develop-
ment for workforces are becoming major challenges for organizations. 
Businesses also need to take a lead in some areas, including in providing 
on-the-job training, continuous learning, which we explored in our last 
chapter, and providing opportunities for the workforce to reskill.
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The need to reskill

Today, organizations need to be on the front line for both workplace and 
workforce transformation. This will require them to reoptimize their busi-
ness processes and re-evaluate their talent or people strategies and work-
force needs, thoroughly considering which individuals are needed, which can 
be redeployed to other jobs and where new talent and skills may be required.

Workforces will also need to be prepared for rapidly evolving changes 
occurring in the world of work, which we have already explored. Attaining 
new skills that are in demand and remaining intuitive about the world of 
work will be critical for their own wellbeing. Individual workers should 
engage in lifelong learning if they want to have satisfying and rewarding 
careers, and this forces them to learn how to be agile.

More than half of the workforce will need reskilling in the next few years, 
and to address the evolving needs of organizations, governments should also 
look at raising both technical and soft skills among the future workforce 
through revised education systems. They should consider revisiting social 
policies that support lifelong learning and reskilling as well.

So, there is no doubt, reskilling is the future for most workforces, as 
many in their current jobs may need to switch their occupations and learn 
new skills over the life of their careers. Organizations need a well-articulated 
framework to support this. Figure 7.5 shows a reskilling framework for 
workforces (Zahidi et al, 2018).

Interpret skills management

Understand the skills demandRecognize existing skills

Embrace career development

Invest in human capital development Incorporate career guidance

Leverage continuous learning

Foster proper learning Provide on-the-job training

Figure 7.5  Reskilling framework for workforces
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As we can see from the framework, understanding the skills in demand and 
recognizing existing skills are the first steps for organizations in interpreting 
skills management. Moving towards skills-based recruitment and work to 
develop relevant skills assessments is vital. A regular part of professional 
associations and ecosystems for skills measurement, international bench-
marking and evaluation are some of the action points an organization can 
undertake in this part of the framework.

The next step embraces the career development opportunities for the 
workforce by investing in the existing workforce and human capital devel-
opment. Organizations can create this by a healthy working environment 
based on learning and collaboration. Adopting the right mix of financial 
instruments and proper career guidance to the workforce are also very sig-
nificant for organizations.

Reskilling cannot just be a one-time plan; it must be built as a long-term 
strategy for the organization. This means it is essential to develop continuous 
learning practices with on-the-job training throughout the organization. 
Leveraging a continuous learning environment by designing practical train-
ing that can be directly applicable to the workplace is the next component 
within this framework. This also requires the right culture where the work-
force is always ready to unlearn and learn new skills, and organizations need 
to consider this as well in their reskilling imperatives.

For an employee this means having the support to continually learn and 
evolve, either through internal learning and development opportunities, or 
accessing external learning programmes. Organizations must provide that 
foundation by embracing strategies that include training, collaboration 
techniques, as well as a recognition of emerging technologies, especially as 
the future of work demands more collaboration between two completely 
different segments of the workforce: humans and machines.

The future of human and machine 
collaboration

The current augmentation of human activities and higher productive values 
to organizations implies a strong new wave of future collaboration, where 
humans and machines cooperate, reinforce and complement each other in 
the world of work. In spite of the rising rational fears that artificial intelli-
gence is going to eventually replace human workers throughout the econ-
omy, which is neither right nor wrong, we have already explored how some 
jobs are becoming obsolete but have also looked at how new jobs are being 
created as well.
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Technologies like artificial intelligence are already changing work being 
done today, and it’s very clear that the major impact will be in complement-
ing and augmenting human capabilities, not replacing them. Organizations 
need to understand how machines can more effectively augment and am-
plify human activities, and how the business can redesign its processes to 
support this collaboration.

As these intelligence-driven machines become smarter, it can proactively 
offer insights and recommend actions that would eventually help the work-
force and its leaders to make the right judgements to solve increasingly com-
plex problems. In addition to this, these technologies are also impacting 
business functions in a way that it can leverage them for improved outcomes 
and results. The HR function is not being left behind, especially when it 
comes to the experiences of the workforce.

Impact on HR functions

Today technologies are not only radically transforming individuals’ profes-
sional lives but also our world of work and the roles of the workforce. In 
addition, it is impacting most of the HR functions today. Figure 7.6 shows 
the most common HR functions that have been impacted by technologies 
such as artificial intelligence.

As we can see from Figure 7.6, HR functions such as administration and 
recruiting are the functions most affected by intelligence technologies today 
compared to others. But overall, it’s going to impact every single area with 
more automation, augmentation and amplification, and the high impact can 
already be seen in processes such as screening, matching, talent pipelining, 
learning recommendations, flight risks, skills management and many other 
functions. Of course, many new areas will emerge as well, as impact and 
adoption are not the same for all these functions.

Today, there are different types of HR technologies out in the market, 
and many of them are using some form of machine learning or AI tech-
nologies in their platforms. One of the biggest areas where we can see an 
impact is in recruitment, along with HR functions such as administration, 
learning and development, talent management, benefits, engagements and 
many others.

Another significant facet is that we are living in a data-driven world and 
analytics is no longer about finding interesting information and identifying 
it for leaders. Now, data is being used to understand every part of a business 
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operation, and analytical tools are being embedded into the daily decision-
making of business operations. We have explored this in previous chapters 
where we have seen that the use of people analytics is becoming a must-have 
for any organization and that analytics are going to play a vital role in the 
world of work in the collaboration between humans and machines.

We have also explored that most of the repetitive tasks have skills that 
are at risk of being replaced by technologies and machines sooner or later. 
Machines are not only better for physical tasks but also good and effective 
in skills such as administration, analysis, controlling, calibrating, reporting, 
logging, information gathering and many others.

On the other hand, the most promising skills or human capabilities that 
can put humans at the centre of future work and are more valued are crea-
tivity, complex problem-solving, emotional intelligence, relationship mak-
ing, critical thinking, negotiation and other cognitive complex behaviours 
that we also explored in the previous chapter.

Most activities at the human and machine interface require people to do 
new and different things, such as train a chatbot and then use it to provide 
better customer service. So far, however, only a small number of organiza-
tions have begun to reimagine their business processes to optimize this col-
laborative intelligence.

Opportunity for rehumanization

Organizations that use machines merely to displace workers through auto-
mation will miss the full potential of artificial intelligence. Such a strategy is 
misguided from the outset and is not recommended for organizations. 
Future leaders will instead be those that embrace collaborative intelligence, 
transforming their operations, their markets, their industries, and no less 
importantly their workforces, to have a positive impact.

Most of our human-centric accomplishments have been made by groups 
of people, not by lone individuals. So when organizations incorporate more 
intelligent technologies further into traditionally human processes, they can 
achieve a stronger form of collaboration as a result. If they want to establish 
such a human-centric experience, they shouldn’t only focus on reskilling 
their workforce but should also consider humanization as a benefit. Figure 
7.7 shows such a concept.

Humanization is the non-violent process of reviving the sense of human-
ity. The natural condition of human beings includes a large capacity for 
empathy and mutual identification. Humanization calls for a creative mind, 
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enduring patience and an open mindset. We should think about the world 
where we will humanize again or rehumanize, in particular to restore 
humanity and move from a machine to a living system.

Humanization is also about bringing the following human capabilities 
into the work that we humans are very good at, even while collaborating 
with machines, and it’s indispensable for the digital economy:

●● Responsiveness: the act of reacting quickly and positively in the perception 
of both human-human and human-machine interactions.

●● Empathy: to use the experience of understanding the other’s feelings to 
improve relationships.

●● Judgement: the ability to decide a course of action when a state is 
uncertain.

●● Creativity: forming something new and valuable by using knowledge 
effectively and readily in execution.

These skills are valuable for humans because they are not easily replaceable 
by machines; moreover, humanization must also be accompanied and 
equally balanced by normalization, which refers to a process that makes 
augmentation and amplification by machines more normal or regular in this 
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Figure 7.7  Rehumanization of the workforce
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digital era. Normalization mainly brings the following human capabilities 
for better collaboration with machines and technologies:

●● Accountability: identifying the decisions needed for human intervention 
and being responsible for the results.

●● Conformity: generating the moral principles for compliance with stan
dards, rules or laws to avoid any misuse.

●● Fairness: assuring the balance and not being biased in terms of decision-
making.

●● Explainability: providing transparency and interpretability for immediate 
outcomes.

These human-centric experiences will also provide better opportunities for 
innovation led by human capabilities and empowered by new technologies. 
Organizations also need to adapt themselves very well overall, no matter 
what the initiative is about, and they need to empower adaptive self-managed 
teams with a sense of entrepreneurship to be successful and enable dynamic 
organizations to emerge and endure.

Establishing human and machine collaboration

Whether we agree or not, it is certain that the future is about collaboration, 
not only among humans but also between humans and machines, and there, 
the human-centric experience will be at the forefront of engaging with 
machines and creating a sustainable future for organizations in the digital 
economy.

The fast progress in machine intelligence and growing robotics and cog-
nitive technologies are creating a critical challenge for businesses and HR 
leaders, specifically in the current jobs and tasks of the workforce. Organi
zations need to redesign and manage the new world of work, workforces 
and workplaces to create a feasible collaborative environment (Wilson and 
Daugherty, 2018).

Future workforces will need to balance the human and technical experi-
ence, and leaders should focus on interpreting the distinction between cru-
cial human skills and non-essential tasks that can be done by machines. This 
requires the reframing of careers, learning, development and shaping new 
ways of working and learning for workforces in organizations.

Rethinking the strategy for the workforce in the world of work is 
important for organizations in establishing their human and machine 
collaboration partnerships. This needs to answer many questions, as shown 
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in Table 7.2, about combining talent, technology and the workplace across 
multiple dimensions.

A visual representation of the actual work, solutions, people, augmenta-
tion and information involved in a job should be mapped for a certain pe-
riod. This analysis can help organizations to understand which tasks can be 
transferred to machines and which ones can be enhanced by humans. So, the 
target should be to find out how that work could be strengthened by col-
laboration between humans and machines.

To get the most value from artificial intelligence and augmentation, op-
erations need to be redesigned and organizations must first locate and 
describe an operational area that can be improved. While evaluating the 
business process in that operational area, it is important to determine which 
of the characteristics, such as flexibility, speed, scale, decision-making and 
personalization, are useful to the required transformation.

An intelligent collaboration could have a huge positive effect on a suc-
cessful workforce transition in respect to future work. Irrespective of the 
impacted sectors, functions, jobs and tasks, the right approach can help to 
drive business effectiveness. It is crucial that this transition be handled cor-
rectly for both the business and its workforce. Early movers become experts 
at optimizing the use of machines and humans to drive productivity.

As the future of work has already arrived, organizations should embrace 
this disruptive opportunity. Figure 7.8 shows the approaches to human and 
machine collaboration for future work, which is necessary in order to estab-
lish the correct strategies for the world of work (Guszcza and Schwartz, 2019).

Table 7.2   Multidimensional questions for human-machine collaboration

Questions to consider Check

●● What sections of a job can be automated, and what are the 
human values around these skills?

●● How can we reskill and retrain the workforce to learn new skills 
and the tools needed for transition?

●● Does our organization have enough open, collaborative, physical 
and digital spaces to ease collaboration?

●● How can we redesign the workplace to be more digital and 
open to the human-centric experience?

●● How can we distinguish activities to bring in higher automation 
or an increase in the use of machine intelligence?

●● How do we explore the way machines can cross functional 
boundaries to move humans into different work?
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Below is an overview of the different approaches mentioned in Figure 7.8:

●● Consider how the core work actually gets done: rethinking is necessary 
within the organization to not only know what work needs to be done 
but to consider the scope of workforce segments and technologies that 
can be used in combination to best complete that work.

●● Identify all human workforce segments: identifying all elements of the 
human workforce both inside and outside the organization, which means 
including contingent workers, partners, service providers and customers.

●● Examine all types of non-human workforces: this includes the entire 
lineup of robotics, cognitive, artificial intelligence applications and 
technologies that augment the human workforce, leveraging the capability 
of machines to accomplish higher productive tasks.

●● Redesign strategic and annual workforce planning: it is necessary to 
redesign the strategic and annual workplace planning that grooms new 
talent segments and technologies to develop specific future scenarios for 
the workforce within an organization.

●● Collaborate across functions for new workforce solutions: ensuring that 
the new scope of the augmented workforce aligns with the business 
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Figure 7.8  Human-machine collaboration approaches for work in the future
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strategy and presumes the full participation of business, HR and other 
corporate functions. This needs more harmonization across organizational 
silos.

●● Invest in critical human skills for the future workforce: when planning 
the future of the workforce, it is important to consider the long-term 
human skill needs based on job transformations and task augmentation 
by machines.

●● Plan and manage the workforce transformation: scaling the scope of 
upcoming changes to work, workforces and workplaces is important. 
This plan should include an actionable view of talent, learning, communi
cation, leadership, culture, jobs and organizational impacts.

The focus of these approaches, in the short term at least, will be on enabling 
machines to carry out the repetitive and routine tasks within an organiza-
tion, leaving the workforce with more high value work that requires more 
human capabilities that machines cannot achieve. The 2020s will see a turn-
ing point for artificial intelligence and augmentation, when the changes will 
evidence some severe opportunities for the workforce and organizations.

Ethics, protection, risks and humanity

In today’s digital age, the potential of sharing knowledge and data is very 
high, both within and outside the organization. While we embrace the ease 
of sharing information, it always raises the question of how much informa-
tion we should consider, who should have access to that information, and 
when the sharing of that information is helpful to us, and when it crosses the 
line as a breach of privacy.

On the professional side, it also forces the question of whether organiza-
tions can or should ask their workforce to take part in information-sharing 
or data-gathering exercises. Ethics and risks are one of the most important 
topics that are being discussed all over the world when considering data-
driven transformations.

The challenges to consider

Many large organizations, including technology leaders as well as individual 
thought leaders, believe that now is the right time to talk about the nearly 
unlimited terrain of artificial intelligence. In many respects this is just as 
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much a new limit for ethics and risk assessment, as there are many chal-
lenges arising with the superior growth of artificial intelligence. Figure 7.9 
shows the major challenges with artificial intelligence, which is followed by 
an overview and examples (Bossmann, 2016).

As we have already explored, there are many ways in which machines are 
augmenting human activities and automating their jobs. This is also generat-
ing room for humans to acquire more complex roles, moving from activities 
with repetitive tasks to cognitive intelligent ones that are recognized as more 
strategic. This transition in jobs is a top challenge with technologies like 
artificial intelligence.

Many organizations depend on the hourly workforce when it comes to 
delivering products and services. When these organizations are using artifi-
cial intelligence, they can drastically reduce time and don’t need to rely on 
the human workforce. This means that rewards are not distributed among 
the people. In this case, organizations who undertake artificial intelligence-
driven developments make all the money, causing inequalities in the 
economy.

AI
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Figure 7.9  Challenges with artificial intelligence
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We humans have created a technology that is finally able to develop itself 
further, but with potentially terrible consequences. If we keep using artificial 
intelligence and giving it autonomy, there may indeed come a time when 
things get out of control, and this could be fatal for humanity. There are 
serious questions and challenges about the values that are being created 
with technology like artificial intelligence and who is ultimately responsible 
for it.

Artificial intelligence has a processing capability that is far beyond that of 
humans, although it cannot always be trusted to be fair and neutral. There 
are many recent examples of mistakes being made when using this 
technology. Amazon scrapped their artificial intelligence recruiting tool as it 
showed bias. In another case, Google’s photos service, where artificial intel-
ligence was used to identify people, objects and scenes, went wrong and 
showed bias against black people.

We shouldn’t forget that these artificial intelligence systems are created 
by humans, and so is the data, so whenever we have a dataset of human 
decisions, it naturally includes bias. This could include hiring decisions, 
medical diagnoses, loan approvals, anything described in text, image or in 
voice that requires information processing that can be influenced by cul-
tural, gender or race biases.

If this technology is used in the correct way, it can become a catalyst for 
positive change. But the more powerful this technology becomes, the more 
it can be used for wicked reasons, along with good ones. These include cases 
such as robots produced to replace human soldiers, a rise in autonomous 
weapons, or any cases involving cybersecurity. We should not forget that we 
are dealing with something that is not only faster but also more capable 
than us due to its sheer size and processing capacity.

Once machines become entities that can perceive, feel and act, we will 
need to introduce new legislation. But there are always ethical questions 
about mitigating the rights and negative outcomes. While we consider these 
risks, we should also keep in mind that this technological progress means 
superior lives for everyone, but its responsible execution is up to us.

There is always going to be a big challenge that arises from the fact that 
human beings may no longer be the most intelligent beings on earth in the 
future; this is also known as singularity. If we rely on artificial intelligence to 
bring us to a new world of labour, security and efficiency, we need to ensure 
that the machines perform as planned and that people can’t control them for 
their own ends.
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Preparations for HR organizations

We are at a crossroads where both what is possible with technology, espe-
cially artificial intelligence, and what is covered by legislation, is becoming 
broader. The HR organization should start preparing, mostly by compiling 
workforce data, to avoid the negative consequences that can be created.

Most countries have a strong ethical ethos and this presumes that or-
ganizations need to consider ethical and protective measures by which their 
businesses can perform well while using workforce data appropriately. 
Table 7.3 provides some recommendations for preparing HR to use ethics, 
protection and risk management regarding workforce data.

Preparation begins by establishing a governance council and sponsoring 
a code of practice. It is very important today that these councils constantly 
support data protection and privacy measures, and, in this case, HR needs 
to partner with the IT and legal areas. HR professionals and leaders should 
continually encourage the workforce to comply with the data protection 
and privacy guidelines by promoting transparency and trust so that they 
understand the need.

HR organizations also need to be agile, and this agility can be created by 
encouraging iterative ways of working, looking outside of the organization, 
establishing new mindsets for experimenting and failing, and lastly, com-
municating success. Today, it is difficult to imagine a technology that is as 
fascinating and terrifying as artificial intelligence. On the one side, it can 
become the biggest driver of positive change in business and society, while 
on the other, there is a question on everyone’s mind of what happens if it all 
goes terribly wrong.

Table 7.3  �Recommendations for preparing HR to use ethics and risk 
management

Preparation Openness Agility

●● Establish a 
governance council

●● Prepare a code of 
practice

●● Support data 
protection and privacy

●● Partner with the legal 
and IT areas

●● Promote transparency 
and trust

●● Understand the digital 
footprint of 
employees

●● Personalize and 
empower

●● Be clear on views 
from employees

●● Encourage test, 
validate and iterate

●● Look outside of the 
organization

●● Don’t be afraid of 
experimenting and 
failing

●● Communicate 
success
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A better world for humankind

Today, an ethical implementation of artificial intelligence systems needs to 
be developed so that future intelligent machines work well for society; how-
ever, the position of artificial intelligence research and its applications in 
society require us to finally define morality and to quantify it in explicit 
terms. This is difficult, but we can’t build a good and ethical intelligence 
system if it lacks a technique to create human beings around the world who 
are good and ethical.

A robust legal framework is needed to deal with the risks and issues that 
are threatened by these radical technologies. This can be accomplished not 
only by a political and legal process alone; an ethical code of conduct will 
be equally important. Governments should also encourage discussions on 
the ethics of artificial intelligence and ensure that all relevant groups are 
involved. This would help organizations in the development of an ethical 
code that keeps up with technological, social and political changes.

There is a need to design more ethically aligned machines through the use 
of ethical guidelines and practices, as shown in Figure 7.10 (Polonski, 2017).

An ethical guideline and practice should strictly follow the core ethical 
principles and codes set up by the government and other policy-makers, and 
this also needs to establish an advisory board on organizational and broader 
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Figure 7.10   Ethical guidelines and practices
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levels. The most important part of such practice is based on morality and 
transparency. In addition, flexibility is necessary to allow for different bodies 
to develop and commit to more specific codes of conduct in certain sectors, 
building on these ethical principles.

In terms of morals and explicitly defining ethical behaviour, the need to 
focus on equality is very important. On the other side, these ethical guide-
lines should make sure intelligence systems that have been developed are 
transparent enough to be understood by humans. There is also a need to 
define accountability in case mistakes are made by these intelligent stan-
dalone machines.

For example, on automated and connected driving, Germany’s Ethics 
Commission has recommended specifically programming ethical values into 
self-driving cars to prioritize the protection of human life above all else. So, 
in the event of an unavoidable accident, a car shouldn’t be able to choose 
whether to kill a person based on individual features such as age, gender or 
physical, mental constitution when a crash is certain.

