
   not mandatory.” 
W. Edwards Demings, American engineer, statistician,
professor, and author

At PeopleFluent, we look at the world of business and commerce through 
the eyes, temperament, and mindset of HR professionals. In this paper, 
we present 10 powerful trends we believe HR departments will want to 
recognize and address in 2016. 

A PeopleFluent® White Paper

Prospering in the Face of 
Continuous Change
10 Key Trends Affecting Human 
Resources in 2016 and beyond  

“It is not necessary to change. Survival is 



Yet we also believe that of the various departments of a company, yours 
is in the best position to identify and respond to these challenges and, by 
addressing them effectively, position your company to succeed. 

We also believe that embracing HR as the go-to department for these 
solutions is increasingly common in organizations that understand the  
value of an educated, empowered, engaged, and change-ready workforce.

To put it another way, your time is now. Take advantage of it.

The trends are these:

Trend #1 – Recruiters get back to recruiting

Trend #2 – Always-on performance: another way to say “bring it on”

Trend #3 – Not pay for performance, pay for individual performance 

Trend #4 – Learning, the proper province of HR 

Trend #5 – Millennials: managing a younger, digitally advanced workforce 

Trend #6 – Onboarding drives retention and retention is key 

Trend #7 – Staffing models require contingent plans

Trend #8 – Greater insight and analytics 2.0

Trend #9 – Exclusivity is yesterday, inclusivity is today

Trend #10 – Nothing succeeds like succession 

We should note that while they are presented as separate and distinct,  
these 10 trends are not mutually exclusive. For example, millennials are 
driving trends in performance, which in turn is propagating what we term 
a “less formal” learning trend. Similarly, always-on performance, learning, 
effective onboarding, and analytics are all key components of trends in 
succession planning. 
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We’d like to tell you that we see the myriad pressure facing enterprises today loosening its 

grip, but unfortunately, that’s not the case. In our judgment, factors that have challenged 

organizations in the recent past – globalization, a hyper-competitive talent market, talent 

drain, the always-on workplace – are becoming, if anything, much more pervasive and intense.



The concept of 
recruiters behaving like 
marketers is all well 
and good, but does it 
support finding the best 
possible people for the 
job?

Trend #1 – Recruiters get back to recruiting

In recent years, recruiters have been asked to act like marketers, and 
they’ve answered the call, using various channels and tools to build 
awareness and understanding of their companies and to establish 
credibility, create differentiation, and drive preference.

Kudos to them on their efforts. Undertaking the assignment energetically 
and enthusiastically, and mastering digital tools like LinkedIn and Twitter 
as a way of engaging candidates on their “own turf,” recruiters sought to 
attract top talent and catered to desired candidate experiences. While 
selling the virtues of their corporate brands to job applicants, they built 
up large recruitment databases populated by individuals who, even if 
they didn’t satisfy the precise requirements of a specific job opening, 
nonetheless had enough about them of interest that they were added to 
what the cover article in the October 2015 issue of HR Magazine called the 
“much-maligned” applicant tracking system (ATS). 

The concept of recruiters behaving like marketers speaks to HR’s overall 
ability to embrace new tasks and navigate new environments. But does it 
support one of HR’s most fundamental responsibilities, that being to find 
the best possible people for any given job – especially in the face of a strong 
economy and tighter job market? 

We suggest the answer is a qualified “Yes, if.” Yes, if HR implements 
a strategy to bring candidate intelligence, analytics, integration, and 
automation to recruiters’ desktops, thereby strengthening their ability to 
derive actionable insights from the database. 

File it under Next-Gen ATS, a trend that has been developing over the last 
few years, of which this is an extension.

Instead of investing money and time in finding people who haven’t yet 
interviewed for a job, recruiters will reconnect with their ATS. Only now, 
with better visibility and insight into it, they’ll be able to mine their 
database more effectively, searching for and identifying candidates with 
the right qualifications. Using tagging to characterize job applicants, 
recruiters will be able to collaborate more easily with one another and be in 
a better position to search for core skills. As for the candidate experience, a 
refreshed ATS will contribute to that as well by making it easier to apply for 
jobs and supporting fluid, ongoing communications with applicants. 

Think of it as recruiters once again doing what they do well. Sometimes 
what’s old really is new again.
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Could anything be more 
anachronistic to today’s 21st 
century enterprises than the 
annual review?

Trend #2 – Always-on performance: another way to say “bring it on”

A sidebar in an article in a 2015 issue of Harvard Business Review began with 
the line, “No one likes the annual review process.”

