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The most critical decision a company
ever makes about its employees is the
decision to hire them.  The outcome of
all strategic initiatives ultimately
depends on having people who can do
the actual work.  Virtually every success
or failure in a company can be traced
back to initial staffing decisions.
Despite the importance of getting the
right people in the right jobs, many
companies devote relatively few
resources toward maximizing the accu-
racy and efficiency of hiring decisions.
However the days where companies can
get away with ineffectual staffing are
rapidly disappearing due to several
large scale changes in the nature of the
workforce.  Companies must adapt their
staffing methods to meet these changes
if they are to survive in a world where
success will increasingly depend less on
what companies do, and more on
whether they have the people to do it.
This paper provides an overview of
these fundamental changes and how
companies are restructuring their
staffing processes to address, and in
many cases profit from them.

US companies have historically been
able to get away with using sub-optimal
staffing methods due to a variety of rea-
sons.  Employees hired into the wrong
job often show amazing ingenuity at
learning critical skills "on the fly" after
they are hired.  The strength of the US
economic infrastructure has probably

allowed many US companies to succeed
despite a high level of inefficiency in

their use of human resources.  There
has been enough available talent for
companies to get away with using "trial
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How sophisticated is your staffing department?

Staffing departments are often much less sophisticated than other
business functions.  Consider how departments in your organiza-
tion would answer the following question:  "what metrics and
processes do you use to forecast, guide and measure organizational
performance?"  The answers provided by staffing tend to include
fewer metrics, and the metrics they use are often highly subjective
or focus more on administrative efficiency than effectiveness (e.g.,
tracking how long it takes to hire someone instead of measuring
their value and performance after they are hired).   Staffing
processes are often much less sophisticated than the processes used
by other support functions, such as supply chain or finance, that
focus on ensuring that companies have the resources they need
when they need them.  Many company’s staffing processes largely
amount to long lists of un-integrated activities, surveys and tools
loosely linked by a common focus on the attraction and selection 
of talent.

To be fair, many companies have been unwilling to invest the
resources needed to create sophisticated staffing functions.  In addi-
tion, many of the things such as "candidate potential" that drive
staffing performance are difficult to define and measure.  Creating
effective metrics to measure and predict employee performance is
one of the most significant challenges facing staffing organizations.
However such measures do exist and are being successfully used by
a variety of companies (see the book "Human Resource Selection"
by Robert Gatewood and Hubert Field for a thorough discussion 
of many of these techniques).  
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and error" staffing approaches where
they basically hire and fire people until
they finally find the right person. 

However several fundamental changes
are occurring in the world of work that
are increasing the importance of using
optimally effective staffing methods.  

The US workforce is undergoing sever-
al large scale changes on a level that
has probably not been seen since the
advent of the post World War II econo-
my.  Massive shifts are occurring in the
size, age, diversity and education of the
workforce.  Internet technology now
allows candidates to quickly apply to
thousands of job openings around the
world regardless of their geographic
location.  Corporations are drawing on
talent sources from locations through-
out the globe and greatly increasing
the competition for skilled labor.
Flexible work relationships that were
almost unheard of a decade ago are
now becoming commonplace.  As an
industrial-organizational psychologist
working for a company that has
assessed over 25 million applicants, I
have seen many of these changes first-
hand.  As a consultant, I have had the
privilege to work with dozens of
national and multi-national organiza-
tions as they wrestle to adapt to large
scale demographic, economic, and
technological trends that are trans-
forming the global workforce.  This
paper provides an integrated view of
these trends and describes strategic ini-
tiatives that companies have effectively
deployed to capitalize on these changes
as opportunities rather than threats.
Taken together, the 8 trends and 12 ini-
tiatives described in this paper reflect
key issues that all leaders should con-
sider when developing future work-
force planning, acquisition and devel-
opment strategies.

Eight Trends Changing the 
World of Staffing 
The following eight trends will have a
massive impact on staffing practices
over the coming decade:

1. Workplace Polarization into Skilled
vs. Unskilled Jobs

2. Scarcity of Skilled Labor

3. Workforce Aging

4. Geographically Distributed
Workforces

5. Increasing Employee Turnover

6. Shifting Employee Attitudes

7. Fluid Organizations

8. Internet Staffing

These trends reflect changes that in
many cases have already occurred and
that are virtually certain to continue
based on a variety of data.  Each trend
would substantially change staffing
practices in the US if it occurred in iso-
lation, but when considered as a whole
the impact of these trends on future
staffing methods will be monumental.    

Trend #1 - Workplace Polarization
into Skilled vs. Unskilled Jobs

Over the last 30 years there has been
an increasing split in the US economy
between skilled and unskilled jobs.
Skilled jobs require higher levels of
reasoning ability coupled with special-
ized knowledge and skills acquired
through previous education or work
experience.  Unskilled jobs require little
to no prior knowledge or experience,
and depend primarily on general work
behaviors such as attendance, compli-
ance, and getting along with others.
There are and will continue to be far
more unskilled jobs in the US economy
than skilled jobs.  However most of the
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relative job growth over the coming
decade will come from skilled jobs.  In
addition, the difference between skilled
and unskilled jobs is growing larger as
skilled jobs become increasingly
demanding and complex while
unskilled jobs become more and more
simplified.  

The growing divide between skilled
and unskilled jobs is primarily a result
of technology.  The use of technology
tends to have three general effects on
jobs: 

1. It increases productivity by
automating many of the repetitive
tasks associated with semi-skilled
and unskilled work.  This often
results in either eliminating semi-
skilled and unskilled jobs alto-
gether.  

2. It turns semi-skilled job into
unskilled jobs by automating many
of the moderately complex tasks
associated with semi-skilled work.
These new unskilled jobs are less
valuable as a source of develop-
ment opportunities because they do
not require employees to perform
tasks where they can develop skills
and capabilities associated with
semi-skilled work. 

3. It increases the complexity of exist-
ing skilled jobs and creates new
skilled positions.  This occurs
because people must learn to oper-
ate the technology used for the
automation.  Employees may also
be required to utilize more complex
information that is often generated
by new technologies.  