Artificial intelligence researchers and ethicists need to compose the ethi-
cal values as quantifiable parameters. In simple terms, they need to provide 
machines with explicit answers and decision rules to cope with any potential 
ethical problem it might encounter. This would also require humans to agree 
among themselves on the most ethical direction in any given situation and 
this is very important before building such initiatives.

Machines cannot be presumed to be inherently capable of behaving mor-
ally; humans must teach them what morality is, how it can be measured and 
optimized. This should not be just as easy as it is today. In order to build 
some intelligence systems, we cannot skip the ethical part. While defining 
moral values is a challenge humanity has struggled with throughout its his-
tory, unless we agree on what makes a moral human, we can never make an 
intelligent moral machine.

The main aim behind all these ideas is to provide people throughout the 
organization with information to make better decisions and augment human 
tasks for higher productive performance. And this must be done in compli-
ance with the ethics, protection and morality that need to be engaged with 
and by educating people on the probable consequences and the remedy they 
can take or the steps they should follow to avoid it. They should also know 
how to use their data in the right way and to trust them to make the right 
decisions.
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So we cannot avoid establishing our values by walking away from this 
critical ethical discussion, as machine intelligence is increasingly penetrating 
into society, and the price of inaction could be enormous. This right-thinking 
approach can also unleash an organization to move away from being a ma-
chine in itself, and finally to behave more responsibly to gain sustainability.

Summary

Be familiar with the rise of automation, artificial intelligence and 
augmentation:

●● Technologies like artificial intelligence are already transforming the 
nature of work and the workplace to a great extent. Machines can carry 
out more of the repetitive tasks done by humans today and complement 
the work that the humans are best at.

●● Organizations need to explore how they can adopt new technology like 
artificial intelligence and they also need to define the fundamental 
strategies to move forward as an organization while turning potential 
threats into opportunities.

●● The benefits of artificial intelligence and automation for the organization 
and workforce don’t appear instantly; it’s a journey and one should see 
the benefits arising in the short term, medium term and finally the long 
term.

●● Artificial intelligence technology is helping workforces do their jobs more 
efficiently and it’s generally making their lives and jobs easier. It is 
radically changing our lives personally and professionally whether we 
agree with it or not.

Understand reskilling imperatives and solutions for organizations in the 
future:

●● As long as workforces can reskill themselves for the future, their roles can 
evolve and fit into the collaborative way of working with machines; 
however, they can definitely anticipate a structural shift in their jobs and 
roles.

●● The demand for physical and manual skills is starting to decline, while 
the demand for elementary digital skills has been increasing and that 
trend will continue to accelerate. This will put further stress on already 
existing workforce skills.
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●● One of the primary focuses for the organization for workforce transition 
should be on human capital investment, including job creation, learning 
and capability building, and income growth.

●● Reskilling cannot just be a one-time plan; it must be built as a long-term 
strategy for the organization. This means developing continuous learning 
practices with on-the-job training throughout organizations as essential.

Explore the future of human and machine collaboration:

●● Most promising skills that can place humans at the forefront of future 
work are driven by creativity, complex problem-solving, emotional 
intelligence, relationship making, critical thinking, negotiation and other 
cognitive complex behaviours.

●● If organizations want to establish a human-centric experience, they 
should focus on reskilling their workforces and trying to balance the two 
completely different types of workforce segments: humans and machines.

●● Leaders should focus on interpreting the distinction between crucial 
human skills that can be done by humans, and non-essential and repetitive 
tasks that can be undertaken by machines to augment human processes.

Understand the importance of ethics, protection, risks and humanity:

●● Many organizations are considering the challenges generated by artificial 
intelligence, such as jobs displacement, rising inequality, bias, issues on 
humanity, security and rights and lastly the question of singularity.

●● We are at a crossroads where both what is possible with technology, in 
particular artificial intelligence, and what is covered by legislation is 
widening. HR organizations need to start preparing for this soon.

●● An ethical guideline and practice should strictly follow the core ethical 
principles and codes set up by government and other policy-makers, and 
they also need to establish an advisory board on organizational and 
broader levels.
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Time to act

Why the need for change? •  Why are automation, augmentation and intelligence
   changing our lives? Why do we need to reskill?

•  Are we ready for the impact of augmentation and
   automation? How should we work with machines?

•  Where does the business gain from adaptation?
   What are the skills we have and are in demand?

•  Which business leaders need a strategy for
   augmentation and automation?

•  How can we frame the approach for the future?
   How should we consider ethics, risk and humanity?

What makes sense?

Who can help?

Where to start?

How to change?
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PART THREE 
Sustainability

A progressively competitive environment can lead to significant challenges 
for organizations when they stumble while adapting to change, and many 
organizations fail to create a state that can lead to sustainability over the 
long term, consequently affecting the capabilities of workforces. Today, most 
large organizations represent the advancement of industrial revolutions, 
seen as complex machines driven by processes, rules and methods. The man-
agement of these organizations is mainly focused on competition, results and 
performance.

Organizations and businesses grow, evolve, change, mature and plunge 
over a period of time and are very similar to living entities that respond, 
react and evolve in relation to their surroundings. Survival and growth are 
entirely dependent on the continuous exchange of the external and internal 
environment that keeps happening all the time across multiple dimensions, 
in particular when considering work, workforces and workplaces.

Innovation also plays a vital role in most organizations as it can create 
new opportunities for the organization while considering new markets and 
technologies and help organizations to do things in a more sustainable way. 
Sustainability has been a hot topic over the last few decades, although al-
ways at a very abstract and scientific level, disconnected from the concerns 
of the common citizen.

Despite the various analyses being made by academics worldwide, most 
conclusions are still not considered part of the genesis of economic and sus-
tainable development that can gradually create a fairer society for the fu-
ture. Organizations could not achieve sustainability without contributing to 
the community and society, as there is strong relationship between them on 
many levels.

The future is created by what we do today, and organizations need to 
explore and identify new ways to learn and develop themselves in this ever-
changing environment. This can certainly help them to encourage long-term 
results and assist in attaining sustainability in their continuous journey 
of  transformation. Hence for this journey phase we need strategies and 
learning to:
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●● refocus organizations from being machines to living systems so they 
become sustainable;

●● empower innovation with the right diversity and inclusion, leading edge 
leadership, and inspire culture within workforces;

●● develop a fairer society and support ecosystems from more community-
driven learning and enforce social capital.

It is always important for an organization to create value for the long term 
as this can help them to endure in different conditions and circumstances, 
including thriving in the constant process of change. Sustainability is built 
on the presumption that developing such strategies fosters long life, and 
management needs to make sure that the strategy for these efforts is aligned 
and undertaken in a more human-centric way.

The new way of thinking brings aspects that treat organization as living 
systems that consist of organizational DNA, birth, maturity and death. The 
concept of organizations as living organisms or living systems is not new 
and the vast work in systems thinking in organizations has brought this 
perspective more into the limelight. Living systems theories have been used 
to model organizations for future generations, particularly with an empha-
sis on the self-regulating properties of humans as a subsystem of social sys-
tems and networks.

The new economy created in this fast-changing world has brought a need 
to handle people’s curiosity, quest for knowledge and understanding to 
develop a sustainable society. There are many drivers actively affecting these 
next generation organizations like trust, empowerment, transparency, re-
spect, versatility, passion, knowledge, harmony, merit, accountability and 
many others, and these also act as major change agents for the transforma-
tion into a sustainable organization.

This part includes the following chapters that help us to understand the 
necessary strategies and learning approaches for creating a sustainable 
world for both the workforce and the organization. This will also guide us 
in leveraging innovation, unleashing new leadership and creating a more 
responsive and living organization, which in turn will build a better society 
for human beings:

Chapter 8 – Recreating the organization as a living organism: This 
chapter helps us to understand the evolution of modern organizations and 
new movements of work. It also assists in exploring how to transform 
organizations from being machines to living systems and also outlines the 
enabling of responsive and sustainable organizations.
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Chapter 9 – Driven by innovation and led by people: In this chapter we 
learn how to unlock the new values of innovation in this fast-changing 
world. This chapter also outlines the leadership and diversity that are needed 
in this VUCA world and provides you with the guidance to explore ways of 
establishing an innovation culture in an organization.

Chapter 10 – A sustainable development and a fairer society: This chapter 
helps us to understand the importance of caring for sustainable develop-
ments and bringing a fairer society in the digital world. It also assists in 
exploring the growth and changes in the ecosystem and social capital in the 
workforce and organization. Finally, we interpret and learn more about 
community-driven learning and effective communities for organizations.
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08Recreating 
the organization 
as a living 
organism

Objectives

✓✓ Understand the evolution of modern organizations and new movements

✓✓ Explore how to transform the organization from being a machine to a 
living system

✓✓ Outline the enabling of responsive and sustainable organizations

Evolution of modern organizations 
and movements

We cannot ignore the fact that the theory of evolution is a scientific fact and 
organizations must evolve to survive. Those that evolve in the most success-
ful way will have a competitive advantage, as without evolution, the or-
ganization will not be part of the growth in the economy. Organization 
evolution leads to the stability it needs to thrive and survive in the world.

According to evolutionary economics, the evolution of the organization 
takes place as a series of individual adaptations alongside the evolution of 
the environment. However, population ecology suggests that organizations 
do not have the ability to adapt themselves and the process of organiza-
tional evolution beyond the norm. So the changes in environmental condi-
tions are achieved largely by the transformation of an old organization into 
a new one.
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Organizations and businesses grow, evolve, change, mature and plunge 
over a period and are very similar to living entities that respond, react and 
evolve in relation to their surroundings. Survival and growth are entirely 
dependent on the continuous exchange between the external and internal 
environments that keep happening all the time across multiple dimensions 
and different movements.

The history and evolution of organizations

Down the centuries, organizations have made major contributions to the 
enhancement of humanity, whether it has been extending life spans, or elim-
inating deadly diseases, or making education available to all, or developing 
remarkable products and services that improve life. Today, organizations 
influence the way human society is structured and their evolution is essential 
for all of us.

Organization iconoclast Frederic Laloux explains in his book Reinventing 
Organizations how organizations have evolved over time in line with seven 
historic stages of human development, expressed as different paradigms. 
Figure 8.1 shows the evolution and history of the organization, focusing on 
the last five stages. Although organizational models and human conscious-
ness have evolved over time in seven stages, the first two stages represent 
humanity’s earliest phase when people banded together in small family 
groups and then assembled into tribes (Laloux, 2014).

As we can see from Figure 8.1, the major organizational evolution started 
with the division of labour along with establishing command and authority, 
originating from the idea of the wolf pack. This type of organization also 
falls under what is known as the red paradigm and can still be seen today as 
street gangs and mafias. They remain relatively small, and their leaders exert 

Army

• Division of
  labour
• Command
   authority
• Power and
  fear

• Control
• Stable, formal
  roles, process
• Hierarchy

• Meritocracy
• Accountability
• Innovation

• Empowerment
• Consensus,
   values
• Culture

• Self-manage
• Purpose-driven
• Wholeness

Machine Family Living organismWolf pack

Figure 8.1  Evolution and history of organizations
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fearsome authority. These organizations can easily deal effectively with sud-
den threats, but they are weak on planning and strategy.

The next evolution of the organization originated primarily within the 
army, with the involvement of hierarchy and command-control systems for 
people and positions. Also known as the amber paradigm, these organiza-
tions value stability, formal roles, processes and predictability. Today, catholic 
churches, the military and public schools rely on such types of organizations, 
along with many complex enterprises.

The machine or orange paradigm emphasizes effectiveness as an act more 
akin to a machine. Most global corporations are like machines and also have 
a dark side, with more corporate greed, political bureaucracy, overleverage 
and exploitation of resources and ecosystems. We will explore more about the 
organization as machine in the following sections and also about transitions.

The next evolution of organization, the organization as a family, also 
known as the green paradigm, is based on fairness, equality, harmony, com-
munity, cooperation, consensus and empowerment. Academics, non-profit 
professionals, and social and community activists tend to follow the family 
organization philosophy, which neglects power and hierarchy but may fail 
to replace them with something that works just as well.

The modern organization should be more like a living organism or living 
system, also known as the teal paradigm, because they make decisions based 
on trust and collaboration instead of on ego-driven fears, ambitions and 
desires. Organizations as living organisms evolve towards a desirable state 
of wholeness, self-management and purpose-driven working. This requires a 
big transformation for large organizations, as most of them are typified as 
being slow-moving, bureaucratic, old-fashioned or simply obsolete.

The way we’re organized makes it harder for us to do our work rather 
than easier. The way decisions are made slows things down when it should 
be speeding things up. The way we collaborate and communicate with our 
teams makes us feel like we’d be better off working by ourselves than work-
ing together. Today, organizations need the ability to empower people with 
new work to contribute, no matter who they are or where they are, and to 
break the limits of hierarchy, functional silos, cultural norms and even the 
organization itself.

Organizations and work movements

Work is changing and is becoming more centred on people rather than on 
routine-oriented and process-driven systems. Workforces need to introduce 
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and adapt to new ways of working and they need to forego their old ways 
of the traditional corporate model. Instead they need to emphasize on the 
new ways of working and look into the changes and possibilities of new 
working models and movements by considering their purposes, as one size 
never fits all.

Rather than learning with certainty, the best opportunities rest with those 
who embrace learning uncertainty. This needs an agile mindset that empow-
ers current and future generations to thrive in a rapidly shifting economy 
that moves from one set of known experiences to another at a higher pace. 
This leads to the need for movements between organizations and work-
forces with new models as well.

Figure 8.2 shows the different organization models and work move-
ments. These movements around the world are altering organizations by 
putting people and teams first and taking them towards the next generation 
of organizational paradigms around the world. Many of these new models 
and movements share common traits, values and overlapping practices, and 
they are all part of a much bigger and lasting shift in the way we work.

These models and movements aren’t vast in nature, and while they share 
philosophical similarities, their main styles propose tools and paths to fit 
different organizations. As a collaborative style of management, they often 
lead to a culture shift by reframing value systems to include transparency, 
self-management, creativity as well as personal and professional growth. By 
using these principles, organizations can also create systemic change in their 
teams, focusing on the core beliefs of people-centric management.

These also impact enhanced employee engagement, optimized productiv-
ity through innovation and reframing control to the collective instead of a 
hierarchy. We should remember that the most exciting breakthroughs of the 
21st century will not occur because of technology, but rather because of an 
expanding concept of what it means to be human. What follows is an over-
view of these work and organization movements:

●● Holocracy organizations: started in 2009 by Brian Robertson, this 
movement replaces the traditional management hierarchy with a peer-to-
peer operating system that increases transparency, accountability and 
organizational agility. The movement’s vision is to distribute authority 
among its teams to empower all employees to take leadership roles and 
make meaningful decisions.

Holocracy is a self-management practice for running purpose-driven, 
responsive companies. By empowering people to make meaningful 
decisions and drive change, the holocracy practice unleashes your 
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Figure 8.2  Different organization and work movements
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organization’s untapped power to pursue its purpose in the world.  
Table 8.1 shows the differences between conventional and holocracy 
organizations (Robertson, 2015).

●● Lean organizations: lean organizations are obsessed with customer value 
and they recognize this by establishing it as their number one priority for 
every employee, manager and executive. This movement focuses on 
streamlining processes and removing unwanted requirements. It was 
started in manufacturing by the carmaker Toyota and hence is also called 
the Toyota Way (Liker, 2004).

Similar to lean manufacturing, lean startup methodology was begun in 
2008 by Eric Ries in his efforts to eliminate wasteful practices and increase 
value-producing ways of working during the earliest phases of a startup so 
that it would have a better chance of success without requiring large amounts 
of outside funding, elaborate business plans or a perfect product (Ries, 2011).

In a lean organization every member of the team understands the 
mission, values and strategic priorities of the business. Focus is more on 
collaboration within the team than just working in silos. For organiza-
tional success it is very important that the workforce shares knowledge 
and their work so that others can learn and help whenever needed, as 
nobody can be successful by working in isolation.

●● Responsive organizations: responsive organizations are built to learn and 
respond rapidly through the open flow of information. This encourages 

Table 8.1  Differences between conventional and holocracy organizations

Conventional organization Holocracy organization

Job descriptions – Employees are 
assigned to their jobs, which are 
defined by fixed job descriptions.

Roles – Employees are assigned to 
roles that are not fixed and are 
updated regularly based on work.

Delegated authority – Authority stays 
with leaders or managers who make 
the decisions.

Distributed authority – Authority is 
distributed to teams and roles 
assigned with decisions taken as 
teams.

Hierarchical structure – The 
organization structure is hierarchical 
based on management.

Holocracy structure – The organization 
structure is formed by multiple 
self-organizing teams.

Silo driven – Teams work in silos with 
a lot of office politics and bureaucracy.

Transparent rules – Teams work with 
more transparency for rules and 
communication.
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experimentation and learning in rapid cycles. They are organized as 
networks of employees, customers and partners, motivated by a shared 
purpose. This involves several paradigmatic shifts with respect to 
traditional organizations (Kimpton, 2015).

Rather than viewing profit as the primary goal of an organization, it is 
seen as a byproduct of success and focuses more on purpose, which also 
empowers people at the edges to pursue their work as they see fit rather 
than just being controlled. This requires people to embrace agile methods 
that encourage experimentation and fuel learning, and have a long-term 
vision rather than just focusing on planning.

It is no longer necessarily true that coordinating through a manager is 
more effective than people self-organizing as a network with increased 
autonomy, hence a shift is required from hierarchies to networks. This 
can be achieved by using the potential benefit of trusting people who 
share the organization’s purpose to act on information as they see fit, 
compared to other ways of using privacy, although it’s still a debatable 
topic for organizations.

●● Semco style: developed over 30 years ago by Ricardo Semler, this management 
approach organizes around humans instead of around structures and 
procedures. It is designed to treat adults as adults and put people above 
organizational modes. Some of its characteristics (Semler, 1995) are:

–– promotes building a culture of trust where there is a free exchange of 
ideas and transparency in decisions, meetings and planning;

–– advocates for innovation and creativity to be nurtured in workforces 
and organizations;

–– removes control systems and returns accountability and self-
management to team members.

Most people working in conventionally managed organizations tend to 
ignore the imbalances in their personal and professional lives until the 
moment something goes wrong. Research invariably shows that people 
who are unable to dedicate enough time to their personal lives tend to be 
employees who are physically present, yet mentally absent. And it works 
both ways: people who work in high stress environments often find all 
that negativity reflecting on their personal lives, disrupting their familial 
and social relationships. We explored this issue in earlier chapters and 
showed how these make a great impact on the organization.

●● Sociocracy: conceptualized by Auguste Comté, sociocracy can be traced 
back to 1851 but has since re-emerged in 2014 as sociocracy 3.0. It enables 
organizations and teams to manage themselves as an organic whole, meaning  

http://sociocracy3.0
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everyone gets a voice in the management of the organization. It is designed to 
grow effective, agile and resilient organizations of any size, from small startups 
to large international and internal networks (Bockelbrink et al, 2017).

Sociocracy was conceived of as applied sociology. Sociology is a social 
science that studies social groups and how they function. It was to be a 
governance method based on information from sociologists. Sociocracy 
is built on seven principles that shape organizational culture. Practising 
sociocracy 3.0 helps workforces appreciate the essential value that these 
core principles bring to both individuals and organizations. The seven 
principles consist of effectiveness, consent, empiricism, continuous im-
provement, equivalence, transparency and accountability.

●● re:Work: re:Work is a collection of practices, research and ideas from 
Google and others to help you put people first. Their goal is to provide 
resources to help other organizations design workplaces to make people 
happier, healthier and more productive. It promotes leaders acting as role 
models for continuous growth and improvement and supports treating 
employees like owners, while removing unconscious bias and replacing it 
with education, measurement and accountability.

Some of the practices include setting goals to align efforts, communi-
cating objectives and measuring processes. This is better than hiring deci-
sions made using job descriptions, structured interviewing, hiring com-
mittees and so on. Apart from the goal setting and hiring, practices also 
focus on learning, development, leadership and the team. re:Work also 
emphasizes making people decisions using science and data along with 
reducing the influence of unconscious bias by educating, measuring and 
holding everyone accountable (Bock, 2015).

●● Teal organization: introduced in the book Reinventing Organizations by 
Frederic Laloux in 2014, this movement advances the idea of soulful 
workplaces that focus on their impact in the world versus management 
targets. By focusing less on the bottom line and shareholder value and by 
implementing agile practices, teal organizations are reaching new heights 
in financial results and are outpacing their competitors (Laloux, 2014).

The next generation of organizations or teal organizations release en-
trepreneurial forces and self-organization to realize a given purpose. It 
creates pioneer organizations with increased employee engagement, pro-
ductivity and meaningfulness. Teal organizations exhibit three distinctive 
characteristics: self-management, wholeness and evolutionary purpose.

