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Rewriting the rules for the digital age

PREFACE

WELCOME to Deloitte’s fifth annual Global Human Capital Trends report and survey. This year’s 
report takes stock of the challenges ahead for business and HR leaders in a dramatically changing 
digital, economic, demographic, and social landscape. In an age of disruption, business and HR 

leaders are being pressed to rewrite the rules for how they organize, recruit, develop, manage, and engage the 
21st-century workforce. 

This workforce is changing. It’s more digital, more global, diverse, automation-savvy, and social media- 
proficient. At the same time, business expectations, needs, and demands are evolving faster than ever before. 
While some view this as a challenge, we see it as an opportunity. An opportunity to reimagine HR, talent, and 
organizational practices. An opportunity to create platforms, processes, and tools that will continue to evolve 
and sustain their value over time. An opportunity to take the lead in what will likely be among the most signifi-
cant changes to the workforce that we have seen.   

Hence, our call for new rules for HR in the digital age.

The 2017 report began last summer with us reaching out to hundreds of organizations, academics, and practi-
tioners around the world. This year, it includes a survey of more than 10,000 HR and business leaders across 
140 countries. The report reveals how leaders are turning to new organizational models that highlight the 
networked nature of today’s world of work; innovation-based HR platforms; learning and career programs 
driven by social and cognitive technologies; and employee experience strategies that put the workforce at the 
center. The report closes with a discussion of the future of work amid the changes being driven by advances in 
automation and an expanded definition of the workforce.

We are pleased to present this year’s Global Human Capital Trends report and survey and look forward to 
your comments. 2017 is positioned to be a year of change as we all manage new levels of transformation and 
disruption. The only question now is: Are you ready?

Brett Walsh
Global leader, Human Capital
Deloitte LLP

Erica Volini
US leader, Human Capital
Deloitte Consulting LLP



This year’s 10 trends
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THE ORGANIZATION OF THE 
FUTURE: ARRIVING NOW 

As digital transforms the business landscape, 
the successful organizations of the future 
will likely be those that can move faster, 
adapt more quickly, learn more rapidly, and 
embrace dynamic career demands.

CAREERS AND LEARNING: 
REAL TIME, ALL THE TIME 

The half-life of skills is rapidly falling, placing 
huge demands on learning in the digital age. 
The good news is that an explosion of high-
quality content and digital delivery models offers 
employees ready access to continuous learning. 

TALENT ACQUISITION: ENTER 
THE COGNITIVE RECRUITER 

Recruiting is becoming a digital experience as 
candidates come to expect convenience and 
mobile contact. Savvy recruiters now have access 
to new technologies to forge connections with 
candidates and strengthen the employment brand. 

THE EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE: CULTURE, 
ENGAGEMENT, AND BEYOND 

Rather than focusing narrowly on engagement 
and culture, many leading organizations aim 
to improve the employee experience as a 
whole, supported by a multitude of pulse 
feedback tools, wellness and fitness apps, 
and employee self-service technologies.

PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT: 
PLAY A WINNING HAND 

Across industries and geographies, many 
companies are redesigning performance 
management from top to bottom, from goal-
setting and evaluation to incentives and 
rewards—and seeing the business benefits.

The 2017 Deloitte Global Human Capital Trends report, drawing on a survey of more than 10,000 HR and business  
leaders globally, takes stock of the challenges ahead for business and HR leaders in a dramatically changing digital,  
economic, demographic, and social landscape.

LEADERSHIP DISRUPTED: 
PUSHING THE BOUNDARIES 

Today, many organizations need a completely 
different kind of leader: a “digital leader” who 
can build teams, keep people connected and 
engaged, and drive a culture of innovation, risk 
tolerance, and continuous improvement.

DIGITAL HR: PLATFORMS, 
PEOPLE, AND WORK 

HR is being pushed to take on a larger role 
in helping organizations to “be digital,” not 
just “do digital.” The process starts with digital 
transformation in HR, as HR leaders explore new 
technologies, platforms, and ways of working.