As technology continues to be used to
automate job tasks, the future economy
will become increasingly divided into
two almost entirely separate labor mar-
kets:  the labor market for skilled jobs

and the labor market for unskilled jobs.
Each labor market will have its own
unique set of challenges and will
require different staffing techniques
and methods.  Organizations employ-
ing skilled and unskilled labor will
need to understand the strategic and
tactical issues affecting two almost
entirely different staffing environments.

Staffing leaders may also be challenged
to find ways to help employees transi-
tion across the increasingly large gap
between unskilled and skilled positions
within the organization.

The growing difference between skilled and unskilled jobs in
the grocery industry

Skilled and unskilled jobs have historically been distinguished more
by a matter of degree than a categorical difference.  It was once
common for people to start working at a company in an entry-
level, unskilled job and then "work their way up" to increasingly
skilled positions.  However, the difference between skilled and
unskilled jobs is becoming so great that this traditional on-the-job
approach to career development is often no longer feasible.
Consider the example of grocery jobs.  In the past, a person might
start as a cashier and use this work to develop their basic math
and accounting skills so that they could eventually perform the
more complex financial tasks done by store managers.  However
most grocery stores have now automated the purchasing process to
the point that cashiers can perform their job with little actual use
of math.  As a result, cashiers are no longer provided with the
opportunity to develop the basic financial skills needed to move into
a store manager position.

While automation has made cashier jobs far simpler now than they
were in the past, it has also increased the complexity of store man-
ager jobs.  Store managers must have some understanding of how
the automation within their stores work, and are expected to use
increasingly sophisticated data generated by in-store purchasing
systems to manage store operations.  While in years past cashier
jobs and store manager jobs shared many similarities, they are now
associated with much different types of tasks.  As a result, years of
experience as a cashier have much less value for preparing one for
the demands of being a store manager than they once did in the
past. 
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Trend #2 - Scarcity of Skilled Labor

The US workforce is one of the most
well educated in the world.
Unfortunately trends suggest that it
will not stay that way.  Although educa-
tion level is the single largest factor
associated with increased wages in the
US, many people in the US appear to
be either unable or unwilling to devote
resources towards greater education.
Functional illiteracy levels among US
adults have remained relatively
unchanged, between 5% and 10%, for
over a decade.  For the past several
years, children in the US have consis-
tently achieved math scores that place
them below the midpoint compared
with children from other countries with
similar levels of economic develop-
ment.   While the number of college
educated workers increased from
approximately 40% to 60% over the
past 20 years, it is not expected to
increase much further in the future1.
Moreover, much of the advanced edu-
cation pursued by US workers is limit-
ed to two-year degrees, as opposed to
more advanced four-year degrees.  This
pattern of declining education contin-
ues at the highest levels.  For example,
in recent years roughly 25% of the
physical science PhDs granted in the
US have been given to non-resident
aliens2.  

A variety of reasons have been suggest-
ed for the failure of US employees to
embrace higher education.  These rea-
sons are far reaching and often some-
what intractable, including things such
as inadequate educational preparation
in primary schools, a societal culture
that undervalues knowledge and learn-
ing, and a shift in the workforce
toward demographic groups that have
traditionally received less education.
Whatever the reasons, what seems
clear is that education levels in the US
workforce are unlikely to keep pace
with the increasing number and com-

plexity of skilled jobs in the US econo-
my.  It is very likely that the US labor
market will soon experience a major
shortage of skilled labor.  In fact, this
shortage is already occurring for many
skilled jobs such as nurses and pharma-
cists. 

Trend #3 - Workforce Aging

It is widely recognized that the US pop-
ulation and its workforce are growing
steadily older.  However many people
do not realize how much older we are
getting.  During the 35 years prior to
1970 the median age of the US popula-
tion increased by approximately 2
weeks per year.  Over the past 35 years
the median age of the US population
has increased by roughly 3 months per
year3.  In other words, since 1970  the
US population has been aging at a rate
600% faster than the rate during the
35 years prior to 1970.  This accelera-
tion in age is due to two simple facts:
we are living longer and we are having
far fewer children.  

The aging of the US population is
going to create labor shortages.  While
factors such as potentially slower eco-
nomic growth, offshore employment,
and later retirement ages could offset
the depth of these shortages it is unre-
alistic to think they will completely nul-
lify them.  Problems associated with an
aging workforce are likely to be even
worse in many countries in Europe and
Asia where the birth rate is much lower
than in the US.  The increased age of
the workforce will also significantly
impact the kinds of candidates avail-
able to staff future jobs.  People change
as they get older and these changes
will lead to fundamental shifts in work-
force capabilities.  While future staffing
strategies will undoubtedly include
finding ways to keep older workers in
the job market longer, they will also
need to pay careful attention to the
unique nature of the interests, motives,
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abilities and constraints frequently
found in older workers. 

Trend #4 - Geographically 
Distributed Workforces

Organizations have historically co-
located labor near production resources
to keep transportation costs low.
Companies also placed importance on
co-locating employees near customers
so they could frequently communicate
with one another.  However, the advent
of a more knowledge-based economy
coupled with increasingly advanced
information technology has relaxed the
importance of placing employees in
certain specific geographical locations.
These changes have allowed much
greater use of distributed workforces
within the United States, as well as
"offshoring" jobs to other countries
such as India or Mexico.  

Several factors will continue to acceler-
ate the use of geographically distrib-
uted workforces.  Foremost is the avail-
ability of relatively inexpensive labor in
other countries, as well as dispropor-
tionate workforce growth patterns
within the United States.
Approximately 45% of the US popula-
tion growth over the coming decades
will come from three states:  California,
Texas and Florida4.   This trend will
force greater use of staffing strategies
that consider talent sources at a nation-
al or global level, rather than focusing
on only hiring people from certain spe-
cific geographical regions.  Staffing
departments may also face increased
risks from companies in other countries
"poaching" skilled talent from US
organizations.  The population of Japan
and most European nations is shrinking
in size relative to the US population.
In addition, a variety of economic
trends suggest that the value of the US
dollar may steadily decrease on the
world market over the coming years
which may drive US wages down rela

What does it mean to be old?