Teal organizations use an employee-driven advice process as part of each 
team’s self-management. Anyone in the organization can make decisions 
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that affect the overall company if they first consult those whom the decision 
will affect and those with expertise on the issue at hand.

The list of new organization models and movements is growing every day, 
including:

●● Aequacy: removes any element of hierarchy, even between roles and cir-
cles not just between individuals.

●● WordBlu: is growing with its freedom, purpose, respect, transparency 
and accountability centred organizational democracy.

●● Theory U: is based on the theory of learning and management devel-
oped by Professor Otto Scharmer to foster specific leadership capaci-
ties and to design social systems through awareness, attention and 
consciousness.

●● BetaCodex: by Niels Plaeflaging with its 12 laws for defining a 21st-
century organization guided by market sensing, systemic thinking, decen-
tralized decision-making, transparency and self-management.

●● Beyond budgeting: is an adaptive management philosophy rooted in 
purpose, shared values, autonomy, transparency, directional and flexible 
planning.

●● B Corporation: has a vision of business as a force for good and not just 
for profit, already aggregating thousands of certified organizations in 
countries.

There is no one model and approach that fits all organizations – there is no 
one size fits all. Organizations and their leaders need to explore different pos-
sibilities and ways and find the answer on their own based on their own or-
ganizations, their own purposes, strategies, approaches, cultures, people and 
ways of work. The goal should be to move or transform an organization from 
being a machine to a living system, as we will explore in the next section.

Transforming an organization from 
a machine to a living system

Today most large organizations can be seen as complex machines driven by 
processes, rules and controls. Top management is mainly focused on compe-
tition, results and performance. When an organization is analogous to a 
machine, it focuses more on inputs and outputs, efficiency and effectiveness, 
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assessing problems and solutions. Efforts consistently revolve around 
re-engineering processes, determining resources and managing costs.

This is the easiest metaphor to understand and is the foundation of 
Taylorism, which is the principle of scientific management and work effi-
ciency as practised within a system. The machine metaphor also reveals the 
dynamic nature of the organization as compared to previous evolutions that 
we explored in the previous section. On the one side organizations can be 
treated as rigid, unchanging sets of rules and hierarchies, and there is little 
room for energy, creativity and innovation. On the other side, the machine 
metaphor means these organizations are lifeless and soulless.

Only a few organizations have thrived over time as the industrial revolu-
tion and the pace of uncertain change and technological evolution have 
forced these organizations to adapt at a rapid pace. When we focus on im-
proving efficiency, raising productivity, driving change, re-engineering, del-
egating responsibility or cascading objectives, we are used to viewing these 
organizations more as machines. But the machine metaphor is so deeply 
entrenched that we do not realize there may be other ways of thinking about 
the organization, which is as a living organism.

The new paradigm: organizations as living organisms

The new way of thinking brings aspects that treat organizations as living 
systems that consist of organizational DNA, birth, maturity and death. The 
concept of organizations as living organisms or living systems is not new 
and the vast work in systems thinking in organizations has brought this 
perspective more into the limelight. Living systems theories have been used 
to model organizations, particularly with an emphasis on the self-regulating 
properties of humans as a subsystem of social systems.

When organizations become living systems, their environment grows 
wider to fulfil their needs through a consistent engagement of humans and 
technologies thereby creating better outcomes. Organizations must adapt to 
grow if they want to survive in this digital age with its uncertainties and 
constant changes. The relationship between executions at every level of the 
system is vital, as it is an important element of organizational effectiveness. 
Organizations can only transform once they are ready to learn and develop.

A living organization has subsystems such as social systems that operate 
independently and are accountable for their roles in providing a common 
purpose. Organizations also behave like an open system and therefore 
require proper management and need to be balanced by adapting to the 
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different environmental contexts with an emphasis on the relationships 
within their environments. Living systems always rely on flexibility and re-
silience to survive and these are key aims for such organizations.

By becoming a living organism organizations can look at the opportuni-
ties and co-create value for stakeholders by becoming more people-centric. 
Rapid decision-making, quickly learning from their mistakes and empower-
ing the workforce are also key characteristics of such organizations. In the 
end it changes how organizations and the workforce work in unknown 
circumstances. Figure 8.3 shows the new paradigm of organizations as living 
organisms (Aghina et al, 2018).

As we can see from Figure 8.3, an organization as a living system is sup-
posed to have a brain, where leaders promote participatory processes and 
influence decision-making and goals. Leaders in living systems give direction 
to their teammates and need to be transparent about their goals, objectives 
and communications. As the organization as a living system learns, grows, 
adapts and evolves, it can self-repair and restore distributed authority, dis-
tributed power and open communications. All these make the organization 
unique compared with how they were in the past when they were driven by 
control and top-down hierarchy along with bureaucracy and silo mentality.

The way of thinking for a living organization requires us to consider the 
subsystems and components within an organization along with its larger 
environment. Hence, organizational concepts are entirely different from the 
traditional organization when we consider the living system. A more systems-
thinking approach is necessary to manage such organizations in the future, 
which will be quite different from the conventional ways of today.

Leadership shows direction

Transparency, flexibility

Common purpose

Self-managed

Action

Control

Bureaucracy

Complex process

Silos, instructions, rules

Top-down hierarchy

Organizations as machines Organizations as living organisms

Figure 8.3  Transforming organizations into living organisms
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Transformation towards the future

Many organizations have started experimenting with alternative manage-
ment practices, but only a handful of them have succeeded as they haven’t 
fully transformed from one to the other. As living organizations change in 
increments rather than changing everything at once, it makes more sense to 
start with small iterations. It is important to listen to what best suits the 
organization’s needs at that point in time.

For some organizations it may be important to explore the purpose first, 
so that the workforce resonates with a common goal, while for others it may 
be important to build sufficient trust and a community of people before ac-
cepting any change. In some cases the hierarchical structure first needs to be 
changed to the right one to enable better self-management and responsive 
organizational practices (Arauz, 2016).

Lots of organizations are experimenting with responsive organizational 
practices, from mature, global, complex organizations like PepsiCo, to com-
panies offering new platforms like Airbnb. We will explore both case studies 
to better understand their transformations (Seidman, 2018):

●● Airbnb’s journey: Airbnb wanted to create a culture within the company 
that aligned with their brand, which is about creating a sense of belonging. 
They started exploring within their own company to understand the 
creation of belonging inside the company, along with identifying the role of 
culture and the importance of structures, behaviours and managing change.

People at Airbnb report that they did their best work when exploring, 
and when they have the feeling that they have the freedom to explore. 
They identified the behaviours linked to a belonging culture and what 
conditions needed to be in place to obtain those behaviours. This helped 
Airbnb to build and invest in the culture of the future. The next box is a 
case study exploring Airbnb’s culture.

CASE STUDY  Invest in company culture (Airbnb)

What matters for Airbnb?

●● Role of culture in company

●● Structures, behaviours and mechanisms

●● Moving in new challenge
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Airbnb embedded culture in various organizational practices. Leaders 
were encouraged to understand who their people were and to get to 
know them to make sure that team members got to know one another, 
to be mindful of instances where ‘out groups’ may be forming so that 
the larger group could come up with ways to bring them in, and also 
to ensure that people could protect the time they needed for them-
selves and their families.

●● PepsiCo’s journey: One of the divisions in PepsiCo, in their efforts to 
implement responsive organization practices, noted that leadership 
support was key. They measured people against the new organizational 
dimensions through the performance review process and leveraged setting 
annual goals, since these were what incentivized people. PepsiCo brought 
responsive practices with new rules to forums outside of specific 
organizational units and projects to energize and amplify the changes. 
The next case study looks at PepsiCo’s practices.

Conditions for behaviours that are important to Airbnb

●● Practices

●● Physical spaces

●● Articulation of culture

●● Onboarding mechanisms

●● Accountability

●● Shared languages and norms

●● Transparent communications

●● Adoption of boundaries

CASE STUDY  New organizational practices (PepsiCo)

What matters to PepsiCo?

●● Inspire leadership at all levels

●● Align incentives at all levels

●● Amplify stories about who is leading change

Rules that are important to PepsiCo

●● Smaller teams are effective: If there are more than seven or eight people on a 
task, it brings too much uncertainty. Smaller teams were assigned specific 
tasks.
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The PepsiCo division set three rules that considered smaller teams to be 
more effective, together with the notion of progress over perfection and 
delegating responsibility. The benefits of using a responsive practice came 
from listening to the people, asking people what they cared about, what 
was important to them. Team awards were aligned to the principles of 
working with the people they needed to work with and building in 
chances to get together for a particular purpose. It was important to in-
spire leadership and align incentives at all levels and amplify the stories 
about who was leading the change.

There are many other stories like this, but what is important here are the 
different shifts from the old paradigm to the new one, and that organiza-
tions must undergo these to be truly transformed. There are many such 
shifts happening within organizations when transforming from the old to 
the new paradigms.

A shift is underway as organizations move away from focusing on share-
holder value towards pleasing their customers and having a shared purpose, 
as organizations must put the customer at the centre of their aims. While 
shareholders have a controlling interest in the company, organizations must 
realize the intangible benefits of putting their customers first. Organizations 
need to learn to build robustness, resilience and agility into their culture to 
adapt to the changes.

The shift is also happening away from efficiency towards engagement 
and adaptability, requiring organizations to be less concerned with metrics 
and more with morale and human capabilities. Organizations need to create 
a more human-centric culture to be truly effective at solving complex prob-
lems, dealing with the unknown challenges of the future and engendering 
creative solutions from a diverse and talented workforce.

All these shifts can lead an organization towards becoming a living or-
ganism and result in changes to an organization’s structure, HR functions, 
workspaces, leadership and many other processes and practices. Table 8.2 
shows some of the changes compared to the old ones.

At first we can feel vulnerable when we bring more of who we are into 
the community, but once we do, it is as if life has become more meaningful. 
Workplaces where we feel we can show up with all of who we are unleashing 

●● Progress over perfection: Just make progress. Value is more about progress 
than perfection.

●● Delegate responsibility: If you give someone the responsibility to do 
something, let them do it.
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Table 8.2  Different practices involved in different organization types

Practices Organization as 
machine

Organization as living 
organism

Organizational 
structure

Mostly hierarchical pyramid Many self-organized teams 
with common purposes

Coordination By fixed meetings at every 
level, often overloaded with 
meetings

Coordination and meetings 
mostly ad hoc when needs 
arise

Job titles Every job related to a job 
title and description

Fluid and granular roles 
instead of fixed job titles and 
descriptions

Decision-making Taken by small group, mostly 
confidentially, in top-down 
approach

Fully decentralized based on 
transparency and collective 
advisory

Performance 
management

Focus on individual 
performance and appraisals 
established by hierarchical 
supervisor

Focus on team performance 
with cross-team feedback 
culture

Compensation Decisions by superiors with 
meritocratic principles and 
large salary differences

Peer calibration and equal 
profit sharing with narrow 
salary differences

Recruitment Interviews by trained HR 
personnel, focus on fit with 
job descriptions and skills

Interviews by future 
colleagues, focus on fit with 
organization and purpose

Onboarding Mostly administrative 
onboarding processes

Significant focus on 
relational skills and culture

Training Mostly designed by HR, 
emphasis on compliances, 
skills and management 
training

More on-demand training 
with focus on importance of 
culture and team building

Projects Heavily controlled and 
planned in terms of budget, 
resources, time and 
deliverables

Radically simplified 
management of project with 
minimal plans and budgets

Innovation Outside proposal based on 
customer segmentations 
and wishes

Inside proposal defined by 
purpose and guided by 
intuition

Strategy Only done and charted 
by top leadership along 
with limited partial 
communication

Strategy emerges organically 
from the collective 
intelligence with open 
communication
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unprecedented levels of energy and creativity. People switch to intrinsic mo-
tivation, doing what feels right in relation to inner values and assumptions. 
It is important to understand these shifts and transitions and learn from 
these organizations who are dealing with responsive practices to transform 
the future.

In the end, the main purpose is to move organizations towards being re-
sponsive and sustainable, although this will not be easy and will need a severe 
change in mindsets, ways of working, leadership and other competencies.

Enabling a responsive and sustainable 
organization

A responsive organization is one that embraces change and can learn quickly 
and counter its business environment. This agility is necessary in order for 
the new approaches to work, leadership and resource management to re-
main viable. This organization places purpose ahead of profit, empower-
ment ahead of controlling people, and values transparency over privacy, as 
we have already explored before.

Organizational responsiveness is primarily enabled through energized 
workforces who are kept informed, involved and have the authority to make 
decisions. When information is moving faster outside the organization, then 
the decision-making within the organization needs to operate at a similar 
pace. Authority, which typically revolves around a hierarchy, needs to be-
come more distributed to make decision-making faster and to make use of 
the information at the peripheries.

Organizations that make decisions locally benefit from the opportunities 
this brings. The distributed system breaks down bigger challenges into 
smaller components that can be dealt with more rapidly, replacing incorrect 
top-down control over an uncertain future and elevating it to a state of hav-
ing active control over the current direction to become more sustainable.

Responsive organizational shifts

Most organizations today are still using an obsolete operating model that was 
designed over 100 years ago for a world that no longer exists. This industrial 
model worked well for a long time, and early on leaders could gain an immense 
amount of value out of using this model better than their competitors. The 



Recreating the Organization as a Living Organism 215

focus was on working with a clear, specific and usually profit-driven collective 
purpose to achieve success.

This model worked well when it was possible and useful to be certain about 
what was going to happen next. But in an uncertain world it is very difficult, 
as work is done in a closely controlled environment where more value is given 
to efficiency. We humans are good at the least routine, most complex, collabo-
rative, creative work, and this is where teams and organizations of humans 
need to work together towards a shared goal and can create massive value.

This is where the world needs the change, but most organizations that we 
work in are optimized for certainty. Optimizing for uncertainty looks differ-
ent, and it’s what allows organizations to thrive in constant change. If or-
ganizations want to optimize for uncertainty, they should begin by defining 
a clear and specific collective purpose. But, unlike the industrial era, the 
purpose should involve people from both inside and outside the organiza-
tion so that they can all be part of a meaningful mission.

The success of the organization in pursuing that mission will depend on 
different abilities such as sharing useful information, continuously learning 
and improving, empowering the workforce to contribute, etc. They need to 
break the limits of hierarchies, functional silos, cultural norms and even the 
organization itself, if required. This is a primary way of working for a re-
sponsive organization.

Organizations that embrace this way of working are moving towards 
becoming a responsive organization because they are better able to sense 
and respond quickly to new opportunities, challenges and changes in their 
environment. But the question remains, how should organizations shift and 
transform themselves from their industrial models into a responsive model? 
Figure 8.4 shows such a transformation (Arauz, 2016).

There are some basic specific practices that can begin to move an organi-
zation towards responsiveness and quickly unlock tangible benefits. Let’s 
explore these along with looking at some short case studies from different 
industries and functions (Arauz, 2016):

●● Live with purpose: as everything begins with purpose, this is the primary 
place to start. Purpose defines the correct frontier of an organization and is 
also the reason for the workforce to contribute beyond financial reasons. 
People always want to be part of something bigger than themselves, and 
with a specific purpose, organizations not only increase the ability to improve 
engagement but also help their workforce to achieve more in their lives.

Responsive organizations are based on clear and specific purposes that 
help to make better decisions and contributions. It’s useful to deal within an 
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uncertain environment and also vital in order to build a better business for 
the future. The responsive organizational shift is primarily driven by purpose.

At first organizations need to figure out what makes their teams so ca-
pable, as this is the essence of work, and people wake up every morning 
and are motivated to come to work. This motivation comes from being 
involved in exploration and learning, not just having a fixed way of work-
ing. It is important for organizations to make their missions meaningful 
and they may need to define these at the individual level or by adding a 
social impact component.

This is not the case for most organizations today, but there are many 
who believe that they can create value for others with their way of work-
ing, their culture and their mission. Below are a couple of short case stud-
ies about Tesla and Patagonia on living with the purpose and mission to 
become a responsive organization.

Closed Open

Learning Network

Responsive model

Purpose Purpose

ControlledEfficient

Industrial model

Figure 8.4  Transformation of old industrial paradigm to responsive model

CASE STUDY  Living with purpose and mission

Tesla: With the mission to ‘accelerate the advent of sustainable transportation’, 
Tesla always focuses on its purpose, whether launching a new product or a 
new business (Arauz, 2016).

Patagonia: The power of purpose in Patagonia is very high, with a mission to 
build the best product, cause no unnecessary harm, use the business to 
inspire and implement solutions to the environmental crisis. It shows in most 
of their campaigns, whether it’s the bus tour to the cotton fields or repairing 
their worn clothes instead of buying something new, or in donating the 
proceeds from an entire Black Friday sale (Arauz, 2016).
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Organizations need to combine their leadership teams and make their 
collective reason for being explicit. Their purpose and mission should 
express the impact they aim to have on those they serve. It should be eas-
ily understood and inspire the team to be the best. And it doesn’t have to 
be perfect, rather it should give clarity about what their leaders and the 
workforce need to start doing, and what they should stop doing.

●● Staying open and learning: being open is always good for those who are 
committed to the purpose, as it helps to access and share information that 
might be useful across the organization. We are living in a world now that 
is inundated with data, and it is vital to have some centralized control 
and constraint on information to improve sharing with individuals and 
within the team. In addition, it is also important to consider learning, 
which is more about what the organization and workforce do with all 
this information, and how to improve continuously.

For responsive organizations, it is quite common to be open and share 
knowledge continuously. A responsive organizational shift can only be 
achieved when the organization follows principles that help their people 
to contribute in a similar way and with the same degree of importance. 
They should make it as easy as possible for their leaders and the work-
force so that they can be helped promptly.

There are some good learning practices in other successful organiza-
tions. The next case study looks at Zara and Amazon on staying open 
and learning and transforming towards becoming more responsive 
organizations.

CASE STUDY  Staying open and learning

Zara: Whenever a customer returns a product to Zara, the reason is always 
collected and sent to everyone on the designer’s database. This open 
behaviour approach of Zara’s, when applied to fashion retail, increases 
customer visits to 17 per year compared to the industry average of 3 (Arauz, 
2016).

Amazon: The internal platform for experimentation in Amazon with real 
customers has led to all kinds of useful new features and it is quite 
successful in creating a commitment to learning and continuous 
improvement.
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Many organizations are working and collaborating openly within their 
teams and locations. There is continuous growth and openness about the 
usage of tools such as cloud-based collaborative storage, project engage-
ment solutions and collaboration platforms, which allows internal and 
external teams to work much faster and efficiently compared to their old 
ways. For such initiatives, organizations and their leaders need to bring a 
continuous learning mindset into the team.

●● Empowering people with networks: organizations should empower their 
people irrespective of their title, role and performance, and this can be 
massively driven by building networks. Cross-functional and self-
organizing teams and their efforts are necessary to overcome silos and the 
hierarchical way of working. Further efforts are also needed to work with 
the organization’s culture and the respective behaviours among the 
leaders and their workforce.

Networking is held to be of great professional value for ambitious indi-
viduals and organizations, and it is defined as goal-directed behaviour that 
occurs both inside and outside of an organization and is focused on creating, 
cultivating and utilizing interpersonal relationships. It also helps people to 
learn and share new skills and knowledge by using the power of networking.

The role of networks in organizational change is also massively valua-
ble, and organizations shouldn’t focus only on formal structures, but 
rather also on informal ones. The growing involvement of communities 
and decentralized accountability of work are making huge progress in 
many organizations. Below are a couple of short case studies of such or-
ganizations empowering people by networking.

CASE STUDY  Empowering people through networking

GE: A community for engineers working in a network model helps GE to expand 
their collaborative engineering, which results in generating new designs 
rapidly. The best design resulted in an over 80 per cent weight reduction and 
over $20m in annual fuel savings for GE’s customers (Arauz, 2016).

Tangerine: By empowering autonomy and minimizing bureaucracy in their local 
retail branches, Tangerine Bank has been able to serve 1,800 customers and 
handle over $40,000 in deposits per employee, compared to the respective 
industry average of 250 customers and $10,000 deposits per employee 
(Arauz, 2016).
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One of the best and easiest ways to get started is to eliminate the hierar-
chy and silos at the team level by taking initiatives to use the new struc-
tures to embrace new ways of working. This is a good approach for 
building responsive teams that could be using responsive practices in a 
project that the organization is undertaking and applying new team de-
sign rules and strategy to the team that owns the project.

For responsive shifts, organizations need to start focusing on smaller 
teams with a mix of cross-functional skills and demographic diversity 
and with one common purpose, clear roles and responsibilities. It is vital 
that the team be open, has learning agility and is good enough to work in 
a network with specific goals and able to switch direction if the project is 
failing. It has been seen that the self-organizing team that decides for it-
self and is independent enough to deliver without external approval is the 
best fit to become a responsive team.

