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Since 2003, Accenture has been researching
the characteristics and business practices that
contribute to high performance. One of the key
streams of this research effort is the Accenture
High-Performance Workforce Study. First
conducted in 2000, this study explores how
leading companies are addressing critical
people and workforce issues while substantially
increasing the business impact of their human
resource and training functions.
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A Seat at the Table—and Significant Opportunity
for Business Impact
In the past two decades, a company’s workforce has become
increasingly important to business success—so much so that
most senior executives now view people and workforcerelated issues as a critical competitive differentiator and
one of their top agenda items. This sentiment certainly is
evident in the survey we conducted as part of the 2006
edition of the Accenture High-Performance Workforce
Study, in which attracting and retaining skilled staff and
finding and developing talented leaders were cited by
executives as critical factors in achieving high performance.
Along with the growing importance of the workforce has
come more attention to, and respect for, the head of the
human resource function. Indeed, for years, HR leaders
have been asking for “a seat at the table”—to be taken
seriously in the executive suite as a key contributor to the
overall direction and mission of the business. Judging from
the results of our study, HR leaders’ wish has been granted:
In a large majority of companies participating in our survey,
the HR head is viewed as a strategic partner to the business,
and in most companies he or she reports directly to the
chief executive officer or head of the overall enterprise.
However, executives also believe that while the HR organization has taken strides toward becoming more strategic, the
HR and learning functions still have substantial opportunity
to more effectively support and guide the larger enterprise
in its efforts to become a high-performance business. For
example, in this year’s survey, a very small percentage of
executives—including those leading the HR and learning
functions—said they were very satisfied with the support
those functions provided to not only the organization at
large, but also to what executives described as their company’s
most critical workforces.
Furthermore, most executives also noted that other workforces
in their companies are falling short of high performance.
This is true even of those functions deemed most important
to the organization: sales, customer service, strategic planning
and finance. Our survey reveals that across geographies
and industries, most companies still struggle to build
industry-leading workforce skills and ensure that their
employees understand the company’s overall strategy and
what it takes to excel in the organization’s chosen markets.
Such shortcomings can present significant obstacles to growth
for virtually any company, especially as the competition
for talent increases and businesses become increasingly

global. Quite simply, to be successful in the long term,
companies need high-performance workforces, and the role of
the HR and learning organizations in developing such workforces must be better focused so these organizations can have
a more positive impact on overall business performance.
In fact, this year’s study illustrates that companies must
devote greater attention and resources to addressing all
aspects of talent management—from recruiting, career
development and performance measurement to learning,
rewards, recognition and compensation. But this will require
a quickening in the pace of transformation among companies’
HR and learning organizations to infuse new skills, capabilities
and resources. It also will require the heads of individual
workforces such as sales, finance, marketing and information
technology to engage more deeply in the development of their
people as a key part of their management and leadership
roles. This latter point often is overlooked but has become
a critical factor. Many organizations do not do enough to
encourage and develop people management skills and
capabilities in their leaders—particularly in middle management
where they arguably have the greatest impact. Leaders at
all levels ultimately are responsible for developing the people
reporting to them and understanding what it takes to build
a competitive workforce. The HR and learning functions, in
turn, must be in a position to enable and facilitate such
people development, as well as understand where the gaps
and shortfalls really are.
With the economic doldrums of the past few years now
behind us, companies once again have set their sights on
growth objectives. A superior workforce—supported by
highly effective, flexible and business-oriented HR and
learning organizations—will be essential to achieving those
objectives and taking greater strides toward high performance.

Peter Cheese
Managing director—Human Performance
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Introduction
As we embark on the second half of the 21st
century’s first decade, we find a global economy
that is in dramatically better shape than in the
past few years. Regardless of industry, most
companies have emerged from the severe costcutting and bunker mentality that characterized
the period from 2002 to 2004 and are looking
once again to grow their business.
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Along with this change in focus we see among companies
a renewed emphasis on the workforce—specifically, how to
renew, and in many cases rebuild, a corps of workers who
were rocked by the economic downturn but whose skills
once again are in demand. To be sure, companies have
gone through such a phase before. However, this time
things are likely to be different. In addition to the usual
challenges associated with shifting from cost-cutting to
growth mode, companies in many industries are beginning
to face the sobering reality that talent is becoming
increasingly elusive and scarce. As Baby Boomers around
the world exit the workforce and fewer new workers take
their place, the challenge “to do more with less” while
capturing Boomers’ gold mine of knowledge before they
retire becomes an absolutely critical competitive issue.
Of course, this challenge falls squarely on the shoulders
of executives in charge of human resources and learning.
And as many of these individuals have discovered, divining
the impact the aging workforce and other talent pool
dynamics will have on their company’s ability to achieve
high performance and market leadership is an extremely
difficult proposition.
In this year’s High-Performance Workforce Study, Accenture
addresses this challenge, along with many other issues
critical to building and sustaining a workforce that delivers
a positive, measurable impact on an organization’s bottom
line—thus enabling the enterprise as a whole to achieve
high performance. Now in its fifth edition, the study is
part of Accenture’s overall research program to determine
the characteristics of high-performance businesses across
industries and business functions.
Key findings from this year’s study include the following:

Workforce Issues
Few companies are performing very well in addressing the
factors they deemed critical to achieving high performance,
and most respondents reported that their workforces lack
the skills and understanding of strategy needed for their
companies to gain competitive advantage. Even functions
respondents consider critical—sales, customer service,
finance and strategic planning—do not perform as strongly
as they should.

Reasons for Performance Shortcomings
These struggles can be attributed, in part, to several key
human resources- and training-related shortcomings,
including a lack of connection to business drivers; failure
to measure the business impact of HR and training efforts;
ineffective or non-existent knowledge capture and sharing
capabilities; the talent time bomb; and lack of functional
leaders’ involvement in people issues.

Human Performance Leaders
The research identified a group of “human performance
leaders”—companies in which the three functions their
executives deem to be most important perform at the
highest levels. We found that these leaders are more likely
to be successful in addressing the organizational factors
that contribute to high performance, and provide more
effective talent management support to all their workforces
(including formal measures gauging the business impact
of HR and training efforts and services tailored to the
importance and contributions of specific functions).
These findings are derived from two principal research
efforts: a survey of 251 executives representing companies
in five major industries and six countries in North America,
Europe and Asia/Pacific; and an in-depth review of
Accenture work with dozens of influential global companies
on key HR and learning initiatives. The former illustrates
some of the major organization and workforce challenges
facing companies around the world, as well as how effectively companies’ HR and learning functions are helping to
address those challenges. Emerging from the latter are case
studies that explore how companies have improved their
business performance by transforming critical workforces
such as sales, customer service, finance, information
technology, and research and development—not to
mention human resources and learning.
On the following pages, we present the findings of our
research. Section I explores our survey findings and case
studies in detail, accompanied by insights from Accenture
experts. Section II provides an overview of our survey
results by three distinct breakdowns: companies’ industry
segment, country in which participating companies are
based and title of respondents. Additional insights and
research findings, as well as an online version of the survey
questionnaire that visitors can complete, are available at
www.accenture.com/workforcestudy2006.
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Companies Shifting Toward Growth

In the previous edition of this study, published in 2004,
we had this to say about executives’ perspectives on the
state of the economy:

Figure I-1 | Overall focus of the company
Primarily on growth
12 months ago | 22%

“[I]n 2004, there is renewed optimism among executives
with regard to the economy. Indeed, many economic
indicators point to a strengthening of demand in numerous
industry segments, giving executives hope that the worst
is behind them.”
Executives participating in our survey in 2004 did, in fact,
believe their companies were poised for better times, with
many of them anticipating a push toward growth-oriented
activities and a reduction in emphasis on cost control.
Two years hence, such a move has come to pass. In the past
few years, companies gradually have shifted their focus
away from controlling costs in favor of either ramping up
for growth or balancing cost and growth concerns. And
according to executives participating in our survey, it
appears that trend will continue into 2007 (Figure I-1).
Thirty-eight percent of respondents reported that their
company’s primary focus in the previous 12 months was on
cost control, while just 22 percent said it was on investing
in growth-oriented activities. Thirty-five percent reported
their emphasis is evenly split between cost control
and growth.

Today
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| 32%

Primarily on cost control
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In 2007, respondents expect the pendulum to swing
further in favor of growth, as 32 percent believe their
companies will target growth-oriented initiatives, 45
percent anticipate a blend of growth and cost control,
and just 18 percent predict an emphasis on cost
control only.

Today, a majority of organizations—53 percent—are
attempting to strike a balance between cost control
and growth, while only 26 percent are emphasizing cost
control. Interestingly, the percentage of companies focused
primarily on growth also dropped, to 17 percent.
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Numerous Factors Influence High Performance

With growth clearly on the agenda of most companies,
executives face an imposing challenge: how to determine
and successfully address those factors that play the biggest
role in the ability of the organization as a whole to capitalize
on growth opportunities. In other words, as the economic
environment has become more conducive to generating
more robust financials, raising the level of business
performance has become increasingly important.
We presented survey participants with a list of 11 factors,
and asked them to rate each in terms of importance to
their ability to achieve high performance in the business at
large (using a scale of 1=not at all important to 5=very
important). The factors we explored are the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Infusing innovation across the organization
Managing risk
Dealing with the regulatory environment
Generating superior business value from technology
investments
Acquiring new customers and increasing market share
Building strong customer loyalty
Bringing new products or services to market quickly
Having a flexible organization that can respond to
changing market conditions
Finding and developing talented leaders
Attracting and retaining skilled staff
Having a performance-oriented mindset in the workforce

According to respondents, the customer is clearly the
winner, as building strong customer loyalty and acquiring
new customers finished first and second, respectively, in
importance. Customer loyalty received a mean score of
4.36 and acquiring new customers garnered a 4.30. Even
more indicative of how critical these factors are to high
performance is how many respondents considered them
very important (a rating of 5): 61 percent for acquiring
new customers and 59 percent for building customer
loyalty—by far, the largest percentage of “very important”
votes among any of the 11 factors.
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Not far behind the customer-related factors were three
factors involving the company’s people: attracting and
retaining skilled staff (4.28), having a performance-oriented
mindset in the workforce (4.22), and finding and developing
talented leaders (4.10).
The remaining six factors were seen as comparatively less
important, although still not insignificant. Having a flexible
organization that responds to change, with a mean importance rating of 4.06, finished just behind finding and
developing talented leaders and was considered very
important by 37 percent of all respondents. These figures
reflect respondents’ recognition of the fact that no company
or industry segment is immune to market and competitive
forces, and that nimbleness has become a key trait of
successful enterprises.
Two factors that are more about control and less about
growth finished immediately behind having a flexible
organization: managing risk (3.98) and dealing with the
regulatory environment (3.79). With the accounting transgressions of several large companies still fresh in the minds
of respondents, as well as regulations such as SarbanesOxley in the United States that were put in place to guard
against such events from occurring in the future, it is not
surprising that more than one-third of respondents considered
these two factors to be very important. As one might
expect, these factors were most important to respondents
in the resources, travel and transportation, and financial
services industries.
However, with a focus on growth prevalent among a large
percentage of organizations, we would have expected that
infusing innovation across the organization (3.77) and
bringing new products/services to market quickly (3.58)
would finish higher. Each garnered a “very important” vote
from just 24 percent of respondents overall—suggesting
executives believe their companies’ offerings take a back
seat to customers and employees in achieving high
performance and competitive advantage.

Finally, a company’s ability to generate superior business
value from its information technology investments (3.73)
ended up ranked 10th out of the 11 factors, and was cited
by one-quarter of respondents as very important to high
performance. Participants representing communications
and high-tech companies were the most likely to consider
this factor very important.

Figure I-2 | Key factors in achieving strong financial
performance: importance versus performance
Building strong customer loyalty
59%
26%

Acquiring new customers/increasing market share

In addition to polling respondents on the criticality of
the 11 factors, we asked them to indicate how well they
thought their companies were addressing the factors (using
a scale of 1=not well at all to 5=very well). In most cases,
we found that companies seem to be falling short of
high performance—even among the factors that are most
important to them (Figure I-2). Of the six most important
factors, four had 40 percent or more of respondents rating
their company’s performance as a 3 or less (average
or poor).
Finding and developing talented leaders (the fifth-most
important factor overall) seemed to be particularly
troublesome, as nearly half of the respondents said their
companies did no better than an average job in this area
and only 16 percent said they performed very well (a 5
rating). Executives reported doing somewhat better in the
top-rated area—building strong customer loyalty—but
even here, about one-third of respondents rated their
efforts no better than a 3 and only 26 percent rated
their company’s performance a 5.

61%
21%

Attracting and retaining skilled staff
45%
17%

Having a performance-oriented mindset in workforce
41%
18%

Finding and developing talented leaders
37%
16%

Having a flexible organization that responds to changing market conditions
37%
21%

Managing risk
35%
21%

Performance in addressing other top factors was similar:
acquiring new customers (37 percent rating it a 3 or
less; 21 percent a 5); attracting and retaining skilled staff
(41 percent a 3 or less; 17 percent a 5); and having a
performance-oriented mindset in the workforce (41 percent
a 3 or less; 18 percent a 5). Overall, no factor was cited as
being addressed “very well” by more than 28 percent of
respondents.
The implications of these findings alone suggest trouble
for a large percentage of participating companies. No
organization can hope to generate robust growth if it does
not excel in acquiring new customers and inspiring existing
customers to continue to buy—and buy more frequently.
And without a superior ability to address key workforce
concerns such as employee recruitment and retention,
leadership development, and workforce performance and
productivity, companies will struggle simply to remain
competitive and likely find high performance and market
leadership to be elusive goals.

Dealing with the regulatory environment
36%
28%

Infusing innovation across the organization
24%
11%

Generating superior business value from its technology investments
25%
19%

Bringing new products or services to market quickly
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12%
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Percentage of respondents rating factor “very important”
Percentage of respondents saying they address factor “very well”
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Challenges with the Workforce

Indeed, additional data from our survey show that challenges
with the workforce may run deep and could be hindering
companies in their pursuit of high performance. One area
of concern, for instance, is the performance of companies’
most important workforces. We presented survey participants
with a list of 12 corporate functions and asked them to
identify which three were most important in their companies,
as well as how well they thought each of their top three
workforces performed (using a scale of 1=low to 5=high).
The functions covered were:

Figure I-3| Functions considered one of the three most
important in the organization

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Marketing

Sales
62%
Customer service/support
43%
Strategic planning
23%
Finance
23%

Sales
Human resources
Customer service/support
Strategic planning
Engineering
Marketing
Research and development
Information technology
Manufacturing
Logistics
Finance
Training and development

21%
Engineering
20%
Human resources
19%
Information technology
17%
Research and development
16%
Manufacturing
14%
Training and development

The good news is that there appears to be a solid alignment
between companies’ top two factors in achieving high
performance and the workforces that are most influential
in addressing these factors (Figure I-3). Sales—instrumental
in customer acquisition—received the largest percentage of
votes (62 percent) as a top-three workforce, followed by
customer service and support—a key influencer of customer
loyalty—which was cited by 43 percent. Sales and customer
service also were the number-one and number-two functions,
respectively, in the previous two editions of this study—
suggesting recognition among executives that regardless
of the state of the economy, customer-related capabilities
are essential.
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Third place featured a tie between finance and strategic
planning, each named a top-three workforce by 23 percent
of respondents. This is a change from the previous two
editions of this study, when human resources finished in
third place. The HR function dropped to seventh place
this year. Finishing slightly behind finance and strategic
planning this year were marketing (21 percent) and
engineering (20 percent).

