
Strategic 
Failure 
Is Not an  
Option

B Y  L I S A  D .  D A N E L S 
A N D  C H R I S T I A N  

N E U B E R T

 T H E  F U T U R E  I S  T R A N S F O R M I N G  B Y  T H E  
 M I N U T E .  C A N  Y O U R  C O M P A N Y  K E E P  U P ?  
 T O  R E T H I N K  Y O U R  W O R K F O R C E  S T R AT E G Y  
 A N D  AV O I D  G E T T I N G  C R E A M E D ,  Y O U ’ L L  N E E D  
 T O  B U I L D  T H I S  C R I T I C A L  C O M P E T E N C Y . 
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Another driver of change: the rise 
of the digital age. Per The Financial 
Times, Dr. Vasant Narasimhan, the 
newly appointed CEO of Novartis, es-
timates that the cost of clinical trials 
could be cut between 10 to 25 percent 
if digital technologies were used to 
carry them out more efficiently.

Big data isn’t going away any time 
soon. If you want your company to 
still have a horse in the race, you have 
to build individual and organiza-
tional capabilities around this chang-
ing landscape. According to research 
from Accenture and the World Eco-
nomic Forum, for organizations to 
truly become digital, they’ll need to 
address four critical areas: business 
strategy, operating models, leader-
ship skills, and culture.

But focusing on big data alone isn’t 
enough to transform your business 
from traditional to digital. You also 
need leaders who know how to design 
and run a business differently. The 
problem? These skills are in exceed-
ingly short supply in the market. 
Worse yet, if your company is lucky 
enough to hire one or more of these 
digital leaders, the likelihood of them 
leading a full transformation is very 
low, as they tend not to be good cul-
ture fits for slower-moving, tradition-
al organizations. That ’s why it ’s bet-
ter to develop such leaders in house.

Fail to address this crucial talent 
shortage quickly and strategically 
and you risk a loss of competence, an 
increase in costs, less innovation ca-
pability, and a decline in productivity. 
Many organizations are affected di-
rectly via their age structure within 
the company or indirectly via demo-
graphic decline of labor supply and 
talent scarcity in the employment 
market. Global companies are now 
forced to rethink their workforce 
strategy due to new ways of working 
together, automation, artificial intel-
ligence, trends in hyper-connectivi-
ty, and meeting the diverse needs of 
multiple generations.

The future is rapidly transforming. 
To keep pace, you’ll need to de-risk 

YOUR ORGANIZATION SKIDDING toward irrele-
vancy? Before you shout a resounding “no way,” consider the 
plight of the taxi driver. 

Five years ago, when you had to get from point A to point B 
in a major metropolitan area, you called a cab, paid the fare—
pricey at the time, outrageous in retrospect—and successfully 
avoided relying on public transportation. For the men and 
women who made an honest living taking people where they 
needed to go, business continued to boom, just like it had for 
decades. Little did they know their lifeblood would soon be 
jeopardized by a ride-sharing startup still percolating in  
San Francisco.

Uber Technologies started in 2009. By 2016, it operated 
in 83 countries and 674 cities and reached $20 billion in rev-
enue. In 2017, Uber transported 40 million customers per 
month and reached a startling 77 percent share of the U.S. 
ride-hailing market. Uber’s blistering rise to success directly 
correlates with the decrease in traditional taxi usage. This is 
just one example of how a technology platform can lower the 
barrier of entry across industries and integrate value chains 
that rapidly erode organizational boundaries.

Is
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risk, each company will determine how 
easy it would be to attract talent based 
on multiple factors, including reputa-
tion. This critical step allows companies 
to see if their plans are feasible. For ex-
ample, if a company needs digital mar-
keters and there’s a talent shortage in 
the key locations, then it needs to hatch 
a more viable plan.

SWP is one of the few HR disci-
plines that either isn’t known, or 
widely misunderstood. As data analyt-
ics gains more momentum, companies 
believe that simply predicting supply 
and using some advanced analytics 
techniques is enough. But if you want 
to fully de-risk your strategy, you’ll 
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your organization’s strategy execution. 
Tree initials—SWP—offer the best 
place to start.