By shifting towards becoming responsive organizations, corporates take 
themselves closer to sustainability; they then need to further move towards 
becoming sustainable organizations.

Sustainable organizational shifts

Sustainability has been a hot topic over the last few decades, although always 
at a very abstract and scientific level, disconnected from the concerns of the 
common citizen. Despite the various analyses being made by academics 
worldwide, most conclusions are still not considered to be part of the genesis 
of economic development. It has now become a broader concern among or-
ganizations, when they are already going through many iterations due to 
ongoing changes.

These shifts have changed the rules for nearly every organization, even 
the way they think about cultural transformation and the pace at which they 
must learn in order to evolve the functions of leadership and management. 
All business leaders have experienced these shifts and it is very clear that 
they can no longer continue to operate according to the old methods. They 
must now embrace new ways of thinking about their organizations, culture, 
leadership, talent and how they will approach transformation.

For a sustainable organization, the relationship between different inter-
nal and external entities is very important. The people working for the or-
ganization as employees or in the teams are in a community that includes 
customers. Both are important along with the stakeholders or owners, as all 
of them have a relationship with the organization. A sustainable organiza-
tion should create value for all of them, and the list should also include their 
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suppliers, contractors, the state and even their bank. Figure 8.5 illustrates 
the relationship between the different entities of a sustainable organization.

Organizations are focused on a group of people, a high-performance 
team that shares a common vision, goals and metrics and collaborates, chal-
lenges and holds everyone within the team accountable to achieve outstand-
ing results. The high-performance team is regarded as tight-knit, focused on 
their goal and has supportive processes that will enable any team member to 
overcome any barriers in achieving the team’s goals. But the organization 
itself is definitely beyond any such team.

Enabling all members in such an organizational ecosystem is necessary so 
that they can determine the real economic value these organizations pro-
duce, create a transparency that will necessarily enable people to build or-
ganizations characterized by strong and positive economic development, 
balance and stability that necessarily lead to more economic value. For or-
ganizations to become truly sustainable, it is essential to create a new or-
ganizational approach, where they will have more cooperative leaders, a 
new way for people to cooperate inside the organization and a new way for 
organizations to be measured by society.

The sustainable organizational approach

The new economy created in the fast changing world has brought about the 
need to handle people’s curiosity, quest for knowledge and understanding to 

Suppliers Contractors

Bank

Organization

State

Community

Owners

Team

Figure 8.5  Relationships in a sustainable organization
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develop a sustainable society. We have already explored in previous sections 
that there are many drivers that actively affect the next generation’s work, 
such as trust, empowerment, transparency, respect, versatility, passion, 
knowledge, harmony, merit, accountability and many others. These also act 
as the major change agents for transforming the organization into a sustain-
able organization (Brandao et al, 2015).

The sustainable organizational approach needs to be started based on the 
interest of people to understand the world along with the possibilities and 
efforts to make it better. It is very important that people understand, think, 
compare and make wise decisions in an organization. The approach is much 
influenced by the way people behave, work and make relationships, as all of 
these impact society a great deal. It is also vital to possess such an approach 
to survive in this uncertain world.

The approach and framework for a sustainable organization is also char-
acterized as a ‘dolphin’ organization, as shown in Figure 8.6. The approach 
showcases the transformation from an organization that followed old prin-
ciples to a new form of organization that is much more sustainable and 
empowered, with 16 different drivers for change. The sustainable organiza-
tion is driven by cooperation, recognition, fair reward and the sustainable 
organization index and must be measured continuously to attain the best 
results.

The values should be more important than competition, which can be 
achieved more through cooperation. To achieve this, organizations need to 
emphasize more on drivers such as trust, flexibility, empowerment, passion 
and mentoring. Trust is one such powerful driver that not only creates fair-
ness and reliability but also helps the organization to revive its culture with 
greater recognition and fair rewards. This should encourage drivers such 
as transparency, respect, commitment, accountability, harmony and meri-
tocracy. All these drivers are somehow interlinked and possess a greater 
influence when it comes to relationships and the appropriate performance 
metrics.

All these drivers increase engagement, motivation and focus among the 
workforce, so they feel more involved with the purpose and vision of the 
organization. Organizations that are driven by cooperation, recognition and 
fair rewarding are more successful in the long term and achieve sustainabil-
ity. This is not true for organizations that are still driven by competition, 
authority and unfair wages, as the workforces lose trust, motivation and 
empowerment from their leaders. So, again, an organization really needs to 
focus on its culture first when it needs to leverage such transformations for 
sustainability.
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•  Trust
•  Versatility and flexibility
•  Empowerment, mentoring
•  Passion, optimism

•  Transparency
•  Knowledge and influence
•  Respect
•  Commitment

•  Accountability
•  Harmony
•  Full mobilization
•  Meritocracy

•  Internal and external impact
•  Usefulness, meaning
•  Non-speculative
•  Sustainability
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Figure 8.6  Approach and framework for sustainable organization
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Apart from these values, relationships and metrics, organizations also need 
a purpose that corresponds to stakeholders’ value. The sustainable organi-
zation index is the answer and is also the corollary of the approach. Its main 
purpose is to enable the organization to achieve a real outcome in contrast 
to the stakeholders’ value, and the focus is primarily on sustainability. Today, 
for organizations, this is much more important than stakeholder value as it 
can provide equal value to all the departments within an organization as a 
means of fairness and future sustainability for all.

Using the sustainable organization approach, any organization can pro-
duce a much better outcome for the longer term, regardless of its size, loca-
tion and purpose. It actually helps organizations to generate a greater and 
more efficient value in terms of attaining sustainability compared to that of 
their peers who don’t use this approach. Today, because of constant, fast and 
uncertain change, organizations need to move themselves more towards a 
living system and a sustainability that is driven by diversified people, leader-
ship, innovation and the right culture.

Summary

Understand the evolution of modern organizations and new movements:

●● The survival and growth of organizations are entirely dependent upon the 
continuous exchange of external and internal environments that keep hap-
pening all the time across multiple dimensions and different movements.

●● The modern organization should be more like a living organism or living 
system that makes decisions based on trust and collaboration instead of 
on ego-driven fears, ambitions and desires.

●● Work is changing, and workforces need to emphasize on the new ways of 
working and look at the shifts and possibilities with new working models 
and movements by considering their purpose, as one size never fits all.

●● Most of the modern movements like holocracy, lean, semco, sociocracy, 
teal, etc. share common traits and values and overlapping practices, and 
they are all part of a much bigger and lasting shift in the way we work.
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Explore how to transform the organization from being a machine to a living 
system:

●● When organizations are a metaphor for machines, it is more about units and 
layers, inputs and outputs, efficiency and effectiveness, scoping problems 
and scaling solutions, information flows and bottlenecks, re-engineering and 
downsizing.

●● Human organizations are self-organizing and have the capacity to func-
tion autonomously as part of a larger system, with each subsystem tending 
to organize itself accordingly and possessing a high degree of flexibility 
and elasticity.

●● As living organizations change in increments rather than changing all at 
once, it makes more sense to start with only small iterations as one can’t 
transform fully from one to the other instantly.

●● Organizational shift happens when focusing on shareholder value moves 
to focusing on customer desire and shared purposes. Adapting to these 
shifts requires organizations to be less concerned with metrics and more 
with morale and human capabilities.

Outline the enabling of responsive and sustainable organizations:

●● A responsive organization is one that embraces change and can learn 
quickly and respond to its business environment, while this agility is nec-
essary for the new approaches to work, leadership and resource manage-
ment to remain viable.

●● Everything begins with a purpose and this is the central reason for being; 
the collective why. Responsive organizations are based on a clear and spe-
cific purpose that helps them to make better decisions and contributions.

●● To move to becoming a responsive organization, the workforce needs to 
be open and learn from one another based on a clear common purpose. 
Leaders are required to empower people to help them achieve that pur-
pose, regardless of their relationship with the organization.

●● For a sustainable organization, the relationship between different internal 
and external entities is very important. A sustainable organization should 
create value for all of them, for better organizational sustainability.
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Objectives

✓✓ Know how to unlock the new values with innovation within an organization

✓✓ Outline the leadership and diversity benefits in this VUCA world

✓✓ Explore ways to establish an innovation culture

Unlocking new values with innovation

Every single organization today is either exploring or has already started 
their innovation journey, and as we have seen in previous chapters, uncer-
tainty can only be tackled if we can bring creativity and become innovative. 
So organizations need to see all these changes as an opportunity not a threat 
to their growth, and innovation can take them to their goals in this fast-
changing environment in a meaningful way ensuring their survival.

Today, creativity is not limited to research or any one dedicated team. 
New ideas can be brought by any individuals or teams and can materialize 
in many forms and functions, not only in startups but also in enterprises. 
This also means organizations need to build a proper method to recognize 
creativity and build a culture in which organizational influences can affect 
creativity in a positive way. This can lead to changes in business practices, 
organizational structure, workplaces or external relations, and changes to 
the way organizations are doing things today.
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The importance and journey of innovation

With creative thinking, problems and challenges can be solved efficiently 
and strategically. The right approaches, new ideas and new ways of thinking 
can help organizations to not only save valuable time and money but also 
give them a competitive lead in growing their businesses. So innovation is 
vital to the organization when considering the workplace, workforce and 
working culture, because it gives organizations an edge in shaping their 
markets faster and providing an advantage so they can stay ahead of their 
peers.

When an organization can build an innovative culture, it can grow easily 
despite different external challenges, changes and uncertainty. Organizations 
need to leave their comfort zones and reliable ways of doing things and try 
out new ways and experiment allowing failures to happen more rapidly. 
Innovation not only means conjuring up ideas out of thin air, leading to 
significant discoveries and accomplishments. Innovation is much more than 
that and needs a lot of effort, and we will explore this in more detail in this 
chapter.

Let’s first start with the definition. According to Merriam-Webster, the 
United States’ most trusted online dictionary, innovation is defined as the 
introduction of something new or different and the act of innovating and 
steering to the introduction of new ideas, products or methods. Apart from 
products, innovation can also involve new and modified services, business 
models, processes and functions, adapting to the changes that arise.

An innovative idea has no meaning unless it has been applied successfully 
to the business, with proper consideration of the costs, resources and resolv-
ing existing challenges. Innovation is about originality that can increase ef-
ficiency and considerably affect organizations, workforces and society to 
create a better future. So, in the end, innovation has a journey and organiza-
tions have to understand that so that they can continually explore new ways 
to attain their goals (Henderson, 2017).

Organizations need to contemplate different dimensions for this journey, 
some of which we have started to explore and some of which will follow. 
Figure 9.1 shows the dimensions of the innovation journey that an organiza-
tion needs to consider.

As we can see from Figure 9.1, the dimensions of the innovation journey 
consist of consideration by the leaders of the business model, leadership, 
culture, diversity, the competitive context and the organization structure, 
and this should be supported by the other dimensions such as maturity, col-
laboration, experience and capabilities in order to drive creativity among 

http://nnovation
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the workforce. The intensity and need for all these different dimensions can 
vary across different organizations, based on their needs, scope and their 
own maturity.

For a sustainable continuous journey, just having a revolutionary innova-
tive idea does not work, or more precisely does not last long, until the or-
ganization can build a sustainable strategy with it. To be efficient, continu-
ous distinct and different ideas should come from a variety of minds and 
there should be good leadership for its execution. It is also important to 
understand that becoming innovative is not binary. Having the right per-
spective does need to be considered, as there are different types of innova-
tion that organizations can and do pursue based on multiple dimensions, 
their capabilities, maturity and experience.

Types of innovation

Innovation can be of different types of dimension, the two strongest in to-
day’s changing environment being technology and the business model. To 
innovate we need to work with either new or existing technology and busi-
ness models. Figure 9.2 shows the types of innovations with examples 
(Lopez, 2015).

Maturity

Creativity

Collaboration
Organization

structure
Culture Experience

Diversity
Competitive

context

Business
model

Leadership Capabilities

Figure 9.1  Dimensions of the innovation journey
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An overview of the four types of innovation seen in Figure 9.2 based on the 
two dimensions of technology and business model follows:

●● Incremental innovation: incremental innovation is the most usual form of 
innovation, and it uses existing technology to increase value to the 
customer within the existing business model and market. Almost all 
organizations engage in such incremental innovation in some form as a 
continuous improvement to their product or services. There are many 
examples of incremental innovation, as it can include adding new features 
to existing products or services, such as a new 3-D film from a film 
company or a new car model.

●● Disruptive innovation: disruptive innovation includes applying new 
technology or processes to the existing business model of the organization 
in the current market. This is the most common form of innovation that 
many organizations are looking for today, but it’s not easy to undertake. 
These new technologies can be more expensive, have limited or fewer 
features and are harder to use as usually there are a limited number of 
knowledgeable experts that understand it. There are quite a few examples 
of disruptive innovations, such as the disruption caused by smartphones 
or video streaming over rental DVDs, or using shared taxis such as with 
Uber, who has started to disrupt the existing market.

●● Architectural innovation: architectural innovation learns from the current, 
uses new skills and technology and applies them within a different business 
model and market. This innovation is incredible at growing new customers, 
and the risk involved in architectural innovation is low due to the 
resilience of proven technology, although most of the time it is not easy 
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to match the needs of the new business model to an understanding of the  
market. Personalized medicines by pharma companies are the major 
examples in architectural innovation. Digital imaging is another one that 
can be included here.

●● Radical innovation: radical innovation is the type of innovation we 
typically think of when considering innovation. It gives rise to new 
business models, industries and markets by involving existing revolutionary 
technology. It may destroy the existing business model. Radical innovation 
typically results in a high level of benefits and rewards when successfully 
achieved, although it can come with a high degree of risk. Jet engines and 
fibre optic cable are a couple of examples of radical innovation and the 
list has kept on increasing in recent years.

We have seen four types of innovation that show various ways that organi-
zations can innovate, but there are more ways to innovate than these four. 
The essential point is to find the type that best suits the organization and 
results in success, as there is no one way or type that is suitable for all busi-
nesses. It is also important for organizations to select the right innovative 
ideas and look beyond the frontiers of existing technology and business 
models, and exhibit insights into building opportunities through discovery 
and the formation of ideas.

In this digital age and growing digital economy, businesses across all in-
dustries, sizes and geographies are investing significant amounts of time, 
money and effort to redefine themselves through digital technology. Until an 
organization chooses the path of innovation to differentiate themselves, it is 
very difficult to achieve success, as each of their peers will also be digitaliz-
ing in a similar way.

Just going digital would not make a big difference, unless the organiza-
tion can generate ideas that can be turned into real solutions that eventually 
increase the delivery of a higher customer experience, achieving the organi-
zation’s goals and surviving into the future. Many innovative companies 
create value by owning patents or using innovative methods or technology 
to boost efficiency, save time, improve customer service and drive results. An 
organization doesn’t need to be the next Google or Microsoft to be innova-
tive; innovation should be embedded in their genes, their culture, as only 
their own people can drive them towards a better world.

Value creation through digital innovation

Innovative organizations are more valuable than others, and for the same 
reason investors are most attracted to those organizations that engage in 
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new technology, go with industry trends and are continually looking for 
ways to improve their experience, performance and profits. Digital innova-
tions are creating values for organizations such that they can lead with their 
new organizational thinking and help in becoming better positioned for fu-
ture growth compared to their peers (Bhide, 2009).

Digital innovations may take many shapes and forms, from new products 
and services, to radically different business models, as we saw before with 
the different types, but such innovations are only going to thrive when an 
organization has a digitally capable culture and structure to make them 
work. So, for any such initiatives, organizations must start by transforming 
their cultures and revisiting their structures to overcome the barriers be-
tween management and workflows caused by working in silos and lacking 
the right talent in the workforce.

To go forward with these initiatives organizations also need to create a 
digital innovation roadmap that can guide the organization’s innovation 
functions and scan their progress. On the one side, organizations need to 
manage their external and internal data sources and build up an analytics 
function to achieve improved decision-making; on the other, organizations 
also need to focus on creating a superior and seamless customer experience 
across digital by mapping their customers’ journeys and experiences with 
the organization.

There are numerous tools and methods that are useful for digital innova-
tions, and not having them during the journey is definitely a big drawback for 
organizations. Figure 9.3 shows some important methods and tools needed to 
work on digital innovation projects and programmes in organizations.

Some of the more common methods and tools are explained below, 
although others are quite useful as well:

●● Trend scouting: Trend scouting is a method by which organizations can 
identify trends that their business can latch on to. There are very different 
approaches to observing trends, from scientific surveys to consulting the 
market or using a trend research company to gather information on 
trends. In the end, organizations can gain knowledge in their own field 
that they didn’t even know existed.

●● Foresight: Through foresight, one can establish a new way of thinking 
within the organization while challenging existing models, and this new 
way of thinking can inspire the organization to new successes. Foresight 
prepares organizations not only for what may come, but it also reduces 
complexity and uncertainty within the business. Foresight enables 
organizations to build a view of the future to drive innovation.
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●● Open innovation: Open innovation is a term used to describe a distributed 
innovation process based on purposively managed knowledge flows 
across organizational boundaries, using financial and non-financial 
instruments in line with the organization’s business model. The open 
innovation paradigm can be interpreted as more than just using external 
sources of innovation such as customers, peers and educational 
institutions.

There are other tools and methods as well that can be involved across the 
innovation roadmap. What follows is a very basic overview, and each of 
them adds great value to digital innovation practice for any organization:

●● Business model canvas: this is a strategic management and lean startup 
template for developing new or documenting existing business models.

●● Rapid prototyping: this enables the rapid and inexpensive development 
of rough prototypes of new products and components that can help 
foster an innovative design through various iterations and bring the final 
product to market more rapidly.

●● Innovation strategy: this is a plan to grow market share or profits through 
product and service innovation and it’s a very important strategy for the 
organization.

●● Innovation management: this is a combination of the management of 
innovation processes and change management needed for any innovation 
initiative.

Innovation
strategy

Co-creation Innovation
management

Open
innovation

Rapid
prototyping

Design
thinking

Trend scouting Foresight

Business model canvas

Figure 9.3  Methods and tools for innovation
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●● Innovation process: this describes the way of translating new and/or 
existing knowledge into marketable solutions for the innovation journey.

●● Co-creation: this is a management initiative that brings different parties 
together to jointly produce a mutually valued outcome.

Digital innovation is impacting every single business function and HR is not 
lagging behind in this. HR has historically been modest about adopting new 
technologies and innovations, but the increasing speed of digital adoption 
and the continued exposure of new trends in HR make this a critical con-
cern for HR organizations. As business leaders are focusing on digitalization 
to enable a higher-performing workforce, then digitalizing and innovating 
HR is also one of the top priorities for most organizations.

Innovation in the HR function

HR innovation is not only the next big key to success; it also denotes the 
journey of HR in adopting new technologies and processes throughout 
many decades. We have already explored how innovation can be interpreted, 
its different types and how organizations can start such initiatives. This is 
not about bringing in something new but could also be something big, bold 
and game-changing for HR. In the last few years we have come across many 
such examples, a lot of which have been explored already.

We have explored incremental innovation, and most vendors are now 
providing better solutions that can fulfil new requirements, specific needs in 
industries or functions, or existing market needs. But we have also seen the 
need for other innovations, especially when the changes are happening very 
quickly in a world of uncertainty. So, let’s explore more about how all these 
are related and can be applied to the HR function.

HR innovation is not only about the execution of new ideas, methods 
and technologies to better meet the requirements of the organization and its 
workforce. It also moves forward to take the HR organization to new 
heights and become fit for the future. So it is important to foresee future 
needs and situations rather than simply sticking with the present, and all 
these must be explored as a journey. As mentioned before, there are in fact 
some remarkable examples, and Figure 9.4 shows the areas of successful 
HR innovation.

An overview follows of these areas in the HR function with examples 
that have been impacted by HR innovation:

●● HR innovation in recruitment: this is one of the most impactful areas in 
HR with innovative technologies and a lot of investment still going on as 
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the challenge in hiring talent is still considered one of the biggest problems 
for any business. We can see the impacts in many of the recruitment 
processes such as sourcing, pipelining, job adverts, screening, selection, 
candidate access, interviewing, scheduling, etc.

The use of cases such as augmented writing in a job advert, automating 
pipeline solutions, automated CV screening and candidate selection, 
automated interview and scheduling are many of the others that are 
already taking place. The use of chatbots in HR has seen a huge growth 
as well, especially for talent acquisition. There are possibilities to provide 
interactions with candidates, and growth has also been seen in process 
automation and the use of more smart assistants and assessment tools in 
this area.