The bad news is that none of the principal workforces in
a majority of respondents’ organizations is performing at a
high level—even those respondents considered most critical
(Figure I-4). Just one-fourth of respondents who named
sales and customer service as top-three workforces
described the performance of these workforces as high (a
rating of 5). Strategic planning is seen to be performing a
bit better, with one-third of respondents who selected it as
a top-three workforce describing the performance of that
function as high. On the other hand, finance received a
performance rating of 5 from just 19 percent of respondents.

the employee turnover rate in their top three workforces
was somewhat or much lower than their industry’s average
—suggesting that a majority of companies in our survey
could be struggling to retain talent that is critical to their
ability to compete (Figure I-5).

Figure I-5 | Employee turnover rate of top three
workforces combined

As far as the remaining eight workforces are concerned,
the situation is much the same, as none received a
performance rating of 5 from more than 37 percent of
respondents who cited each as a top-three workforce.

17%

11%

Besides overall performance, companies’ top workforces
also appear to be falling short in two other critical areas:
employee retention and overall alignment with the company’s
strategic goals. Only 46 percent of survey participants said

29%

35%

Figure I-4 | Performance of top three functions. Percentage
of respondents rating function’s performance as “high”
Sales
25%
Customer service/support
25%

Much higher than industry average

Strategic planning

Somewhat higher than industry average

33%

At industry average

Finance

Somewhat lower than industry average
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Perhaps even more troubling is the fact that there appears
to be a gap in companies’ top three workforces between
what the enterprise at large is trying to achieve and what
employees think it is trying to achieve. Just 38 percent of
respondents said more than three-fourths of their top
three workforces understand the company’s strategy and
what is needed to achieve high performance in their industry.
In nearly one-fourth of respondents’ companies, less than
half of the employees in the top three workforces have
such an understanding.
At a higher level, the broader workforce also seems to be
underperforming in most respondents’ companies. From a
strategy standpoint, there is an even larger gap than what
was reported in the top three workforces. Just 20 percent
of executives said more than three-fourths of employees in
their entire workforce understand the company’s strategy
and what is needed to be successful in their industry. In the
2004 edition of this study, the figure was identical, while in
the 2002/2003 edition, it was 12 percent. A full 40 percent
of all respondents this year said less than half of their
entire workforce has such an understanding.
Furthermore, overall workforce skill level is on a downward
trend. In 2003, 27 percent of respondents said the majority
of their workforce had the skills necessary to execute their
jobs at an industry-leading level. In 2004, the question was
asked slightly differently but generated a similar result:
Only 17 percent of respondents described the overall skill
level of their organization’s entire workforce as “industry
leading.” In 2006, the percentage dropped even further,
to 14 percent (Figure I-6).
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Even companies in which overall workforce skills were
reported to be in the top tier appear to still have significant
work to do to achieve high performance in their most critical
functions. Of the 34 respondents who said their overall
workforce had industry-leading skills, just 26 percent said
all three of their most important functions performed at a
high level (i.e., a performance rating of 5).

Figure I-6 | Percentage of entire workforce considered
to have industry-leading skills
2002/2003
27%
2004
17%
2006
14%
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Myriad Reasons for Performance Shortcomings

It is difficult to pinpoint the precise reasons why so few
companies reported high performance and superior skills
among their workforces. To be sure, many factors are at
work, often in ways and combinations that are not readily
apparent. However, in studying our survey data further—
and drawing on our own insights from the work Accenture
has done for hundreds of companies around the world in
the past few years—we are able to say that the performance
shortcomings of companies’ most critical workforces
stem in large part from inadequate human resource and
training support.

Figure I-7 | HR and training support of top three
workforces in key areas
Recruiting
19%
Career development
11%
Performance measurement
13%
Leadership development
15%
Change management

For example, we asked respondents to rate the effectiveness
of the HR and training support given to the top three
workforces in their organization, using a scale of 1=not at
all effective to 5=very effective. In a majority of participating
companies, support of the top three workforces was reported
to be average to ineffective in a number of key areas of
talent management. Knowledge management and knowledge
capture and transfer appeared to be the area in which most
companies struggle, with 64 percent and 63 percent of
respondents, respectively, indicating average to ineffective
support (a rating of 3 or lower). Also problematic were
change management (57 percent), leadership development
(54 percent) and career development (53 percent).

8%
Knowledge capture and transfer
6%
Knowledge management
7%
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13%
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Aligning workforce skills to business priorities
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Looking at the data another way, no more than 19 percent
of respondents said their support of their top three workforces in any of the areas of talent management covered
was highly effective (Figure I-7). The lowest on the spectrum
were knowledge capture and transfer (6 percent) and
knowledge management (7 percent), while the highest
was recruiting (19 percent).
Given this data, the natural next question is why are the
HR and training organizations failing to do a better job of
providing talent management support, especially to the
company’s most critical functions? Our survey respondents
provided insights into potential answers.
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Lack of Connection to the Business
One reason why HR and training support is seen as ineffective
in so many companies may be that in many organizations,
HR-related initiatives are not strongly connected to the key
areas that drive the business. For example, in a majority of
companies, HR and training support does not reflect the
unique needs and influential position of critical workforces
(Figure I-8). In fact, only 36 percent of respondents said
their companies tailor their HR and training support to each
workforce’s needs and contributions to the organization.
The remainder of the companies either provides the same
support to all workforces (43 percent) or provides the same
base level of support to all workforces but offers some
enhancements for critical workforces (20 percent).

Figure I-8 | HR and training support provided
to workforces

Figure I-9 | Extent to which head of top workforces are
involved in human capital management initiatives
Sales
34%
Customer service/support
29%
Strategic planning
37%
Finance

36%

31%
Marketing

43%

19%
Engineering
24%
Human resources
46%

20%

Information technology
23%
Research and development
40%
Manufacturing
44%

Tailored to each workforce's needs and contributions

Training and development

Same base offered, but enhanced support for top workforces
All workforces get same support

41%
Logistics
26%

Also, in most companies, there seems to be a reluctance
among the heads of functions to get involved in what
traditionally have been viewed as “people issues” that are
primarily the purview of the HR or training organization
(Figure I-9). We found, for instance, that only 34 percent
of respondents said the head of sales—the most critical
workforce among survey respondents—is highly involved in
human capital management initiatives. Twenty-nine percent of respondents said the same about the head of the
second-most important function, customer service. The
responses are similar for most of the remaining workforces
covered, including a low of 19 percent for marketing, 23
percent for IT, 24 percent for engineering, 31 percent for
finance and 37 percent for strategic planning. In only two
cases (besides the obvious HR and training functions)—
manufacturing and research and development—did 40
percent or more of respondents indicate that the heads of
those functions were highly involved in people issues.
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Lack of Business Metrics
A second reason why HR and training support is seen as
insufficient may be that companies are not measuring
the impact of HR and training efforts—or, when they are
measuring, are using metrics that do not necessarily
translate into business results. In fact, while participants in
our study for years have been telling us that measurement
is important, little progress seems to have been made.
Nearly 40 percent of respondents said they had no formal
measures to gauge the impact of their HR and training
efforts on the performance of their top three workforces,
while 39 percent said they have such measures but only
for some HR and training initiatives.
Furthermore, while traditional HR and training metrics are
pervasive among participating companies, there are still
large percentages of companies in our survey that do not
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use or value metrics that tie HR and training initiatives to
business performance. For instance, customer satisfaction,
employee attraction and retention, and employee productivity
are among the most common metrics respondents reported
using. However, only 59 of respondents said they use margin/
profitability and just half said they use revenue/sales pipeline
to evaluate the effectiveness of HR and training efforts. Even
more telling is the fact that the percentage of respondents
citing margin/profitability and revenue/sales pipeline as
their most-important measure were just 15 percent and
14 percent, respectively, for human resources and just 10
percent and 16 percent, respectively, for training.

Figure I-10 | Impact of the aging workforce
Feeling minor impact now
18%
Feeling major impact now
10%
Expect to begin feeling impact in five years
32%
Expect to begin feeling impact in 10 years
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Do not anticipate any real impact
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Talent Pool Dynamics
Another factor may be the environmental influences that
are changing the dynamics of the available talent pool and,
consequently, affecting how organizations recruit. It has
been well documented that the workforce in many countries is both aging and shrinking—the victim of the Baby
Boom generation’s reaching retirement age and lower
birthrates in developed and developing countries. The result
are workforces around the globe in which large percentages
of valuable employees soon will be leaving, with a much
smaller cohort coming up behind them to fill their spots.
Indeed, nearly 30 percent of our survey respondents said
they are feeling the impact today from the aging workforce, and an additional 32 percent expect to begin feeling
the impact within five years (Figure I-10). Of those already
feeling the pinch, 18 percent characterized the impact as
minor and 10 percent said it was major. The immediate
impact appears to be most severe in the financial services
industry, and among companies in Spain. Interestingly, HR
executives, chief executive officers and chief operating
officers are on the same page when it comes to the impact
being felt today: 29 percent of HR heads and 29 percent of
CEOs and COOs said they are feeling either a major or
minor impact today. However, they disagree on what is in
store for them in the future: Just 18 percent of HR leaders
do not expect to feel any impact from the trend, compared
with 37 percent of the CEO/COO group.
Regardless of when the impact is felt, one of the areas
that is or will be affected by the aging workforce is talent
sourcing (Figure I-11). Forty-three percent of respondents
said sourcing of talent is a challenge or severe challenge
today—primarily because they have a smaller or shrinking
talent pool from which to choose. Talent sourcing is most
challenging for companies in the travel/transportation
(59 percent) and communications/high-tech (53 percent)
industries, and those in Spain (66 percent) and Australia
(55 percent).
18

Figure I-11 | Extent to which talent sourcing is
a challenge
1—Not a challenge
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2
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3
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4
31%
5—Severe challenge
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Lack of Knowledge Capture and Sharing
A fourth factor in the less-than-effective HR and training
support for companies’ workforces may be ineffective or
non-existent knowledge capture and sharing capabilities.
Forty-two percent of respondents described knowledge
capture and sharing as a challenge or severe challenge for
their company (Figure I-12). The figures were higher in
“old-line” companies such as utilities (57 percent), energy
(53 percent), and travel and transportation (47 percent) that
are characterized by rigid workflows and management
hierarchies that impede collaboration and information sharing.

Figure I-12 | Extent to which knowledge capture and
sharing is a challenge

Figure I-13 | Relationship between HR and training
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In fact, the most commonly cited impediments to better
knowledge capture and sharing among all respondents were
lack of a common business culture across different locations
(38 percent), no knowledge support infrastructure with
dedicated people (37 percent) and the fact that knowledge
sharing typically is not rewarded in the organization
(32 percent).

part of the overall focus of the HR function (Figure I-13).
In only 12 percent of companies is training administration,
development and delivery managed as a separate function
reporting to the company’s senior executives.

Knowledge capture and sharing is a particularly critical issue
for companies facing an impending loss of institutional
knowledge. Indeed, we found that the companies for which
the aging workforce is having a major impact today are
much more likely to indicate that knowledge capture and
sharing is a challenge or severe challenge (69 percent of
those companies, compared with 44 percent of those feeling
a minor impact, 40 percent of those expecting to feel an
impact within five years, and 31 percent of companies
anticipating no impact from the trend). To be sure, the
ability to effectively gather, catalog and make accessible
critical institutional knowledge not only helps mute the
impact of a mass exodus of long-time employees (as will
happen when the Baby Boomers retire), but also makes
existing employees more productive by giving them the
content they need to excel in their jobs.

A sixth factor may be that a surprisingly low percentage of
companies are focusing their training efforts primarily on
business-oriented goals.

Training Lost in the Shuffle
A fifth factor could be that in many companies, training
can get lost in the shuffle of the larger HR organization
and, thus, find its accountability for employee capability
development and productivity compromised and its ultimate
impact diluted. In 61 percent of companies, the head of
training and head of human resources are one and the
same person, while in fully half of the companies in the
survey, training administration, development and delivery are

Lack of Business-Oriented Goals

We asked participants to indicate which of the following
is the primary goal of their training organization: alignment
to strategic priorities, operational efficiencies, ability to
demonstrate business impact or foster innovation. Just
19 percent of all respondents said they would most like to
have the ability to demonstrate the business impact of
their training initiatives. Generating operational efficiencies
(24 percent) and aligning training to strategic priorities
(36 percent) were the emphasis of a greater percentage
of respondents.
These figures, combined with the less-than-pervasive
use of metrics such as margin and sales to gauge the
effectiveness of training initiatives, suggest that training in
many companies has not evolved to the point at which
it is providing the kind of support necessary to build and
sustain superior workforces that can help companies
become high-performance businesses.
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High Satisfaction Is Elusive

Regardless of the factors, the HR and training functions
clearly have work to do in the eyes of many respondents.
In fact, judging from the trend data we have gathered in
our study, the situation seems to have gotten worse this
year after having improved in 2004.

Figure I-14 | Satisfaction with HR and training functions
2006

2004

2002/2003

Human resources
11%
18%

For starters, executives’ satisfaction with both functions is
not as high as it could be (Figure I-14). This year, only 11
percent of respondents said they are very satisfied with the
performance of their HR function, and just 10 percent said
they are very satisfied with training. Those figures both
are down from the previous edition of our study—when
18 percent were very satisfied with the HR function and
16 percent were very satisfied with training—and are
closer to the input we received in 2002/2003, when the
percentages of those reporting to be very satisfied with the
HR and training functions were 13 percent for each.
Furthermore, the two functions are not viewed by many
executives as particularly important, relative to other corporate workforces. Human resources and training were
ranked seventh and 11th, respectively, (out of 12 functions)
in terms of their importance to the overall organization.
This is a dramatic change for the HR function, which was
third on the list in the two previous editions of the study.
In comparison, training finished 10th in the 2004 edition
(but was not broken out as a function separate from human
resources in the 2002/2003 study).
Just 19 percent of respondents this year cited human
resources as one of their three most critical workforces,
and of those, only 19 percent said their HR function was
performing at the highest level. This, despite the fact that
78 percent of respondents said their company’s most senior
human capital management executive is viewed as a strategic
business partner to the company’s executive suite. For
training, the figures were even worse: just 9 percent named
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Percentage of respondents reporting they are “very satisfied”

training a top-three workforce and only 14 percent of
those respondents described training’s performance as high.
These figures are somewhat more understandable—although
hardly forgivable—in light of the fact that just 19 percent
of respondents said training and development is considered
highly strategic to meeting business objectives in
their organization.
Finally, regardless of whether the primary goal of their
training function is demonstrating business impact, generating
operational efficiencies, fostering innovation or aligning to
strategic priorities, less than 10 percent of respondents said
their organization is making exceptional progress toward
meeting those objectives.
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Executives Are Using Outsourcing to Improve
HR and Training Performance and Effectiveness
As the demands on the HR and training functions continue
to grow, outsourcing is becoming an increasingly popular
option for many companies. While it is difficult to achieve
consensus on the size of the global HR and learning
outsourcing market—industry projections for 2008 vary
from US$50 billion to US$100 billion—experts do agree
that the market is growing at between 10 percent and
30 percent annually.
In our survey, we probed companies’ involvement in HR and
learning outsourcing by presenting participating executives
with a list of activities and asking them to indicate how
extensively they outsourced each (none, a small portion, a
large portion, or the entire activity). We found, in general,
that outsourcing has begun to take root in a growing
number of HR and learning activities, although not to the
extent at which outsourcing of other functions (such as
information technology and accounting) have experienced.