Although we may deny it, we change as we get older.  Some of these
changes are likely to be considered strengths, while others are con-
straints.  The following are some common characteristics that often typi-
fy older workers.  These are examples of things that need to be consid-
ered when designing staffing strategies that seek to make greater use of
older workers:

• Decreased tolerance for certain kinds of work. Many older work-
ers, particularly those who possess highly valuable skills, are likely to
be in a financial position where they can exhibit considerable person-
al choice over how they want to spend their time.  Such employees
are likely to demand work schedules and assignments that fit their
interests even if they do not fully align with the company's needs.  In
essence, many highly skilled older workers work because they want
to, not because they have to.

• Greater experiential knowledge. Older workers often possess a
wealth of knowledge and expertise about certain work related topics.
This knowledge is likely to be particularly useful when associated
with tasks and activities that are relatively stable over time, and that
are not radically impacted by changes in technology or the broader
economic landscape.

• Difficulty rapidly learning new types of knowledge. The advan-
tage of growing older is that we accumulate increasing amounts of
knowledge that we can draw on to solve problems.  The disadvantage
is that we tend to become less efficient at learning highly novel or
unfamiliar things.  Take the example of learning a foreign language.
Children are highly adept at learning new languages.  However peo-
ple who did not learn multiple languages early in life typically find it
very difficult to learn a new language when they are old.  In sum,
older workers tend to know more so there is less they need to learn,
however when they do need to learn something it may require more
time and effort than would be needed for a younger worker.

• Health Issues. As people grow older they become susceptible to cer-
tain health risks.  Health issues are likely to play a greater role when
designing jobs to be staffed by older workers. 

These reflect some of the large scale differences that should be consid-
ered by staffing organizations whose applicant populations contain a
high number of older workers.  On the other hand, it should be empha-
sized that young and old workers are more similar than different.
Regardless of age, most people want the same general things from work:
challenge, opportunity, respect, and work-life balance.



A recent study

found that more

than 8 out of 10

employees plan to

look for new jobs

when the econo-

my improves.

Copyright ©2004, Unicru Inc. All rights reserved. Do not distribute without permission. Page 6

tive to wages in other countries.  This
trend in wages, coupled with the
acceptance of distributed workforces,
could result in US employees with
highly sought after skills being able to
make more money working for a non-
US corporation without having to leave
the United States.  This could result in
foreign companies aggressively sourc-
ing skilled talent from within the US
workforce.

Trend #5 - Increasing Employee
Turnover

The growing shortage of skilled labor
and increasing use of distributed work-
forces that allow people to join new
organizations without changing geo-
graphic locations will invariably lead to
greater levels of turnover among skilled
employees.  A recent study found that
more than 8 out of 10 employees plan
to look for new jobs when the economy
improves5.   The readiness of employ-
ees to leave employers to pursue
opportunities elsewhere also reflects a
steady shift in employee-employer rela-
tionships that can be traced back to the
extensive organizational downsizing
that occurred in the 1980's and 90's.
Wave after wave of layoffs has left
employees with little sense of commit-
ment to remain with companies for
more than 2 to 3 years.  Conversely,
organizations are now much more tol-
erant toward candidates who have a
history of job hopping.   Some organi-
zations even look unfavorably on appli-
cants who have spent "too many" years
with one company.    

Increasing levels of employee turnover
will require staffing departments to
develop methods to ensure that
employees brought into the organiza-
tion remain with the company long
enough to justify the costs associated
with recruiting and hiring them.  It is
very costly to pay a premium price to
hire and train a skilled employee only
to have them leave to join another
company.  Future staffing efforts must

emphasize hiring employees who not
only have the necessary skills and qual-
ifications to perform the job, but who
also exhibit a high level of general fit
with the organization.  Staffing process
must extend months or years past the
initial hiring decision and follow
employees to the point where they are
fully-socialized and committed to the
organization.

Trend #6 - Shifting Employee
Attitudes

People often comment on the shifting
attitudes of different generations.  It is
often difficult to determine if these
shifts in attitudes are due to genera-
tions being fundamentally different
from one another, or if they largely
reflect differences in age.  Nevertheless,
there are some noticeable trends in the
work attitudes found in younger
employees, particularly among skilled
workers.  Foremost is an increased
emphasis on having jobs that provide
freedom and flexibility to pursue inter-
ests outside of work.  In a recent study
of college students, flexible hours were
identified as the single most desirable
benefit, followed in distant second by a
desire for more vacation time6.  Simply
put, members of younger generations
appear to be less willing to devote their
lives to work.  If staffing strategies are
to effectively attract and retain these
younger skilled workers they must take
into account their general attitudes
toward work.  Companies should not
assume that applicants will value job
opportunities above all else in their
lives.  Jobs must be designed so that
employees do not feel that they have to
sacrifice their lives outside of work in
order to fulfill their job responsibilities.

Trend #7 - Fluid Organizations

The last 20 years have seen unprece-
dented levels of organizational restruc-
turing, mergers and acquisitions, dives-
tures, and re-engineering.  Job tasks
and responsibilities often evolve with
alarming speed due to rapid technolog-
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ical changes and frequent shifts in
organizational structures and responsi-
bilities.  The job requirements used to
staff a position one year may bear little
resemblance to the requirements used
to staff the same position five years
later.  Given the increasing rate of orga-
nizational change, long range staffing
strategies and methods should not
assume that positions within an organi-
zation will remain fixed over time.
Recruiting tactics and succession plans
built around specific jobs run the risk
of quickly losing their relevance when
the jobs they are designed to fill sud-
denly cease to exist due to an organiza-
tion restructuring or acquisition.
Staffing selection tools must be able to
adapt and morph over time to reflect
shifts in the nature of the jobs they are
designed to support.

Trend #8 - Internet Staffing
Technology

Internet staffing has gone from a future
vision to the standard way of doing
business in less than a decade.  In 1996
the internet was largely viewed as a
recruitment novelty for staffing highly
specialized positions.  It is now the
dominant method used to source candi-
dates for skilled positions.  Virtually all
large organizations use the internet as
a critical channel to attract and identify
candidates.   The web is also one of the
primary tools used by skilled profes-
sionals to find job opportunities.  