In the past, the process for evaluating job performance and providing 
employees feedback and direction was as static as it was uninspired – a 
once-a-year review that focused on goals that had been created 12 months 
prior, graded the employee against those goals (some of which had likely 
expired), and laid out the various goals the company expected him or her to 
accomplish in the coming year.

Never mind that the process could be stressful for both employees and their 
managers, or that goals can change in the course of a week, much less a full 
year. Could anything be more anachronistic to today’s 21st century 
enterprises or less beneficial to its workforce?

Instead of annual reviews, what the modern workplace calls for, and indeed 
what employees prefer and are coming to expect, are frequent, collaborative 
feedback sessions with managers, mentors, and peers. 

Always-on performance, as this process is called, accomplishes a number of 
goals:

• Provides managers the opportunity to deliver continuous positive
reinforcement and frequent, personalized input to employees

• Illuminates areas where additional learning is called for and enables
the initiation of that learning effort

• Maximizes personal growth for employees and keeps them motivated
and engaged, especially when delivered in tandem with compensation
adjustments

Even if you feel the time isn’t yet right to implement always-on performance 
at your company, look for ways to provide any-time feedback, peer praise, 
and mentor reviews, and pursue other opportunities to infuse continuous, 
actionable feedback into your processes. Remember to insist on more 
frequent updates to annual goals even if the process remains manual  
for now. 

Each of these undertakings can result in more impactful accomplishments 
for your employees, and that, in turn, can lead to success for your company 
– despite the fact that these things may not have been part of the goals
planning you did at the start of the year.
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To make pay for 
performance programs 
more relevant and 
effective, organizations 
need to focus on 
individual performance 
outcomes. 
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Trend #3 – Not pay for performance, pay for individual performance

There was a time when “pay for performance” was considered a cutting-
edge compensation model and used as a key differentiator in attracting 
talent. Today, however, most employers have instituted a pay for 
performance structure of one kind or another. Not only are they no longer 
unique, they all seem to suffer from a common problem – all too often, 
they’re focused on the performance of the company rather than  
the individual. 

A system that compensates employees based on corporate objectives 
tends to produce underwhelming results and does not serve motivational 
purposes.

To make pay for performance programs more relevant and effective, 
organizations need to rethink their programs and focus on individual 
performance outcomes. 

In this new pay for performance model, employees are evaluated and 
rewarded on the basis of their unique strengths, discrete performance, 
the value they bring to the organization, and the progress they are making 
towards well-defined goals.

A model of this kind helps a company accomplish multiple objectives: 

• Encourages employees to expand their skill set and job-related knowledge
in order to bring added value to their positions

• Tracks their learning and development activities and uses this insight to
shape their compensation strategy

• Not only rewards employees for past performance but looks ahead towards
their future growth potential

• Is consistent with the expectations of a new generation of employees

• Motivates employees across the organization regardless of their
generation

• Makes it easier to attract new talent and keep current employees engaged

Implementing this model doesn’t require complex bonus models, deferred 
compensation programs, or stock options. What it does require is that 
Performance Management, Compensation Management, and Learning 
programs and systems work together to produce actionable metrics that 
provide a better, deeper view of employees. 

Keeping employees informed about opportunities to increase compensation, 
recognition, and rewards can ensure complete alignment between them 
and their performance goals. With greater communication and clarity about 
what they need to do to receive bonuses, raises, or promotion opportunities, 
there’s far less mystery surrounding the pay for performance process. 



Trend #4 – Learning, the proper province of HR

Corporations that view Learning as the responsibility of a “Training 
Department” are dating themselves. 

Typically based on required content, Learning once was administered by 
Training to new hires as well as people moving into new roles. Topics ranged 
from Introduction to Selling to Sexual Harassment Guidelines. There also was 
“Recommended Learning” that was almost remedial in nature; for example, 
a member of the Marketing Department whose writing skills needed 
improvement would be encouraged to take a writing course. This, too, was 
administered by Training. 

Today, however, Learning is evolving; earning an elevated profile as it 
gains recognition as a core talent management strategy. To accelerate 
productivity company-wide, HR has been asked to assume responsibility for 
a new way of embedding learning into business processes and workflows. 

In 2016, we anticipate that even more organizations will recognize the value 
of combining formal learning strategies with informal strategies – those that 
are fast, interactive, and deliver the immediate and collaborative approach 
to which millennials in particular are accustomed. 

It’s possible that millennials will learn more independently than any other 
generation. This doesn’t mean you should stay out of their way. In fact, 
taking initiative to lead through Learning is more in line with what will come 
to be expected by all employees. Learning opportunities will be fundamental 
during performance reviews, with employees seeking managed mentorship 
opportunities, more exposure to visible projects, and even cross-
departmental assignments over conventional requests, such as attendance 
at relevant conferences. 