Figure I-15 | Extent to which HR activities
are outsourced
HR Activity
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Figure I-16 | Extent to which learning activities
are outsourced
Learning Activity

We also discovered that the extent to which a company
outsources HR and learning activities can have a positive
effect on the performance and effectiveness of the overall
HR and learning functions—at least in the eyes of executives
participating in our survey.
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Significant Opportunities Exist
Our survey revealed that outsourcing, while prevalent
among some areas of human resources, is not a widespread
practice across the HR function (Figure I-15). Indeed, a
large majority (three-fourths or more) of respondents
reported no outsourcing of several HR activities, including
employee administration/compliance, performance evaluation
and employee relations. A majority of respondents said
they outsource at least a small portion of only one HR
activity—recruiting (56 percent)—while just under half said
they outsource at least some of pension/retirement (47
percent) and health/welfare benefits (46 percent). Only
rarely did respondents say they outsourced all of a particular
HR activity.
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On the other hand, outsourcing in learning appears to be
more widespread than in human resources (Figure I-16). A
majority of respondents said they outsourced at least some
portion of training facilities (53 percent), training technologies
(55 percent), training delivery (67 percent) and training
content development (55 percent), while most companies
reported keeping curriculum development (53 percent) and
training administration (67 percent) in house.
Although not pervasive yet, however, HR and training
outsourcing do appear to be gaining in popularity among
companies around the world. Furthermore, according to
our research, companies that outsource more in HR and
training tend to experience more positive results in those
functions and other workforces than companies that
outsource less.

Benefits of Outsourcing
To isolate some of the differences in responses among
companies in terms of how much they outsource, we
organized companies that participated in our survey into
two distinct groups: those that “outsource more” and those
that “outsource less.” We approached the data in this
way: For each respondent, we assigned a score of 0 for
outsourcing nothing, a 1 for outsourcing a small portion,
a 2 for outsourcing a large portion and a 3 for outsourcing
all of each HR and learning activity. When we totaled the
numbers for each respondent, we arrived at what we called
the respondent’s “outsourcing propensity” score. The higher
the number, the more a respondent could be viewed as
favoring outsourcing of HR and learning activities.
We grouped respondents with the higher outsourcing
propensity scores into one segment and those with the
lower scores in another. The former group comprised 25
companies (or just under 10 percent of our total sample),
while the latter accounted for 226 companies. In comparing
how the “more” and “less” groups responded to the survey
questions about HR and learning outsourcing activities, we
found just how different the two groups’ approaches are.
For instance, the “more” group is far more likely than
the “less” group to outsource all of each HR and learning
activities covered by our survey—especially, health/welfare
benefits, payroll, pension/retirement and training curriculum
development. Furthermore, the “more” group is much more
likely than the “less” group to outsource at least a portion
of the following activities:
• Performance evaluation (48 percent versus 9 percent)
• Employee relations (52 percent versus 13 percent)
• Training curriculum development
(88 percent versus 37 percent)
• Training content development
(88 percent versus 51 percent)
• Training administration (72 percent versus 24 percent)
• Training technologies (88 percent versus 52 percent)
• Training facilities (96 percent versus 49 percent)

In comparing how the “more” and “less” groups responded
to all the other questions in our survey, we gained further
insights that suggest that companies outsourcing more of
their HR and training activities are experiencing better
performance from not only their HR and training functions,
but also from the most important workforces within
their organizations. Companies with a higher outsourcing
propensity are more likely than those with a lower
propensity to:
• Say they perform very well in addressing many of the key
factors contributing to high performance.
• Believe the skill level of their entire workforce is
industry-leading (20 percent versus 13 percent).
• Feel their top three workforces perform at a high level
(a rating of 5 on a 1=low to 5=high scale) and say that
more than three-fourths of their top three workforces
understand the company’s overall strategy and what it
takes to be successful in their industry (56 percent
versus 36 percent).
• Report that the heads of their top three workforces are
highly involved in human capital management initiatives;
that they provide either tailored or enhanced HR and
training support to their top three workforces; that their
talent management support of the top three workforces
is highly effective across all the areas surveyed
(Figure I-17); and that they have formal measures to
gauge and quantify the impact of their HR and training
efforts on the performance of these workforces
(29 percent versus 18 percent).
• Say that the head of human resources is considered a
strategic business partner to the executive suite (92
percent versus 76 percent) and measure the impact of
their overall HR and training efforts using businessoriented metrics, such as margin/profitability and
revenue/sales.
• Report being very satisfied with the overall performance
of their HR (20 percent versus 10 percent) and training
(16 percent versus 9 percent) functions.
• Have training developed and delivered by a group separate
from the HR function (32 percent versus 19 percent).
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Figure I-17 | Companies that outsource more are more
likely than those that outsource less to provide highly
effective HR and training support to their top workforces
“ Outsources
More”

“ Outsources
Less” Group

Sue Gooch, BT’s HR outsourcing director, says BT welcomes
competition “because it drives innovation,” but adds:
“We also need people who can cope in that environment.
Attracting and retaining a highly motivated and flexible
workforce with world-class expertise is now a key
differentiator for BT.”
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Outsourcing Successes
Other Accenture research, as well as our own client work,
supports the aforementioned findings. We have seen
firsthand how companies can dramatically improve the
effectiveness and efficiency of both HR and training functions—and, in the process, create functions that are much
better positioned to help the larger enterprise achieve
high performance. We explore two such companies here.
BT: Keeping Pace with Change Through an
Innovative Outsourcing Arrangement
As one of the world’s leading providers of communications
solutions, United Kingdom-based BT has to compete and
win on a global scale against some of the most aggressive
and innovative companies in the world.
Achieving high performance on this demanding playing
field requires non-stop innovation and a consistent drive to
become more efficient. But technology and cost-savings
are not enough—increasingly, the competitive edge for any
global communications provider is people. As BT chief
executive officer Ben Verwayeen puts it: “BT is no longer a
technology business—BT is a people business.”
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Since 2000, BT has successfully used outsourcing to achieve
these business goals. By outsourcing the transactional side
of its human resource operation to Accenture HR Services,
BT has improved and then sustained its performance at the
transactional level. Senior HR executives have been freed
to concentrate on inspiring, motivating and developing
employees as well as developing HR strategies to help BT
achieve its business objectives.
Over its five-year span, the outsourcing deal helped BT
achieve cost savings of more than 25 percent while outperforming on service level agreements and achieving high
levels of customer satisfaction. Yet, although this was
already one of the biggest and most successful HR outsourcing deals in the world, when the contract came up for
renewal in 2005, BT’s top management was eager to take its
HR transformation to another level.
“We became a lot more sophisticated in our thinking about
what we wanted from outsourcing,” says Jenny Arwas, BT’s
group operations HR director. “Because we were very happy
with a good relationship, our expectations were very high—
and that made us more difficult to please.”
BT came to Accenture HR Services with a challenging set of
requirements if the relationship was to continue, including:
• Extending the contract beyond the United Kingdom
to its global operations
• Driving costs down by a further 34 percent on a
like-for-like basis
• Shifting pricing to a per-transaction basis rather than
per employee
• Creating even more robust and rigorous service
level agreements
• Introducing greater levels of governance, control
and flexibility
• Maintaining BT’s position as an organization with
leading-edge HR practices

“Independent benchmarks said the pricing of the existing
contract was excellent, but we still wanted to do it for
less,” says Sue Gooch. “The only possibility of doing this was
to maximize self-service and to use lower-cost resources.”
According to Gooch, another key factor was Accenture’s
ability to support BT around the world as it grows its international presence. “Accenture’s global footprint closely
matched our own,” she says. “As the international proportion
of our business increases, we will need a consistent
technological platform and delivery approach on which
our HR services can grow.”
The new contract, which commenced in August 2005, will
last for 10 years and is valued at US$575 million. It considerably extends the scope of the original project: from
87,000 employees and 180,000 pensioners in the United
Kingdom to more than 102,000 employees and 182,000
pensioners worldwide.
HR services will be provided in more than 50 countries and
in multiple languages, including English, Dutch, French,
German, Italian, Japanese, Spanish and Mandarin. In addition
to the expansion in scope and geography, Accenture
HR Services continues to deliver end-to-end HR services
covering the entire employee lifecycle, including recruitment, workforce performance, compensation and benefits,
employee services, and customer contact services. In all,
Accenture provides BT with nearly 200 standard and
optional HR services.
Delivering the new contract required the transformation
of HR processes from a single country to a global delivery
model, while upgrading to a new and more sophisticated
technology platform. BT’s operating countries will migrate
from in-house HR functions to a standardized outsourced
model using Oracle’s PeopleSoft 8.8 software.
By outsourcing the majority of its HR transactions, BT has
been able to radically reduce the size of its in-house HR
function, freeing those staff from day-to-day administrative
work to concentrate on more strategic issues, such as talent
retention and development. BT now has a much clearer
understanding, not just of its current human resources,
but of what it will need in the future—and flexible access
to a full suite of HR services and innovative programs to
help it acquire and manage those resources.

• Achieved higher productivity levels for all staff through
reduced transaction times for basic HR administration,
such as maternity and sick pay calculations, accident and
incident reporting, etc.
• Reduced BT’s absence rate by 33 percent in four years.
• Recovered US$2.85 million in third-party claims over
three years.
• Contributed to 70 percent decrease of days lost due to
accident-related incidents through supporting BT’s health
and safety strategies, which included running an
innovative safety training program.
• Realized 100 percent satisfaction rating among candidates
participating in the Graduate Recruitment campaign by
the end of the assessment.
• Achieved 100 percent retention, and functional
achievement rates two to three times greater than
the national averages in the BT Modern Apprentice (MA)
scheme in 2004.
BT’s decision to renew and refresh its contract with
Accenture extends and expands one of the most innovative
and far-reaching HR business process outsourcing relationships
in the world. Building on the success of the original deal—
with a step change in scope and sophistication that
includes the creation of a global service delivery model to
provide a single HR platform for a global organization
operating and expanding across multiple countries—this
landmark deal sets the agenda for a new generation of
HR innovation for BT.
Sun Microsystems: Driving High Performance
Through Advanced Delivery of Learning Programs
While BT took an extremely comprehensive approach
to outsourcing all HR and learning activities, Sun
Microsystems opted to focus solely on how it delivered
learning services to technical audiences including its
customers and engineers.
Sun is a global provider of network computing infrastructure
solutions, including computer systems (hardware and software),
network storage systems, support services, and professional
and learning services. Businesses and governments in more
than 100 countries use Sun’s products and services to build
mission-critical network computing environments on which
they operate essential elements of their business.

In addition to this overall business transformation, BT has
achieved a number of specific business benefits through its
outsourcing partnership with Accenture HR Services and its
associated ability to effect and control HR-related costs
and benefits:
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Sun is an industry leader at leveraging teams of alliance
partners and service providers to achieve success. But in
the area of learning services, Sun had historically followed
a more traditional model of developing and delivering global
training to both internal and external customers through
its own organization, Sun Educational Services. To focus
resources on the company’s core competencies, senior
management at Sun adopted a partnering model for
delivery of learning services.
According to Stephan Gropp, director of Global Education
Business Partners—Sun Microsystems, “We believed that a
partner strategy would allow us to drive excellence in our
learning processes and help to improve the experience
for our customers, while simultaneously reducing costs.”
Sun then looked for the right company to take over its
instructional delivery operations in 12 countries, and also
to provide the proven expertise and skills to help move
Sun into leading-edge methods of instructional delivery.
In September 2003, Sun selected Accenture Learning as
its global education delivery provider. Under a multi-year
outsourcing agreement, Accenture Learning became the
primary instructor-led training delivery provider in all major
United States and European markets for Sun’s customers
and internal employees, and now delivers 128,000 student
days of training per year to 20,000 learners.
Operational responsibility for 25 training centers, including
100 Sun employees, was assumed by Accenture Learning
which, in addition to offering learning services through the
training centers, supports the delivery of dedicated, on-site
training sessions at Sun’s clients’ locations, tailored to the
clients’ specific business needs. The learning services are
sold under the Sun brand, and Sun retains responsibility for
developing course content for new product lines, while
Accenture supports Sun in delivering course content based
on specific customer needs.
The learning outsourcing relationship has allowed Sun
Microsystems to focus on its core business while delivering
a consistently high level of service to customers, drive efficiencies in its training delivery and reduce annual training
costs. The arrangement also has provided Sun with the
experience and global capabilities to apply world-class
learning delivery to its customer training, enhancing the
experience for its customers and strengthening Sun’s global
training presence. And, the outsourcing relationship has
allowed Sun to implement a variable cost structure, eliminating millions of dollars in fixed annual training costs.
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Furthermore, Accenture Learning has provided critical
experience, knowledge and resources to help Sun expand
training delivery to more centers with the use of remote
training laboratories. Equipment used for training is now
located at four sites in the United States and Europe;
students access this equipment and train from virtually
anywhere in the world. These remote laboratories have
increased the availability of training from nine to 25
locations across the United States and Europe while
reducing costs.
The outsourcing relationship has deepened over time.
Accenture Learning now delivers a broad range of highlevel technical courses as well as entry- and mid-level
courses, and has helped Sun to move into new methods of
delivery such as virtual instructor-led delivery—Web-based
training in which live instructors interact with students in
real time. This delivery method has strengthened Sun’s
robust e-learning program and promises to make Sun
technology expertise available to more students globally
and drive greater success for Sun’s customers.
The outsourced training delivery program has contributed
to increased alignment of Sun’s learning programs with the
strategic direction of the company. The program also has
improved speed to market and increased customer satisfaction
levels. The rollout of training for Sun’s Solaris™ 10 Operating
System marked the first time that customer-oriented training
was available prior to a major product launch. (Historically
there has been a 60- to 90-day delay in training.) Additionally,
the quality of the customer training has remained consistently high and in many instances has improved as
demonstrated in standard post-training surveys.

The Road Ahead
Companies such as BT and Sun clearly demonstrate that
outsourcing is becoming a viable option to address a variety
of people challenges—whether it is improving the efficiency
of HR and learning delivery, increasing the strategic connection
between HR and learning and the business, or boosting
the impact human resources and learning have on workforce skills and productivity (and, subsequently, on overall
business performance).
Based on our own research and work with clients,
Accenture believes that outsourcing will assume even
greater prominence in the years to come as the HR and
learning functions become more accountable for delivering
genuine business benefits and enabling high performance
in an increasingly complex and competitive world.
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The Human Performance Leaders

Despite the challenges and struggles that many companies
in our survey face, average or below-average performance
is not universal. In fact, 9 percent of participating companies
emerged as what we call “human performance leaders.”
These are organizations whose top three workforces are
performing at the highest levels—that is, those whose
performance was rated a 5 on the 1=low to 5=high scale.
These leaders enjoy more effective HR and training support
and, consequently, are more likely to be successful in
addressing the factors that contribute to high performance.
To more fully illustrate these leaders’ accomplishments, we
compared their responses and experiences with those of
respondents from “laggard” companies, which account
for 54 percent of our overall survey sample. We defined
laggards as those companies in which none of the three top
workforces is performing at the highest level (i.e., received
a performance rating of 5). In comparing the two groups,
we looked at responses from two perspectives: one that
helped us understand the differences in results that both
groups achieve; and one that sheds light on the actions
that both groups take—actions that appear to play a major
role in the achievement of those results.