Although internet staffing technology is
widespread, the field is still in its infan-
cy in terms of methods and techniques.
There are enormous differences in the
sophistication and effectiveness of
internet staffing methods currently in
use.  However some clear trends are
emerging regarding "necessary prac-
tices" for any fully functional internet
staffing system.  These include the use
of sophisticated staffing assessment
tools to evaluate candidates, engaging

career sites that both recruit and screen
applicants based on job and organiza-
tional fit, integrated applicant tracking
and candidate management tools for

processing and communicating with
large numbers of candidates, and
advanced search engines that can iden-
tify high potential candidates from

The future of staffing and the Y2K paradox

The 8 trends described in this paper are based on considerable data
and will undoubtedly continue to change staffing over the coming
years.  However, the ultimate direction and impact of these trends
will depend largely on things that have yet to happen.  If the last
20 years teaches us anything, it should be that technological break-
throughs and large scale economic changes can quickly change our
lives in ways at which we cannot currently even guess.  In addition,
because staffing is fundamentally about the actions and behaviors
of people, it is a field that is inherently difficult to predict.  Any
predictions that involve people are fundamentally at risk since how
people behave today is not necessarily how they will behave tomor-
row.   Moreover, the main reasons people change their behavior is
to cause or prevent things from happening in the future.

The Y2K movement in the information technology industry during
the late 1990's illustrated the sort of dilemma that staffing profes-
sionals currently face as they prepare for the future talent land-
scape.  All IT professionals acknowledged that Y2K would arrive on
Jan 1, 2000, and most agreed that it could potentially mess up
computer programs that did not take into account how the turn of
the century would affect data fields containing the date.  However
there was considerable disagreement around the overall impact of
Y2K.  Some people argued that Y2K would have little effect, while
others said it would lead to widespread pandemonium and the fall
of the global economy.  Millions of dollars were spent on Y2K out of
fear of what "might" happen.  In the end the Y2K problems turned
out to have minimal impact on computer systems.  However we will
never know if this was because we fixed the problem before it
occurred (i.e., the money spent on Y2K was money well spent), or
because the problem was never going to occur in the first place.  

The same dilemma is now faced by organizations regarding
staffing.  The trends changing the field of staffing are real,
although their impact is unclear.   Whether these changes warrant
action in the near term though depends on people's level of anxiety
about what could happen.  Unfortunately, unlike Y2K, there will
not be a single date when we can tell whether this anxiety was 
warranted. 
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thousands of possible applicants.
Staffing organizations will have to
avail themselves to all of these tech-
nologies to compete effectively in the
future talent marketplace. 

How companies are adapting to
changes in the talent landscape
Most of the trends in the previous sec-
tion are fairly well recognized and
largely reflect things that have already
started to happen.  However, there is
much less clarity around how these
changes will impact staffing over the
long term, particularly when one con-
siders the potential interactions
between different trends.  Will
decreases in the US workforce caused
by the aging population be offset by
increased use of part-time and flexible
work relationships?  Will the availabil-
ity of internet staffing practices and
growing access to offshore talent
allow companies to overcome chal-
lenges caused by the increasing short-
age of highly skilled labor within the
US?  Addressing and understanding
these sorts of complex questions is
critical to creating workforce acquisi-
tion and development strategies that
can effectively weather the coming
shifts in the talent landscape.   

It is folly to make precise, long-range
predictions about things as complex as
labor markets.  However, it is possible
to plan for the broad shifts that are
going to occur at a general level.  The
first step is to make sure that your
organization treats staffing as a criti-
cal organizational function.  Staffing
should not be given to HR generalists
as something done "in addition" to
other HR duties.   Staffing functions
should be led and performed by dedi-
cated staffing professionals who
understand the intricacies of sourcing,
selecting, and retaining talent.  Listed
below are several key initiatives that

should be supported by any large
staffing organization.  All of these ini-
tiatives reflect things that innovative
staffing organizations are already
doing.  Companies that effectively
deploy these initiatives will have a sig-
nificant advantage managing and capi-
talizing on the large scale changes
that are transforming the nature and
content of the workforce.  Because
these initiatives address broad
changes that in many cases have
already begun to transform the work-
force, they also provide a variety of
more immediate short-range returns.

Attracting Talent
• Be a Great Place to Work
• Flexible Work Arrangements
• Virtual Workspaces
• Employer Branding

IIddeennttiiffyyiinngg  &&  SSeelleeccttiinngg  TTaalleenntt
•• Building Talent Pools
• Scientific Assessment
• High Touch Recruitment
• Competency Based Select

RReettaaiinniinngg  &&  DDeevveellooppiinngg  TTaalleenntt
• Hiring for the Organization
• Staffing Based on Potential
• Broad Band Succession Planning
• Workforce Analytics

The initiatives have been grouped
based on whether they primarily
impact talent attraction, selection, or
retention.  Although each initiative
will be discussed individually, it is crit-
ical that the initiatives not be
approached as a "laundry list" of dif-
ferent staffing actions.  In practice,
each initiative is interdependent on
the others.  For example, whether
applicants consider a company to be a
great place to work depends largely
on the methods the company uses to
retain and develop its internal talent.
Similarly, the methods a company uses
to select external talent should align
and support strategies used for inter-
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nal succession planning.  To be truly
effective these initiatives must be
deployed as parts of an integrated tal-
ent management process that starts
with initial sourcing of external candi-
dates and continues on past the hiring
decision through the entire develop-
ment lifecycle of employees after they
join the company.  This process should
emphasize that staffing is not simply
about hiring, but is a comprehensive
process for supplying talent so compa-
nies always have the right people in the
right place at the right time. 