●● HR innovation in onboarding: most attrition happens within the first 
three to six months after recruitment and the non-existence of a good 
onboarding process is one of the top reasons for that. Onboarding has 
evolved more than in the past due to new HR technology that manages 
the entire onboarding process today. In some cases organization can also 
have a pre-onboarding session as soon as the candidate has signed a 
contract. Today, one can organize virtually everything related to the 
arrival of a new employee, from all the paperwork to the introduction of 
colleagues, the organization, company policies, to even managing training.

●● HR innovation in learning: another area where we see a lot of impact on 
HR innovation is employee learning and development. Most organizations 
today can offer their workforce on-demand and real-time learning with 
benefits such as micro learning, mobile learning and integration with 
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs). Many learning programmes can 
be customized to the preferences of each individual employee and can also 
be automatically based on their own preferences and performance. With 

Onboarding Performance

Talent managementLearning

Recruitment

Figure 9.4  Successful areas of HR innovation
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growing demand for continuous learning, today workforces can access the 
learning content on any kind of device, from anywhere and at any time.

●● HR innovation in talent management: to a wider extent, talent 
management is a very important area not just for HR leaders but also for 
business leaders. Integrated talent management dashboards give 
recruiters, hiring managers and business leaders a comprehensive 
overview of their talent pool and future talent requirements. In most 
cases, talent management platforms are very integrated with talent 
acquisition, learning and development, performance management, 
compensation, workforce planning, succession planning and many other 
areas. This enables leaders to communicate, collaborate and nurture their 
talent in order to plan for the future.

●● HR innovation in performance: performance management has been 
evolving a lot in recent times, such as in the old ways of appraisal: the 
yearly appraisal. Many organizations have started understanding the 
importance of regular feedback to performance management, including 
360-degree feedback. The new solutions can track an employee’s progress 
and give valuable insights into it to leaders and be well integrated into 
other areas such as succession planning, compensation and more. This 
also enables managers to support their employees whenever necessary 
and help to create a better culture.

These are only a few examples, but there are in fact many changes going on 
within each HR functional area in terms of innovation and digital technolo-
gies. Apart from these successful areas, HR innovation and its trends have 
been continually evolving in many other areas and processes for a long time. 
We will explore these to understand where they are coming from and where 
they are going.

There has been a huge shift in HR over recent times to move it from being 
just an administrative function to becoming a key strategic player in the 
business. This transformation is neither easy nor going to happen very 
quickly. In early transitions towards innovation, the HR function has been 
seen as progressing more towards accountability, and the focus has been on 
people and dealing with the war on talent. Investment has been seen attract-
ing, developing and retaining talent to achieve competitive advantage.

Evolving HR trends in innovation

There has been a lot of involvement in benchmarking, health and safety, and 
employee assistance for better work practices than in earlier decades. Going 
forward, the psychometric market has become more prominent, with 
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changes proposing different tests and all claiming to be the best way to un-
derstand people. This has been further transformed into assessments and 
employee engagements. More investment has been seen in areas such as 
onboarding, performance, and learning and development, which we have 
already explored. Gradually, HR innovation will shift more towards the 
productivity and engagements dimensions in many organizations.

When we move on and look further at HR innovation, we can see more 
and more dimensions are being activated in parallel, such as focusing on 
employee experience. Organizations that are investing in employee experi-
ences usually outperform those that are not, and this is not only impacting 
the usual employee lifecycle, talent acquisition, leadership and compensa-
tion but also the workplace, culture and organizational journey, as we have 
explored in previous chapters on this. This is also one of the most common 
dimensions that organizations are focusing on currently.

The next two dimensions of HR innovation are pretty new and are 
already being seen as the most impactful of all, as they can help HR to move 
into a more strategic role. The HR organization has already start preparing 
to change its mindset, embrace a more data-driven approach and work in 
partnership with the business and the workforce. Data-driven HR can 
embrace the use of analytics to optimize their workforce through better 
decision-making and creating real business value. Figure 9.5 shows an HR 
innovation curve based on the five dimensions currently used.

A lot of investment is going on in the area of people analytics, together 
with pulse surveys, cultural analytics, wellbeing, diversity and inclusion. 
Although these are not new areas, with the data-driven approach, these are 
making some high-end moves in their evolution. As we move into the fu-
ture, we will also likely see AI becoming more prominent in other areas of 
HR. AI can help reinvent and automate some of the tedious, repetitive pro-
cesses in HR, allowing the HR function to spend more time creating a 
positive work environment and building relationships with workforces, 
leaders and business.

Also, evolving technologies such as blockchain can make a huge differ-
ence in dealing with trust, data ownership, the gig workforce, etc. This di-
mension has already started contributing a lot, whether it be through AI, 
augmentation, automation or ongoing changes in the future of work. We 
have already explored these in our previous chapters dedicated to these 
areas and trends.

The purpose of this HR innovation curve is to understand how HR has 
been evolving over the years and show exactly where we need to be focusing 
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our efforts to build the right future for HR, the workforce and the organiza-
tion. This progressively digital world is going to challenge humans in inno-
vating beyond technology, as not losing the human experience is very impor-
tant in the VUCA world, and all these lead to a new form of leadership and 
diversity for the future organization and workforce.

Leadership and diversity in this VUCA world

In this digital era of uncertainty and constant change, leaders need to be 
optimistic about not knowing all the answers, and rather be comfortable in 
developing trust, understanding where they are and who to ask for help. 
Leaders need to be the role models for others and need to pass on positive 
vibes, confidence and trust to their teams. Today, leaders need to act more 
like ‘servant’ leaders and bring more empathy and understanding to their 
people and be positive agents for change in the ongoing transformation of 
the business.

We have already explored VUCA at the beginning of the book, but as a 
reminder the acronym describes the world we live in today. VUCA stands 
for volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity, and today’s business 
leaders have no choice other than to create the urge to embrace it. If leaders 
don’t prepare themselves to lead effectively in this constantly changing envi-
ronment, they will simply be kicked out by others.

One very important aspect is to increase agility in the leadership and in-
crease the space to bring back the human facets of leadership. In their book, 
Leadership Agility, Bill Joiner and Stephen Josephs mention an eminent 
validated leadership model that explains exactly this. The research discussed 
in the book indicates that only about 10 per cent of managers have mastered 
the level of agility needed to be consistently effective in the chaotic global 
workplace.

Leadership agility

In this digital economy, leadership agility is vital for enduring sustainability 
and hence organizations need leaders who have the ability to influence in a 
complex and rapidly changing world. Current leaders need to build the re-
quired capabilities and skills to become a more agile leader, so that they are 
flexible enough to manage the changes, teams and decisions about challeng-
ing situations. According to the research by Bill Joiner and Stephen Josephs 
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there are three levels of leadership agility most prevalent in today’s organi-
zations: expert, achiever and catalyst, and the first two levels account for 
almost 90 per cent of leaders (Joiner and Josephs, 2006).

The expert level includes skills such as prudence and problem-solving, 
and they emphasize their authority such that others follow them. The 
achiever level has a strategy and outcome orientation; they motivate others 
by offering challenges and including them in contributing to the organiza-
tion’s objectives. The catalyst level has visionary and influence capabilities 
as skills, and they communicate an innovative, inspiring vision and bring 
together the right people to make that happen (Lau, 2017).

Figure 9.6 shows these levels together with principles such as the appetite 
to learn, the mindset to implement change and the commitment to values as 
the strategy for leadership agility.

Next are three leadership principles that will help leaders to lead success-
fully in times of uncertainty:

●● Appetite to learn: In this ever-changing era, where knowledge is also 
changing at a rapid pace, leaders need a huge appetite to learn, more 
specifically, they need to learn, unlearn, and relearn, and this is a 
continuing process to embrace the future. Learning is relevant to leaders 
from the outset, not only to be successful in the present but also to foresee 
the challenges in the future. This learning can’t be completed unless they 
are also eager to unlearn so that they can bring innovation and new ways 
of exploration. They also need to follow this unlearning by a relearning 
process in order to thrive.

Mindset to
change

Commitment to
values

Appetite to
learn

Expert

Achiever

Catalyst

Figure 9.6  Strategy for leadership agility
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●● Mindset to change: In this VUCA world, change is the only constant and 
it’s all about how we can accept, adapt and manage it. The most difficult 
is the first part, in other words accepting the changes. Effective leaders 
don’t resist change, rather they embrace and support it in its execution. 
For leaders, this mindset is very important and great leaders change 
before change is even needed, to stay ahead of others in respect of 
influencing innovation. This can help leaders to enhance their leadership 
capabilities to build strategies, optimize processes, contribute to the 
culture and mitigate risks to manage uncertainty.

●● Commitment to values: The opportunities for ongoing change are huge, 
but without a purpose it does not make any sense. So, unless leaders 
create the right vision and purpose for the people and the organization, 
they won’t be able to prepare well and ready their organizations for what 
the uncertain future may hold. Leaders need to commit to the values to 
do the right thing for the people and the organization, and it also helps to 
know what needs to change and what does not. A good understanding 
will help leaders to build long-term sustainability in the organization for 
the future.

It may be very challenging for a leader to prepare themselves for such strat-
egies unless they have the right competencies, as highly developed readiness 
competencies and skills are key to success.

Leadership competencies for VUCA

Today, many organizations are investing in executive coaching for their 
leaders. If done properly, this can help leaders to excel in creating a vision, 
engaging others in it and sharpening their readiness skills to thrive in a 
VUCA world. Organizations should build specific goals to achieve an effec-
tive coaching approach that can focus on a variety of skills and competen-
cies that will be needed in preparing them for the future. Figure 9.7 shows 
the primary competencies for leadership in VUCA (Vora, 2015).

What follows is an overview of some of the essential competencies and 
skills leaders need to thrive in a VUCA world, as outlined in Figure 9.7:

●● Build adaptive mindset: One of the very important competencies and 
effective approaches for leaders to deal with constant uncertainty is to 
build an adaptive mindset that will help them to steer successfully through 
the network of VUCA. Today adapting to change is a critical skill, and for 
leaders it is crucial that they drive and influence those changes with the 
right mindset.
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●● Ecosystems for engagement: Engaging the workforce is one of the primary 
causes of increased business performance and results, growing 
productivity, retention and wellbeing. Leaders must create an environment 
that can provide an inherent motivation to the workforce by building an 
ecosystem of trust, integrity, commitment, transparency, collaboration 
and positive influence.

●● Anticipate and create change: As the changes are constant and happening 
very quickly, leaders should have the ability to foresee them in a proactive 
way rather than being reactive. Leaders must anticipate and drive the 
changes and must involve the workforce in the change process from the 
outset, directing the priorities and executing changes in a pragmatic way 
throughout the journey.

●● Develop people: Today the best leaders are those who can build more 
leaders for the future, and therefore they need to invest their time in 
developing people to make things work. Leaders should be role models in 
their behaviour as they pursue, serve and coach people in building their 
skills and influencing them to become motivated to engage and perform 
for the organization with opportunities for their growth.

Develop people

Network and
collaborate

Clarify and
communicate

Focus on
customer

Possess vision

Agile learner

Design for
future

Anticipate and
create change

Ecosystem for
engagement

Build adaptive
mindset

Figure 9.7  Primary competencies for leadership in VUCA world
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●● Possess vision: To thrive in this digital era, organizations need to have a 
clear vision of where they want to be, and leaders play a vital role in 
creating this vision for the organization and workforce. A captivating 
vision is an important factor for success, building the right strategies, 
driving decisions and providing a purpose for the people to motivate, 
engage and perform.

●● Agile learner: The rapidly changing environment demands continuous 
learning, and leaders must learn every day in their jobs about what they 
need to build to create good habits to boost learning agility. To become 
an agile learner, leaders need to be more flexible, curious and open to new 
ways of thinking that can eventually lead them to success.

●● Network and collaborate: To be more sustainable within the changing 
context, leaders need to collaborate relentlessly within and outside the 
organization, which will help leaders in our diverse communities to 
resolve complex challenges in a more substantial way. For this, leaders 
need to develop networks in a way that builds relationships and 
strengthens associations for successful work and goals.

●● Focus on customer: Focusing on customers is generally a robust 
contribution to a business’s success in terms of making customer 
satisfaction and centricity a priority. To achieve effective results, leaders 
need to continually listen to their customers, communicate clearly with 
them, engage them more profoundly and build a long-term relationship 
with them, all of which will certainly add value to their customers.

●● Design for the future: During periods of constant change, leaders need to 
focus on building a better future proactively and for that they need to 
involve themselves in reconsidering change in current organizational 
structures, methods and processes. To design the future, leaders also need 
to focus on the purpose, their workforce and experiences.

●● Clarify and communicate: One of the top competencies for leaders is to 
communicate effectively with their workforce and stakeholders, in 
addition to providing clarity to avoid multiple interpretations. This 
clarification and communication are continual processes, and leaders 
must constantly remind people of what is important in the meaning of 
their work and the underlying vision.

There are no silver bullets for leaders in the VUCA world. As we have al-
ready explored, leaders always need to be adaptive to change that is happen-
ing and prepare themselves for the future as well. Also, the future is not so 
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far away, as many things are already occurring now, and leaders must be 
ready to shift their mindsets, values and organizations to achieve superior 
results. It is also equally as important to emphasize workplace diversity and 
inclusion when considering their workforce and bringing innovation to the 
organization.

Workplace diversity and inclusion in the VUCA world

The era we are living in now, the VUCA world, demands that today’s work-
force be more agile, fast, innovative, collaborative and adaptive to thrive. 
The workforce must also be diverse and inclusive in order to reach success-
ful high-impact verdicts in such an uncertain world. Both are critical to or-
ganizations and leaders. Today, fostering diversity and inclusion is a catalyst 
for success and a foundation for driving innovation in the organization.

Organizational diversity in the workplace refers to the differences be-
tween various people interpreting personal traits such as age, gender, race, 
marital status, ethnic origin, religion and many other qualities. Diversity is 
also about differences in education, personalities, lifestyles, perspectives, 
opinions, family composition, skillsets, experiences and knowledge bases, 
and organizations need to consider the full spectrum for their workforces 
(Bourke et al, 2017).

Today, diversity is also perceived differently by generations, as we have 
multi-generation workforces, some taking diversity to mean the differences 
as mentioned above and others viewing workplace diversity as uniform and 
of fair composition regardless of demographics and its relationship to busi-
ness results. In the end, diversity has no meaning unless the different aspects 
are being heard, convincingly considered and people’s opinions integrated 
into the results.

Driving innovation is a proven strategy to thrive in a VUCA environment, 
as innovation creates the new value that is needed in the fast-changing con-
text. It has been seen by many organizations and researchers that diverse 
teams bring more creativity and innovation into the workplace. So combin-
ing diversity and inclusion within an organization’s innovation strategy and 
roadmap ensures success in dealing with the constant changes. Hence, or-
ganizations need to bring innovation into their DNA.

Today, for many organizations, building diversity throughout an organi-
zation is seen as a mandatory decision. A lot of them are bringing about 
diversity in their people and HR strategies, as it brings a huge benefit to 
organizations in boosting performance and efforts towards building a better 
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society. The right approach can also help organizations and leaders to drive 
their employee experience and innovation programmes with a diversified 
workforce.

Organizations need to come out of their comfort zones and make the 
workplace an environment that everyone is encouraged to join and to ex-
press their ideas. Inclusion is no doubt a crucial factor for workplaces 
today in growing and sustaining business. In this perspective, inclusion is 
different from diversity as the latter just means that differences in work-
force characteristics are not enough unless they feel welcomed. Inclusion is 
very much dependent on the organization’s culture and assesses how the 
workforce is valued, respected, approached and encouraged to contribute 
to the organization.

It is vital for organizations to understand the importance of inclusion to 
create a better culture with the right behaviours, appreciation, inclusion and 
integration in the diverse workforce. Organizations and their leaders need 
to comprehend the various attributes in respect to demographic, social sta-
tus and others, as we have explored before, based on all the levels and roles 
in the organization. In a similar way, organizations also need to provide a 
collaborative, understanding and respectful environment that increases the 
contribution of the workforce.

Diversity and inclusion strategies

Diversity and inclusion should be part of an organization’s mission, strate-
gies and execution, not just to build a diverse workplace but also to leverage 
the benefits from them for the organization’s success in this digital era. They 
provide a great opportunity for organizations to establish a society with fair 
opportunities for all, and therefore they need the right strategies and ap-
proach to diversity and inclusion. Some of the vital strategies and approaches 
required are shown in Figure 9.8.

As we can see from Figure 9.8 diversity and inclusion already incorporate 
practice, which is important for every organization. Today, the workforce 
certainly appreciates fair treatment, respect, equal access to opportunities, 
and being agile and flexible, which enable workers to increase teamwork, 
collaboration and enhance innovation and creativity. Organizations need to 
make sure that they have representations of diversity at all levels, with 
proper education and training in place. They should enforce these practices, 
which should be welcomed by everyone in the workplace and help organiza-
tions to build the right culture.
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To form such practices, organizations must have the right strategies and 
approaches to encourage them. Many organizations are already focusing on 
diversity and inclusion programmes, but these must be led and sponsored by a 
top leader. Organizations must create the respective behavioural standards and 
leaders should take account of the results. These can be supported by expand-
ing employee networks and communities internally and externally as well.

Diversity and inclusion are very affected by individual bias within a com-
pany, mostly in terms of unconscious bias, so organizations must also pro-
vide effective training to all their workforce to make them aware of it. When 
considering overall strategies, it is also important to integrate diversity and 
inclusion strategies in recruitment, performance management, leadership as-
sessment and training. All these certainly lead to the building of a culture in 
the organization that can sustain innovation.

Establishing the innovation culture

We have already explored in the previous section how a culture is the foun-
dation of future innovation and transformation, and organizations must 
prepare themselves to create an innovation culture that requires new leader-
ship skills, contemporary people skills, modern processes and a dedicated 
purpose where people can build opportunities from the ever-changing con-
texts. But building such a culture is not easy, as it is difficult to define an 
innovation culture and equally difficult to achieve it.

Agility and
flexibility

Best practices Assign top leader to sponsor the diversity
and inclusion programme

Creating behavioural standards and
accountability for results

Creating employee networks and
communities

Training people at all levels on topics such as
unconscious bias

Integrating recruitment, performance
management, leadership assessment and
training

Innovation and
creativity

Represent all
organization

levels

Teamwork and
collaboration

Equal access to
opportunities

Fair treatment
and respect

•

•

•

•

•

Figure 9.8  Strategies for and approaches to diversity and inclusion
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Today, organizations need to be innovative and they know this already 
because of the ongoing uncertainty and market shifts occurring due to dis-
ruptions. Leaders are starting to feel anxiety about the future, about trying 
different ways, and experimenting and investing, but not all are surviving, 
which makes for a high degree of uncertainty in business. Innovation is al-
ways driven by the attitude that an organization must create competitive 
advantage by reinventing itself in order to survive.

The difference with innovation culture

We explored culture in previous chapters. The culture of an organization 
mainly determines the relationships and behaviours of its workforce within 
the organization. Culture is not openly visible; it can only be manifested 
through values, norms, beliefs, attitudes and even knowledge that the work-
force shares collectively.

On the other hand, an innovation culture describes a form of organizational 
culture that is primarily considered to influence the enforcing of innovation 
within the organization. A positive innovation culture creates motivation for 
the workforce to bring its creativity and encourage innovation capabilities in 
the organization. An innovation culture helps organizations to reduce uncer-
tainty to some extent, and it can at least provide a way to handle the impact of 
uncertainty together as a team.

An innovative culture enables people to be flexible, helps them to become 
more curious and creative, provides an ability to visualize what is sustaina-
ble with more passion and finally get ready for the future. To shape such a 
culture, organizations need to be more focused on upcoming opportunities 
that can eventually drive process efficiency and increased productivity for 
the business. Organizations need to activate the drivers to create the innova-
tion culture, with an emphasis on the right aspects. Figure 9.9 shows the 
drivers and dimensions for a culture of innovation (Ishak, 2017),

The main drivers for creating an innovation culture, as shown in Figure 9.9, 
are vital for organizations in any context. Positive collaboration among peo-
ple within the team and cross-functional team is one of the primary drivers 
where organizations should place more emphasis from the outset. This can 
certainly help to encourage creativity and make the workforce feel more 
challenges in their jobs.

Another important driver to enable an innovative culture is to provide an 
environment of flexibility within the workforce where they are allowed to 
take risks in order to thrive. To do this people need huge support from top 
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leaders and management so that they can concentrate on bringing in new 
ideas and driving innovation. Going from effective control behaviours to a 
growth mindset is likely to be the biggest challenge in creating an innovation 
culture.