Differences in the Results Leaders Get
The message in our survey data is clear: Leaders are making
significant strides toward high performance, while laggards
appear to be simply muddling along. This is especially evident
in how leaders view their HR and training functions and in
leaders’ reported organization and workforce performance.
1. Leaders are more likely to rate all organizational
factors as very important to high performance.
Leaders take a very comprehensive view of what it takes to
achieve high performance. In other words, executives of
these companies recognize that there is no “silver bullet”
that will magically imbue their organizations with the
capabilities to excel, but rather, that they need to effectively
balance and address many different factors. It is particularly
interesting to note the very large differences in the “very
important” percentages between leaders and laggards in
several of the factors—especially having a performanceoriented mindset in the workforce (a difference of 39
points), attracting and retaining skilled staff (35 points),
infusing innovation across the organization (31 points), and
dealing with the regulatory environment (30 points). It is
also noteworthy that only two factors—generating superior
business value from technology investments and bringing
new products or services to market quickly—were not
deemed very important by a majority of leaders.
2. Leaders are more likely to say they perform very
well in addressing all of these critical factors.
Although a majority of leaders rated their performance a
5 in addressing only two factors—building strong customer
loyalty and responding to changing market conditions—
leaders clearly outperformed laggards across every factor
(Figure I-18). This is particularly true for responding to
changing market conditions (a difference of 38 points),
sustaining a performance-oriented mindset in the workforce
(36 points), building strong customer loyalty (35 points)
and finding and developing talented leaders (32 points).
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Figure I-18 | Leaders are more likely to say they
perform very well against organizational factors
important to achieving strong financial performance

Figure I-19 | Leaders are more likely to rate their
workforces more highly on key measures of
workforce performance

Infusing innovation across the organization

Describe skill level of entire workforce as industry leading

26%

39%

5%

4%
Say more than three-fourths of their entire workforce understands the
company’s strategy and key factors for success

Managing risk
35%

30%

15%

16%
Say more than three-fourths of their top three workforces understands the
company’s strategy and key factors for success

Dealing with the regulatory environment
35%

48%

22%

29%
Say turnover in their top three workforces is much lower
than industry average

Generating superior business value from its technology investments
35%

26%

15%

8%
0

Acquiring new customers and increasing market share
43%

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

Leaders

14%

Laggards

Building strong customer loyalty
52%

3. Leaders are more likely to have more skilled, stable
and aligned workforces.
Not only are leaders more likely than laggards to describe
the skill level of their entire workforce as industry leading
(39 percent versus 4 percent), they also tend to have larger
proportions of their overall workforce and their top three
workforces knowing the company’s overall business strategy
and what it takes to be an industry leader (Figure I-19).
Nearly one-third of leaders (compared with 16 percent of
laggards) said more than three-fourths of their overall
workforce understands the company’s strategy and the key
factors for success, and just under one-half of leaders
(compared with 29 percent of laggards) said more than
three-fourths of their top three workforces have such an
understanding. Furthermore, turnover among the most critical
workforces tends to be lower in leaders: 26 percent of
leaders, compared with just 8 percent of laggards, said
the turnover in their top three workforces is much lower
than the industry average.
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4. Leaders are more likely to have favorable views of
the HR and training functions.
With workforce performance being so much stronger
among leaders than laggards, it is consistent that leaders
tend to be more satisfied with how their HR and training
functions perform. Just over one-fourth of leaders (versus
6 percent of laggards) said they are very satisfied with the
overall performance of their HR function, and just over
one-third of leaders (versus only 4 percent of laggards)
said the same about their training function.

Differences in Leaders’ Actions That Lead to
Better Results
As discussed earlier, many companies’ struggles in achieving
high performance are due to a number of shortcomings in
human resources and training. Leaders in our study differ
from laggards in how—and how effectively—their HR and
training functions operate and, thus, are more apt to
experience superior workforce performance.
1. Leaders are more likely to have and use appropriate
metrics to tie HR, training and overall workforce
performance to financial performance.
For HR and training functions to have a material, positive
impact on the business, they must be able to not only
gauge how their efforts affect the company’s workforce,
but also how the workforce’s efforts consequently affect a
company’s overall financial performance. Leaders recognize
this, and are ahead of laggards in the use of such metrics.
For instance, we found that leaders are much more likely
than laggards (35 percent versus 19 percent) to have
formal measures that gauge the impact of all talent
management support activities covered by our survey on
their top three workforces. We also discovered that leaders
are much more likely to be able to draw a direct, quantifiable
correlation between the performance of their top three
workforces and their organization’s overall financial performance (78 percent versus 49 percent)—and much less likely
than laggards to rely on anecdotal evidence to determine
how these workforces affect their top and bottom lines
(9 percent versus 40 percent).
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2. Leaders are more likely to more closely tie their
HR service delivery and support to the business.
Getting “closer to the action” is becoming a key concern of
many HR and training executives today—with the rationale
being that the better they understand and relate to the
businesses they support, the better they will be able to provide
support that meets the needs of the business. In our survey,
leaders appear to be further ahead than laggards in adopting
that approach. For instance, 43 percent of leaders (compared
with 24 percent of laggards) said their primary method of
delivering HR services is via an HR business partner working
in the business units. Additionally, 43 percent of leaders
(versus 31 percent of laggards) said they tailor their HR and
training support according to the importance of their
workforces—something that Accenture believes is critical to
ensuring that a company’s most critical workforces receive
the level and type of support they need to be successful.
3. Leaders are more likely to have the heads of
their top workforces deeply engaged in HR issues and
people management.
Forward-thinking companies recognize that HR and training
is not something a company simply “does” for its employees.
Rather, they understand that to be truly successful, a company
must have at its core a belief in the value of its people and
the critical role they play in its pursuit of high performance.
Such a belief is revealed in how deeply engaged all executives—not just those in human resources and training—
are in people issues and people management. Leaders in
our survey certainly appear to fall into that category. As
illustrated in Figure I-20, leaders are much more likely
than laggards to have the heads of their top workforces
highly involved in human capital management initiatives—
sometimes by as much as a five to one margin.
4. Leaders are more likely to provide highly effective
talent management support of their top workforces.
As discussed earlier, we asked all respondents to rate on a
scale of 1=not at all effective to 5=highly effective their
level of support of their top three workforces in 10 key
HR and training areas—ranging from recruiting, career
development and change management to knowledge
management, learning and rewards and compensation. In
viewing the responses through the “leaders versus laggards”
lens, we found that leaders clearly believe their support in
all areas is more effective than laggards (Figure I-21). In
fact, no more than 11 percent of laggards indicated their
support was highly effective in any area; and for all but
one, the percentages were in single digits. Conversely,
between 30 percent and 40 percent of leaders felt their
support was highly effective in eight of the 10 areas, with
just one having less than 30 percent (career development,
with 26 percent) and one exceeding 40 percent (performance measurement, with 48 percent).

Figure I-20 | Leaders are more likely to have the heads
of many of their top workforces deeply engaged in
human capital management initiatives

Figure I-21 | Leaders are more likely to provide
more effective HR and training support to their
top workforces
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5. Leaders tend to have a successful, more strategic
learning function.
Leaders for which the primary goal of their learning function
is either operational efficiency, alignment with strategic
priorities or fostering innovation are more likely than
laggards to feel that their learning function is doing an
exceptional job achieving that goal: operational efficiency
(22 percent of leaders rated their progress exceptional
versus 4 percent of laggards); alignment with strategic
priorities (30 percent versus 4 percent); and infusing
innovation (17 percent versus 2 percent). Furthermore,
leaders are twice as likely as laggards (30 percent versus
15 percent) to say that their training and development
function is highly strategic to meeting their organization’s
overall business objectives.
As the preceding figures reveal, the “human performance
leaders” certainly are doing many things right. But it is
important to note that the data also show that there is still
significant room for improvement even in the leader group.
The fact is that mastery of human resources and training is
extremely difficult to attain. It requires, among other
things, the right mindset, organization, technology and
leadership—and perhaps most important, appropriate and
sustained attention to people issues in the executive suite.
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Transforming Critical Workforces to Achieve
High Performance
As we have shown, companies whose most critical
workforces perform at a high level also are more likely to
be making superior progress in addressing the key factors
contributing to high performance in the overall enterprise.
In fact, in our work with hundreds of influential companies
around the globe, we have seen how a company can take
dramatic strides toward high performance, or cement its
position as a market leader, by improving one or more
of its key functions. Importantly, what is “critical” varies
from company to company or industry to industry,
depending on market and competitive dynamics. In this
section, we profile six companies that have dramatically
transformed a key workforce and, in the process, realized
significant benefits.

Customer-Facing Workforces: Reinventing
Sales, Marketing and Customer Service
It is no secret that customers are a company’s lifeblood.
It is also no secret that high-performance businesses owe
much of their success to their ability to attract and retain
the most loyal and profitable customers. Indeed, the
results of this year’s survey clearly show that executives
believe that doing a better job of managing their customer
relationships is key to their company’s success. Oftentimes,
that means bolstering the sales capabilities within the call
center to capitalize more effectively on customer interactions
or building better bridges internally among the sales,
marketing and other key functions.
One company that has taken major strides toward improving
the face it shows customers by transforming its customer
support function is a leading digital media company.
This company was struggling to serve customers well
because of an outdated, overly complex customer service
function that comprised 10,000 customer service agents—
approximately half of whom were contractors—spread
across the world. The company’s contact centers receive

more than 100 million calls per year from customers with
needs as diverse as sign-up, billing, tech support, password
reset and cancellation. All of these requests arrived via
multiple toll-free numbers, and required manual transfer
to the right queue.
In addition, the telephony system in use had no capability
to identify or verify callers, increasing the chances that
callers ended up routed to the wrong agent. In fact, between
25 percent and 30 percent of callers were misdirected. This
was expensive—wasting up to 90 seconds of valuable agent
time—as well as risky, because it annoyed customers who
had few barriers to switching providers if they felt they
were not being served appropriately.
Complicating matters was the fact that the company
had no process in place to retire toll-free numbers tied
to specific marketing campaigns. As a result, the number
of toll-free numbers the company had to manage was
constantly growing.
Recognizing that it needed to change the way it handled its
incoming calls, the company initiated a project to improve
the way it served and retained its valuable customers—
with a focus on boosting service levels and profitability.
To get critical buy-in from across the organization, the
company first conducted stakeholder exercises designed to
capture and implement different groups’ priorities for the
transformation. These exercises enabled the project team to
establish high-level requirements for the foundation of the
new customer service system, including more sophisticated
identification and verification processes that would ensure
that customers arrived at the right queue the first time.
Because the company lacked the software or technology
infrastructure required to support the new requirements,
executives knew they had to build an entirely new infrastructure—including procuring software, installing new
hardware and setting up new operational processes.
The new technology solution revolved around a virtual
agent that would handle all calls to the company regardless
of issue; present callers with a main menu that is intuitive
and speech-enabled; offer to identify and verify customers
automatically via Interactive Voice Response; and route
callers to the right place or offer self-service options.
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The overarching goal: to improve routing and shorten calls
by using Interactive Voice Response to identify and verify
callers and by presenting customers with self-service options.
The technical solution, while important, was only part of the
answer to the company’s underperforming call center. Another
key variable was the call center representatives themselves,
which is why attention to the human performance and
workforce transformation aspects of the project were critical
to the success of the effort.
For example, from the outset the project team considered
the impact the new system’s implementation would have
on call center representatives. Knowing representatives
would wonder about changes to their jobs and how to
respond to those changes, the team took several important
steps to address employees’ concerns.
From the very beginning the project team included representatives in the design of the system so they would feel
a sense of connection to the completed solution. The team
also executed a communications campaign that explained
the benefits of the initiative to the representatives, and
performed extensive testing on the new system. In particular,
the team employed “Wizard of Oz” testing, wherein a team
member “behind the curtain” acts as the Interactive Voice
Response, simulating the questions and directives that
would be posed by a computer in the real-life system.
This novel testing method gave the team rich opportunities
to test user and customer acceptance, and refine the
system accordingly.
In addition, once the new system had been rolled out, the
company developed customized plans for helping individual,
globally dispersed call centers improve their performance
against specific metrics. Project team members also visited
call center sites well after the solution was rolled out to
check on performance and provide any necessary assistance.

A key element of the project was the use of offshore
resources to develop the software supporting the new call
center system. Importantly, the company recognized that
offshore endeavors can falter because of cultural differences and the difficulty of remote management. To minimize
the potential for conflicts and misunderstandings that
sometimes plague offshore relationships, the project
team developed comprehensive communications and issue
management plans for offshore parties. The team also paid
close attention to boosting the morale of offshore team
members by involving them in the design of the solution
and enabling them to learn and apply valuable work skills.
The results of these efforts were higher retention and
greater productivity of offshore team members, which
ultimately boosted the value the project generated for
the company.
For example, the company has been able to identify and
verify more than 80 percent of its callers, whereas prior to
the transformation there was no such capability. Such
identification and verification has reduced call transfers
and misdirects by more than half—from 30 percent of calls
to 14 percent of calls, saving valuable time and improving
customer service.
The new solution also has boosted the number of customers
who take advantage of self-service for billing and technical
support—from close to zero to 12 percent and 7 percent,
respectively. These improvements resulted in a 160 percent
return on investment to the company, with more than
US$20 million in OIBIDA (operating income before interest,
depreciation and amortizations) impact per year and more
than US$200 million in corporate value to the company.
While the digital media company derived substantial
financial benefits from its call center initiative, a leading
global pharmaceutical company found that the route to
high performance ran through sales and marketing.
This company is a major international healthcare business
engaged in the research, development, manufacture and
marketing of prescription pharmaceuticals and the supply
of healthcare services. Supporting the business is an
1,800-person marketing organization that oversees an
extensive clinical research program and drives all sales
and marketing operations in one of the company’s key
geographic markets.
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The marketing organization initiated a comprehensive
information strategy, the cornerstone of which involved
replacing the pharmaceutical company’s core sales, marketing
and medical information systems with a new, integrated
customer relationship management program that would
combine new systems, business processes and improved
information functionality. The company assembled a multidisciplinary team of professionals with deep skills in change
management, customer relationship management and
sales force automation to design a customer relationship
management solution that would not only deliver an
integrated view of customer data, but also support process
and data integration across the sales, marketing and
medical information areas of the business. The goal was
to improve the company’s ability to use information to
make timely operational decisions, and to enable the
measurement of the efficiency and effectiveness of
important business capabilities.
A crucial part of the solution involved working to design
performance-related measures and indicators that give the
marketing organization’s directors and managers visibility
into key metrics and performance measures. To create this
capability, the project team designed, built, tested and
deployed a commercially available customer relationship
management solution—an effort that involved developing
22 custom subject areas to support business analysis, integrating four sales data sources, developing 85 ETL (extract,
transform and load) processes to support automated processing of business information, and developing 1,500
business metrics to support flexible analysis. This solution
component, which was delivered through a suite of 15
online analytics dashboards, enables office and field-based
teams to access key business metrics and assess their
performance against targets.
The project team also designed and deployed a mobile
information management solution that extended the
customer relationship management solution to 1,200
field sales representatives. Built on personal digital assistant
devices, this solution enables the company’s sales force
to remotely access customer and account details, record
customer interactions and call notes, update customer
profiles and access information that will prepare them for
their next customer meeting.

as developing and rolling out a full communications program.
As part of this change initiative, the company improved a
number of key marketing, medical, user support, post-call
and help-desk processes.
Within just eight months, the pharmaceutical company
designed and delivered a comprehensive customer
relationship management solution to 1,800 employees
that provides a common process model featuring:
• A single selling model with 15 core business processes
documented and visible to all marketing organization
employees.
• Integrated national, regional and customer marketing
plans, aligned to brand objectives.
• Mobile information technology, delivered via handheld
personal digital assistants, which improves call planning,
data capture, call quality and information sharing.
• A leading-edge analytics solution unique to the industry,
including performance measures and key performance
indicators delivered via online dashboards and briefing
book reports.
• Standardized, shared and tracked terminology, customer
definitions and brand attributes across the company’s
sales, medical and marketing organizations.
• A comprehensive user support organization and infrastructure
including help desks, business processes, standard operating
procedures and knowledge-sharing programs.