Attracting Talent

The first step toward building a high-
performing workforce is ensuring a
steady supply of high-potential appli-
cants.  As talent becomes increasingly
scarce, companies will find it more and
more difficult to source adequate num-
bers of qualified candidates.  This is
particularly true for highly-skilled
applicants who are likely to be
employed already and who may be
highly sought after by multiple employ-
ers.  Companies cannot simply post job
openings in the newspaper or on the
web and expect top candidates to
apply.  Staffing organizations must take
specific steps to garner the attention
and interest of top candidates.
Advertising the company's job openings
is not nearly enough.  Staffing depart-
ments must let candidates know that
the company offers the sorts of oppor-
tunities they want from a job.  At  min-
imum, this will require effective
deployment of the following four initia-
tives:

BBee  aa  GGrreeaatt  PPllaaccee  ttoo  WWoorrkk.   Companies
that place a high priority on the needs
of their workforce have an easier time
attracting and retaining employees.
Staffing organizations must implement
targeted data collection methods to
find out what things appeal most to the

talent they need, and then aggressively
implement and enforce practices to
ensure these things are supported
throughout the organization.   This
requires working with line leaders and
employees to determine what employ-
ees want from work and finding ways
to provide these in a financially prof-
itable manner.  Although staffing
departments can help with becoming a
great place to work, ultimate responsi-
bility for the success of this initiative
falls squarely on line leadership.
Saying that job satisfaction and reten-
tion are the responsibility of staffing
makes as much sense as saying that
profitability is the responsibility of the
finance department.  Becoming a great
place to work can and should be influ-
enced by staffing practices, but it is
ultimately obtained and maintained
through effective operational leader-
ship.   Companies that fail to recognize
this will soon find themselves in the
unenviable position of only being able
to attract and retain the employees that
no one else wants.

FFlleexxiibbllee  WWoorrkk  AArrrraannggeemmeennttss.  The era
of the 9 to 5 day at the office is coming
to a close.  Concepts such as flexible
work schedules, telecommuting, and
job sharing that were considered inno-
vative and risky 10 years ago are now
commonplace in forward thinking
organizations.  Providing employees
with flexibility around when, where,
and how long they work will be key to
attracting scarce labor resources.
Whether highly-skilled workers accept
job offers will increasingly depend on
whether the jobs are convenient and
supportive of their lifestyle.  This
requires moving away from the tradi-
tional model of finding candidates who
conform to the requirements of the job,
and instead looking for ways to struc-
ture jobs to meet the requirements of
the candidates.
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VViirrttuuaall  WWoorrkkssppaacceess.   Geographic loca-
tion is often a major obstacle to finding
skilled talent.  Organizations that can
remove the location requirement from
their job postings will have an enor-
mous advantage in the future talent
wars.  Enormous advances have been
made in the development of technology
and management practices for building
virtual organizations.  Companies must
embrace the concept of virtual work-
spaces and provide managers and
employees with the necessary training
and technology needed to work with
people anywhere in the world.   

EEmmppllooyyeerr  BBrraannddiinngg.. Most companies
have historically assumed that their
general image in the community, the
personal relationships of their employ-
ees, and the strength of their job offers
will provide sufficient pull to generate
the candidates they need to staff posi-
tions.  Those days are gone.
Companies that do not proactively
build a positive employer brand among
potential candidates will soon find
themselves faced with time-to-hire
dates that are measured in months
instead of weeks.   Ensuring a steady
supply of qualified candidates requires
coordinated marketing to enhance the
company's image and reputation
among target groups of potential appli-
cants.  It is not enough to be a great
place to work, you have to make sure
potential applicants know why your
company is so great.  Processes used to
screen and select candidates must be
designed so candidates find them posi-
tive, job relevant and engaging.  All
individuals involved in staffing, from
recruiters through hiring managers,
must be aware that the most important
staffing decisions for highly-skilled
positions are not always the ones made
by hiring managers.  Instead it may be
the candidate's answer to the question
"do I want to work for this company"?  

Identifying and Selecting Talent

Companies filling skilled positions not
only have to overcome the increasing
shortage of skilled labor, but must also
deal with increasing numbers of
unskilled or otherwise unqualified
applicants.  It is not uncommon for
companies to receive over 1000 appli-
cants for a single position.  The pres-
ence of so many under-qualified appli-
cants significantly raises the risk of
inadvertently hiring the wrong person.
Companies cannot afford to hire
employees who lack key capabilities
given the time and resources associated
with hiring talent, the increasing costs
of labor, and the level of competition
between companies.  Conversely, the
losses in revenue caused by overlook-
ing or inappropriately eliminating good
candidates are also substantial.  Not
only do companies fail to gain the
value of these overlooked high-poten-
tial candidates, these candidates often
end up working for a competitor.
Companies must develop effective and
efficient methods to sort through large
numbers of unqualified applicants to
identify, recruit and select those few
high potential candidates who have the
capabilities required by the position.
The following initiatives represent
some of the things companies are
doing to make sure they can quickly
find the best possible candidates for
each open position in the organization  

SScciieennttiiffiicc  AAsssseessssmmeenntt.  A wealth of
research indicates that scientifically
designed staffing assessment tools pre-
dict candidate job performance at lev-
els that are usually better than manual
judgments made by recruiters or hiring
managers.  These tools include things
such as personality questionnaires, abil-
ity tests, and interactive job simulations
that have been rigorously designed and
validated using sound scientific and
statistical methods.  Many scientific
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assessments can be administered and
scored automatically using web-based
technology.  These tools provide consid-
erable gains in staffing efficiency since
they do not require the time needed by
more traditional screening methods
such as conducting interviews or manu-
ally reading resumes.  Staffing organi-
zations should develop strategies to
guide the deployment of scientific
assessments throughout the company
in order to maximize the efficiency and
effectiveness of candidate selection.
Focus should initially be placed on
using assessments to support hiring for
positions that have the greatest impact
on the overall performance of the com-
pany.  These are typically positions
with high staffing volumes (e.g., entry-
level hourly jobs) or positions where
variations in the performance of indi-
vidual employees have a major impact
on revenue (e.g., sales jobs, leadership
positions).  Assessments should eventu-
ally be deployed to support hiring for
every position in the organization
where performance is important.  In
other words, every position. 