Thanks to technology, your team can now conceive, create, and distribute 
video-based learning modules on subjects like how to conduct unbiased 
rating reviews, open a job requisition, or fulfill the responsibilities of an 
Operations Manager (or some other role) as a result of an unexpected 
absence. You can develop modules that let new hires know what the culture 
of your company is like, what its holiday policies are, and the ins and outs of 
a specific product an employee has responsibility for. This is more consistent 
with the expectations of the modern day workforce, who are more likely to 
tap into a social network and crowdsource answers than look for them in a 
manual. For purposes of talent evaluation and advancement, you can monitor 
individual activity to make sure those who want to get ahead in the 
organization are taking valuable steps to do it. You can even link cross-
departmental assignments to larger, individualized learning plans for high-
potential employees.
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The profile of Learning 
will elevate as it gains 
recognition as a core 
talent management 
strategy.



Easy to build and completely searchable, on-demand learning opportunities 
contribute to your company’s ability to onboard, train, develop, engage, and 
retain staff. Doesn’t it make sense that HR would be in charge of them?

Trend #5 – Millennials – managing a younger, digitally advanced 
workforce

Much has been written about the so-called Digital Generation, otherwise 
known as millennials or Gen Yers, and for good reason. Typically defined 
as those born in or after 1980, they have quickly become the largest 
single generation in the U.S. workforce. The generational preferences and 
differences of this group matter and increasingly will impact talent decisions 
and business outcomes in the years to come. 

To be sure, millennials have been portrayed – and parodied – in the media as 
disengaged smart phone addicts, but is this characterization true? The 
answer may be “no and yes.” 

In an independent PeopleFluent quantitative and qualitative research study 
of nearly 1,000 millennial workforce professionals, over 75% reported being 
“engaged” or “very engaged” at their jobs. Of course, this generation lived 
through an economic upheaval that taught many of them never to take work 
for granted. No wonder, then, that nearly two-thirds stated that they are 
constantly monitoring job openings and career paths through technology 
and entertaining other job opportunities. 

Understanding this one dynamic can help you better engage your Digital 
Generation workers, especially when you round out that understanding with 
what matters most to them.

Yes, compensation tops the list. In our study, nearly 61% rated salary as their 
top job consideration. No surprise here, and very little difference between 
that number and the 62.6% of older works who put compensation first. But 
it’s the next group of important factors that separates them from their older 
colleagues and tells you who this generation is:
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The profile of Learning 
will elevate as it gains 
recognition as a core 
talent management 
strategy.

38.7% 
older workers44.9% millennials 

Interesting, Challenging Work

39.6% millennials 
25.5% 

older workers

Career Opportunities

Company Culture

39.1% millennials 
28.5% 

older workers

• 44.9% of the millennials we 
polled rated “Interesting, 
Challenging Work” as the 
second most important factor 
compared to only 38.7% of 
older workers. 

• At 39.6%, “Career 
Opportunities” came in third, 
with the corresponding 
number for older workers at 
25.5%.

 • Close behind for the millennials 
was “Company Culture” at 
39.1% whereas older workers 
rated it at 28.5%.

http://mktg.peoplefluent.com/white-paper-research-digital-generation-workplace.html


Some other details to keep in mind if you want to keep this generation 
engaged and energized:

•  They consider feedback critical. We found that nearly 60% of respondents
thought feedback and coaching from managers, mentors, and colleagues
were effective at boosting their performance, and half said they want
feedback at least monthly, if not more often.

•  They care about diversity. One in six of our survey participants felt their
current organizations weren’t inclusive and were 1.7 times more likely to be
actively looking for job opportunities elsewhere.

•  They value recognition. In fact, according to the focus groups we
conducted, monetary and non-monetary recognition is the most important
performance motivator.

Millennials matter and increasingly will impact talent decisions and business 
outcomes in the years to come. 

Trend # 6 – Onboarding drives retention and retention is key 

Research shows that the likelihood of a new employee leaving an 
organization within the first 18 months is very high. Just consider an average 
employee’s first week at a new job - they get a laptop, fill out mounds of 
paperwork, and read anything available to them – brochures, presentations, 
the corporate website, perhaps. They’re just hoping it gets better  
from there. 

So it’s no surprise that experts believe the next wave of focus in HR will be 
to drive engagement during this critical onboarding time period. 

But while the opposite is true – that when hires get past that first stage of 
employment, they are more likely to stay with your organization for the 
longer haul – the fact is that employees that have spent years or more with a 
company require retention efforts as well. In 2016, efforts to retain and 
engage longer-tenured employees will receive just as much emphasis as 
those to onboard and engage new employees. 