Finance: Creating a More Efficient and
Effective Tax Function
While customer-facing functions such as sales and customer
service intuitively are seen as key to business growth,
“overhead” functions such as finance also are extremely
important—although their impact is not as readily apparent.
In fact, while the finance workforce always has been
important to business success, it recently has become even
more critical as global organizations find themselves facing
more, increasingly complex government regulations and
tax issues. While important and requiring attention, such
regulations and issues can eat up a tremendous amount of
a finance staff’s time.

Finally, to ensure that the marketing organization’s field
and office-based teams would use the new customer
relationship management tools to their greatest advantage,
the company spearheaded a comprehensive change program
that included training the marketing staff on the new system
via e-learning, classroom and one-to-one methods, as well
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Accenture Performance Workspace:
Driving Growth and Innovation with
Today’s Knowledge Workers
As business cycles continue to shorten and intensify,
organizations recognize their primary source of competitive
advantage and distinctive service is their people. Too often,
though, executives find that their enterprises and people
are stretched to their limits.
For starters, the business and performance environment
for most organizations is increasingly complex, with new
competitors, new products and services, new technologies
and new compliance and reporting constraints. This situation
is especially difficult for new hires. Organizations struggle
to help new workers achieve competency faster to match
the productivity of the experienced workers they are
replacing. And, with the war for talent now a global concern,
retention of one’s most important employees and the
knowledge they have accumulated cannot be taken for
granted—especially with organizations facing the loss of
critical information and experience as larger numbers
of workers retire.
Furthermore, the continuing information explosion
means that workers must spend extraordinary amounts
of time searching for accurate information needed to serve
customers or to collaborate in the quest for innovation.
Finally, in most organizations, effective performance
management and decision making are constrained because
individual and group performance cannot be adequately
rolled up into an insightful overall picture.

Addressing Workforce Challenges
Organizations have a host of traditional responses when
it comes to the performance of their people. But in
some cases, such responses no longer are fully up to the
complexities of today’s marketplace. Training and learning
services for an organization’s most critical workforces are
essential, but can only go so far. For more dynamic industries,
training solutions may be out of date as soon as they are
created. Portals were one response to information overload,
yet most portals are targeted to provide a thin layer of
information to the broadest base of employees in the
company. They do not proactively deliver tailored information
to the right people at the right time to meet specific
performance needs.
Organizations need a more effective and strategic
workforce enabler: real-time, active support for the
performance of their most important workers, integrated
across all essential resources and supporting applications.
Such support also should be tied to an enterprise-wide
performance management capability that links differentiated
individual performance to higher workforce performance
and, ultimately, to high performance for the organization
as a whole.

Accenture Performance Workspace
Several leading companies are addressing these challenges
with an innovative approach to workforce performance
built around what Accenture calls the Performance
Workspace. The Performance Workspace is a workforcespecific, role-based desktop environment that integrates
the knowledge, content, business applications, productivity
tools, learning, collaboration and expert network capabilities
critical to enabling workers to raise their performance
to new levels.
Built on top of a company’s existing technology infrastructure, the solution gives workforces access to nine
key “performance accelerators” as described in Figure I-22.
Together, these accelerators optimize the performance by
individuals, teams and the entire organization—something
BT Retail discovered.
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Figure I-22 | Nine key accelerators optimize employee and organization performance
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The United Kingdom’s largest communications service
provider, BT Retail, initiated a strategic workforce transformation initiative to support its call center workforce.
The company’s business goal was to increase customer
satisfaction and retention, while reducing costs through
more efficient and productive customer interactions. In
less than five months, BT defined, created and rolled out a
Performance Workspace, which now serves approximately
12,000 of BT’s customer advisors. The new solution has
not only improved satisfaction among BT’s customers
dramatically, but it also has boosted BT representatives’
confidence in their ability to perform (by well over 23
percent). Furthermore, improved call-handling efficiencies
led to a savings of US$6 million for BT and laid the
foundation for improved compliance and reduced
content management costs.

reporting and issue tracking

As this year’s survey illustrated, performance among
companies’ most important workforces is not high.
A tool such as the Performance Workspace could help
organizations address that challenge and increase the
business contributions their key functions make to the
larger enterprise.
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This was the case at Pfizer, which, with annual revenues
of US$50 billion, is the world’s leading research-based
pharmaceutical company. Having tripled in size in the early
years of this decade, Pfizer found its Corporate Tax Division
had a far more challenging workload than ever. In light
of the company’s new scale, the tax team faced a critical
decision: hire more people or radically change the way
the work was done.
Pfizer chose to initiate an innovative transformation of
the people, processes and technology supporting the entire
tax function, achieving a 40 percent process improvement
in the function’s performance within 12 months. Today the
division is successfully completing its work with roughly
the same number of tax professionals it employed when
the company was half its current size.
The innovation began in April 2003, when the company
started rethinking the work of its tax professionals in the
United States, the processes they employed, the technology
they used and even the way the tax function itself was
organized. “We really needed to reinvent the tax organization,”
says John Borgeson, senior director, global reporting and
analysis for Pfizer and the program manager for the tax
transformation effort.
The rethinking resulted in a new strategic vision for
Pfizer Corporate Tax, with a totally new suite of technology
solutions including a Business Process Management System
that enables senior divisional managers to review the
status of work at any point in time and have confidence
that the work is being conducted in the prescribed manner;
a Document Management System that provides robust
document versioning and security capabilities, facilitating
collaboration across the tax division; a Tax Data Warehouse
that centralizes the collection of data and provides robust
reporting capabilities, enabling tax professionals to spend
more time analyzing information rather than retrieving and
manipulating data; and a Tax Information System that automates tax-specific calculations and significantly increases
the amount of time available for review of the tax return.
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These solutions are integrated in a new Corporate Tax
Portal—a “virtual desktop” for every Pfizer tax professional
that for the first time brings together in a single platform all
the tools required for outstanding enterprise-wide performance.
The Corporate Tax Portal is the common starting place for
all Pfizer professionals each working day, enabling them to
get the latest divisional news, see projects at a glance,
access shared templates and work processes, and reach all
the data they need in the most efficient and effective way
possible. “If you can get some of these highly talented tax
professionals away from searching for data, scrubbing data,
reconciling data,” said one project team member, “and
instead give them easy access to the accurate data, so
everyone in the organization is using the same information,
you’ve changed the game completely. That paradigm is
what we employed within Pfizer’s corporate tax function.”
The impressive 40 percent gain in enterprise efficiency
throughout the Pfizer tax function is only the first of
several major benefits delivered by the new solution.
Pfizer also realized:
• Enhanced risk management through reduced exposure
to Sarbanes-Oxley compliance concerns and tax-related
risks by ensuring proper documentation.
• Greater value creation through more timely and accurate
tax filings, allowing better substantiation of current
deductions and valuable opportunities to find new ones.
• Greater efficiency due to reduced data search time, better
reuse of work documents and superior standard processes.
• Sharper analysis because the shift from data collection to
data analysis and insight yields a superior work product
and better development opportunities for tax professionals.
As a global leader in pharmaceuticals operating a highly
complex business in heavily regulated marketplaces, Pfizer
must maximize its statutory compliance and minimize its
exposure to risk. By helping Pfizer tax professionals work
with the utmost efficiency and accuracy, the Corporate
Tax Portal does exactly that. When Pfizer Corporate Tax
does its job well, it reduces the company’s tax liabilities.
These savings, in turn, can be redirected into research
and development of new drugs, more advertising and
promotion, and other valuable business uses.

Information Technology: Sustaining Robust
Growth in a Dynamic Industry
Like finance, the information technology function is often
overlooked as a contributor to high performance. Indeed,
only 17 percent of participants in our survey this year said
information technology was one of their top three workforces. But many market leaders have achieved success on
the back of innovative uses of technology and know how
important a talented IT workforce can be. These companies
understand that a strong IT function is key to helping
other workforces become more productive and efficient,
as well as providing the underlying infrastructure that
supports corporate growth initiatives. This is especially true
for companies in an industry such as financial services,
where the true “product” is information and nearly everyone
is a knowledge worker whose jobs depend on access to
superior technology. Yet, as is well documented, technology
evolves at a dizzying pace, which often challenges companies’
ability to ensure that their IT workforces not only have the
most current and relevant skills, but also perform at a level
necessary to support the pursuit of high performance.
Such was the case with a leading global player in the
manufacture, sale and distribution of spirits and wines. In
mid-2002, the company’s spirits and wines division operated
more than 50 sales and distribution businesses around the
globe in a largely decentralized model. Organized by region
and local operating company, each of these businesses was
fully responsible for the design and management of its
own sales, local supply chain and back-office activities.
Although there was some movement toward a more global
business model, the company’s core trading business
remained fundamentally devolved.
The management of the IT assets and capabilities required
to support the business was spread across the organization.
The company’s large operating companies typically built
relatively sophisticated IT solutions supported by a local
IT organization with sufficient scale and balance of skills
to provide effective local support. Smaller and emerging
companies, on the other hand, often had to do with basic,
locally developed and supported solutions in line with their
capacity to invest in IT.

board created a new position of group CIO, reporting to
the board. The new position was responsible initially for
diagnosing the issues and recommending the way forward.
The new group CIO developed an assessment of the current
situation and a case for change. This outlined how the
company’s model for managing and governing IT was leading
to duplication and redundancy, missed economies of scale
and inflexibility in dealing with emerging industry imperatives.
The recommendations revolved around implementing a
streamlined global IT organization that would provide highquality, cost-effective services to all business units.
After the CIO presented the case for change and a set of
follow-up recommendations for a transformation program,
the board agreed to replace the large number of local,
decentralized IT units with a single, seamless global organization, ultimately pooling all IT assets, activities and
resources under the CIO’s direct responsibility. The CIO was
suddenly on point to mobilize and execute a transformation
to improve capabilities at multiple levels, pursue globally
oriented, high-impact business solutions, and implement a
new mechanism for managing demand for IT projects that
would touch the whole enterprise. The realignment of more
than 500 IT professionals and US$130 million of IT-related
spend around the world, as well as development of an
entirely new governance model for IT investment and project
and service delivery, were among the challenges undertaken.
The company next conducted the first critical piece of the
transformation—an IT transparency study to reveal IT’s
human resource footprint and capabilities, discretionary
and non-discretionary spend by unit and business area, and
current and future IT project pipelines and commitments to
the business. The study also revealed a number of quick-hit
opportunities for the company to reduce costs and achieve
greater value from its IT spend.
Armed with the IT transparency fact-base, the CIO and IT
transformation leadership team began their work to fundamentally transform IT into a seamless, global function,
starting initially with the IT operations and infrastructure
organization and the business-facing relationship and
demand-management teams. The project team helped
develop and coach some of the new leaders reporting to the

As the business matured and began to operate across borders,
failings with the current model for managing IT began to
surface. The many small IT units had neither the capacity
nor capability to meet the increasingly sophisticated needs
of the evolving business and the larger units’ unilateral
investments were making holistic decision making more
difficult. Costs for support grew with the increasing divergence, with limited return for that investment. Responding
to the increasing dissatisfaction with IT, the company’s
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CIO and introduced a new global organizational structure
for the operations and infrastructure groups. Subsequently,
the team solved the difficult challenge of developing
management processes that would be relevant to the
organization and established robust, business-driven IT
governance mechanisms with particular emphasis on
demand management, investment prioritization and
pipeline management.
A few months into the program, to deliver quick returns to
the business, the CIO wanted to rationalize the project
portfolio in a manner that would immediately yield returns
to the business. The project team responded by quickly
assessing IT project and investment rationalization opportunities in the company’s IT project portfolio, prioritizing
those projects that directly aligned with the overall business
strategy. Through this effort, the CIO was able to rapidly
identify and deliver savings representing more than 50
percent of the remaining discretionary investment budget
for that financial year. In addition to helping the company’s
bottom line, the analysis techniques gave the company an
important set of tools for prioritizing future IT projects—
and allowed the critical streams of the IT transformation
program to continue uninterrupted.
By mid-2004, the new IT operating and governance model
had delivered significant improvements in IT service. Given
this success, the CIO took his next step: improving alignment
of the global IT organization’s solutions delivery (applications
development and support) activities with the evolving
business model and needs. The CIO and IT leadership team
executed the further transformation of IT solutions delivery
into a seamless global capability-based model. The second
wave of solutions delivery transformation was the remaining
piece to help the company’s IT organization operate as one
global group and to optimize resource utilization. Through
this process, utilization grew from between 40 percent and
50 percent to over 70 percent globally. Additionally,
through the deployment of productivity enhancement and
process automation tools, the company reduced its IT budget
by 10 percent of baseline levels.

Overall, the company’s IT transformation had a profound
effect in a number of areas. The effort dramatically
improved IT service delivery and responsiveness of the
solutions delivery organization. In addition, thanks to
the new IT governance mechanisms, the executive team
became directly engaged in prioritizing IT investments
to ensure maximum impact and became much more
knowledgeable about how IT projects added value to the
bottom line. Finally, the IT transformation effort helped
the global wine and spirits company achieve significant
cost savings, much of which it chose to reinvest into
high-impact IT-enabled business initiatives to further
improve the company’s capabilities and business results
in strategic areas.