Figure 9.9 also shows three dimensions for a culture of innovation that 
influence each other a great deal. These are described below:

●● Potential: to generate new ideas and convert them into sustainable 
innovations, organizations must influence their workforces to develop 
and evolve their creative potential. Being creative is not only an advantage 
for individual people but creates an option for the entire workforce 
within the organization to maintain a culture of innovation. This needs 
the constant involvement of an innovation-driven mindset together with 
a demand for continuous learning.

Organizations need to make innovation culture a top priority and 
focus on new trends and future opportunities. People should learn new 
methods and tools for evaluating new ideas, utilize new technologies and 
build diverse knowledge across cross-functional teams for better 
collaboration. The ever-changing context also demands the need for 
engagement within a community, with strong cooperation among 
organizations, educational institutions and experts.

●● Readiness: organizations can’t activate innovation suddenly unless they 
regularly motivate their workforce to establish a long-lasting culture of 
innovation that drives the workforce to think out of the box and develop 
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innovations from their ideas. Organizations and their leaders need to raise 
awareness of the importance of innovation to the organization, be open to 
new ideas from their people and encourage change with the ability to 
learn from their mistakes by adopting a more risk-taking attitude.

Leaders must provide an environment for their workforce that can 
deliver a continual motivation and appreciation of their contribution 
towards innovation. An innovation culture also demands dedicated roles 
within leaders and the workforce with a new directional leadership 
mindset. As we have already explored in previous chapters, a growth 
mindset among leaders is what the organization needs today to enable a 
constant learning environment, with an ability to learn from each other.

●● Opportunity: organizations and their leaders must allocate dedicated time 
to their workforces and create enough budget to explore different ways for 
innovation. Leaders need to define clear goals, responsibilities and strategies 
to drive innovation, with effective communication across all levels and by 
creating efficient decision-making structures. Within an organization, a 
framework of appropriate circumstances is needed that can provide the 
workforce with the opportunity to think and act innovatively.

The right culture of innovation also needs to involve their workforce 
in the innovation process right from the start and adopt a diverse mind-
set. Organizations need to focus on the entrepreneurial initiatives from 
their workforce, in which they should be free to present any idea that can 
impact the business in a positive way.

An innovation culture is certainly making a huge difference in the ways of 
thinking and working. This can build a serious need within the organization 
to encourage innovation and release people to foster their human capabili-
ties with more creativity and a growth mindset.

One of the most important aspects for the organization is to define an 
innovation strategy, which can certainly help in deriving what kind of 
innovation culture is required for the organization. Once the organization 
can define the desired target innovation culture and which behaviours are 
expected of its leaders and workforce regarding innovation, they can also 
start measuring it effectively.

Creating a culture of innovation

There are many barriers to creating a culture of innovation. The critical ones 
are insufficient leadership support, the absence of an innovation strategy, an 
understanding of the appropriate culture needed for innovation and the lack 
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of engagement by the workforce. If organizations consider them seriously, 
then there are simple efforts that can be made to enhance the culture of in-
novation. They can be easily implemented with few barriers and have a very 
positive effect on the culture of innovation.

An innovative culture starts with a new way of thinking, especially when 
an innovative culture doesn’t yet exist in the organization. How an organi-
zation can make it happen and how organizations develop an innovation 
culture certainly depend on the approaches that are needed for innovation 
in the organization. Figure 9.10 shows several approaches to creating a cul-
ture of innovation.

Below is an overview of the approaches as shown in Figure 9.10. These 
approaches can be divided into internal and external contexts, along with 
the common approach of leadership support and engagement, which we 
have already explored before. First, the internal approaches:

●● Innovation strategy: the most important part of driving any innovation 
within an organization is to build an innovation strategy that sets the 
direction and framework for going forward, with clear expectations and 
goals, and explicit communication across the organization.

●● Employee involvement: involving the workforce from the very beginning 
is necessary to create a culture of innovation, and leaders need to make 
sure they communicate the right innovation strategy to their people, with 
a clear understanding about their responsibilities and expectations.

●● Working time and budget: organizations need to set specific working 
times for their workforce to work on innovation and their own ideas, 

Internal External

Innovation
strategy

Employee
involvement

Pitching
competition

Innovation
days

Innovation
rewards

Corporate
venturing

Leadership support
and engagement

Creativity
workshops

Working time
and budget

Innovation
courses

Innovation
labs

Figure 9.10  Approaches to creating a culture of innovation
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along with a dedicated budget. This can generate enormous potential and 
motivation for innovation among the workforce.

●● Innovation courses: workforces need to know what innovation means for 
the organization and for them, and how they can contribute. To be 
creative and innovative, workforces also need to acquire the right skills 
and knowledge, so appropriate innovation courses are good options for 
this.

●● Creativity workshops: apart from awareness and knowledge, workforces 
also need to be involved in creativity workshops, to learn more about 
ideation and imagination processes with tools such as design thinking, 
which help them to develop new ideas and solutions.

Today, organizations can only thrive when they continue their learning agil-
ity beyond internal collaboration, contributing also to the community and 
learning from one another externally as well. Below we discuss some of 
these external approaches:

●● Pitching competition: there is nothing better than pitching your idea in 
front of others, where the best idea wins an award and is processed 
further. Using the form of a competition, people can ask to develop ideas 
and learn from others, and finally contribute their creativity to an external 
community.

●● Innovation days: innovation days are becoming very common in organizations 
and can focus on activities such as bringing the latest innovations, hackathons, 
ideas workshops, barcamps and other events. These provide a huge 
opportunity to bring a large population under one roof.

●● Corporate venturing: corporate venture establishment aims to fast-track 
the growth of startups through a full alignment with the corporation’s 
mid- to long-term strategy, scaling, innovating and attracting top talent, 
along with bringing an entrepreneurial mindset to the team.

●● Innovation awards: innovation contests and awards are the very best way 
to motivate and influence the best talent to enable creativity and drive 
innovation. The major factor is not some monetary benefit in most cases, 
rather the public recognition and respect they bring.

●● Innovation labs: innovation labs are dedicated to outsourcing innovative 
initiatives and are free from the usual obstacles and barriers to enable 
participants to think outside the box. These labs are not only an 
organizational innovation unit but also a workplace where people can go 
to use the infrastructure and boost their creativity.
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With strong support from the leadership, today’s organizations need to 
encourage their talent and workforce to spend their time creating and 
executing innovative ideas. In addition to business leaders, HR organizations 
play a very vital role in contributing to the creation of a culture of innovation.

Role of HR in innovating culture

As HR is moving progressively towards a strategic role in organizations, it 
will be important that the contribution from HR organizations should be 
more on innovation throughout the organization. One of the most promi-
nent ways for such contributions is by shaping the organization’s culture of 
innovation. The HR functional areas that have the more strategic tasks are 
more notable in providing the benefits of culture formation.

When HR organizations commit to creating and conserving the desired 
corporate culture of innovation, it’s very important that creativity and 
innovation should become important key indicators of performance, success 
and growth for the organization. This also requires a deep perception of the 
awareness of typical components of an innovative culture.

Once organizations have a proper awareness, they can hire the right crea-
tive talent that can contribute to this culture as well. These talents must be 
developed, managed and recognized as being part of the organization’s 
DNA, and HR can certainly take a big initiative here. There’s no universal 
recipe for creating an innovative culture, but there are key elements that 
lead to being able to achieve this goal, as we have explored in previous sec-
tions (Camps, 2017).

Important also is the decision to integrate innovation into the existing 
culture when considering it alongside the approach to constant change and 
adaptation. This drive to transform into a new, mature culture is necessary 
to make the culture evolve. As it is not a common method of accepting 
change, organizations can meet with huge resistance to such changes, so 
both leaders and HR must be ready and should consider the questions that 
arise when driving a culture of innovation, as shown in Table 9.1.

When we talk about fostering innovative cultures, during the entire 
journey it is important to raise questions on how to encourage innovation in 
relation to the HR function. In respect of the culture of innovation, HR 
organizations can also contemplate their functions and processes, and keep 
optimizing them by bringing more innovative solutions and leveraging new 
creative ideas. Corporate culture is certainly not the responsibility of HR 
and business leaders alone; the entire workforce is equally accountable for 
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the cultural contribution in the organization. HR leaders can make a big 
impact in determining whether the organization is culturally accustomed to 
innovation.

Innovation has been recognized as a critical capability in many organiza-
tions. It is the responsibility of leaders and HR organizations together to 
predominately work to ensure the people within the organization develop 
this competency and lead the transformation of the workforce and the or-
ganization. This is a must for organizations to attain a sustainable evolution 
and contribute to a fairer society.

Summary

Know how to unlock the new values with innovation within an organization:

●● Today, creativity is not limited to research or to any one dedicated team; 
new ideas can be brought by any individuals or teams and can materialize 
in numerous forms and across many functions, not only for startups but 
also for enterprises.

●● Innovation is to do with originality that can increase efficiency and 
considerably affects organizations, workforces and society to create a 
better future. It has no meaning unless it has been applied successfully to 
the business.

Table 9.1  Questions to consider for a culture of innovation

Questions to consider Check

●● Is the importance of innovation constantly communicated?
●● Do leaders lead by example when demanding innovative 

behaviour?
●● Are we hiring creative people who can contribute to influencing 

an innovative culture?
●● How can we create an environment that makes people feel 

comfortable to take risks?
●● Do we offer any training and development in creative skills?
●● Are we encouraging the workforce by rewarding and 

recognizing innovation?
●● Does our performance appraisal system include innovation?
●● Do we have workspaces that embrace creative thinking?
●● How does HR drive innovation? Is HR innovative?
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●● Innovation can be of different types based on the dimensions of technology 
and business models, and include incremental, disruptive, radical and 
architectural innovations.

●● Digital innovations may take many forms from new products and 
services, to radically different business models, but such innovations are 
only going to thrive if the organization has a digitally capable culture and 
structure.

●● HR innovation is not only about new ideas, methods and technologies to 
better meet the requirements of the organization and its workforce but is 
also about moving forward to take HR organization to new heights and 
be fit for the future.

Outline the leadership and diversity benefits in this VUCA world:

●● In this digital era of uncertainty and constant change, leaders need to be 
optimistic about not knowing all the answers; they should be comfortable 
in developing trust in why they need to do this, where they are and who 
to ask for help.

●● Today, many organizations are investing in executive coaching for their 
leaders. If done properly, this can also help leaders excel in creating a 
vision, engaging the workforce and sharpening their readiness skills 
needed to thrive in a VUCA world.

●● In this digital economy, leadership agility is vital for enduring sustain
ability, and organizations need leaders who can influence in a complex 
and rapidly changing state and have the capabilities and skills to become 
a more agile leader.

●● The VUCA world demands that today’s workforce be more agile, fast, 
innovative, collaborative and adaptive to thrive. The workforce must also 
be diverse and inclusive to make a successful impact.

●● Diversity and inclusion should be part of the organization’s mission, 
strategies and execution, not only to build a diverse workplace but also 
to leverage the benefits from them in the organization’s success in this 
digital era.

Explore ways to establish an innovation culture:

●● Innovation culture describes a form of organizational culture that is 
primarily considered to create motivation for the workforce to bring 
out their creativity and encourage innovative capabilities in the 
organization.
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●● A culture of innovation is part of the corporate culture and defines the 
framework for every innovative activity that an organization requires to 
enable their leaders and workforce to build a constant learning context.

●● There are many barriers to creating a culture of innovation, the critical 
ones being insufficient leadership support, the absence of an innovation 
strategy, knowing the right culture needed for innovation and not 
engaging the workforce.

●● HR is moving progressively towards a strategic role within organizations, 
and it’s important that HR organizations should contribute more on 
innovation throughout the organization by shaping its culture of 
innovation.

Time to act

Why the
need for change?

•  Why do we need innovation or an innovation culture?
   Why is leadership important in a VUCA world?

What makes sense? •  What are the values for an organization or workforce
   from innovation? How does culture impact this?

•  What are the criteria, measures and drivers for an
   innovation culture for us? Where are we now?

Where to start?

•  Which leadership roles and diversity factors do we
   need to consider? Who can impact HR innovation?

Who can help?

•  How can we establish a good innovation culture?
   How can HR help in getting innovation into a company?

How to change?
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10A sustainable 
evolution and 
a fairer society

Objectives

✓✓ Know the importance of caring for sustainable development and creating 
a fairer society in the digital world

✓✓ Explore the growth and changes in the ecosystem and social capital

✓✓ Understand community-driven learning in respect of organizations

Caring for sustainable development 
and creating a fairer society

The growth in digital technologies and digitalization is playing a key role in 
accelerating access to knowledge, economic growth, the reskilling impera-
tive, equality and diversity in terms of involvement by different groups and 
demographics, institutional accountability and new opportunities for inno-
vation across all industrial sectors. These digitalization initiatives are also 
revising the rules of competition by keeping those organizations most at risk 
of being left behind away from disruptive rapid change.

This increasingly competitive environment is posing significant chal-
lenges to many of these organizations, as most of them today are struggling 
to adapt to the changes. As a result, they fail to create the state that can lead 
to sustainable development over the long term, thus affecting the capabil
ities of their workforces as well, as the perspective on sustainable change 
and development in organizations sees a clear connection between competi-
tiveness, productivity and social sustainability. Organizations must look for 
inclusive growth and at the same time foster conditions that are favourable 
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to society, with the focus being to create more and better jobs when consid-
ering all the ongoing changes related to the world of work.

Dimensions of organizational sustainability

Organizational sustainability is often misinterpreted as meaning primarily 
financial sustainability. This occurs because when an organization becomes 
unsustainable, this shows in its financial performance. There are many dy-
namic dimensions that must be sustainable in an organization, and if the 
organization can manage these primary dimensions properly, they can have 
a greater positive impact on organizational sustainability.

In this growing digital economy, traditional organizations will need to 
transform their cultures and ways of working as well if they are to succeed 
in the digital world. This transformation should not just happen once as 
they need to become comfortable with constant change during their journey 
of transformation. For that they need to consider different dimensions to 
achieve organizational sustainability (Cahill, 2018).

Below are the primary five dimensions of organizational sustainability:

●● Strategic sustainability: one of the most important considerations for 
strategic sustainability is to have a realistic purpose and vision for the 
organization, aligning the top team behind it and communicating it clear-
ly and compellingly within the workforce. The right strategic planning 
determines basically where an organization is going over the next year or 
more and how it’s going to get there.

●● Business sustainability: while strategic planning is planning for the entire 
organization, business planning is focused on a product or service. 
Business sustainability is key to any business today when considering 
ongoing disruption in business models and the constant changes in mar-
ket opportunities. Organizations need to build a better framework for 
planning that enables this to happen, and this is likely to mean funda-
mental changes in their operating model and structure.

●● Workforce sustainability: workforces need clarity about the vision of the 
organization, including their role in delivering it, their place in the 
structure, their job description, the metrics by which they’ll be measured, 
and the rewards and opportunities for achieving these. For a sustainable 
workforce and to keep it motivated, organizations must focus on their 
staffing, retaining and development processes and consider new ways of 
rewarding, performance measurement and skills management.
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●● Financial sustainability: whenever the other dimensions are not effectively 
addressed, symptoms then show up in the finances that effectively spell 
trouble for an organization’s success and sustainability overall. So the 
right financial controls to ensure integrity in the financial processes and 
transactions are very important to create better financial management 
and are a must have for financial sustainability for the organization.

●● Digital sustainability: digital sustainability is needed by organizations to 
adapt to the changing market conditions at speed, and this helps organi-
zations to decide, implement, learn and iterate quickly. This sustainability 
also focuses on bringing solutions to market quickly and then evolving 
them based on feedback. This also emphasizes investing in the workforce, 
developing agility, learning from experience and performing in a con-
stantly changing environment.

Sustainability is a holistic approach and an organization that is pursuing sus-
tainability must have a comprehensive and coherent sustainability strategy. 
Once organizations start understanding the different dimensions, there is a 
greater possibility of them developing a broad and coherent strategy towards 
accomplishing them. This will consequently drive them towards sustainable 
development.

The sustainable development approach is therefore playing an important 
role in evaluating impacts, expediting change and fostering knowledge 
transfers in organizations. There are huge opportunities as well to use digi-
talization to achieve the sustainability strategy goals in order to position 
them as the enablers of sustainable development.

Sustainable development for organizations

The Sustainable Development Goals adopted by all United Nations member 
states in 2015 are the blueprint to achieve a better and more sustainable 
future for all. They address the global challenges we face, including those 
related to poverty, inequality, climate, environmental degradation, prosper-
ity, peace, innovation, economic growth and many others. The goals are 
quite interconnected and most of them are also effective for an individual 
organization to achieve and respond to. Figure 10.1 shows the sustainable 
developments that are important for organizations across three dimensions.

Below is an overview of each sustainable goal based on the dimensions. 
The first level of dimension is based on the individuals and teams in an or-
ganization, whereas the next level is directly based on the organization and 
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industry. The final dimensional level determines the environment and the 
context related to an organization (UNDP, 2015).

Individuals and teams
Good health and wellbeing for people: ‘Ensure healthy lives and promote 
wellbeing for all at all ages.’ Good health is essential to sustainable develop-
ment and it also needs to be considered in terms of the widening economic 
and social inequalities, rapid urbanization, threats to the climate and the 
environment.

Wellbeing for the workforce is a key factor in determining an organiza-
tion’s long-term effectiveness, as healthy organizations, culture, climate and 
good practices create an environment that can encourage employee health 
and safety. Wellbeing and burnout have been a big challenge for workforces 
around the world and we need to take care of these to create a better future.

Quality education: ‘Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.’ Ensuring quality education 
is the foundation to creating sustainable development and to improving the 
quality of life, together with developing innovative solutions to the greatest 
problems.

The changes in the world of work require a robust system of lifelong 
learning and education, and it is now already part of our jobs, whatever they 
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Figure 10.1   Sustainable developments for organizations
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may be. Today, any activities and tasks that are repeatable or predictable, 
can be achieved by some form of technology and, therefore, organizations 
need to think differently about what works well for their workforces.

Gender equality: ‘Achieve gender equality and empower all women and 
girls.’ Gender equality is vital for any economic development, and work-
forces need to consider equality in respect of their rights, responsibilities and 
opportunities, irrespective of their gender for a sustainable world.

Gender inequality in organizations is a tangled experience that can be 
seen in organizational structures, processes and practices, and organizations 
need to play an important role in overcoming these impediments in their 
workforces.

Reducing inequalities: ‘Reduce income inequality within and among coun­
tries.’ To reduce inequality, policies should be universal in principle, paying 
attention to the needs of needy and marginalized populations.

Increasing income inequality could be the result of factors like globaliza-
tion, technological advances, deregulation, and other institutional factors. 
The impact from this inequality include higher rates of health and social 
problems, and lower rates of social goods, a lower population-wide satisfac-
tion and happiness. Organizations need to be involved in reducing this in 
their countries.

Organization and industry
Industry, innovation and infrastructure: ‘Build resilient infrastructure, pro­
mote inclusive and sustainable industrialization, and foster innovation.’ For 
any sustainable industrialization, there is a need to build an adaptable and 
robust infrastructure that can help to bring innovation into industries and 
sectors and is driven by organizational innovation.

There is intensive growth in the number of new industries, businesses and 
technologies, and to successfully implement innovation, organizations need 
to know how to build an innovative culture and holistic approach where 
everyone can think independently and contribute.

Decent work and economic growth: ‘Promote sustained, inclusive and sus­
tainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent 
work for all.’ As the new world of work is taking hold, it is very important 
for organizations and workforces to understand the importance of decent 
work and developing opportunities with entrepreneurial mindsets.

Entrepreneurship is important to economic development, and the benefits 
to society and the economy are huge as it brings innovation, provides new 
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job opportunities, increases competitiveness, grows productivity across or-
ganizations and helps grow the global economy.

Responsible consumption and production: ‘Ensure sustainable consumption 
and production patterns.’ There is a need to achieve sustainable manage-
ment and the efficient use of natural resources to substantially reduce waste 
generation through prevention, reduction, recycling and reuse.

Sustainable consumption and production of goods and services is neces-
sary to reduce the impact on the climate, environment and health of the 
people. Hence the need to encourage organizations to adopt sustainable 
practices and integrate sustainability information into their reporting cycle.

Partnerships for goals: ‘Strengthen the means of implementation and revital­
ize the global partnership for sustainable development.’ In this fast-changing 
uncertain world, no organization can advance without being part of the 
ecosystem and collaborating with others. This can only be realized through 
strong global partnerships and cooperation.

Developing partnerships helps in the sharing of knowledge, expertise, 
technology and financial support to promote the overall success of organiza-
tions. Good partnerships are built by strong relationships between organiza-
tions, where there is a shared purpose to achieve a common objective.