PEOPLE ANALYTICS: 
RECALCULATING THE ROUTE 

Analytics is no longer about finding interesting 
information and flagging it for managers. Now, 
data are being used to understand every part of a 
business operation, and analytical tools are being 
embedded into day-to-day decision making.

DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION: 
THE REALITY GAP 

Diversity and inclusion at the workplace are now 
CEO-level issues, but they continue to be frustrating 
and challenging for many companies. Why the gap?

THE FUTURE OF WORK: THE 
AUGMENTED WORKFORCE 

Paradigm-shifting forces such as cognitive 
technologies and the open talent economy are 
reshaping the future workforce, driving many 
organizations to reconsider how they design 
jobs, organize work, and plan for future growth.

http://www.deloitte.com/us/hctrends 
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High-performing organizations operate as empowered networks, coordinated 
through culture, information systems, and talent mobility. Companies are focused on 
redesigning the organization itself, with nearly half actively studying and developing 
new models. And many organizations are not only designing but also building this 
new organization. As networks and ecosystems replace organizational hierarchies, 
the traditional question “For whom do you work?” has been replaced by “With whom 
do you work?”

• Fully 88 percent of this year’s survey respondents believe that building the organi-
zation of the future is an important or very important issue. 

• More than three in five (59 percent) say the issue is very important—a 3 percent 
increase from last year.

• Yet challenges remain: Only 11 percent of survey respondents believe they under-
stand how to build the organization of the future.

The organization of the future
Arriving now

WHY has organizational design zoomed 
to the top of the list as the most impor-
tant trend in the Global Human Capital 

Trends survey for two years in a row? The answer 
is simple: The way high-performing organizations 
operate today is radically different from how they 
operated 10 years ago. Yet many other organiza-
tions continue to operate according to industrial-
age models that are 100 years old or more, weighed 
down by legacy practices, systems, and behaviors 
that must be confronted and discarded before true 
change can take hold. 

As organizations become more digital, they face a 
growing imperative to redesign themselves to move 
faster, adapt more quickly, facilitate rapid learning, 
and embrace the dynamic career demands of their 
people. This year, leading organizations are moving 

past the design phase and actively building this new 
organization. Still, many business leaders seem to 
have little confidence they will get the process right. 

This concern is warranted. Organizational design 
and change are complex. Many organizational re-
designs fail because they are reduced to an exercise 
to cut costs. Others face resistance from company 
leadership. In fact, many consulting firms anecdot-
ally report that up to 70 percent of reorganizations 
fall short because of “creative disobedience” from 
the executive team.

Frustration is also common. Designing the organi-
zation of the future is a difficult, sometimes messy 
project of trial and error, not an exercise on paper. 
It is a continuous, dynamic, and, in a sense, never-
ending process. Yet for companies that rise to the 
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challenge, the payoff can be immense in terms of 
financial performance, productivity, employee en-
gagement, and a host of other benefits.

ORGANIZING FOR SPEED, 
AGILITY, AND ADAPTABILITY

In the past, most organizations were designed for 
efficiency and effectiveness, leading to complicated 
and siloed organizations. The resulting business 
models, which were based on predictable commer-
cial patterns, are unsuited to an era of unpredict-
ability and disruption. Instead of mere efficiency, 
successful organizations must be designed for speed, 
agility, and adaptability to enable them to compete 
and win in today’s global business environment.

THE POWER OF NETWORKS OF TEAMS

An important part of designing for adaptability is a 
shift away from hierarchical organizational struc-
tures toward models where work is accomplished in 
teams. Indeed, only 14 percent of executives believe 
that the traditional organizational model—with 
hierarchical job levels based on expertise in a spe-
cific area—makes their organization highly effective. 
Instead, leading companies are pushing toward a 
more flexible, team-centric model. 