Human Resources and Learning: Building
New Capabilities for Workforce Support
As stated earlier, the HR and learning organizations are
critical to supporting the efforts of key workforces around
the organization. But to be most effective in boosting
other workforce’s contributions to the overall enterprise,
the HR and learning functions often first must be
transformed themselves.
Executives in the city council of Newcastle in the United
Kingdom understood this fact well. The Newcastle City
Council recognized that managing and supporting the
authority’s 16,000-plus staff with efficient HR service was
essential for effective service delivery, and decided to
implement a new HR information system. Replacement of
the costly and outdated mainframe system with a totally
integrated solution would remove multiple points of data
entry and, equally important, provide Newcastle with the
tools to deliver modern government services. Furthermore,
the authority saw that new system and accompanying
business process reengineering would result in lower
payroll costs and improved information—which ultimately
would support better decision making and effective
management of staff.
The new HR solution went live in October 2004, along
with the first phase of the payroll module. Two further
phases of payroll, as well as the recruitment, training and
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events, occupational health, personnel development and
manager self-service modules all went live in April 2005.
Employee self-service will be implemented as more staff
gain online access. Among the benefits the authority has
realized thus far are:
• An increase in HR staff efficiency by migrating all staff to
monthly payroll and harmonizing pay and conditions, as
well as replacing manual input and collection of data
with e-filing.
• Access with a touch of a button to critical business
information for workforce planning as a result of payroll’s
integration with HR and the implementation of manager
self-service.
• Improvement in the authority’s ability to identify
employee absence trends and proactively manage and
respond to attendance issues.
• Automated generation of employee notification letters
and reminders.
• Visibility by managers into employee development
and overall investment strategy.
Overall, the project has been a major business change
for the Newcastle City Council. Not only has it generated
a number of “quick wins” in terms of efficiencies, but it
also has much greater long-term potential. As Kath Moore,
head of business development and transformation, noted,
“We have had to move from the notion of a payroll system
to the concept of an HR solution and tool to help manage
our business. Our big job now is to exploit the system
so it continues to add value and support the delivery of
future needs.”
While the Newcastle City Council equipped its HR professionals
with a powerful new tool to meet the needs of the broader
workforce, Accenture substantially revamped its own learning
organization to provide its workforce with the skills and
competencies needed to excel in a rapidly changing world.
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Beginning in 2001, Accenture experienced a series of
dramatic challenges that began to affect the company’s
ability to provide the world-class learning experiences for
its own employees for which the company was well known.
Faced with worldwide economic turmoil following the
bursting of the Internet bubble, the broad effects of global
terrorism and the rapidly changing needs of its clients, both
corporations and governments, Accenture found
that the rules of the training game had changed—and
changed permanently.
Furthermore, as the company had invested more power
in its individual industry groups and service lines—strategy,
technology and change management—Accenture’s distinctive
approach to core training had ebbed in strength. Employees
no longer were benefiting from the foundational education
and common curriculum that had been so distinctive
at Accenture.
Led by chief learning officer Dan Vanthournout, and
Jill Smart, chief human resources officer, Accenture
initiated a sweeping transformation of its internal training
and development programs, reinventing the way it supported
its workforce with world-class learning services, as well as
knowledge sharing and collaboration capabilities.
An especially innovative aspect of the learning transformation
program at Accenture has been the creation of a unified,
company-wide infrastructure called myLearning. The
myLearning system provides:
• Intuitive access to comprehensive information resources
that enable Accenture professionals to be effective
consumers of education based on both the company’s
and the individual’s needs.
• Common, standardized delivery platforms for distributed
education to reach Accenture employees closer to the job
site, to minimize delivery costs and to allow the operating
groups and business units to focus on education content
instead of technical delivery.
• Common, consistent feedback from all learning assets to
proactively manage the quality of the content delivered to
Accenture employees.
• Comprehensive reporting to improve management
decision making and better align the overall education
investment with business need.

This new learning infrastructure has given Accenture the
ability to support not just large learning programs offered
at given points in time, but also continuous learning.
Virtual classes have allowed Accenture to provide an
effective and highly interactive way to support continuous
learning through various educational programs in
different locations.
In addition to supporting training delivery, the myLearning
decision support function integrates information from a
variety of sources and provides a customized, comprehensive and timely snapshot of learning metrics. This reporting
function is essential for the learning professionals at
Accenture as well as for executives outside the learning
space, to maintain alignment between training and
business needs.
As part of the learning transformation effort, Accenture
also revitalized its knowledge management infrastructure.
In June 2005, Accenture successfully completed a complex
migration from its previous knowledge management
platform to a new Microsoft platform, integrating or
replacing more than 100 different knowledge management
applications and content storage repositories that had
sprung up over time around the company’s global practice.
The new Accenture Knowledge Exchange gives Accenture
employees around the world instant access to an improved
system for organizing, accessing, and sharing knowledge
and experience. One of the innovations at this development stage was leveraging the existing capabilities of the
myLearning infrastructure to create an enterprise search
capability, common across Accenture’s content delivery tools.

The return on investment work was also important because
it got the attention and respect of Accenture’s senior
executives and helped secure their ongoing support for
the broader transformational change program focused
on learning.
The transformation at Accenture also has had a big effect
on the people of the company and its culture. According
to Jill Smart, “Anyone glancing through the course
evaluation results for Accenture today will see the positive
effects of this learning transformation program. Learning at
Accenture is changing people’s lives; it’s giving them more
reason than ever to stay with us and grow both
personally and professionally. We have successfully aligned
our learning strategy with Accenture’s business strategy
and significantly upgraded our core curricula to meet
today’s needs in each of Accenture’s four workforces. The
journey is never over, but we have measurable evidence
that by reinventing learning at Accenture, we have had a
positive impact on the performance of our business.”

Accenture has definitive proof of the business value
created through its learning capabilities. The company
conducted a research study that ultimately revealed that
for every dollar Accenture invests in learning, the company
receives that dollar back plus an additional US$3.53 in
measurable value to its bottom line—in other words, a
353 percent return on learning.
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While managing a sizable workforce never has been easy, it also
never has been this difficult. The uncertainty of economic and
political factors, the changing demographics of customers and
markets, and the continual globalization of talent are enough to
challenge the best-managed company, let alone those that are
unable to effectively deal with people issues. That is why it is
incumbent upon all leaders within companies—especially those
charged with talent acquisition, retention and development—to
ensure that the workforce is always part of the executive agenda.
To be sure, senior executives around the world recognize that
without a superior overall workforce, supported by top-notch
HR and learning capabilities, market leadership is likely just
a dream. As we saw in this year’s survey findings, human
performance laggards struggle to do even a mediocre job of
addressing those factors that contribute to high performance.
On the other hand, organizations—such as the human performance
leaders in our study—that invest wisely in key HR and learning
programs and provide the necessary support to their most critical
workforces are in a much better position to best their competition,
grow profitably and take greater strides toward becoming a
high-performance business.
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Survey Participant Demographics

A major element of the Accenture
High-Performance Workforce Study is
our extensive survey of executives
around the world. This survey provides
valuable data to the research team on
issues and trends that are affecting
companies across different countries
and industry segments, and gives us
a greater understanding of how
executives are responding to the key
HR, training and workforce challenges
they face.
Between February and April 2006,
Accenture—with the help of The Bloom
Group, a research and marketing services
firm, and GfK NOP Limited, an independent research group—completed
surveys with 251 executives in six
countries—the United States, the
United Kingdom, Germany, France,
Spain and Australia (Figure II-1). To
qualify for participation in the survey,
executives had to represent a company
with annual revenues of at least
US$240 million and hold one of the
following titles: senior-most human

Figure II–1 | Respondents
by geography
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Figure II–2 | Respondents
by job title
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resource or training executive, chief
executive officer, chief financial officer,
chief operating officer or chief information officer (Figure II-2).

We explored a wide range of issues in
our 2006 survey. The most significant
of these issues are the key factors in
a company’s ability to achieve high
performance; the impact of the aging
workforce and challenges related to
talent sourcing; the performance of
companies’ three most critical workforces; important facets of the human
resource and training functions;
and the extent to which companies
are outsourcing various HR and
training activities.
On the following pages, we present
our survey findings in these areas by
the three principal respondent demographic categories: the geographic
area in which respondents’ companies
are located, the principal industry
segments represented by respondent
companies and respondents’ job titles.

Figure II–3 | Respondents
by industry

In assembling our survey sample, we
strove for an equal representation
of companies in five major industry
segments (Figure II-3):
• Retail
• Travel/transportation, which
includes airlines and logistics and
freight companies
• Communications/high tech, which
includes wireless and landline
communications providers as well
as manufacturers of electronics
hardware and software
• Financial services, which includes
investment and banking institutions
as well as insurance companies
• Resources, which includes companies
involved in the production and
delivery of oil and gas, electricity
and water
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Factors Contributing to High Performance

Many factors contribute to a company’s
ability to achieve high performance—
which Accenture defines as superior
financial returns over a sustained period
of time. To identify which factor has
the most impact—and determine how
well executives believed their companies
were doing in addressing those factors
—we asked survey participants to rate
each factor along two dimensions on
a 1 to 5 scale: how important each
factor is to high performance (where
1=not at all important and 5=very
important); and how well respondents
thought their company was performing
in addressing each (where 1=not well
at all and 5=very well).
The factors we explored are
the following:
• Infusing innovation across the
organization
• Managing risk
• Dealing with the regulatory
environment

• Generating superior business value
from technology investments
• Acquiring new customers and
increasing market share
• Building strong customer loyalty
• Bringing new products or services to
market quickly
• Having a flexible organization
that can respond to changing
market conditions
• Finding and developing talented
leaders
• Attracting and retaining skilled staff
• Having a performance-oriented
mindset in the workforce
Our findings certainly illuminated the
fact that companies are not performing
well in addressing any of the factors
included in the survey—even those
that they deemed most important. We
also found many differences across the
geographic, industry and job title spectrum—both in the factors’ importance
and companies’ perceived performance.

Geographic Perspective
Based on mean importance ratings,
we found that participants in nearly
all of the countries studied considered
building strong customer loyalty and
acquiring new customers and increasing
market share as among the most
important factors in achieving high
performance (Figure II-4).
However, there were a number of
visible differences among the various
countries included in the study.
Overall, for respondents in the United
States and the United Kingdom, building
strong customer loyalty was ranked
highest in terms of mean importance
compared with the other factors studied.
Acquiring new customers and increasing
market share was next in line for the
United States participants, followed by
having a performance-oriented mindset
in the workforce. For UK respondents,
on the other hand, attracting and

Figure II–4 | Top three organizational factors: geographic perspective
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Figure II–5 | Percentage of respondents who said their companies do
the following very well

retaining skilled staff was second in
importance, followed by acquiring
new customers.

United
States

French and Australian participants
also believed acquiring new customers
and increasing market share is a strong
contributor to high performance, as
they rated it their most important
factor. Second among respondents in
France was building strong customer
loyalty, while those in Australia
tagged managing risk as number two.
Interestingly, Australia was the only
country in which managing risk was
a top-three factor in terms of importance to the organization.
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German participants placed a premium
on workforce issues. Unlike any
other country, they rated having a
performance-oriented mindset in their
workforce as their most important
factor, while attracting and retaining
skilled staff was third in importance.
German participants had similar views
about the importance of customers,
citing building strong customer loyalty
as their second-most important factor.

Responds to changing
market conditions

Percentages in bold denote countries’ three most important factors

Also somewhat distinctive in their
importance evaluation were respondents
in Spain. These executives, on average,
rated having a flexible organization
that can respond to changing market
conditions as their most important
factor—something that was true in no
other country. Spain also was the only
country in which finding and developing
talented leaders was among the

top-three factors. Like their counterparts in the United Kingdom, participants
in Spain cited attracting and retaining
skilled staff as their second-most
important factor.
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A similar array of differences was
prevalent in how countries rated their
performance in addressing their most
important factors. And nearly across
the board, countries were not performing as well as they could be.
As depicted in Figure II-4, the mean
performance rating for each country’s
top three overall factors lags the
respective mean importance rating—
in some cases dramatically. Overall
reported performance is about average,
while in others it is slightly above
average. But the true indicator of
the work that companies still need to
do in addressing these factors is the
percentage of respondents noting their
companies perform very well in each
area (Figure II-5). In most cases, this
percentage was quite low, with most
in the teens and twenties.
The low point in perceived high performance is in Australia, where just
9 percent of respondents said their
companies performed very well in
addressing their most important factor,
acquiring new customers. The high
point is in Spain, where 38 percent
of respondents said they were doing
very well in finding and developing
talented leaders, which was third in
importance in that country. The United
States had the highest percentage—
34 percent—of respondents reporting
level-five performance in addressing
their most important factor (building
customer loyalty), followed by France
(acquiring new customers) and Spain
(having a flexible organization) with
31 percent each. The lowest overall
performance was found in the United
Kingdom, where no more than 15
percent of respondents said they
performed very well in addressing
any of their top three factors.

Job Title Perspective
There were many similarities regarding
which factors were important to the
various groups of executives polled,
but differences in how well these
executives believed their respective
companies performed. In general, one
could say that HR leaders tended to
rate the importance of their top factors
more highly than any other group, and
that CFOs and training executives were
most likely to deliver low ratings of
companies’ progress in addressing
those factors.
The issue identified as most important
for four out of five executive groups
surveyed was building strong customer
loyalty—which finished first among
all but HR leaders, who also rated this
area high, but not high enough for
it to finish higher than third in
importance (Figure II-6).

The most important factor among
HR heads was attracting and retaining
skilled staff—perhaps not surprising
given the human resource function’s
principal responsibility. Also as one
might suspect, HR leaders gave high
importance ratings to finding and
developing talented leaders (tied for
third with building customer loyalty).
Finding and developing talented leaders
was a factor that also was among
the top three for training heads, who
share the responsibility with HR executives for leadership development in
many organizations.
Yet what is typically considered the
job of the human resource function—
attracting and retaining skilled talent
—also was deemed highly important
by executives in the CEO / COO group,
who ranked it in importance above
even acquiring new customers. This
illustrates the fact that “people issues”
have, indeed, become an executivesuite concern and speaks to the
competitive importance of having a
superior workforce.

Figure II–6 | Top three organizational factors: job title perspective
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The other members of the “C” suite—
CFOs and CIOs—considered customer
factors most critical to high performance, rating building customer loyalty
and acquiring new customers first and
second, respectively. CIOs also were
one of only two groups—training heads
being the other—to place having a
performance-oriented mindset in the
workforce as a top-three factor.
On the performance side, it is safe to
say that executives’ opinions diverge
in many ways—especially when one
considers the two areas ranked in the
top three for most of the executive
groups, building customer loyalty and
acquiring new customers. Although
the mean performance ratings for
building customer loyalty are generally
higher than those of other factors—
approaching 4 on the five-point
scale—no more than 32 percent of
any one executive group said they
performed very well in addressing this
factor (CFOs had the lowest, with 16
percent) (Figure II-7). The situation is
even less positive regarding customer
acquisition, which had a mean performance rating of 3.57 among the
CEO/COO and CFO groups. In fact,

Figure II–7 | Percentage of respondents who said their companies do the
following very well
CEO/COO

CFO

CIO

HR Head

Training
Head

Deals with regulatory environment

26%

24%

31%

29%

29%

Sustains a high-performance

13%

10%

17%

24%

19%

mindset
Manages risk

18%

20%

10%

24%

24%

Finds/develops talented leaders

5%

14%

10%

25%

14%

Acquires new customers

16%

10%

24%

27%

24%

Builds customer loyalty

21%

16%

31%

32%

24%

Attracts/retains skilled staff

11%

20%

10%

19%

17%

Infuses innovation across the

5%

10%

10%

14%

10%

Generates business value from IT

13%

18%

21%

22%

17%

Brings new products or services

5%

10%

10%

17%

10%

13%

10%

17%

26%

31%

organization

to market
Responds to changing market
conditions
Percentages in bold denote executives’ three most important factors

just 10 percent of CFOs and 16 percent
of CEOs/COOs said they performed
very well in acquiring new customers.
Attracting and retaining skilled staff is
another important area in which several of the executive groups seemed
to think could stand improvement.
This factor had mean performance
ratings of 3.88 among HR leaders,
3.49 among CFOs and 3.35 among
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Industry Perspective

ranked third based on mean overall
ratings. It is interesting that three
industries with little in common in terms
of customers, markets and operating
models would deem the same three
factors as having the biggest impact
on their ability to post strong revenue
and profit numbers.