Environment and context
Sustainable cities and communities: ‘Make cities and human settlements in­
clusive, safe, resilient and sustainable.’ More than half of the world’s popu-
lation now lives in urban areas and the movement from rural to urban areas 
has accelerated as the population has grown and better housing alternatives 
are available, especially for the young workforce.

Sustainable development cannot be achieved without significantly trans-
forming the way we build and manage our urban spaces. It also involves 
investment in public transport, creating green public spaces and improving 
urban planning and management in a way that can be sustainable.

Climate action: ‘Take urgent action to combat climate change and its im­
pacts by regulating emissions and promoting developments in renewable 
energy.’ Climate change is one of the biggest threats to development, and its 
extensive, unusual impacts inappropriately burden the poorest and most 
vulnerable human beings.

Contribution towards a better climate and environment is very much 
necessary for all human beings and entities such as organizations. There 
have been a lot of initiatives seen so far, and many such are needed in the 
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future as well to make that future better for us and create a sustainable 
world.

Affordable and clean energy: ‘Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustain­
able and modern energy for all.’ We need to continue to focus on the avail-
ability of clean energy at affordable prices, and for that, necessary measures 
need to be adopted by all of us.

For economic growth, investment on energy productivity is very impor-
tant and is more or less interlinked with both individuals and organizations. 
New adaptations of technologies actually make it easier for us to establish 
such initiatives across the globe.

Peace, justice and strong institutions: ‘Promote peaceful and inclusive socie­
ties for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build 
effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels.’ Such strong 
initiatives are required to keep humanity alive and create a world with more 
value and sustainability.

The world is moving very rapidly and technologies are changing very 
quickly as well. These changes are also impacting the development of coun-
tries and humankind, both positively and negatively. In particular, increases 
in crime, armed violence, exploitation and huge suffering caused by the pos-
sibilities that come with the rise in intelligent machines could create big 
challenges.

Building a fairer society

Sustainable development goals and initiatives are often seen more as a con-
tribution to the environment, although sustainability is about using eco-
nomic development to foster a fairer society while valuing ecosystems and 
natural resources. There are in fact three pillars at the core of sustainable 
development: the society, the economy and the environment. We live in a 
society where growth and economic activity have been the central focus for 
a long time, but we should also emphasize building a fairer society.

This is not an easy task, based on our current situation on globalization 
and economic growth. There is a role here for all of us as governments, en-
terprises, regulators, associations and citizens. And as we are in the digital 
era, digitalization is also radically changing society and reshaping many key 
areas of life such as communication and information management to the 
new world of work as a driver of sustainability. So for successful develop-
ment we need a high degree of dynamism and openness from society, sci-
ence, politics and business on the new methods and measures.
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An organization should also make a positive contribution to society, focus-
ing in particular on the workforce, as after all they represent a huge part of 
society and the economy. Figure 10.2 shows the approach to building a 
better society from an organizational point of view when considering the 
workforce.

As we can see from Figure 10.2, when looking at approaches and strate-
gies for the workforce, organizations must focus on diversity, inclusion and 
agility. Diversity and inclusion are helping organizations all over the world 
to improve productivity, retention and the ability to succeed in the complex 
globalization of markets. It also helps to create a working environment that 
allows everyone to achieve their full potential by embracing different per-
spectives, approaches, backgrounds and mindsets.

Today, workforces continue to evolve with these changes, especially in 
the ways of working. Workforces across generations recognize inclusion as 
a key factor in determining engagement and relationship with an organiza-
tion. With all these uncertain changes, people can certainly contribute more 
ideas and become creative if organizations incorporate agility into their 
workforce, and that perception boosts performance and innovation in the 
end. However, company culture and flexibility in work are the biggest bar-
riers to increasing diversity and inclusion on the other side.

Creating a better society also needs a lot of initiatives from all organiza-
tions as they are the major means of engagement with the workforce. A 
meaningful approach to diversity, inclusion and agility would help organiza-
tions to contribute to creating a better world where workforces will be 
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blessed with good health and wellbeing, opportunities for quality education 
and training, especially when it comes to reskilling. In the end it impacts 
positively with gender and income equalities and the concept of decent work 
for all that lead to economic growth.

Organizations also play a vital role here, as almost every activity com-
menced in the world today is dependent in some way or another on an or-
ganization. They make contributions to society by providing goods and ser-
vices. They are also a prominent source for workforce employment and the 
key to the labour market. We have seen different dimensions already for 
sustainable development, and organizations are equally responsible for con-
tributing to the environment and other contexts, whether these are action 
on climate, clean energy, peace, justice or building communities.

However, there is a rising focus on the deviation between constructive 
economic growth with globalization and digitalization, versus the unequal 
distribution of the gains of sustainable development. These will remain for 
a while based on the current situation and conditions, as in many countries, 
steady economic growth is associated with sluggish or falling real incomes 
for large parts of the population, including aging and multi-generational 
workforces.

Changing population dynamics have also led to a rise in the segment of 
the younger population entering the labour market, boosting urbanization 
and contributing to international migration. Organizations can’t ignore 
these facts and must become involved and contribute by adding a perception 
of leadership, work ethics, values, experiences, mentorship, collaboration 
and culture impacts for these workforces.

The role of corporate social responsibility

Sustainable development is not the sole responsibility of the business, there-
fore they need to establish a pragmatic approach so that they can move 
ahead effectively with their workforce. It’s also extremely important that 
organizations operate in a way that exhibits social responsibility. It is also 
seen as good practice for organizations to consider social and environmental 
issues and be held accountable for them.

Organizations should have certain specific roles and responsibilities to-
wards these issues, and one such initiative is corporate social responsibility 
(CSR). CSR is a self-regulating practice by which an organization can operate 
in an ethical and sustainable way and be aware of the kinds of impacts they are 
having on all aspects of society including economic, social and environmental. 
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CSR assigns a role to business and sets some realistic parameters that allow 
businesses to continue growing their markets (McPherson, 2018).

For an organization to be socially responsible, it must have a well-defined 
approach in respect to its own corporate and workforce strategy. The more 
recognizable and successful an organization is, the more responsibility it 
should set on standards of respective behaviours towards its peers, com-
petitive outlook and the industry. Figure 10.3 shows the strategy and ap-
proach to CSR by organizations.

A comprehensive CSR programme includes stakeholder analysis, extensive 
strategy design of the workplace, marketplace, community and environmental 
dimensions, activation programmes, and measuring and reporting. The ap-
proach should be pragmatic and consider initial risk impact assessments and 
defining guidelines and proper training. An appropriate governance structure 
is necessary, with the right objectives, KPIs, and regular audits and reviews of 
the programme.

Building strategy across four dimensions is very important and demon-
strates different components of an organization’s contribution. In terms of 
the workplace, the focus is on labour rights, business ethics and harassment 
cases; in terms of the marketplace, the focus is clearly on the right govern-
ance, standards and economic conditions. The community dimension em-
phasizes social investment, engagement, privacy and rights. And last but not 
least, organizations should also consider environmental aspects in respect to 
protection, regulation and climate resilience.
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The inception of a CSR strategy is a critical component of an organization’s 
competiveness and this means having the right policies and procedures in 
place that incorporate social, environmental, ethical and economic concerns 
into business strategy, including close collaboration with stakeholders. For 
organizations, the overall aim is to accomplish a positive impact on society 
while maximizing the formation of shared value for the owners of the busi-
ness, its employees, shareholders, partners, the community and the growing 
ecosystem.

Growing ecosystems and social capital

The third and fourth industrial revolutions have changed the ways busi-
nesses operate in society. Businesses are no longer seen as rigid units that 
each have their own function; instead, modern successful businesses must 
establish meaningful ways to integrate their various functions so that they 
can become more productive and effective. To do this, organizations need 
each other to remain sustainable in this complex and uncertain world, in 
order to compete and collaborate in innovative and unpredictable ways.

This new world of business needs new ways of thinking beyond the core 
business and enterprise; it needs an ecosystem to bring about the concept of 
community, where organizations as living organisms interact with their envi-
ronment. We have seen in previous chapters how organizations need to trans-
form their old ways. While transforming they should also consider shifting 
the businesses entirely onto the ecosystem model, in which every action a 
business takes can affect other segments of the system. These segments can be 
trade associations, regulatory bodies, unions, investors and many others.

Ecosystem model in the digital world

Ecosystems have a strong influence on how organizations plan, so the right 
tools, methodologies and collaboration are needed to succeed within this 
complex environment to help organizations to improve their effectiveness, 
manage risks and apply innovations. While the fundamentals of the ecosys-
tem have always been centred on people, viewing a business as an ecosystem 
requires a shift in perspective and a change in the way businesses are organ-
ized entirely.

Today, digitalization drives substantial changes in organizations’ business 
ecosystems, making them broader, more rigid and ready to take action on 
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sustainability. However, digitalization in most organizations is not yet ma-
ture enough, but as it starts to grow, these organizations become part of a 
larger digital ecosystem that not only provides connections between part-
ners and customers but also a way for unknown entities to connect with one 
another.

Ecosystems are the dynamic networks of these entities interacting with 
each other to create and exchange sustainable value for contributors. The 
challenge for organizations is to survive and thrive within its ecosystem, 
hence leaders need to understand the diversity of an ecosystem and the roles 
played by people and businesses. As many organizations engage in multiple 
ecosystems, it is important to understand how these ecosystems are inter-
connected, identify potential gaps and overlaps, and recognize constraints.

The dynamic relationships of ecosystems encourage economic develop-
ment as they can change an industry, ways of working, and in fact society as 
a whole. Hence it is necessary to build an ecosystem model for an organiza-
tion that should work well in this digital world. Typically, there are three 
phases associated with this transition, Figure 10.4 shows the approach to 
this ecosystem model.

Below is an overview of the approaches to the ecosystem model, which 
has three phases:

●● Design phase: in this phase, which is also a planning phase, the organiza-
tion develops its team, sets out its vision and identifies the risks and con-
straints that bound the business.

●● Implementation phase: in this phase the business puts its plan into action 
and lists all of its vital processes, incorporating the right elements to 
achieve greater efficiency and deploying the required tools and systems.

●● Monitoring phase: in this phase the business continually analyses its eco-
system, making changes as needed, reviewing and improving continuously.
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Figure 10.4  Approach to ecosystem model
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Building an efficient ecosystem for organizations is much more than just 
implementing new technology or digitalizing old processes. Ideally, organiza-
tions must consider changes to their culture, structure and ways of working 
to become more effective. For organizations, ecosystems are about reliability, 
the value chain, relationships and sustainability. The ecosystem should be fair 
enough for all contributors and must be in balance with the environment and 
other overlapping ecosystems.

In this digital age, where new disrupting businesses are beginning to dom-
inate, the survival of existing businesses will only be effective if organizations 
align their purpose with that of the ecosystem. It’s important to understand 
that the connection between organizations, their relationships and the com-
munity can only be built by keeping people at the heart of any business. An 
ecosystem can’t grow without the right communities and talent building.

Importance of community and talent

The war on talent is not new and was coined by McKinsey’s Steven Hankin 
in 1997 (Keller and Meaney, 2017). In very simple terms, it refers to the 
growing vicious competition to attract and retain talented workers. To at-
tract the right talent to successfully compete, organizations are already 
starting to think beyond the traditional sourcing approaches. This drives the 
labour marketplace to discover new ways of finding and sourcing talent by 
enforcing collaboration, sharing and building community.

In this digital era, the demand for talent is not just driven by technological 
need; many organizations are transforming their business models, focusing 
on more customer-centric approaches, proceeding with digitally integrated 
operations, and they need talent not only with the right skills but also with 
the ability to enable these changes and collaborate in more agile ways.

Today, the new generation workforce makes it more challenging for or-
ganizations as their expectations of their employers and jobs are quite differ-
ent from previous generations. While previous generations possess more 
value in terms of security and tradition, new generations are more motivated 
by personal happiness, achieving their aspirations and recognition. They also 
expect higher flexibility, more adaptable career paths, a clear work-life bal-
ance and a defined purpose.

The changing demographics and skills requirements in the talent market 
make top talent hard to find for organizations, and hence many organiza-
tions are looking for innovative ways to access talent. Many organizations 
are becoming more experimental in an increasingly complex and diverse 
talent ecosystem by taking advantage of communities (Christidis, 2018).
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Organizations should establish more successful, wider and higher-quality 
talent pipelines by collaborating with others and enlarging the existing tal-
ent base and leveraging talent ecosystems by sharing talent more effectively 
within and across organizations. The same is true for talent acquisitions, 
development and retention. These communities are driven by collaboration, 
learning, networking, partnerships and many other factors. Figure 10.5 
shows the advantages of having a community for talent in an organization.

These are not enough on their own for organizations to succeed in an 
open source talent market. Today most organizations are focusing on creat-
ing a world-class employee experience, including candidate experience, as 
we have already explored in previous chapters. This also creates active en-
gagement within current and future potential employees to better shape the 
workplace.

Leveraging knowledge and personalization, aligning the employee value 
proposition and syncing employees’ purpose with the company’s vision, 
business strategy and operating model are some crucial factors for organiza-
tions to be successful in their journey. Other than the value propositions, 
many agile and innovative organizations are developing new talent acquisi-
tion models that reflect the current digital age by winning the talent war and 
progressing towards success.

A successful talent acquisition model should be built on collaboration, 
sharing and a community-building strategy. The war for talent can only be 
won by adopting this new mindset and embracing the concept and competi-
tive advantage of the open source talent ecosystem. Many organizations are 
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already investing in their workforces in terms of talent, and this investment 
becomes more effective once organizations start understanding the impor-
tance of human and social capital within ecosystems and communities.

The human and social capital

Human capital is not new and has been used in the field of human resources 
management for a long time. It is an intangible asset and includes knowl-
edge, skills, competencies and other attributes incorporated into an indi-
vidual workforce; in other words, it is the economic value of a workforce’s 
experience and skills. Understanding human capital is important for HR 
organizations to build strategies for talent acquisition including creating tal-
ent pools, learning and training, talent development and skills management.

The notion of social capital has become popular recently, although the 
term has been in use since the 1910s. Social capital may first have appeared 
in a book published by Lyda Hanifan in 1916, which discussed how neigh-
bours could work together to manage schools. Social capital is referred to 
there as tangible assets such as goodwill, fellowship, sympathy and social 
interchange between individuals and families who gradually build a social 
unit (Arena, 2018).

With the growth of enterprise social networking, social dimensions re-
lated to work and the workforce are acquiring more awareness within 
organizations. Social networks in an organization include trust among em-
ployees, their satisfaction level with the job and the nature of communications 
that take place with peers, managers and subordinates. Social capital, which 
mainly refers to the factors of effectively functioning social groups within 
those social networks, is becoming an important component of the wealth 
of an organization.

Social capital is defined as the features of a social organization such as 
networks, norms, interpersonal relationships, shared values and social trust 
that enable coordination and collaboration for mutual benefit. For organi-
zations, social capital has been used to interpret the performance of diverse 
groups, the growth of organizations, leadership behaviours, relationships, 
collaborations and the evolution of communities.

This relational interpretation is missing in human capital, and for the HR 
organization, social capital enables them to recognize and understand team 
behaviours including performance, measuring communication patterns, 
knowing about the information brokers or blockers in the organization and 
identifying informal leaders. Combining both capitals can certainly help HR 
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organizations to better manage their function, but it is also important to 
understand the differences between them, as shown in Table 10.1.

In contrast to human capital, social capital has more relevance to an in-
dividual’s perspective and therefore can be used to explore ways to improve 
the workforce’s experiences. Social capital implies a much wider and flexible 
conception of value to the workforce and can also include social bounda-
ries, reputation, connections, mentoring and other forms of influence that 
are related to human relationships.

In today’s rapidly changing world, it is essential that organizations acquire, 
develop and retain their talents. So they must ensure that the workforce is 
unleashing social capital potential that can be a competitive advantage for the 
organization over their peers. As a result, HR organizations need to concur-
rently focus on both human and social capital practices.

Empowering social capital with ONA

Accessing social capital within a social or organizational network is vital 
today, whether it is connected to informal groups, collaboration, uninter-
preted performance, employee relationships or information flow. In most 
organizations, these are happening on a regular basis, but the visibility is not 
tangible. These unsolicited connections are critical as they define the way 
knowledge is generated, distributed and retained across an organization and 
within the ecosystem.

The challenge is that these connections are not always created in a pre-
dictable way or have some genuine pattern, so the possibility of understand-
ing these inter-relations is quite difficult in general. Organizational network 

Table 10.1  Differences between social capital and human capital

Social capital Human capital

✓✓ Is a term from sociology
✓✓ Focuses on the complex and often 

intangible values associated with 
human social relationships

✓✓ Has more of an individual-centred 
perspective

✓✓ Involves relationships and networks 
employees build to enable them to 
get work done

✓✓ Is a term from economics
✓✓ Focuses on the nature of human 

labour and resources within the 
transactions of an economic system

✓✓ Views human labour as a 
commodity

✓✓ Involves traits and skillsets that 
enable employees to perform and 
do their work
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analysis (ONA), which is a branch of people analytics, empowers us to visu-
alize and analyse the relationships that exist within the organization and 
help it to thrive in a rapidly changing environment.

We have already seen how interpreting social capital together with human 
capital can assist organizations in various areas such as networks for infor-
mation flow, innovation, leadership and many others. Social capital itself is 
a big aspect of individual, team and organizational performance, and all 
these are a big reason to explore tools like ONA. By evaluating these con-
nections, which are not normally visible to us, we can determine more about 
individual and team behaviours, both inside and outside an organization. 
Figure 10.6 shows a short case study on ONA (Marin, 2019).

In this case study ONA helps organizations to identify informal leaders 
and enable them to visualize and mitigate organizational silos and bottle-
necks. For the workshop, the significance of understanding and evaluating 
the way that organizations work at an informal level is crucial in this uncer-
tain changing world. ONA empowers the organization to operate in a more 
agile way, leveraging the influence of informal leaders to maximize business 
success.

Informal interchanges are usually captured through online surveys, and they 
are visualized in an interactive network; for example, the workforce could be 
categorized by its level of influence as central, intermediary or peripheral. The 
interactions can be used to study the informal ways of communication with 
leaders. By capturing all these business collaborations, organizations can 

Organizational dynamics
on the performance and
productivity of the business

Operate in
more agile

fashion

Leverage
informal
leaders

The
workshop

ONA – Short case study

Central

Intermediary

Peripheral

Empower Silos IdentifyBottlenecksInformal
leaders

Figure 10.6  Case study on organizational network analysis
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provide various insights into the social capital competencies of leaders, which 
can then be leveraged for leadership development.

The constant changes and technological revolutions are redefining our 
workplace, workforce and work culture, and are gradually leading to an 
organizational and cultural transformation in this data-driven and con-
nected world. Many organizations have already started using technologies 
like analytics to generate, build and leverage human and social capital to 
enter a new phase, and there are no doubts that these social interconnec-
tions with others are key to individual and organizational development.

ONA empowers organizations to explore what is happening within their 
workforces to an incredible level of detail. This helps organizations to iden-
tify informal leaders and leverage their influence in strategic roles, whether it 
be in managerial positions or as early adopters of organizational change. 
ONA is also used for other purposes such as diversity and inclusion, burnout 
risk assessment, and cultural assessment and analysis. Initiatives using ONA 
can influence learning opportunities within organizations and development 
among workforces by building communities.

Community-driven learning in organizations

The more the way of working is changing today, the more it is profoundly 
impacting business, workplaces and collaboration between humans and ma-
chines. There is a clear indication that the future of work will be significantly 
determined by the future of learning, and that’s where all organizations 
should focus their energies and make the necessary plans. With the enable-
ment of technologies, learning is reaching more and more people in a much 
easier and more effective way today.

The future is learning

Today, a huge number of people, especially the younger generation, are en-
tering the workforce, and automation and augmentation are becoming ever 
more important in many business functions. All these require not only ad-
ditional skills but also a way that initiates an experiential learning to make 
those skills applicable to the job from day one. This also needs a new work 
mindset with high levels of self-awareness, adaptation and value creation, 
which can eventually move towards continuous learning and adapting. So in 
the future, those who continuously learn will continue to lead the way.
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Our existing systems of education and management of the workforce are 
based on a linear pathway, however, where workforces are learning, experi-
encing and growing in their careers. This is working well in certain environ-
ments, but in times of uncertainty, this does not work at all. To thrive in a 
future that is evolving faster than we can predict, we must learn and adapt 
continuously, as the future is about learning.