As organizations make this transition, they find that 
smaller teams are a natural way for humans to work. 
Research shows that we spend two orders of magni-
tude more time with people near our desk than with 
those more than 50 meters away.1 Whatever a hi-
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Figure 1. Organization of the future: Percentage of respondents rating this trend “important”
 or “very important”
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erarchical organization chart says, real, day-to-day 
work gets done in networks. This is why the orga-
nization of the future is a “network of teams” (see 
figure 2). 

Top companies are built around systems that en-
courage teams and individuals to meet each other, 
share information transparently, and move from 
team to team depending on the issue to be ad-
dressed. Different networks can have different 
specialties, such as innovation or getting to market 
quickly, but the principle is the same.

For a company to stay agile, teams must be formed 
and disbanded quickly. High-performing compa-
nies today may build a “digital customer experience” 
group, select individuals for the team, and ask them 
to design and build a new product or service in a 
year or two. Afterward, the team disperses as team 
members move on to new projects. This ability to 
move between teams without risk is a critical attri-
bute of today’s high-performing companies.

Recently, a leading North American bank undertook 
an initiative to design a new way of working to de-
liver solutions faster while competing with fintechs 
and other unconventional players that compete 
based on customer experience, digital interfaces, 
and rapid time to market in product delivery. The 
proposed operating model focused on embedding 
agile practices and using networked cross-function-
al teams of developers, coders, business analysts, 
and user design experts focused on a specific prod-
uct outcome. After finishing work in one area, teams 
would be redistributed and the next project begun. 
In initial pilots, the bank proved that this type of or-
ganizational approach could radically increase the 
speed of the development cycle; it plans to scale the 
model across the organization over time. 

STARTING AT THE EDGE

Nearly all surveyed companies (94 percent) report 
that “agility and collaboration” are critical to their 
organization’s success, yet only 6 percent say that 
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Figure 2. A network of teams
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they are “highly agile today”; 19 percent describe 
themselves as “not agile.” Fortunately, there is tre-
mendous progress in this area. Among this year’s 
survey respondents, 32 percent say that they are 
now designing their organization to be more adapt-
able and team-centric.

High-performing companies often first develop 
these flexible models at the “edge” of the company. 
To make further progress, they focus on building a 
new leadership mind-set that rewards innovation, 
experimentation, learning, and customer-centric 
design thinking.2 In short, if what a company needs 
to know and do is constantly changing, then the or-
ganization’s structure must change as well. 

NEXT STEP: BUILDING THE 
ORGANIZATION OF THE FUTURE

Many new tools and techniques offer valuable con-
tributions to building the organization of the future. 

One promising technique is organizational network 
analysis (ONA), which uses specialized software 
and methodologies to help companies study “who 
is talking to whom.” This type of analysis, which 
can use patterns in emails, instant messages, physi-
cal proximity, and other data, allows leaders to see 
quickly what networks are in place and identify the 
connectors and experts. 

Only 8 percent of companies in this year’s Global 
Human Capital Trends survey are using ONA today, 
but usage is growing rapidly, with an additional 48 
percent of companies experimenting with these 
tools. One company used this technique to redesign 
its sales organization and found that many experts 
were underutilized. After adopting a new team-cen-
tric model, total revenue generation rose by more 
than 12 percent.3 

Simplification of work practices and new work tools 
are critical as well. While a networked organization 
makes sense for agility and responsiveness, it also 
increases the need to coordinate teams and can 

lead to an overwhelming number of meet-
ings, emails, and communications channels. 
Cognitive overload can dramatically reduce 
productivity. 

New organizational models also require a 
new approach to leadership. Leaders of net-
worked teams in agile organizations require 
skills such as negotiation, resilience, and sys-
tems thinking. In some cases, the most expe-
rienced leaders and business unit heads may 
be the wrong people to take charge of digital, 
agile, networked teams. As we discuss in our 
chapter on leadership, effective leaders in a 
networked environment must have a high de-
gree of network intelligence, getting to know 
what’s going on throughout their company, 
throughout their industry, and throughout 
the customer marketplace.

