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After an unprecedented year, corporations are focusing on new
workforce priorities related to remote work, employee wellness
and productivity, and corporate culture and purpose

T

BY ROBYN PASSAN T E

he pandemic that halted life as
we know it in early 2020 largely
redefined the ways we work, play,
and live. As the world slowly
emerges from the necessary
confines of safety protocols and
travel restrictions, organizations
have been focusing on talent management priorities and
strategies inspired in part by the unique insights gained over
the course of an unprecedented crisis.
Those priorities were highlighted in two reports published
at the beginning of this year. The 2021 Deloitte Insights
Human Capital Trends report surveyed 6,000 professionals across all industries, including 3,630 senior executives.
With 99 countries represented, Deloitte’s findings on work

transformation strategies are truly global. Mercer’s Global
Talent Trends 2020–2021 report overlapped with Deloitte’s
findings in several areas. Mercer surveyed 163 HR leaders to
find out specifics about U.S. organizations’ top priorities for
this year and how to accelerate those goals.
“Before COVID-19, there were seismic changes happening to the workforce and workplace, driven by demographics, alternative work arrangements, and utilization
of digital,” says Andriana Diez, global practice manager
for the leadership and talent practice at Bain & Company,
a Boston-based management consulting firm. “Since
COVID-19, these trends have accelerated faster, while also
introducing a new set of challenges—and opportunities—
related to remote work, employee wellness and productivity,
and corporate culture and purpose.”
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We asked talent management specialists from
around the globe for their insights on these top
priorities, how organizations can tackle them
effectively, and what role mobility can play in
their success.

Skills and Mindsets
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Increasing one’s flexibility via a skills-based
approach to talent management was already
a growing trend, and the pandemic laid bare
the importance of that organizational priority.
Mercer found that 36% of organizations created
ways to more easily share talent internally
because of COVID-19. And executives surveyed
by Deloitte identified “the ability of their people
to adapt, reskill, and assume new roles” as the
top-ranked item needed to navigate future challenges; 41% listed building workforce capability
through upskilling, reskilling, and mobility as
one of their top strategies.
“I think some organizations are going to really
look at addressing the skills gaps they have,
modeling out the maturity of their organization
and the maturity of the market they’re in, and
then building that back into skills capabilities. The key thing about that is getting down
into the skills rather than the roles,” says Chris
Litherland, founder and principal consultant at
Mariposa Consulting International in Germany.
“That should have a big impact on their brand,
on the engagement of the workforce, with greater
retention and agility built into the organization—
[through] building that resilience, being able to
respond quickly to difficult challenges.”
Taking that idea further, Ali Kursun, managing
partner at sparkChief & Co. in Geneva, urges
organizations to widen the lens when it comes to
assessing what talent brings to the table: “I think
the biggest mistake an organization can make is to
just focus on the skill sets. If you look at the future,
talent management is not about skilling—it’s
about mindset.”
Kursun says an employer can easily hire for a
certain skill; it’s more difficult, but more beneficial, to hire someone with a specific mindset. “The

total is more than the sum of its parts,” she says.
“It’s about potential. If a person has a mindset of
learning new things all the time, that’s the person
I’m hiring.”

Embedding DE&I
The U.S. is in the midst of what Diez calls
a “racial reckoning,” forcing companies to
acknowledge that the corporate world has not
done enough to address workplace inequities
and to begin making changes to support equity
internally and in their communities.
“Initiatives and metric-measuring alone do not
add up to a talent management strategy,” she says.
“Real change, of course, has actions and metrics
behind it, but forming a cohesive diversity, equity,
and inclusion strategy also requires significant leadership alignment, an understanding of
employee sentiment and lived experience, a clear
ambition, and a commitment to both efforts and
outcomes over time.”
Litherland believes that begins with an
organization defining its values: “It’s not an easy
thing to do, and fraught with problems on a
global basis, because there’s no consistent ethical
baseline across all cultures.”
Mercer found that 58% of U.S. companies
have set up a DE&I council or taskforce to
promote inclusivity, but only 7% measure DE&I
performance in incentive compensation plans.
There is much work to do, and Litherland says
HR and global mobility can play a big role in
making that lift, “filling the gaps for the organization and identifying the blind spots, mitigating the issues related to those blind spots—and
driving strategy where programs are really going
to make an impact, both from the economic
standpoint and the softer values issue.”
Deloitte’s report offers the example of
Southern California Edison, which publishes
information on its workforce and inclusion commitments to its employees, board members, and
external stakeholders. Such transparency about
not only its values regarding DE&I, but also
its actions, is making SCE a leader in that area

—ALI KURSUN, S P A R KC H I EF & C O .

and a voice of encouragement for other organizations to follow suit. Plus, it empowers SCE
employees to drive change toward their employer’s stated commitments.
Litherland says more organizations are also
looking at the equity issue of fair pay, which goes
beyond the gender pay gap to include a look from
a more general equity standpoint of how much
the CEO makes versus whoever is at the bottom
of the ladder. “It’s being driven in parallel with the
gender pay gap,” he says. “It’s a nice topic around
revisiting what capitalism was all about, and the
future of capitalism, without going political.”