The 2014 Deloitte Global Human Capital Trends report found that more than 
three-quarters of business leaders worldwide rated retention as urgent or 
important. Yet Gallup research showed that less than 15% of employees in 
companies around the world consider themselves to be actively engaged by 
their employers. 

This dramatic disconnect points out a serious problem that plagues many 
companies. As we’ve written elsewhere, if employees are not engaged with 
the company, eager to perform at their full potential, and driven to stay with 
their employer for the long term, a company’s competitiveness will suffer.
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Less than 15% of 
employees currently 
consider themselves to 
be actively engaged by 
their employers. 



But the statistics also suggest a real opportunity that exists for Human 
Resources. Consider this: if employees are accustomed to continuous input 
in other parts of their lives – if they gather “likes,” “shares,” and “follows” at 
every digital turn – doesn’t it make sense to develop performance 
management practices that drive engagement rather than inhibit? 

Among the components of a program of this kind are the following:

• Continuous, collaborative performance feedback designed to recognize
employees’ hard work, reinforce positive behaviors, and motivate them to
continue to contribute

• A robust learning and development environment personalized to the areas
of focus, job responsibilities, and skills development needs of individual
employees

• A well-defined succession planning roadmap that facilitates career
journeys and enables employees to grow professionally as they meet their
career and company objectives

You’ll notice we aren’t focusing on compensation here. Obviously, it’s 
critically important; workers want monetary rewards and grow restless (and 
sometimes antagonistic) when they’re not being compensated at market 
rates. But we contend that in the long run, non-monetary factors are at least 
as important in ensuring a committed, driven, eyes-on-the-prize workforce.

All of this speaks to the importance of good onboarding and why 
organizations are making significant investments to ensure that new 
employees are engaged from the outset. It’s all about accelerating time 
to alignment and productivity. We’ll simply start to see HR professionals 
borrowing from the onboarding playbook to engage employees with more 
tenure. 

Trend #7 –Staffing models require contingent plans

Accenture’s 2013 report “Rise of the Extended Workforce” was prophetic. “To 
compete in the future,” it read, “organizations will need to push talent 
management beyond the confines of the enterprise wall to include the new 
extended workforce: a global network of outside contractors, outsourcing 
partners, vendors, strategic partners, and other nontraditional workers.”

Findings from the Bureau of Labor Statistics confirm that the percentage of 
contingent workers in American businesses rose from 35.3% in 2006 to 40.4% 
in 2010, and judging by a report by Staffing Industry Analysts, there’s little 
reason to believe the phenomenon has crested. 

Their research shows that 51% of the respondents polled in a recent study 
expect their use of contingent workers to increase or increase significantly 
over the next 3 to 5 years. Contingent workers, often professionals with 
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 college and post-graduate educations, certainly are in demand. In fact, 
a study by Crain Communications shows that the biggest increase in 
contingent workers will be in the high-skill category. Contingent workers are 
part of the DNA of the modern workforce, and their presence can work to 
benefit companies in various ways including financial ones.

In the past, the contingent workforce, more likely than not, was managed by 
Procurement. But of late, HR has been playing an increasing role in its 
management, especially in non-manufacturing industries, and in 2016, that 
trend will continue. This is entirely appropriate given the growing number 
and importance of contingent workers in the modern workforce and the 
move on the part of more and more companies to recognize them as a 
strategic competitive advantage and a way to solve complex business 
problems. 

Trend #8 – Greater insight and analytics 2.0

In the 300-page The Talent Masters: Why Smart Leaders Put People  
before Numbers, the authors lay out a fundamental HR challenge in the third 
paragraph. “A spreadsheet full of numbers,” they write, “is a lot easier to 
parse than the characteristics unique to a human being.” 

While the statement is true, new developments in analytics are allowing HR 
departments to evaluate their companies’ workforces in ways that can 
predict future business outcomes and drive better ones. 

Take industries in which specialized talent is the single biggest asset, such as 
technology, healthcare, biotech, and financial services. Time to hire is a 
simple, easy-to-arrive at metric, but there are other metrics that are more 
useful. For example, metrics that derive answers to questions such as “if we 
are successful at engaging hard-to-find talent of this kind, can we make 
predictions about their longevity with the company and their productivity?” 
and, “if we bring in a particular type of salesperson, can we predict how long it 
will take them to drive x amount of revenue?” are examples of multiple pieces 
of data coming together to define a business problem and identify an 
opportunity. 