The changes are already happening, whether it’s from massive job losses 
for predictive jobs, or jobs becoming obsolete due to the creation and de-
mand for new jobs. The creation of new business models and industries is 
also evolving, together with disrupting global markets with new technolo-
gies such as intelligent solutions. So in terms of the future of organizations 
and workforces, there are many open questions about these ongoing changes 
and a clear demand for reskilling current skills.

Apart from these changes there has also been a constant increase in 
human life expectancy for the last few years, which is also increasing the age 
of retirement. In addition, there is a clear interest in working beyond retire-
ment today for an ageing workforce due to growing learning agility in this 
uncertain world. Learning uncertainty is the effect that is now empowering 
all generations to thrive in a rapidly shifting economy.

Lifelong learning is no doubt a key ingredient in sustaining such growth 
and complexity and is already becoming a responsibility for both individu-
als and organizations. There is also an increasing appetite for building and 
enriching human capabilities and making learning more the central focus of 
the future of work. Figure 10.7 shows how the future of work is more about 
learning (Edmondson and Saxberg, 2017).

To stay relevant, organizations need to step up and do more in order to 
develop their workforces. But while organizations are struggling to predict 
the future climate, it is also very hard for them to enhance their learning and 
development strategies, especially when proper skills’ management is 

Complexity

Life expectancy

Career lengthObsolete jobs

Change Increase

New industries

Intelligent solutions

Reskilling demand

Human capabilities

Future of work
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Figure 10.7  The future of work is about learning
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missing in most of them in respect to the past, present and future skills and 
their trajectories.

This is not simple as there are no individual courses that can ever meet all 
the challenges occurring in organizations, which triggers a need for agility 
and innovation. No matter how focused people are on hard skills expertise, 
above all else they need to learn to work effectively and efficiently with oth-
ers on their teams, and sooner or later these could also include elements of 
a non-human workforce.

To build the organization of the future, continuous learning is crucial for 
business success, and digital competencies are the foundation upon which 
the jobs’ skills of the future should be based. Furthermore, in this digital age, 
organizations have no better choice than to become a learning organization 
by creating a culture of learning and learning together within communities.

Learning within communities

Becoming a learning organization is not something that can only be driven 
just by learning and developing leaders; it often also requires strong leader-
ship including sponsorship from the top to create an appropriate learning 
culture. The important part is to understand its value to ensure that it is a 
key driver of business strategies. For this, HR leaders need to align with 
business leaders at regular intervals.

An organization with a learning culture inspires continuous learning and 
workers influence one another to stay ahead and adapt. As the business en-
vironment is changing rapidly, many organizations are enforced to learn 
faster than their peers and this apparently leads them to create a culture that 
can help them to thrive in this digital age. So developing a learning culture 
is no longer just another creative idea, rather it is becoming more crucial for 
organizations to elevate learning to stay in business.

Community-focused learning provides a space for learning and sharing, 
and opportunities for career aspirants, educational institutions and a proper 
structure for people to align around a shared goal. An effective community 
is aspirational and functional, and it can connect people, organizations and 
networks that are eager to learn and work across boundaries. These com-
munities enable people to share results and learn from each other, improving 
their ability to adapt in their journey.

Community is not only connecting people; it also brings change agents 
across industries, functions, disciplines and geographies to connect, share 
ideas and results, and learn from one another. Most of these communities 



A Sustainable Evolution and a Fairer Society 277

support contributors around common goals, metrics, managing changes and 
areas of practice, and in the end it enables shared learning for people and 
organizations.

The scope of community-driven learning also offers a wide range of lead-
ership roles and skills-building opportunities. These communities expedite 
fast-cycle learning and measure results to understand what is working for 
whom and what needs to be done. All this learning and sharing is based on 
experiences, and objectives for learning are also tied into the engagement 
experience.

Establishing community-driven learning

Organizations must establish community-driven learning with a proper 
learning culture that benefits from increasing meaningful content, improv-
ing collaborative approaches to learning, enhancing human capabilities and 
skills such as critical thinking and writing, and creativity and emotional in-
telligence. Figure 10.8 shows the purposes of community-driven learning.

As we can see from Figure 10.8, in most cases a community-driven learn-
ing process has multiple purposes:

●● Learning and sharing: communities drive events, meetups and workshops 
for sharing experiences. The contributors in a community also share their 
thoughts with blogs and articles and share case studies for learning purposes.

Events, meetups,
workshops, blogs
and case studies

Internships, recruitment,
mobility with corporates

and startups

Partnership with
education institutions
and service providers

Career move and
opportunity

Community

Learning and
sharing

Knowledge and
training

Figure 10.8  Purposes of community-driven learning
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●● Career move and opportunity: communities provide opportunities for in-
ternships, recruitment, service-learning and career exploration within 
various corporates and startups, by sharing opportunities.

●● Knowledge and training: communities also possess partnerships with 
educational institutes and service providers to deliver appropriate training 
to future aspirants and members for their career growth and development.

The purposes are fulfilling when community engagement takes place to its 
greatest extent, where contributors don’t just share and learn but also in-
spire others to become involved in engagements. The right community pro-
grammes help to develop personal skills, interests, strengths and increase 
awareness on how these can be used to benefit organizational learning and 
planning for the future.

Communities also provide an inspiring opportunity for members to en-
hance their learning, along with gaining an understanding of their industry 
situations, potential ways to progress and building the necessary skills in 
their field of work. Effective communities are able to contribute to shaping 
future leaders.

Building effective communities for future HR

An effective community includes all contributors and participants and pro-
vides a proper collaboration between them within the community, with mu-
tual respect and interest to learn from each other. A valuable community can 
certainly help to bring people together to boost and support each other in 
overcoming challenges, especially when change will never be as slow as it is 
today. The more we people can connect and share our experiences, the more 
we can benefit from the many relationships we develop and keep moving 
forward towards sustainability.

Below are some of the most effective, diverse and fast-growing communi-
ties for future HR, along with a brief overview of each:

●● SHRM: the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) is one of 
the largest HR professional communities, and for nearly seven decades 
the community has been the leading provider of resources serving the 
needs of HR professionals and promoting the practice of human resource 
management. SHRM provides education, thought leadership, certification, 
community-related activities and advocacy to strengthen the practice of 
human resource management and the effectiveness of HR professionals 
in the organizations and communities they assist.
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●● CIPD: the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) is 
the professional body for HR and people development. This community 
has been setting the benchmark for excellence in people and organization 
development for more than 100 years. It has the second largest member-
ship across the world and provides thought leadership through independ-
ent research on the world of work and offers professional training and 
accreditation to those working in HR and learning and development. The 
online community of CIPD also provides a place to learn, debate and 
connect with other professionals.

●● Hacking HR: one of the newest and fasted growing communities around 
the world has a strong belief that HR can be the most important pioneer 
and explorer to drive organizations and their people forward into the 
future of work. The main purpose in Hacking HR is to create the best HR 
that has ever existed and that’s why this community is focusing on the 
intersection between the future of work, technology and HR. This com-
munity is predominantly made up of HR and tech evangelists passionate 
about the intersection between HR and tech, and the future of work, and 
focusing on events to share and learn from each other.

●● myHRfuture: myHRfuture is also building a community that has been 
established very recently and focuses mainly on academic learning. This 
is the leading destination for HR professionals looking for online courses 
that focus on the future of the HR profession on topics such as people 
analytics, strategic workforce planning, digital HR, design thinking, 
stakeholder management, the future of work and other areas impacting 
the future of human resources.

●● Analytics in HR: another new and fast-growing community that believes 
there is a much smarter way to make people-related decisions. This com-
munity has a mission to help HR professionals all over the world to be-
come more strategic in a way that drives better outcomes for both the 
organization and its workforce. With people analytics, organizations can 
leverage the power of data to identify the relationships between HR prac-
tices and business outcomes to make better, evidence-based decisions. 
The AIHR community provides a platform that shares knowledge about 
HR analytics through blogs, cases and academic research.

●● Digital HR Tech: as the digital revolution within HR is in full swing, hu-
man resource practices are changing more rapidly than ever before, and 
new technologies and solutions are disrupting all aspects of the HR disci-
pline. The community formed with a wide range of subject matter experts 
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and writers in the areas of digital HR, HR and HR technologies, and also 
include the revolution for HR in the digital age. Digital HR tech also pro-
vides a platform to share knowledge through articles, stories and aca-
demic research and learning.

●● People Matters: this is the HR community of practice and excellence that 
fosters blending new ideas from talent and business leaders, technology 
disruptors, HR service providers and CXOs to bring about impactful tal-
ent decisions. The main aim of this community is to make a positive 
impact on businesses and society with innovation at the core. The com-
munity organizes HR events, publishes HR magazines and articles, shares 
stories and also conducts webcasts.

●● ChatTalent: ChatTalent is the community for anyone who wants to start 
or join discussions about the hottest topics in HR, people and talent. The 
community makes live broadcasts, organizes informative webinars, cre-
ates podcasts, publishes blogs, delivers technology demos, shares career 
opportunities and provides training – anything that is interesting and 
useful to people who want to better themselves and their organizations.

●● Bersin Academy: this newly created community delivers programmes and 
resources for HR professionals through integrated learning experiences 
and offers both micro and macro learning courses. The academy has been 
established to continuously provide HR professionals with research-based, 
future-focused learning to solve the strategic business issues impacting the 
future of work. They also have a world-class faculty and rapidly growing 
community.

Other known effective HR communities are People Analytics and Future of 
Work Community, HR Tech Weekly, HCI, Human Resource Development, 
HRTech Community, HR.com, Agile HR Community, HRD, Recruiting 
Blogs, Talent Culture, TLNT and many others.

Communities help to drive growth by emphasizing creativity, working 
with each other, helping organizations to avoid isolation and breaking down 
silos, which is in fact a primary obstacle to growth. Another major aspect 
organizations need to insist on is the use of communities to make positive 
differences to a society, which can help by building social and economic 
foundations. Communities can certainly help with the big picture and con-
nect the dots in our fragmented world. At the end of the day, we can build a 
better future for all of us.
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Summary

Know the importance of caring for sustainable development and creating a 
fairer society in the digital world:

●● Sustainability is a holistic approach, and an organization that is pursuing 
sustainability must have a comprehensive and coherent sustainability 
strategy and needs to consider different dimensions to the organization’s 
sustainability.

●● Sustainable development goals address the global challenges we face, in-
cluding those related to poverty, inequality, climate, environmental degra-
dation, prosperity, peace, innovation, economic growth and many others.

●● There are three pillars at the core of sustainable development: society, the 
economy and the environment. Growth and economic activity should be 
the central focus when considering building a fairer society and better 
world for all.

●● Creating a better society needs a lot of initiatives from all organizations, 
as they are the major means of engagement with the workforce. Having 
a meaningful approach to diversity, inclusion and agility contribute to 
creating a better world.

●● Corporate social responsibility is a self-regulating practice that organiza-
tions operate within in an ethical and sustainable way on all aspects of 
society, including economic, social and environmental.

Explore the growth and changes in the ecosystem and social capital:

●● Ecosystems have strong implications for how organizations plan, and 
with the right tools, methodologies and collaboration they can help or-
ganizations to improve effectiveness, manage risks and apply innovations.

●● Building an efficient ecosystem for organizations is much more than just 
implementing new technology or digitalizing old processes. Ideally, organi-
zations must consider changes in culture, structure and ways of working.

●● The war for talent can only be won by adopting a new mindset that em-
braces the concepts built on collaboration, sharing and community build-
ing, along with the competitive advantage of open source talent ecosystems.

●● With the growth of enterprise social networking, social capital refers to 
the factors of effectively functioning social groups within social networks 
and is becoming an important component of the wealth of an organization.
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●● ONA empowers organizations to explore what is happening within them 
to an incredible level of detail and helps them to identify informal leaders 
and leverage their influence in strategic roles, along with many others.

Understand community-driven learning in respect of organizations:

●● Current changes require not only skills additions but a way that initiates 
experiential learning to make those skills applicable to the job from day 
one. This also needs a new work mindset with a high level of self-awareness.

●● Lifelong learning is no doubt a key ingredient in sustaining growth and 
complexity that is already becoming a responsibility for both individuals 
and organizations and putting learning more at the centre of the future of 
work.

●● Community-focused learning provides a space for learning and sharing, 
and opportunities for career aspirants and educational institutions. It is 
an appropriate structure for people to align with a shared goal within 
that effective community.

●● Organizations must establish a community-driven learning process with 
a proper learning culture. This can be beneficial in increasing meaningful 
content, improving collaborative approaches to learning and enhancing 
human capabilities.

●● A valuable community can certainly help bring all the contributors and 
participants together to boost and support each other in overcoming chal-
lenges, especially when change will never again be as slow as it is today.
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Time to act

Why the need for change? •  Why do we need to be sustainable? Why are the eco-
   system, community and social capital important to us?

•  What does sustainable development mean for an
   organization? What does CSR bring us?

•  Which business areas and functions need to be
   sustainable? How can social capital help us to grow?

•  Who are the influencers who can make an impact?
    Who can help us in building a better future?

•  How can we contribute to society? Which HR
   communities can help us with more values?

What makes sense?

Who can help?

Where to start?

How to change?
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Conclusion

Where are we now?

The world is changing constantly at a very rapid pace, and organizations 
need a revolution in this digital age to understand the patterns of change 
based on these challenges and also in relation to their workforces to lead 
them to reach their desired future state by defining the correct aims together. 
They really need to understand that key to success is not only having the 
correct new technologies but also the right mindset so that they can explore 
the new world full of opportunities and become ready for their own journey 
of transformation.

Despite all these, more than 70 per cent of digital transformation initia-
tives and programmes don’t succeed, which means that two out of every 
three digital transformation programmes fail. Many organizations are mis-
understanding transformation or more precisely digital transformation. It is 
in fact a constant journey of realignment of business models, technologies 
and organizational culture to more effectively do business in the digital age.

Organizations’ silos are perhaps the biggest barrier to organizations aim-
ing to harness the power of data and insights. To break that hurdle, the 
transformation initiative must examine all of the organization’s data assets 
and other ongoing transformation efforts within various functions and op-
erations. Organizations also need a further survival trail in their transforma-
tion journey to the future and need to consider the growth of intelligent 
technologies, the new world of work and the demand for human-centric 
experiences.

A progressively competitive environment can lead to significant chal-
lenges for organizations as not going digital is no longer an option. It is the 
default and organizations need to create the state that can lead to sustain
ability over the long term. A right sustainable transformation can only be 
accomplished by framing a clear, sensible approach, strategy and collabora-
tion. So organizations need to consider a phased transformation journey to 
attain sustainability in this digital era.

284
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Many organizations have started the above strategies and approaches as 
separate initiatives, some through their HR organizations and some from 
other business functions. But unless they can assimilate all this into their 
entire journey of transformation and fit them into the journey’s phases and 
start collaborating with one another, there will be no sustainability. 
Organizations need to go beyond their current digital HR approaches and 
set strategies for a sustainable transformation journey in the digital age.

Figure C.1 shows the phase-based sustainable transformation journey for 
organizations and workforces in the digital age, consisting of Revolution, 
Survival and Sustainability. It also shows the current situations of most or-
ganizations in their journeys, along with the different fragmented initiatives 
for the workforce, digital and organizations separately, which in most cases 
do not work.

Why should we care?

The digital economy focuses on the opportunities and the need for organiza-
tions and workforces to use technologies to execute those tasks better, faster 
and often differently than before, the aim being to improve productivity and 
efficiency. The fourth industrial revolution is distinguishable from the third 

Figure C.1 � Sustainable transformation for organizations and workforces in the 
digital age
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because it is where humans meet the cyber world; where technology and 
people are not distinct, not separate.

We now live in a world that is defined by exponential change. This expo-
nential change is driven, not exclusively, but more than anything else, by 
technological innovation. The difference between these organizations that 
are acquiring all the benefits in this new world is in the way they work being 
fundamentally different.

Today organizations should aim to provide their people with positive 
touch points at all stages of the employee’s lifecycle and the organization’s 
journey of experiences for its workforce. Consumerizing the employee ser-
vice experience can be a win-win scenario for both workforces and compa-
nies. The experience comes from including the HR function, the job and the 
culture, and last but not least, technology, the workplace and the digital 
experience in everything.

If organizations want to establish a human-centric experience, they 
should focus on reskilling the workforce and should also consider humani-
zation as a benefit. Think about the world where we will humanize again or 
rehumanize, especially restoring humanity and moving from a machine to a 
living system, and organizations and workforces become sustainable with 
their relevant journeys of transformation.

What could we do now?

Everything should begin with a purpose, and this is the central reason for 
being; the collective ‘why’. Organizations should have a clear and specific 
purpose so that they use it to guide decisions and align the actions of every-
one who contributes. For a sustainable organization, the relationship be-
tween different internal and external entities is very important. Along with 
that importance is the correct level of collaboration between HR and the 
other business functions in the future, while considering the transformation 
of the organization and the workforce in the digital age.

We are living and working in a world today that is changing so fast that 
it has become impossible to predict, or even to effectively plan for. This old 
way of working is fine in a few limited contexts where tasks are mostly rou-
tine and require the minimum amount of collaboration. The biggest chal-
lenge now is building a digital-ready workforce in an evolving business en-
vironment. To do this, organizations must start by filling the talent gap in 
technological skills that is also vital to their digital strategy.
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As transformation in this digital age needs constant exploration, experi-
mentation and learning, all individuals with a growth mindset can make a 
big difference, as they are more likely to put in the extra effort to learn and 
do things in new ways and have a resilience that helps them to overcome 
challenges. Any change initiatives also depend on the cultural transforma-
tion of an organization; actually it starts with a cultural change, although it 
is not an easy step to follow.

Enriching by continuous lifelong learning initiatives, investing in human 
capital and collaborating in working with machines are now becoming the 
key business imperatives for organizations, as well as being an important 
contribution to society. The future workforce will need to be adaptable life-
long learners because of the continuous need to reskill, and they will need 
help to quickly put together the right resources to develop and update their 
new and changing skills.

As long as we can reskill ourselves for the future, our roles can evolve and 
fit into the collaborative way of working with machines; however, we can 
definitely anticipate a structural shift in our jobs. Reskilling cannot just be a 
one-time plan; it must be designed as a long-term strategy for the organiza-
tion. This means developing continuous learning practices with on-the-job 
training throughout the organization as essential.

Everyone is unique and different. What works for one may not work for 
another. Across industries, organizations know that a one-size-fits-all ap-
proach doesn’t always hit the mark with their customers. Organizations 
need to ask more relevant questions to start with their own journey, as they 
need to build their own models and approaches and they may vary from 
company to company. Five basic questions to start the ‘Time to act’ are:

Time to act

●● Why the need for change?

●● What makes sense?

●● Where to start?

●● Who can help?

●● How to change?

For reference, the answers to these questions have been provided in each of 
the chapters. Figure C.2 provides a detailed look into the Digital HR Strategy 
Map covering all the chapters, with different journey phases, journey blocks 
and respective building blocks of the transformation journey. The map also 
provides the key HR takeaways from all the chapters and the journey.
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How should HR change?

HR is not about what it implies today or in the past; rather the emphasis is on 
the values that it creates. For organizations, it matters most when HR activi-
ties and capabilities add value to the investor, customer, community and the 
workforce. If HR cannot adapt, it may not be able to keep up with today’s 
fast-changing work environment, which would not only be a loss for HR lead-
ers and professionals but also to management, business leaders and the work-
force itself. The future of HR is not doomed, but it must adapt to flourish and 
to deliver true value for organizations’ successes in this digital economy.

In order to establish the next generation of HR service delivery model, 
the HR leader must see the transformation of the function as a personal mis-
sion and the most important means for contributing to business success. The 
human element must not be forgotten in human resources and should be-
come a strategic business partner. HR needs to focus on the most critical 
element of business strategy: the people and workforce strategy.

HR organizations and leaders must create a culture and environment in 
which the workforce can enjoy and be motivated and happy in their work. 
The important thing is to create the human connections and build relation-
ships with people with whom you work and interact. It is also essential to 
recapture the human interactions with more open and agile communication 
and collaboration.

HR should not be focused on people as resources; rather it should help in 
rebuilding a human-centric experience with more human capabilities for the 
future workforce, for a better culture and for a sustainable organization. 
HR professionals with expertise in psychology, anthropology and other 
fields that explore human behaviour can be powerful change catalysts in this 
case and can be great coaches for leaders.

The future of work can generate distinctive challenges for HR organiza-
tions as it is going to be the conjunction of intelligence and augmentation 
where both human and technology work together for better collaboration 
and higher productivity. All these will eventually create a lot of opportuni-
ties for HR to be strategic, and they can’t do it without a balance and col-
laboration with other business functions, leaders and by leveraging tech-
nologies for their own functions and workforces.
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