Given the different market and competitive dynamics across industries,
one might expect perceptions of
what is important to vary widely from
industry to industry. And for the most
part, that expectation played out in
our survey.
For respondents in the travel/transportation, communications/high-tech
and financial services segments, it is
all about the customer (Figure II-8).
In these three groups, acquiring new
customers and building strong customer
loyalty finished first and second,
respectively, on the list of factors most
crucial to achieving high performance.
Nearly as important to those working
within these industries was attracting
and retaining skilled staff, which was

Conversely, the two other industry
segments covered by our survey—retail
and resources—broke from the pack,
largely because they are different from
the others in terms of whom they
serve and how they operate. Retailers,
for instance, named attracting and
retaining skilled staff as their top factor
—consistent with the vast numbers
of sales clerks, stockroom attendants
and other personnel needed to operate
their stores. Close behind staffing
concerns for retailers were building
strong customer loyalty and having a
performance-oriented mindset in
the workforce.
Respondents in the resources industry
differed most from the four other
segments in their top factors. They
rated dealing with the regulatory
environment as most important—for

Figure II–8 | Top three organizational factors: industry perspective
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obvious reasons, given the regulatory
issues facing most utilities and energy
companies. Second on resources companies’
list was having a performance-oriented
mindset in the workforce, followed by
managing risk. Customer acquisition and
retention factors lagged in importance
in the resources segment because
many energy and utility companies
have no competition—customers have
little to no choice but to purchase
electricity, gas or water services
from the local utility company. In an
essentially monopolistic environment,
ensuring that service is reliable and
that operations do not run afoul of
governmental regulations remain far
more important than determining
how to add or keep customers.

Figure II–9 | Percentage of respondents who said their companies do the
following very well
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As far as overall performance is concerned,
generally speaking, respondents in the
retail and communications/high-tech
sectors had more positive views of
how their companies were faring in
addressing their top factors (according
to mean performance ratings), while
participants representing travel/transportation and financial services companies
tended to be less positive. However,

conditions
Percentages in bold denote industries’ three most important factors

few respondents in any of the industries felt their companies performed at
the highest level in addressing any of
these factors (Figure II-9).
Respondents in the financial services
industry took a particularly dim view
of their performance. The mean per-

formance rating for the top three factors
in this segment failed to reach 3.70,
while the percentage of respondents
indicating they perform very well in
addressing any of the three factors
did not surpass 21 percent.
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Key Workforces

To truly excel, companies need superior
talent—especially today, as people have
become the predominant competitive
differentiator for companies everywhere.
But are some workforces more critical
than others?
In one part of our survey, we explored
this issue in detail. We first asked
participants to indicate which of the
following were their three most critical
functional areas, in order of importance:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Sales
Human resources
Customer support/service
Strategic planning
Engineering
Marketing
Research and development
Information technology
Manufacturing
Logistics
Finance
Training and development

At an aggregate level, there’s clear
consensus on which two functions
are most critical: sales and customer
service and support, which were
cited by 62 percent and 43 percent,
respectively, as a top workforce. Next
in line were strategic planning and
finance, each named a top-three
function by 23 percent of respondents.
Approximately one in five respondents
overall identified marketing, engineering
or human resources as a key functional
area, and only one in 10 flagged training
as a top-three function. But regardless
of which workforces are deemed most
critical, performance overall is not
high, as most respondents generally
gave their top three workforces ratings
of between 3 and 4 on a 1=low to
5=high performance scale.

We also asked participants to rate
the performance of each of their top
three workforces, using a scale of
1=low to 5=high. The results were in
some ways expected, but in other
ways, quite surprising—particularly
when viewed by respondents’ industry,
job title and country.

Figure II–10 | Performance of top-three workforces: geographic perspective
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Geographic Perspective

Generally speaking, performance of
respondents’ top three functional
areas varied considerably from country
to country. For instance, the mean
performance rating (on the 1 to 5
scale) ranged from a low of 3.18 (for
the sales function in the United
Kingdom) to a high of 4.25 (for the
marketing workforce in France).
However, most mean ratings for countries’
top three workforces were between 3
and 4—slightly above average.

When viewed from a geographic
perspective, the results mirror the
aggregate findings for the top two
workforces, with the exception of one
country. While sales and customer
service/support were the top two
functions for the United States,
United Kingdom, Germany, Spain,
and Australia, France had a different
view—citing sales and research and
development as first and second,
respectively.

11 percent of respondents gave a
rating of 5 to the two workforces tied
for third-most important—finance and
engineering. In France, the top two
workforces—sales and research and
development—were given a performance
rating of 5 by just 16 percent and 15
percent, respectively. (Yet interestingly,
42 percent of respondents in France
said the performance of the workforces
tied for third-most important, strategic
planning and marketing, performed at
the highest level.)

United States: engineering
United Kingdom: marketing
Germany: strategic planning
France: strategic planning,
marketing (tied)
• Spain: human resources
• Australia: finance, engineering
(tied)

When viewed from the perspective
of top performance—in other words,
those workforces that were rated a 5
on the performance scale—the picture
is not as positive (Figure II-10). In
most cases, the top three workforces
of any country failed to garner a
5 performance rating by more than
30 percent of respondents. In fact,
only 9 percent of participants in
the United Kingdom said their sales
function (rated that country’s most
critical workforce) performed at the
highest level, while in Australia just

France
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Sales

Sales

The function that ranked third in
importance varied by region, and
included several ties:
•
•
•
•
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Job Title Perspective
We found broad agreement across all
job titles surveyed as to the two most
important functions, as all executive
groups cited a high level of importance
for sales and customer service/support.
However, the level of support varied
considerably from group to group.
While sales was cited as a top-three
function by 76 percent of CIOs, 69
percent of CFOs and 68 percent of
CEOs/COOs, it was flagged as such by
just 55 percent of training heads and
54 percent of HR leaders. The support
for customer service as a top-three
function was similarly dispersed, from a
low of 33 percent from training leaders
to a high of 52 percent from CIOs.

The functional area that captured
third place was not as clear cut and it
varied by title, including strategic
planning (HR directors), finance (CFOs),
engineering (training heads) and
marketing (CIOs and CEOs/COOs).
It was perhaps not surprising to find
that finance and IT made the top-three
list for CFOs and CIOs, respectively.
However, while HR directors were
more likely to cite the HR function
as a top-three workforce, strategic
planning, customer support/service
and sales finished higher than human
resources among HR leaders. Similarly,
the training function was not among
the top three functions for all training
heads participating in the survey.
When looking at the data in terms of
the one workforce deemed most important, we found that sales still rules.
Between 34 percent and 39 percent
of CEOs/COOs, CFOs, HR heads and
training leaders—and a surprising 45
percent of CIOs—deemed sales their
most important workforce. Customer

Figure II–11 | Performance of top-three workforces: job title perspective
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service was viewed by far fewer
respondents as the top function: just
18 percent of CFOs, 14 percent of HR
heads, 13 percent of CEOs/COOs, 10
percent of CIOs and 7 percent of
training leaders.
Mean performance ratings for executive
groups’ top-three workforces were,
on average, relatively strong. Yet in
general, only low percentages of
executive groups indicated these
workforces performed at a high level
(Figure II-11). CIOs were especially
critical of their own function, with
only 17 percent of CIOs rating the
IT function’s performance a 5.
Similarly, CFOs tended to be harsher
on their own function than some
others when rating performance.
Finance received a mean performance
rating of 3.87 (compared, for example,
with 4.05 for customer service), and
just 13 percent of CFOs said their
finance function performs at the
highest level.

For their part, the CEO/COO group
gave six workforces an average performance rating that was higher than
those given by the overall sample:
sales, customer service, research and
development, strategic planning, IT,
logistics But CEOs/COOs gave average
performance ratings that were noticeably lower than those given by the
overall sample to two workforces:
finance (3.33 for CEOs/COOs versus
3.98 overall) and human resources
(3.14 versus 3.77).
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Industry Perspective
As was the case when viewing results
by job title groups, a breakdown of
responses by industry segments reveals
sales and customer support/service
to be the first- and second-most
important workforces, respectively.
For the retail and communications /
high-tech industries, sales was seen as
a top-three function by an especially
large percentage of participants—
78 percent and 77 percent, respectively,
compared with 65 percent for financial
services, 41 percent for resources and
38 percent for travel/transportation.
Customer support/service was second
in importance in all segments except
travel/transportation, where it tied
sales for the top function. Marketing
was seen as a top-three function in

three segments (retail, travel/transportation and communications / high
tech), while strategic planning (travel/
transportation and financial services)
and engineering (resources and travel/
transportation) were seen as a
top-three function in two segments.
The communications/high-tech sector
was the only one in which research
and development was seen as a
top-three function—not surprising,
given that companies in that segment
live and die by product innovation.
As far as workforce performance is
concerned, respondents in the resources
segment seemed to be more positive
than those in other segments, as
each of the top-three workforces in
resources received a mean performance
rating of 4. However, even in other
segments, most of the top-three
functions garnered mean performance
ratings of around 4 or slightly better.
Yet, top-level performance still eludes
the most important functions in a
large percentage of each industry
segment (Figure II-12). For instance,
just 8 percent of travel/transportation

Figure II–12 | Performance of top-three workforces: industry perspective
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respondents and 18 percent of financial
services respondents said their sales
and customer support/service functions,
respectively, perform at the highest
level. Furthermore, only 14 percent of
travel/transporation executives gave
their third-most important function,
marketing, a 5 rating, and none of the
executives in that industry felt IT, tied
for third with marketing, merited a
top-level performance rating.

On the other hand, marketing and
customer support/service are viewed
by a relatively large percentage of
retail executives (45 percent) as
performing at a high level. Similarly,
40 percent of communications/
high-tech respondents gave marketing
a performance rating of 5 as well.

Top-level performance
still eludes the most
important workforces in
a large percentage of
each industry segment.
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Human Resource Function Issues

While not considered a top-three
function within the company by a
large majority of all respondents, the
HR function certainly is critical to
ensuring a high level of performance
of all workforces across the company.
To be sure, as people have become
increasingly important in a “knowledge
economy,” companies have looked to the
HR function to play a more strategic
role in the organization.
Yet, we heard from survey respondents
that although the HR head and function
have gained much greater visibility in the
executive suite—with HR leaders in most
companies now reporting directly to the
CEO—the function is still generating
only moderate levels of satisfaction
with its performance. Part of the
problem may stem from the fact that
there is still relatively wide disagreement
among executives as to the most
appropriate metrics for gauging the
HR function’s true business impact.
Another factor may be that no consensus
exists on the most effective method
of delivering HR services—whether it’s
a traditional centralized HR function;
HR business partners working within
business units; HR shared services
centers; employee self-service call
centers or portals; HR centers of
expertise; or a combination of all five.

Geographic Perspective
Across all countries included in
the study, the senior human capital
management executive reports to the
CEO or head of the organization in a
majority of companies (Figure II-13).
The highest percentage is in France
(69 percent) and the lowest is in the
United States (52 percent). While few
respondents indicated that the HR
executive’s boss is the CFO or COO, a
sizable percentage (including 36 percent
in Germany, 28 percent in Spain and
26 percent in the United Kingdom)
said the HR leader reports to some
other executive in the company.

Figure II–13 | To whom the
top HR executive reports:
geographic perspective
CEO/Head of company
CFO/Finance director
COO/Head of operations
Other

United States
52%
10%
11%
25%

United Kingdom
67%
0%

Furthermore, an overwhelming majority
of respondents in each country felt
that their organization’s most senior
human capital management executive
was viewed as a strategic business
partner to the company’s executive
suite. The United States and Australia
had the highest percentage of respondents indicating that the HR leader
was not seen as a strategic business
partner (23 percent and 24 percent,
respectively), while Spain had the
lowest percentage (10 percent).

5%
26%

Germany
58%
4%
0%
36%

France
69%
8%
10%
10%

Does this visibility in the executive
suite translate into a high degree of
satisfaction with the HR function? In
all countries, the answer is no. Just
18 percent of respondents in Australia,
16 percent in the United States, 10
percent in the United Kingdom and
Spain, 8 percent in Germany and 3
percent in France said they are very
satisfied with the overall performance
of the HR function (Figure II-14).
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Figure II–14 | Respondents reporting
to be very satisfied with HR
function: geographic perspective

Figure II–15 | Principal method of delivering HR services:
geographic perspective
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Figure II–16 | Metrics considered important to gauging business impact
of HR initiatives: geographic perspective
United
States

As far as delivery of HR services is
concerned, there’s little consensus
across the countries covered in our
survey (Figure II-15). France and
Australia favor the traditional centralized HR function, while the highest
percentage of respondents in the
United Kingdom said they use HR
business partners working within
business units. It is interesting that in
countries on the European continent
(Spain, France and Germany), few
companies use all of the HR service
delivery methods covered by the
survey, while such a combination
approach is more prevalent in the
Anglo countries.
There is a similar disparity across
countries in terms of how respondents
gauge the business impact of their
company’s HR initiatives (Figure II-16).
In Germany, how well the company
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Customer satisfaction
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77%
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59%

90%

52%

Margin/profitability

59%
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28%

56%

83%
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Performance of critical processes

57%

56%

44%

72%

52%

64%

Reducing HR costs

56%

41%

58%

82%

52%

36%

Revenue/sales pipeline

48%

56%

26%

44%

76%

70%

talented employees

attracts and retains talented employees
was considered an important metric by
the largest percentage of respondents
(80 percent). In Australia, the United
Kingdom and the United States,
customer satisfaction received the
highest level of support from respondents (82 percent, 79 percent and 75
percent, respectively), while in Spain
productivity was the most popular
metric (90 percent). France was the
lone country in which reducing HR
costs was deemed important by the
highest percentage of respondents
(82 percent). HR cost control was
not seen as an important metric by
respondents in Australia and the
United Kingdom.

It is apparent from our survey results
that gauging how well HR enables the
company to grow is not uniformly
important across countries. For
instance, in Germany, margin / profitability and revenue / sales were
deemed important metrics by just 28
percent and 26 percent, respectively.
However, in Spain, the opposite is
true: 76 percent of respondents cited
revenue / sales as an important metric
and 83 percent identified margin /
profitability as key.
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Job Title Perspective
One of the more interesting findings of
our survey relates to the differences in
how various executive groups view the
HR function—especially, the views
between the HR and training leaders
and those in the executive suite. For
instance, a very large majority of HR
leaders and training heads—81 percent
and 90 percent, respectively—said their
company’s top HR executive is seen as
a strategic business partner. However,
the CEO/COO group has other ideas:
Just 66 percent of these individuals
believed HR has reached such a status
within their organization.
Is there a similar disparity in opinion
on how the HR function is performing
(Figure II-17)? There is, but not as
large as one might expect. Fourteen
percent of HR leaders said they are
very satisfied with the performance of
the HR function—compared with 10

Figure II–17 | Respondents reporting
to be very satisfied with HR
function: job title perspective
CEO/COO
5%
CFO
4%

percent of training heads, 5 percent
of CEOs/COOs, 4 percent of CFOs
and, surprisingly, 24 percent of CIOs.
The extremely low percentage of
C-suite executives reporting to be very
satisfied should be cause for concern
among HR executives everywhere,
as it clearly points out a need for
substantial improvement in how the
function is supporting the business.