Wellness at Work
In a year when the boundaries between work and
home all but disappeared, it became more important than ever to think about health and wellness in
terms of day-to-day work life rather than merely

Past the Tipping Point of Flex Work
Work-from-home scenarios and increased use of
technology and automation were needed responses
to an unforeseen, outside force last year. But these
innovative new ways that people created within
their organizations to collaborate, manage, and
produce have redrawn the boundaries of what
constitutes “work”—and where.
“When you look at flexible working, we’re
beyond the tipping point,” Litherland says.
“And global mobility can play a major role here,
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Consumers want more
transparent pricing
and transparent
interactions with the
company they buy
their products from. I
think going forward,
we really need to
be bringing more
transparency when it
comes to talent hiring,
promotions, talent
development—all parts
of talent management.”

offering side programs and gym memberships.
Sixty-nine percent of executives surveyed by
Deloitte said their organizations made changes
during the COVID-19 pandemic that they
thought empowered workers to better integrate
their personal and professional lives.
But the fact is, a fair amount of trauma has
been inflicted by what we’ve all been through. The
collective fatigue from such an extended period
of uncertainty necessitates new ways of thinking
about the health and well-being of the workforce,
Litherland says. He has seen a passive acceptance of the pandemic take hold, and that kind
of learned behavior can mean a sluggish return
to “normal” levels of productivity and innovation.
“I think organizations play a key role in moving
people forward, out of periods of uncertainty, by
focusing on quick wins and easy steps, building
things, and being mindful of what they can achieve
on a short-term basis,” he says.
Regardless of what we hope are once-in-alifetime extenuating circumstances, Kursun says,
maintaining a healthy and happy workforce is
possible when an organization is transparent
about its goals and values, and when it continually shows its commitment to every aspect of
talent management. “If we pay more attention
to who we bring in the organization from the
beginning, take care of those people, promote
them, reward them, then I think well-being in
that way will be a success, rather than just offering specific health and wellness programs on the
side,” she says.
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addressing the questions of where the work
gets done, by whom, and how people successfully collaborate.”
Seven in 10 executives responding to the
Deloitte survey said their organization’s shift to
remote work had a positive impact on employees’
well-being. Important factors cited for the continued success of remote work include “introducing
digital collaboration platforms” (39%), “allowing
for personal choice in determining how work gets
done” (36%), and “establishing new scheduling and
meeting norms” (31%).
Many employees are hoping for a hybrid in-office
and work-from-home model moving forward. “With
this come new opportunities, including reimagining
the use and purpose of office space, redefining what
a ‘good’ meeting looks like, and leveraging innovative technologies to collaborate,” Diez says. “What
will need to be true, though, is concerted, deliberate
efforts on the part of companies to sustain and
improve employee well-being, build and maintain
corporate culture, and foster connection.”

While employees are
doers, they are also
the consumers of
talent management
strategy. Placing their
needs at the center of
design will be critical
to unlock higher levels
of team collaboration,
deliver a personalized
employee experience,
drive workforce
engagement, and
advance DE&I.”
— AN D RIAN A D IE Z , BAIN & C OM P AN Y

The Future of Talent Management
Business is still business, but the way organizations think about their workforce is shifting—
accelerated by the upheaval and challenges
of 2020. Mercer found that 2 in 5 American
companies claimed that “managing inclusively
and with empathy has become more critical for
future resilience.”
According to Kursun, talent management must
start and end with transparency. “Consumers want
more transparent pricing and transparent interactions with the company they buy their products
from,” she says. “I think going forward, we really
need to be bringing more transparency when it
comes to talent hiring, promotions, talent development—all parts of talent management.”
Innovation, value creation, and productivity will
continue to be metrics of success post-pandemic,
and Litherland says talent management will
be engaged on multiple fronts that involve the
increasing use of technology and AI, hybrid work
models, and turnover and retention issues.

Diez suggests placing employees at the center
of consideration—essentially a customer-centric
approach to talent management. “While employees are doers, they are also the consumers of talent
management strategy,” she says. “Placing their
needs at the center of design will be critical to
unlock higher levels of team collaboration, deliver
a personalized employee experience, drive workforce engagement, and advance DE&I.”
Throughout the varied crises of the past yearplus, Litherland has been heartened by how he’s
seen more organizations step up and say, “We need
to think differently.”
“It’s not all about profit,” he says. “It’s about
riding out the storm and seeing how they can have
a wider impact.”
Robyn Passante is an editor and freelance writer
based in central Pennsylvania.