W H AT IS 
STR ATEGIC 
WOR K FORCE 
PLA N N I NG?

Strategic workforce planning enables 
organizations to translate their busi-
ness strategy into future work require-
ments, which identifies risks and talent 
gaps. It simulates multiple scenarios 
and derives actionable initiatives to 
close the gaps, while driving produc-
tivity and efficiency gains. When done 
well, SWP provides line leaders with 
the right insights to make more impact-
ful decisions and helps organizations 
avoid expensive downsizing.

The core of SWP compares work-
force supply and demand over a set time 
period. Supply is projecting your inter-
nal talent reserve by looking at current 
attrition and retirement rates over a 
period of time. As part of this process, 
a company can also examine the talent 
supply in the market. To know the real 

need to take an additional process 
step that predicts demand.

The demand supply process in-
cludes translating the business strat-
egy into business drivers (algorithms) 
to model and predict workforce re-
quirements in headcount, capabil-
ity, location, and cost. This is the core 
engine of SWP. At a high level, it ’s 
done through consulting with line 
leaders and HR to translate the busi-
ness strategy into game-changing and 
critical organization capabilities that 
are needed in the mid- to long-term to 
deliver on the business strategy. Then 
business drivers and multiple busi-
ness scenarios are used to simulate 
human capital needs.

In the demand-modeling phase, 
business leaders are also asked to 
identify the levers for higher pro-
ductivity and ef ficiency, such as 
technolog y enablement investment, 
economies of scale, cost avoidance 
by unnecessary hiring or layoffs, 
and leveraging the augmented  
workforce. One side benefit of  
SW P during the demand step is it 
gives line leaders an opportunity  
to ref lect on their business and 
aligns leadership teams on their  
operating assumptions. 

Until these deep discussions take 
place, leaders usually have differ-
ent assumptions on how the business 
operates, thus limiting the decision-
making power of the whole team. 

See Figure 1 for the overall strate-
gic workforce planning process.

‘‘Focusing on big data alone isn’t 
enough to transform your business 
from traditional to digital. You also 

need leaders who can design and 
run a business differently.

HOW STRATEGIC WORKFORCE PLANNING WORKS

F I G U R E  1

Define 
employee 
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initiatives
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Simulate  
workforce  
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productivity

Future Supply

Gap/risk analysis

Initiatives

Future Demand

Reduce gaps



F I G U R E  2

TOTAL WORKFORCE MATURITY MODEL 

Headcount planning and 
budgeting

 

 

Operational headcount 
budget

Typically as input to  
annual finance-led  
budgeting process

 

Gap analysis of supply 
versus vacancy and cur-
rent business initiatives

 

Annually at budgeting

 

1 year

Supply workforce skill 
gap analysis, “what if” 
scenarios

 

• Insight into developing 
and managing talent

• Run multiple scenarios 
for decision making

Some alignment with 
processes such as: 

• Talent management 

• Sourcing and recruiting

• Use current HRIS data to 
determine what experi-
ences, training and career 
paths build capability

• Assess external talent 
supply

• Deep understanding of 
defined competencies 
and capabilities

As required to address 
needed business  
challenges

1 to 2 years 

Translate business 
strategy into long-term 
workforce initiatives for 
one or more business 
groups or units

• Manage short and long-
term risks and opportuni-
ties to deliver on strategy 

• Cost savings (productiv-
ity increase) and cost 
avoidance at a business 
unit level

 

Strong alignment  
with people processes 
including:

• Talent management 

• Sourcing and recruiting 

• Contingent staffing and 
outsourcing

• Identify game changing 
and foundational organiza-
tional capabilities

• Senior management 
sponsor projects and pro-
vide necessary inputs

• Use supply and demand 
to forecast multiple 
scenarios

As required by change in 
business strategy

3 to 5 years

Fully aligned and 
replicable SWP at the 
enterprise level

At the enterprise level:

• Better utilization of 
capabilities across the 
enterprise

• Manage short and long-
term risks and  
opportunities 

 • Cost savings (produc-
tivity increase) and  
cost avoidance

Fully integrated with core 
processes (enterprise-
wide) including:

• Strategic planning

• Board level talent  
management

• Talent management 

• Sourcing, recruiting,  
and outsourcing

• Learning and  
development

• Use the output of 
company-wide SWP to 
discuss risks and op-
portunities with the top 
executive team and board 
of management

• Fully operationally CoE 
including standard pro-
cess, tools, and resources

Refreshed annually to 
align to changes in busi-
ness strategy

Low Moderate High High

3 to 5 years

LEVEL 1:  
VACANCY MANAGEMENT

LEVEL 2:  
WORKFORCE ANALYTICS

LEVEL 3: STRATEGIC  
WORKFORCE PLANNING

LEVEL 4: 
INTEGRATED SWP

KEY  
ELEMENTS

OUTCOMES

ALIGNMENT  
WITH HR AND 

BUSINESS  
PROCESSES

GOOD  
PRACTICE  

AT THIS LEVEL

CONSISTENCY  
AND  

FREQUENCY

RESOURCES 
NEEDED

TIME  
HORIZON



STR ATEGIC 
WOR K FORCE 
PLA N N I NG I N 
ACTION: A  
CLI EN T CASE
When a life science company’s head of 
strategy was concerned over whether 
its hyper-growth strategy could be ex-
ecuted given the anticipated talent risk it 
faced, the organization invested in SWP 
to shape its new business strategy. After 
running a few pilot projects in R&D and 
emerging markets, the company’s lead-
ers found multiple benefits: Besides de-
risking the capability gap concern they 
faced, they materialized several tangible 
benefits, including hundreds of millions 
of dollars in cost savings and cost avoid-
ance over 8 years.

The default approach has always been 
to hire external talent from the market 
when needed. With SWP, this company 
learned to analyze its future workforce 
supply and demand, and identify targeted 
initiatives that close the gaps internally. 
The organization realized it could de-
velop its own talent when and where it 
needed it, which helped reduce external 
hiring (of more expensive staff) and avoid 
costly layoffs. In other cases, the com-
pany looked at partnering with external 
parties to meet its talent needs, particu-
larly for senior experts in niche areas.

The company’s initial investment was 
paid back within months by the materi-
alized cost savings. Moreover, the orga-
nization managed to realize significant 
productivity gains by challenging and 
changing the resourcing model to selec-
tive outsourcing.

TOTA L WOR K FORCE 
M AT U R IT Y

According to Bersin by Deloitte, al-
though 92 percent of companies have 
some level of workforce planning, only 
21 percent take a strategic, long-term ap-
proach. Human Edge has constructed a 

workforce maturity model to help orga-
nizations understand the level of matu-
rity at which they’re operating. Level 1 
is headcount planning and budgeting; 
level 2 is workforce analytics focused on 
supply; level 3 is SWP for a subset of the 
business; and level 4 is fully integrated 
enterprise SWP (see Figure 2).

 For companies to be successful at  
total workforce management, they need 
to master levels 1, 2, and 4. It’s important 
to point out that you can achieve level 3 
without accomplishing level 2, and vice 
versa. We’ve seen some clients invest 
heavily in level 3 and not get the maxi-
mum benefit because they didn’t invest 
in level 2. When a company combines 
levels 2 and 3, it will better understand 
the gaps and know the best levers to pull 
to most adequately develop the critical 
skills needed.

Most companies usually engage in 
multiple initiatives and then hope for  
the best. With level 2 analytics, a com-
pany will have greater certainty and can 
invest more wisely in its workforce ini-
tiatives to gain a higher return on invest-
ment. The same is true for advancing 
from level 3 to 4: When you move on to 
level 4, there’s a consistent approach to 
SWP and a better utilization of capabili-
ties across the enterprise.