TTaalleenntt  PPoooollss.  One of the most effective
ways to prepare for the upcoming tal-
ent shortage is to proactively build tal-
ent pools.  Talent pools provide infor-
mation about potential candidates that
a company can readily access to sup-
port future staffing needs.  Talent pools
typically contain individuals who meet
some general requirements in terms of
work eligibility, background, capabili-
ties, and/or career interests.  Focused
employer branding efforts can build
and strengthen talent pools by encour-
aging individuals to take an active
interest in possible career opportunities
within the organization.  At a mini-
mum, an organization's talent pool
should include existing employees who
have the potential to be transferred

into other jobs within the company.
Organizations should also encourage
the use of employee referrals to identi-
fy talent pool members outside of the
organization.  Efforts should also be
made to create talent pools in applicant

populations that are likely to be critical
for long-term staffing strategies.  For
example, talent pools might be built to
provide future candidates from certain
demographic groups, educational back-
grounds, schools, or geographic loca-
tions.  

Booking airline passengers and recruiting candidates

The online processes airlines use to book passengers contain some
lessons for how to potentially design online recruiting systems.   
In a process somewhat similar to employee branding, airlines con-
duct general marketing strategies to encourage potential passen-
gers to visit their companies’ reservation websites.  These websites
provide potential passengers with information and tools to deter-
mine if there are flights that fit their interests and needs.  If
desired, passengers can book and pay for flights entirely online.
However, most airlines also provide a number that passengers can
call if they have specific questions about flights and flight pay-
ments, or otherwise wish to receive more personalized attention.
Airlines also have dedicated customer service agents who focus on
providing personalized and prompt service to high potential "fre-
quent flyers" who have been pre-qualified based on the likelihood
that they will purchase expensive airline tickets.  

The process used by airlines seeks to balance the use of automa-
tion and personalized service, using each where they are most
effective.  The online technology primarily supports the exchange
of simple and straightforward flight and billing information.
Personal contact is used to address topics that require more com-
plex or customized support and to deliver a higher level of service
to individuals who have been pre-qualified as high-potential cus-
tomers.  One can envision future recruiting methods modeled
along similar lines.  Applicants would not be looked at by
recruiters unless they possessed some level of minimum qualifica-
tions.   Instead of spending small amounts of time reviewing and
talking with large groups of minimally qualified applicants,
recruiters can focus on spending a lot of time with a much smaller
group of pre-qualified, high potential candidates. 
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HHiigghh  TToouucchh  RReeccrruuiittmmeenntt.  Most compa-
nies have already adopted some form of
internet staffing technology because of
its ability increase staffing efficiency
and effectiveness.  Unfortunately, this
technology can also create a highly
impersonal and unrewarding candidate
experience which may alienate high-
potential candidates.  This problem is
not inherent to the use of staffing tech-
nology, but merely reflects problems
with the way companies are using it.
There is a tendency to view technology
as a way to remove people from the
staffing process.  However the purpose
of staffing automation should not be to
replace recruiters, but to free up
recruiters to focus on the recruiting
tasks they do best.  This means
automating tasks that recruiters do
poorly such as evaluating candidates,
processing administrative information,
and redirecting recruiters' time into
tasks that require a more "human touch"
such as selling high potential candidates
on the benefits of the organization.
Although automation has and will con-
tinue to change the role that personal
relationships play in the staffing
process, it will never remove the impor-
tance of personal contact for building a
candidate's sense of interest and com-
fort toward an organization.  Staffing
automation should be viewed largely as
a tool used to concentrate this personal
contact on those candidates where it
will provide the greatest return on
investment.

CCoommppeetteennccyy  BBaasseedd  SSeelleeccttiioonn.
Organizations have traditionally evalu-
ated job candidates based primarily on
their technical knowledge, skills, and
job experience.  This approach empha-
sizes the specific things a candidate has
done in the past, with relatively little
emphasis placed on exploring how they
did it or what they are likely to do in
the future.  While this approach does
have some validity, it has two major
limitations.  First, it ignores the influ-
ence that the environment has on a per-

son's accomplishments.  Virtually all
work depends partially on things out-
side of the employee's control and only
looking at past job titles and objectives
provides little insight into what the
employee actually did to achieve their
success.  For example, a sales person
who barely achieves quota the first year
after opening a new territory may be far
more effective than a sales person who
significantly exceeds quota after being
given existing accounts in a strong, well
established territory.  Second, it tends to
limit people's potential based on nar-
rowly defined areas of technical expert-
ise as opposed to more generalized
capabilities.  For example, a computer
programmer with highly effective inter-
personal skills might be well-suited for
a leadership position in customer serv-
ice, even though computer program-
ming is not typically considered to be
the kind of job where one develops cus-
tomer service skills.  By relying too
much on past experience and knowl-
edge, companies often hire people who
have the technical skills traditionally
associated with the job but who lack
interpersonal or self-management skills
that are critical for success.  In addition,
companies may overlook high-potential
candidates who have the right personal
capabilities but who don't "look good on
paper".

The problems associated with basing
selection solely on technical knowledge
and experience led to a shift in the
methods and language used to describe
jobs that can be broadly captured under
the term "competency modeling".  A
competency can be thought of as a
group of behaviors that influence job
relevant outcomes.  "Negotiating",
"building relationships", and "critical
thinking" are all competencies that have
been used to describe the behaviors that
drive success in different kinds of jobs.
Staffing processes that emphasize com-
petencies in addition to technical
knowledge and past job experience pro-
vide several key advantages that will be



increasingly critical in the future labor
market.   

• Competency based selection meth-
ods tend to be more accurate.
Staffing assessment tools do not
directly predict job performance
outcomes such as sales perform-
ance or attendance.  What they
predict are the behaviors or com-
petencies that influence these out-
comes.  Consequently, closely
aligning selection methods around
competencies tends to increase
their effectiveness.  

• Competencies tend to be relevant
across a wide range of jobs.  For
example, the competency "building
relationships" influences success in
a variety of jobs.  Because compe-
tencies tend to cut across different
kinds of jobs, staffing methods
based on competencies can be
used to support multiple types of
positions.  