Among this year’s 
survey respondents, 
32 percent say that 

they are now designing 
their organization to 
be more adaptable 
and team-centric.
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As networked organizations continue to emerge, 
new tools are starting to make collaboration easier. 
Facebook’s Workplace, Slack, Google Team Drives, 
Atlassian Confluence, Microsoft Skype, and hun-
dreds of others are helping to facilitate the transi-
tion to networks of teams. Nearly three-quarters of 
companies (73 percent) are now experimenting with 
these tools—and benefiting in unique ways.4 For in-
stance, a public museum in Sydney now uses Jira, 
an agile management tool, to keep track of burned-
out light bulbs. An auto distributor in Maine uses 
HipChat to monitor tire pressures and repair items 
in its warehouses.5

BUILDING IN ACCOUNTABILITY

Empowering people to make decisions and rely-
ing on networks of interactions does not mean that 
people are no longer accountable for results. In fact, 
one objective of an agile network is to use goal-set-
ting to support success. 

In teams, accountability becomes more transpar-
ent. Individual and team goals and metrics should 
be shared for everyone to see. The sense of account-
ability this can create is critical to team and corpo-
rate effectiveness. Indeed, among 17 top practices in 
high-impact leadership, an organization’s ability to 
clearly define decision-making practices and clarify 
accountability featured among the top drivers of 
outstanding financial outcomes.6

For instance, a large telecommunications company 
in Asia has embraced real-time dashboards that 
measure customer acquisition, customer satisfac-
tion, hiring, employee satisfaction, and financial 
profitability across all 1,000 of its small business 
teams. This infrastructure, built on top of its SAP 
backbone, gives the entire company transparency, 
accountability, and the ability to adapt quickly.7 

Philips Lighting conducted a series of workshops 
around the world to help the company identify its 
traditional current and future values in order to 
build alignment around a new, more innovative 
culture. The company created a common manifesto 
around four new cultural values (Pioneering, Caring, 
Fast, and External Focus) to help the company em-
power teams, rapidly innovate, and move into light-

ing services and a new market for Internet-based 
lamination.8 

Lessons from the front lines
One key capability of the organization of the future 
is the ability to form teams rapidly. This requires a 
clear understanding of each employee’s skills. One 
huge organization that has mastered this capability 
is the US Department of Defense (DOD).9 

DOD’s military population includes over 7 million 
personnel on active, guard, and reserve duty, in-
cluding Retired/Ready Reserve personnel subject 
to callback—and, despite its massive size, has cre-
ated one of the most complete, detailed views of its 
workforce that any organization has achieved. For 
every soldier, DOD grades his or her leadership ex-
perience and skills; captures occupational special-
ties with details on levels of experience; and com-
piles a complete service history that encompasses 
both DOD and non-DOD skills, including degrees 
and certifications.

With this information, DOD can make agile, highly 
targeted deployments—in essence, teams or net-
works of teams—from its population of 7 million. 
Over the last decade, DOD has developed the capa-
bility to deploy either a single individual or a spe-
cifically chosen group anywhere in the world with 
relative ease.

For business, DOD’s example offers clear lessons. 
Organizations should create a basic framework for 
understanding and measuring its complement of 
skills across the enterprise. Most organizations 
have not invested in a common framework; with-
out it, a clear understanding of capabilities is im-
possible. But a framework alone isn’t enough. The 
system only works if the data are current and easily 
accessible. 

Another example of organizational agility is a lead-
ing North American insurance provider’s creation 
of a digital insurance platform that allows consum-
ers to buy policies online in a few simple steps.

Aside from the legal and regulatory challenges to 
deploying such a platform, the company had no ex-
perience with agile programs. It had to transform 
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itself and learn new ways of working at the same 
time. Most fundamentally, the organization had 
to restructure itself to enable greater collaboration, 
communication, employee empowerment, and in-
formation flow. 