At this level, there are also more syn-
ergies for cost savings (productivity in-
creases) and cost avoidance. The business 
unit data can be rolled up to the enterprise 
level, which gives executives the data and 
insights they need to make key strategic 
decisions on behalf of the whole company.
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TOTA L WOR K FORCE 
M A NAGEM EN T: 
W H ER E TO BEGI N?

You don’t need to master levels 1, 2, and 3 
in sequence. Our clients usually experi-
ment through various pilots for levels 2 
and 3. To identify level 2 pilots, engage 
with HR business partners to discuss 
current business challenges that need 
to be addressed. One pharma client, for 
example, had a big challenge with sales 
turnover in a specific region.

This company needed to understand 
the root cause to alleviate the problem. 
After some deeper analysis, the lead-
ers determined they were introducing 
a limited number of new drugs in one 
disease area. The salespeople didn’t see 
a future, and thus were leaving in droves 
to go to the competition.

HOW TO PR EPA R E 
FOR A STR ATEGIC 
WOR K PLACE 
PLA N N I NG PI LOT 
(LEV EL 3)

When preparing for a pilot, it’s impor-
tant to assess readiness and test the 
methodology before scaling across an 
organization. Your best move: Locate a 
pilot project that’s in a stable business. 
A sub-function that’s multinational 

‘‘Though 92 percent of  
companies have some level  

of workforce planning,  
only 21 percent take a strategic, 

long-term approach. 
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‘‘The absence of business  
leadership is the major derailer 

to successful strategic  
workforce planning.



or global often works best with some 
complexity and several different roles. 
The next step is to engage a senior-level 
sponsor and the leaders in the business 
to ensure that you have the necessary 
backing and commitment.

Without this support, the pilot will 
take much longer to achieve results, and 
the project will start competing with 
other critical business initiatives. Our 
experience shows the absence of busi-
ness leadership is the major derailer 
to successful SWP. That’s why it’s key 
to consider this ahead of initiating any 
projects in this space (see Figure 3).

As a company, you must decide wheth-
er to build the capability in house or rely 
solely on consultants for delivery. In our 
experience, building internal capability 
is a better choice to enable HR to be true 
business partners and lower cost over 

time. If you go this route, you have two 
choices: run multiple projects over a pe-
riod of time and learn as you go, or hire a 
full-time expert to look for a consulting 
company that brings deep expertise in 
your business and in SWP.

The latter, more aggressive choice al-
lows your company to transfer skills and 
build deep expertise in SWP. After two 
co-delivered pilots, your company will 
own a tried-and-tested methodology, 
workshops, templates, project plans, and 
all communications that fit your busi-
ness. This approach will also save you a 
significant amount of time and money.

You should also engage your HR op-
erations team, whose members will be 
partners in the project and will typically 
pull the data your company needs to run 
the baseline for the supply modeling. 
Engage them upfront so they feel part  

of the project, but don’t underestimate 
the time they need to clean the data. 
This usually requires several back-and-
forth rounds.

HOW TO RU N 
A STR ATEGIC 
WOR K FORCE 
PLA N N I NG PI LOT

Now’s the time to test out the method-
ology in an organization and make any 
customizations. At the end of the pilot, 
your company will have tangible results 
that senior leaders will be able to make 
strategic human capital decisions. The 
outputs include game-changing and 
foundational organization capabilities 
to support the strategy; a gap analy-
sis of supply and demand; a heat map 
showing gaps by skill area; a series of 
initiatives to close the gap; and produc-
tivity savings. Once you conclude the 
first pilot, you should conduct an after-
action review to consolidate the learn-
ing and make any modifications before 
starting the next project.

 SWP can bring great value to your 
organization if you properly dedicate the 
time, energy, and resources to de-risk 
your strategy. You’d make that invest-
ment if it ensured your long-term suc-
cess and survival—right?
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KEY STEPS TO PREPARE FOR A STRATEGIC  
WORKFORCE PLANNING PILOT
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