• Competency based staffing meth-
ods can maintain their relevance
even when specific job tasks and
responsibilities change.  Consider
computer programming.  While
the relevance of knowledge about
specific programming languages
constantly changes, the impor-
tance of competencies such as
"analytical thinking" and "attention
to detail" tend to stay relatively
constant.  Competency based
staffing tools can often adapt to
changes in job design that would
invalidate the relevance of staffing
tools built around specific types of
job experience or technical knowl-
edge.  

• Because competencies tend to
apply across multiple jobs, having
knowledge about an individual's
competencies makes it possible to
consider them for a wider range of

jobs in comparison to only having
knowledge about their technical
knowledge and past job experi-
ence.  Consider the example of a
computer programmer with strong
interpersonal competencies.  This
person might never be considered
for customer service positions
based solely on the knowledge and
experiences listed on their resume.
However if the staffing department
knows about the person's compe-
tencies then they can suggest
career opportunities to candidates
that lie outside of their core tech-
nical areas of expertise that they
may have never considered.

Retaining and Developing Talent

The primary goal of staffing is not to
hire people, it is to ensure that the
organization has ready access to the
talent needed to support its business
strategies.  To achieve this goal
staffing must go beyond the hiring
decision to address long-term 
employee retention and development.
There are three primary reasons why
employee retention and development
should be included as an integral part
of any company's staffing strategy.
First, the main things high potential
candidates seek in a job are opportu-
nities to further grow and develop
their careers.   If staffing departments
want to attract, recruit, and retain the
best and brightest candidates they
must understand and actively support
internal employee development initia-
tives.  This includes working closely
with training and development profes-
sionals to ensure that the capabilities
and interests of candidates align with
the learning challenges and opportuni-
ties that they will encounter once on
the job.  Second, one of the most
important sources of talent for any
large organization is its internal
employees.  Staffing departments
must look for ways to effectively
incorporate and leverage potential
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applicants who are already employed
within the organization in a way that
supports effective organizational
growth.  Third, if staffing departments
are to effectively plan for future
staffing needs they need to fully
understand internal employee mobility
and succession plans within the organ-
ization so they can appropriately back-
fill positions in advance.  The follow-
ing initiatives describe several specific
ways that staffing departments can
effectively integrate hiring practices
with other, longer term employee
retention and development strategies.  

Hiring for the organization

Employees in companies with strong
cultures share common beliefs, values
and norms that affect how decisions
are made and how people treat one
another.  Strong corporate cultures
that are well aligned with a company’s
business goals have been associated
with greater employee commitment,
faster decision making, improvements
in stock prices, and greater percent-
ages of market share.  One of the keys
to fostering a strong corporate culture
is to hire employees whose motives
and beliefs fit the opportunities and
environment found within the organi-
zation.  The following are a few of the
positive outcomes that can result from
focusing on organizational fit during
the staffing process:

• Improved retention resulting from
hiring people whose interests and
preferences align with the general
work climate found within the
company.  

• Better communication between
employees who come from diverse
national, geographic, and demo-
graphic backgrounds.  

• Increased employee resilience to
future job changes such as those
caused by frequent organizational
restructuring.   

Each of these outcomes will take on
increasing importance as the work-
force becomes more competitive, glob-
al, and turbulent.  More and more
staffing departments are building tools
into their staffing process that are
designed specifically to recruit and
assess candidates based on their fit
with the prevailing corporate culture.

SSeelleeccttiinngg  ffoorr  PPootteennttiiaall.  One of the
most commonly used techniques for
developing leadership talent is to
assign high-potential employees to
jobs that require them to develop
capabilities that they currently do not
have.  These employees are not cho-
sen just based on what they know, but
also on what they do not know and
need to learn.  This somewhat coun-
terintuitive method to staffing can be
thought of as selecting for potential.
It involves placing people into jobs
based on predictions of the capabili-
ties they could develop in the future.
As skilled labor becomes increasingly
scarce, organizations will need to put
more emphasis on selecting for poten-
tial.  Selection processes will need to
screen candidates based on abilities
and talents that are difficult to devel-
op, while simultaneously downplaying
the importance of previous knowl-
edge, skills, and experiences that can
be taught or gained on the job.  This
requires using more sophisticated, sci-
entifically designed assessments that
can effectively measure candidates'
underlying abilities, personality traits,
and natural talents.  Hiring managers
will need support to assist in bringing
highly talented but relatively inexperi-
enced new hires up to speed as quick-
ly as possible.  Internal development
programs must also work to prepare
internal employees to make the leap
to jobs with increasingly higher skill
levels.  

Companies that master the art of iden-
tifying, hiring and developing candi-
dates based on potential will have a
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major advantage when it comes to
staffing skilled positions.  This is par-
ticularly true for organizations that
have large numbers of unskilled,
hourly employees.  These organiza-
tions can leverage their unskilled labor
forces as a large, readily accessible tal-
ent pool containing a wealth of pre-
qualified applicants for skilled jobs.
Encouraging and supporting internal
promotions from unskilled to skilled
positions will both provide a pre-
dictable supply of talent while also
improving employee commitment and
motivation among the unskilled labor
force.  Over time these companies will
begin to attract more and more high
potential applicants into their hourly
workforce as the company develops a
reputation as a "great place to start
building a career".  

BBrrooaadd  bbaanndd  ssuucccceessssiioonn  ppllaannnniinngg..
Many companies use elaborate succes-
sion planning systems to track, de-
velop, and promote employees into
key positions.  These systems are usu-
ally built using hierarchical structures
where potential replacement employ-
ees are slotted under certain specific
jobs or departments.  For example, a
leader may list two potential replace-
ments who could fill his/her position,
these two potential replacements list
two potential replacements who could
fill their roles, and so on down
through increasingly lower levels in
the company.  Although hierarchical
succession planning can be relatively
effective, it has two key limitations
that makes it poorly suited for future
staffing needs.  First, it assumes that
organizations will have the same basic
hierarchical organizational structure
over time.  Hierarchical succession
plans often lose their relevance when
companies radically restructure,
remove positions or eliminate entire
layers altogether.  Second, hierarchical
succession plans often overlook poten-
tial replacements from non-traditional
areas within the company.  For exam-

ple, a field-based senior marketing
manager might possess the core com-
petencies needed to perform a 
corporate-based director-level job in
finance, but would never be consid-
ered for this position because he/she

is not located in the right part of the
organization.   