David Mallon, SVP and Head of Research for Deloitte Consulting, has provided 
a context for understanding the value of what are commonly referred to as 
“people analytics” or “talent analytics.” He maintains that companies that 
employ talent analytics outperform their peers in terms  of quality of hire, 
retention, and leadership, and even have higher stock  market returns. 
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Using predictive analytics enables companies to determine:

• How to hire better candidates

• How to reduce turnover in critical roles

• Which training programs are driving great productivity

• What upcoming talent gaps will be

• How to improve client retention
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New developments in 
analytics are allowing 
HR departments 
to evaluate their 
companies’ workforces 
in ways that can 
predict future business 
outcomes.

By the way, if you worry you’re not at the point yet to implement an analytics 
program like this, you’re not alone. More than 80% of HR professionals 
currently score themselves low in their ability to analyze data. In 2016 there 
will be an increasing understanding that advanced degrees in data science 
fields are not required to use data in powerful ways. Thanks to advances 
in talent management software, analytics will be increasingly accessible, 
manageable, and understandable. 

Having the ability to establish correlations between a set of business actions 
and their outcomes is the realm of the new analytics, and we believe HR will 
increasingly play a critical role in its implementation. 

Trend #9 – Exclusivity is yesterday, inclusivity is today

The statistics about growing workforce diversity are well known.  
For instance, a majority of the population in the United States today - 50.4% 
- is comprised of women (SOURCE: The World Bank. Additionally, the 
country’s minority population is growing more quickly than the current 
majority population, with the percentage projected to rise from under 40%
in 2014 to more than 55% of the total by 2060 (SOURCE: U.S.
Census Bureau).

The implication for HR is clear – a more diverse world calls for a more diverse 
workforce. Efforts to accomplish this will increase, and organizations of all 
kinds, in all verticals, will focus more on the value of employing professionals 
who look more like the communities they serve.  For this reason, the interest 
in being compliant will be replaced by an interest in being inclusive.

This, in turn, opens up a host of possibilities for modern corporations 
powered by a workforce that is 50% or more from the digital generation: 

• Recognizing and supporting gender issues, religious issues, race issues,
and more

• Crafting an inclusion strategy that ensures that your varied population
constantly presses each other for the best ideas and the best outcomes

• Stimulating and channeling the healthy conflicts that exist between the
various groups



One thing’s for sure. When the majority of a workforce is homogeneous it’s 
virtually impossible to drive business outcomes that map to the changing 
face of the communities your company serves. 

Trend #10 – Nothing succeeds like succession

As if you didn’t know it, the Baby Boomer generation is retiring. This highly 
publicized phenomenon speaks to the value of good succession planning, 
but it’s hardly the only one. 

There was a time when companies focused on succession planning only or 
principally as it related to top leaderships roles like CEO and CFO. Today, 
however, companies that are performing better have recognized that 
succession planning must extend to directors, managers, and other positions 
below the C-suite. 

What this translates to is that succession planning will penetrate more 
deeply into the organization. Individuals across (and up and down) the 
organizational chart will contribute to conversations about what they want 
to do next and who might be a good fit to fill their shoes when the time 
comes – driving retention as well as solid succession. To facilitate this, 
managers frequently will make use of performance-based dialogue, pursue 
formal and informal learning opportunities, and discuss mentorship 
experiences and opportunities for exposure to more advanced roles in a 
managed and mentored capacity. 

This doesn’t ignore the fact that many companies fill key positions by 
reaching out to recruiters and external candidates, especially for senior-level 
vacancies. But mapping out the talent requirements to move your enterprise 
forward in the years to come and grooming internal people to meet those 
challenges will prove a better, less disruptive, more cost-effective path to 
take. Tracking the skills, development, and accomplishments of employees, 
and analyzing how they can help fill current or future gaps, is essential to 
building a stable pipeline of top talent. 

In the past, employees wanted to know their paths; now and in the future, 
they will want to participate in building those paths. If they are exposed to 
the opportunities available to them, and they know their company is 
evaluating, noticing, and contributing to their progress, employees simply 
are more likely to stay put.

A few, final words.
Corporations today are buffeted by change – in the composition of their 
workforce; in the expectations and demands of their workers; in the tools 
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and technologies available to support them, keep them engaged, give them 
feedback, and point them forward.

Given the challenges of constructing, managing, and motivating a modern 
workforce, no one would suggest that this is an easy time for HR 
departments. But we can say this for sure:

Anticipating what lies ahead is 
 the best way we know to 
stay ahead of it.

Few things are more 
critical to business 
continuity than 
cultivating internal 
talent and giving them 
what it takes to step up 
to the next level.
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