The structure of the legacy organization, composed 
of over 2,200 employees under a traditional com-
mand-and-control model, was not right for the new 
venture. The company set up a separate entity of 
about 700 employees and contractors that reported 
directly to the senior vice president leadership team 
and the CEO. The entity both hired new talent and 
assigned current employees to the program, em-
powering them to make decisions in the best inter-
est of the program with little or no influence from 
the legacy organization. It also established a flex-
ible organizational and governance structure cen-
tered around the Agile methodology: a network of 
teams grouped by product functionality, technical 
domains, and operational readiness, reporting to 
program leaders with the authority to approve final 
decisions. 

The program entity set up a variety of ways to enable 
anyone to raise and view issues, escalate decisions 
when required, and ultimately facilitate a collabora-
tive environment. From a talent perspective, con-
tinuous coaching, learning, and teaming employees 
with other types of workers (such as contractors) 
allowed for a diverse and collegial environment, in-
creasing agility and removing decision roadblocks. 

The legacy organization was engaged with the pro-
gram team to support the design and delivery of the 
program. The interactions between the legacy orga-
nization and the new entity were defined in advance, 
and while it took effort and time to reach the point 
where the model worked effectively, this was critical 
to the success of the program. 

The digital platform that grew out of this work 
transformed how people purchase insurance and is 
setting a new precedent for how insurers should do 
business. Now the company is working to bring key 
components of this flexible organizational structure 
into the entire enterprise to change how it does 
business daily.

Start here
• Embrace the speed of change: Think care-

fully about the ways in which digital demands the 
considerably slower traditional operating model 
to be speeded up. Understand how strategy, con-
nectedness, customers, and talent pools are all 
changing as part of the digital transformation.

• Make talent mobility a core value: Require 
executives to move from function to function so 
that they understand the new, more agile career 
model. Build in processes to support team flu-
idity so that team members can quickly return 
to their home base or move to a different team 
once a project is done.

• Form an organizational performance 
group: Ask the group to interview, analyze, 
and study how high-performing teams, projects, 
and programs actually work. By examining the 
company’s job titles, reward systems, and career 
paths, this group can help chart the way to a 
more agile, bottom-up model for business units.

• Examine new communication tools: Con-
sider technologies like Workplace, Slack, Base-
camp, Asana, Trello, Workboard, and others. 
Then standardize and implement them as a 
complement to the organization’s core ERP/
HRMS infrastructure.

• Adopt continuous, feedback-based per-
formance management: Regular feedback 
empowers people to reset goals continuously, 
change projects, and feel rewarded for their 

“work,” not just their “job.” Employee survey 
tools give managers immediate input on their 
own performance, boosting transparency.
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Figure 3. The organization of the future: Old rules vs. new rules

Old rules New rules

Organized for efficiency and effectiveness Organized for learning, innovation, and customer 
impact

Company viewed as a hierarchy, with hierarchical 
decision rights, structure, and leadership progression

Company viewed as an agile network, empowered 
by team leaders and fueled by collaboration and 
knowledge-sharing

Structure based on business function with functional 
leaders and global functional groups

Structure based on work and projects, with teams 
focused on products, customers, and services

Advancement through promotion upward with many 
levels to progress through

Advancement through many assignments, diverse 
experiences, and multifunctional leadership 
assignments

People “become leaders” through promotion People “create followers” to grow in influence and 
authority

Lead by direction Lead by orchestration

Culture ruled by fear of failure and perceptions of 
others

Culture of safety, abundance, and importance of risk-
taking and innovation

Rules-based Playbook-based

Roles and job titles clearly defined Teams and responsibilities clearly defined, but roles 
and job titles change regularly

Process-based Project-based
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FAST FORWARD

As this new type of organization takes hold, working in teams will likely become the 
norm in business, and dynamism will become an organizational hallmark. Building and 
supporting teams will be leaders’ principal tasks. Software to help companies benefit 
from teaming may also become standard. 

Leading organizations will offer dynamic developmental opportunities for employees 
to build their careers, while companies that continue to operate in the old manner 
will likely struggle to keep up. In this new world, more nimble organizations will have 
certain advantages, but successful large organizations will keep pace by building 
stronger ecosystems and partnerships that broaden their workforces and capabilities. 
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