Recent innovations in staffing assess-
ment technology hold promise for
eliminating the need to use hierarchi-
cal succession planning strategies.
Sophisticated search and match
engines can sort through thousands of
employees to identify individuals with
key competencies and capabilities
needed for certain positions.  Instead
of basing succession planning around
the names and titles of specific
employees, these search engines allow
organizations to plan succession and
development strategies based on com-
paring long-term talent needs against
competency inventories taken of the
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Selecting for Potential and the US Military

The US military provides one of the best examples of an organization
that has effectively implemented the concept of selecting for potential.
Every year the military accepts thousands of relatively unskilled high
school graduates into their ranks.  These new recruiters are trained
to perform highly specialized and complex technical tasks in a very
short amount of time.  How is it that the US military is able to teach
average high schools students how to do things such as fixing and
operating advanced military hardware in less than two years?  Part
of the answer has to do with selecting for potential.  

Anyone who has recently gone through the US military can probably
remember spending  hours completing a range of psychological
assessments.  These assessments are used to determine how people's
basic talents match against different military specialties.  The assess-
ments are used to match new recruits to different assignments and
training programs.  In addition, much of the training used by the
military is built specifically for people who show a natural inclina-
tion or talent for the tasks being trained.  For example, a course on
fixing tank engines may be designed specifically for people who show
a natural talent for performing mechanical tasks.  The combined
result of selecting for potential and designing training for people with
a natural talent for the task makes it possible for the military to
develop highly specialized skills in new recruits in a very short
amount of time.



workforce.  Staffing professionals are
able to search and locate high poten-
tial replacements at the time when
they need them.  Development depart-
ments can use search tools to generate
reports indicating the general skills
and capabilities found across the
entire workforce.  They can then cre-
ate targeted development interven-
tions to build critical skills that are in
short supply across the company.  The
use of these more flexible, broad
based "just-in-time" succession plan-
ning techniques will become increas-
ingly important as organizational
structures become more and more
dynamic and overall talent shortages
worsen.

WWoorrkkffoorrccee  AAnnaallyyttiiccss.. Steady shifts in
the supply and demand for skilled
candidates is going to place greater
and greater demands on staffing
departments to perform at maximal
productively levels.  This includes
proactively identifying and forecasting
future workforce issues that could
lead to a critical loss or shortage of
talent.  Achieving these goals will
require an increased focus on the col-
lection and use of staffing data.
Staffing organizations must become
effective at gathering numerical data
indicating the efficiency of methods
for attracting and selecting candidates,
the performance of employees after
they are hired, and long-range projec-
tions of future talent needs for differ-
ent functions within the organization.
Staffing departments without this data
will be forced to merely "guess" at
whether they are being effective in
terms of providing the organization
with the talent they need when they
need it.  

The increasing automation of staffing
and HR systems is providing compa-
nies with unprecedented access to
data about workforce changes, the
nature of applicant quality and flow,

employees satisfaction and skills, and
projected staffing needs.  To effective-
ly make use of this data, staffing
organizations must ensure that the
data being provided is as accurate as
possible.  They must also leverage
advanced workforce analytic methods
to accurately interpret trends and

explore potential strategies for
change.  This means going beyond
reporting simple averages and "pro-
duction figures" (e.g. time to hire,
number of hires filled), and using
more sophisticated statistical modeling
methods to understand correlations
and trends underlying different
aspects of the talent management
process.   Similar to the way that
organizations use sophisticated data
modeling methods to project financial
performance and supply chain inven-
tories, future staffing departments will
need to collect and analyze staffing
data to identify subtle trends and
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Windows Explorer, Google, and Succession Planning
Traditional, hierarchical succession planning strategies can be likened
to the file structures used in software tools such as Windows Explorer
that group information into different, hierarchically nested files and
directories.  These hierarchical file structures work well as long as the
overall, high level information structure is well understood and
remains relatively constant over time, and no information is inadver-
tently placed in the wrong file or directory.  In contrast, broad band
succession planning strategies can be likened to internet search engines
such as Google.  Internet search engines use sophisticated tools to look
at a wide range of information simultaneously. These engines allow
users to find information without having to use higher level informa-
tion structures to organize and search for data.  Because they don't
rely on nested files, they also avoid problems associated with storing
information in the wrong file or directory.

Succession planning structures that do not use hierarchical informa-
tion structures have a lot of advantages as long as the search engines
they use are both accurate and fast.  Until recently, such search
engines did not exist.  However recent advances in technology have led
to the creation of search engines that are capable of sorting through
complex information on thousands of individuals in seconds.  These
advances could change the methods used for succession planning from
ones where candidates are identified and organized into different hier-
archical lists "just in case" a replacement is needed, to ones where can-
didates are identified "just in time" to fill critical positions.



changes that provides insight into cur-
rent staffing performance, future
staffing needs and provide methods
for addressing them.

Next steps?
The key question facing staffing
organizations should not be whether
to prepare for the 8 broad trends
described in this paper, but how to
prepare for these coming changes.
The predictions and recommendations
made in this paper are based on many
changes that have already started to
happen-- the question is not whether
these changes will occur, but how

extreme they will be.  Regardless of
the scope and extent of the 8 trends,
companies that undertake the initia-
tives described in this paper will be in
a better position to cope with these
trends and may even significantly
profit from them.  Admittedly, most of
the initiatives suggested in this paper
are neither inexpensive nor easy to
implement.  Many of them take well
over a year to fully develop and
deploy.  However organizational lead-
ers would do well to remember that
even the best business strategy in the
world is destined to fail if no one is
available to actually do the work.  
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The content of this article is based on information from a variety of sources
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with front-line recruiters and candidates.  It reflects a synthesis of over 10
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senior executives.  Although citations in this article are restricted to refer-
ences for specific data, a variety of other sources supporting observations
throughout the article can be made available upon request.
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