Interestingly, the CIO group had the
highest percentage of respondents
favoring margin/profitability and
revenue/sales—79 percent and 66
percent, respectively—and the lowest
percentage identifying HR cost
reduction (38 percent).
Productivity is a popular measure
across all executive groups, especially
CFOs (76 percent), HR heads (68 percent)
and training leaders (62 percent).
Even more popular is customer
satisfaction, which was cited by 80
percent of CFOs, 76 percent of training
leaders and 72 percent of HR heads.
Performance of critical processes,
however, was not uniformly noted
as an important metric—cited by
76 percent of training heads, but
just 47 percent of HR executives
and 58 percent of CEOs/COOs.

Perhaps one place to begin such
improvement would be agreeing on
consistent, appropriate metrics with
which the company can gauge the
HR function’s impact. Indeed, there
was substantial disagreement across
executive groups on the most important
measures of HR support (Figure II-18).
The most obvious disparity involves
financial metrics. HR leaders are more
likely than the CEO/COO and CFO
groups to favor HR cost reduction over
the growth-oriented measures of
margin/profitability and revenue/sales.
Just 39 percent of HR executives said
revenue/sales is an important metric,
compared with 65 percent of CFOs and
58 percent of CEOs/COOs. Conversely,
while only 42 percent of CEOs/COOs
and 41 percent of CFOs, respectively,
identified reducing HR costs as an
important metric, 62 percent of HR
heads said HR cost reduction is a key
measure of HR success.
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Figure II–18 | Metrics considered important to gauging business impact
of HR initiatives: job title perspective

14%
Training Head
10%
0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

CEO/COO

CFO

CIO

HR Head

Training
Head

Customer satisfaction

63%

80%

69%

72%

76%

Attracting/retaining

66%

71%

59%

70%

71%

90

talented employees

64

Productivity

55%

76%

55%

68%

62%

Margin/profitability

66%

61%

79%

51%

55%

Performance of critical processes

58%

61%

52%

47%

76%

Reducing HR costs

42%

41%

38%

62%

79%

Revenue/sales pipeline

58%

65%

66%

39%

40%

Survey Findings 65

Industry Perspective
The HR executive’s reporting relationship varies considerably by industry
segment (Figure II-19). In four of the
five segments covered by our survey,
a majority of respondents indicated
that the HR leader reports to the
CEO or head of the company—with
the highest percentage being in the
travel/transportation segment (75 percent). However, in the communications/
high-tech industry, such a reporting
relationship exists in just 49 percent
of organizations. Small percentages
of respondents in all industries said
the HR head reports to the CFO or
COO, while 13 percent of travel/transportation, 20 percent of retail, 22 percent
of financial services, 25 percent of
communications/high tech and 37
percent of resources respondents
indicated the HR leader reports to
some other executive.
There is a fairly consistent—and positive—view across industries of the
HR executive’s status as a strategic
contributor. Between 76 percent and
84 percent of respondents said their
company’s top human capital executive
is seen as a strategic business partner
to the executive suite. On the other

66

hand, satisfaction with the HR function
overall is not routinely high in any
industry segment (Figure II-20). While
20 percent of retail respondents said
they are very satisfied with the HR
function’s performance, that figure
drops to 16 percent in resources,
13 percent in travel/transportation,
6 percent in communications/high
tech, and 4 percent in financial services.

Figure II–19 | To whom the
top HR executive reports:
industry perspective

CEO/Head of company
CFO/Finance director
COO/Head of operations
Other
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61%

As was the case when viewing HR
metrics by geography and by title,
there is a lack of consensus across
industry segments—although the gap
is not as great (Figure II-21).
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The retail segment appears to be
more focused than other segments
on growth-oriented financial metrics:
margin/profitability, cited by 76 percent;
and revenue/sales, flagged by 69
percent. In comparison, revenue/sales
and margin/profitability were deemed
important metrics by just 29 percent
and 45 percent, respectively, of
resources respondents—most of whom
favored attracting and retaining talented
employees (78 percent) and customer
satisfaction (63 percent).
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Customer satisfaction also was
valued by a large percentage of
respondents in retail (82 percent),
travel/transportation (78 percent), and
communications/high tech (77 percent), and a slightly lower percentage of
individuals in financial services
(66 percent). The highest percentage
of financial services respondents (74
percent) said attracting and retaining
talented employees was the most
important HR metric.
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Figure II–20 | Respondents
reporting to be very satisfied
with HR function: industry
perspective

Figure II–21| Metrics considered important to gauging business impact
of HR initiatives: industry perspective
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Figure II–22 | Principal method of delivering HR services: industry perspective
Reducing HR costs and the performance
of critical processes were identified by
about half of the respondents in four
of the five industries as important
gauges of the impact of HR initiatives.
Finally, there is little consistency
across industries in how HR services
are delivered (Figure II-22). Financial
services, communications/high tech
and retail companies are the most
likely to deliver services primarily via
a centralized HR function. Nearly 40
percent of retailers said their preferred
delivery method is HR business partners
working within business units—an
approach that is favored by just 18
percent of resources companies.
Travel/transportation organizations are
most likely to use a combination of all
of the delivery methods included in
the survey, followed by resources
companies and retailers.
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Learning Function Issues

Like human resources, the learning
organization was considered by very
few respondents to be one of their
company’s three most critical workforces. However, learning does play
a crucial role in ensuring that all
employees have the requisite skills,
capabilities and knowledge to do
their jobs. Furthermore, there is an
indication from our survey that
learning is gaining recognition as a
function separate from the HR organization, with its own responsibilities
and accountability—or at least, in
some circles, a learning executive
is emerging who oversees learning
initiatives that are distinct from
traditional HR efforts.

Geographic Perspective
The six countries included in our survey
broke down into two different camps
on the issue of having an executive in
charge of learning who is not also the
HR function leader (Figure II-23).

Figure II–23 | Percentage of
respondents saying learning leader
is the same person as HR leader:
geographic perspective
United States
52%

However, such a definitive split was
not apparent when considering how
learning is organized and administered
in the company (Figure II-24). The
largest percentage of respondents
in each country except Spain indicated
that learning administration, development
and delivery still are part of the HR
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As was the case with the HR function, the
learning organization is being measured
by a wide variety of metrics—some of
which are tactical and focused on
costs, others that are more strategic in
nature. And, also like the HR function,
such inconsistency in measurement
could be contributing to the fact that
very few executives expressed a high
level of satisfaction with the learning
organization’s performance.

France, the United Kingdom and the
United States were more likely than
Germany, Spain and Australia to have
two distinct individuals: one overseeing
the HR function and one in charge
of learning. In fact, just 36 percent
of respondents in France said their
company’s HR leader and learning
head are one and the same person—
compared with 52 percent in the
United States, 54 percent in the
United Kingdom, 70 percent in
Australia, 79 percent in Spain and
80 percent in Germany.
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Figure II–24 | Relationship between HR and learning functions:
geographic perspective
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Figure II–25 | Principal goal
of learning organization:
geographic perspective

function—with that model being most
prevalent in Germany (58 percent) and
the United Kingdom (56 percent). The
largest percentage of respondents in
Spain (48 percent) said learning is
developed and delivered by a separate
function, but administered by the HR
organization. The United States is
more likely than any other country to
not have a formal learning group, but
rather, have each area within the
company responsible for meeting its
own learning needs.

Alignment to strategic priorities
Operational efficiencies
Ability to demonstrate business impact
Foster innovation

United States
39%
26%

Respondents in different countries
also do not agree on the principal
goal of their company’s learning organization (Figure II-25). In five of the
six countries, a majority or plurality of
respondents believe it is alignment of
learning to strategic priorities, while
in France the largest percentage of
survey participants said it is to gain
operational efficiencies. The United
Kingdom had the highest percentage
of executives—31 percent—reporting
the number-one goal of learning is to
demonstrate business impact.
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Figure II–26 | Respondents
reporting to be very satisfied
with learning function:
geographic perspective
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If gaining operational efficiencies is
the top goal for learning in Germany
and France, then most companies in
those countries are using the appropriate metrics to gauge the learning
organization’s impact. Just over half
of executives in Germany and 62
percent of those in France said reducing
human resource costs is an important
learning metric. Conversely, just 43
percent of respondents in the United
States, 33 percent in Australia and
23 percent in the United Kingdom
cited cost reduction as a key measure.
Not surprisingly, given their focus on
cost reduction, just 20 percent of
executives in Germany and 38 percent
in France said revenue/sales was an
important metric—which was quite
different from the situation in Spain,
where 79 percent cited revenue/sales as
a key way to gauge learning’s impact.
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Overall, most respondents across
the country segments were not highly
impressed with the learning organization’s performance—although nearly
one-third (31 percent) of executives
in Spain reported being very satisfied
with the learning function overall.
This compares with 10 percent in
the United Kingdom and Germany,
8 percent in the United States and
3 percent in France and Australia
(Figure II-26).
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Job Title Perspective
There was some disagreement in how
the various executive groups viewed
the learning organization’s mission,
but for the most part, the disparity
was limited to CIOs (Figure II-27).
These executives were less likely than
the other four groups to see learning’s
principal goal as alignment with
strategic priorities and more likely to
believe learning should be focused
on generating operational efficiencies.
Surprisingly, only 13 percent of the
CEO/COO group said learning’s
primary goal should be demonstrating
business impact. In general, few executives in any group, with the exception
of CIOs, thought learning ought to be
focused on fostering innovation.

impact of learning. CFOs, as well, had
high regard for margin/profitability
(73 percent) and revenue/sales (61
percent) metrics. For HR leaders and
training heads, customer satisfaction
was seen as the most popular learning
metric. Also important to these groups
were attracting and retaining talented
staff, performance of critical processes
and productivity.

Satisfaction with the learning organization was not high among any of
the executive groups—even among
the heads of training (Figure II-28).
Just 7 percent of training executives—
compared with 16 percent of HR
leaders, 14 percent of CIOs, 4 percent of
CFOs and 3 percent of CEOs/COOs—
indicated they were very satisfied with
the learning function’s performance.

Figure II–27 | Principal goal
of learning organization:
job title perspective

Figure II–28 | Respondents
reporting to be very satisfied
with learning function:
job title perspective
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When considering participants’
responses to questions about learning
metrics, however, it is clear that
C-level executives expect learning to
deliver strategic business value and
help the company grow. For instance,
reducing HR costs was cited as an
important learning metric by just 32
percent and 31 percent of CEOs/COOs,
and CFOs, respectively. Conversely, 66
percent of CEOs/COOs said both
revenue/sales and margin/profitability
are important to gauging the business
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Industry Perspective

However, there are some differences
in how various industries manage
learning activities (Figure II-30).
Resources is the most likely of any
of the five segments—and travel/
transportation the least—to have
learning administration, development
and delivery be part of the HR function.
Communications/high-tech companies,
on the other hand, had the largest
percentage of respondents in any
sector (25 percent) indicating each
area of the company handles its own
learning because there is no formal
learning group. Resources is the least
likely of the five sectors—and retail
and travel/transportation the most—
to have a stand-alone learning function that is managed as a separate
organization. But even so, the concept
of learning as its own function is one
that has caught on in only a few
pockets of each industry segment.

While in some countries there is a
visible difference in how companies
divide responsibility for HR and
learning, such a disparity is not very
prevalent when looking at the data
by industry segments: Between 57
percent and 65 percent of executives
across the five industry sectors said
one individual is responsible for both
human resources and learning
(Figure II-29).

Figure II–29 | Percentage of
respondents saying learning leader
is the same person as HR leader:
industry perspective
Retail
65%

Regardless of how learning is organized,
executives in the five industry segments
expressed some similar views on
what learning should be trying to
accomplish (Figure II-31). In all sectors, a
plurality of respondents said alignment
of learning to strategic priorities is
the principal goal of the learning
organization. Operational efficiencies
also was noted by approximately
one-third of respondents in the travel/
transportation sector, and fostering
innovation was cited by 28 percent of
executives in the communications/
high-tech sector, where the ability
to continually churn out enticing new
products spells the difference between
market leadership and failure.
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59%
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Figure II–30 | Relationship between HR and learning functions:
industry perspective
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Learning administration,
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Learning developed and
delivered by separate function,
but administered by HR function
No formal learning group;
each area of company handles
learning on its own
Learning administration,
development and delivery are
managed as a separate function
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Figure II–31 | Principal goal
of learning organization:
industry perspective

As far as metrics are concerned, industry
dynamics appear to be driving executives’
views of what is important. For example,
in the heavily regulated resources
sector where monopolies are common,
customer satisfaction is deemed an
important learning metric by just
over one-half of executives. For these
individuals, productivity and attracting
and retaining talented employees
are more critical. On the other hand,
customer service is key for the four
other segments, especially the growing,
dynamic sectors of retail and communications/high-tech—which, in addition
to having the highest percentage of
executives believing customer satisfaction
is a key learning metric, also were much
more likely than other segments to report
that revenue/sales and margin/profitability are critical concerns.
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Figure II–32 | Respondents
reporting to be very satisfied
with learning function:
industry perspective
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Surprisingly, with the vast number of
employees required to staff and operate
their stores, retail executives were
decidedly unimpressed with HR cost
reduction as an important metric by
which to gauge learning’s impact. In
fact, the retail segment had the lowest
percentage of executives citing cost
reduction as a desired measure.
However, 73 percent of retail executives
reported productivity was an important
metric, suggesting they believe learning
should be helping their companies
get more out of the employees they
already have rather than keeping the
HR budget in line.
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Evaluation criteria aside, few executives
in any industry reported being very
satisfied with the learning function’s
performance (Figure II-32)—with the
highest percentage being in the retail
industry (16 percent) and the lowest
in travel/transportation and communications/high-tech companies
(6 percent).
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HR and Learning Outsourcing

As companies around the world strive
to improve the effectiveness and
efficiency of their HR and learning
organizations, outsourcing has grown
in popularity. In fact, our survey
findings show that many companies
are outsourcing a wide range of HR
and learning activities to some degree.
While only a small percentage of
participating companies reported
outsourcing any one activity in its
entirety, targeted, selective outsourcing
has become a fairly widespread
practice—regardless of industry
segment or country.

Our survey asked participants to
identify how much of each of the
following HR activities their companies
have outsourced (none, a small portion,
a large portion, or all):
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Employee administration/compliance
Recruiting
Payroll
Performance evaluation
Pension/retirement
Health and welfare benefits
Employee relations

Similarly, we asked participants to
indicate the extent to which they
outsourced the following learning
activities (again, with the breakdown
being none, a small portion, a large
portion, or all):
•
•
•
•
•
•

Curriculum development
Training content development
Training delivery
Training administration
Training technologies
Training facilities

We found there to be distinct differences in approaches to outsourcing by
both country and industry segment—
reflecting the prevailing cultural,
political and market dynamics.

Geographic Perspective
At an aggregate level, the two HR
activities that have been outsourced
to a higher degree than others are
pension/retirement and health and
welfare benefits. However, when
viewing the data by country, several
key differences arose (Figure II-33).
Employee administration/compliance
has thus far seen limited outsourcing
action, and when it has, it is most
likely to be outsourced in Australia
and the United States. Recruiting is
outsourced to varying degrees by
country—with Spain nearly three times
as likely to outsource recruiting than
Germany. Payroll is outsourced to some
degree by about half of the companies
in the United Kingdom and United
States, while performance evaluation
to date has been outsourced very little
in any country and pension/retirement
is most commonly outsourced in the
United States and United Kingdom.
Health and welfare benefits is a study
in stark contrasts: On the high end,
77 percent of companies in the United
States have outsourced some portion
of this activity compared with
Germany on the low end, where
just 16 percent of companies have
outsourced it.
Like performance evaluation, employee
relations is an activity that is not
heavily outsourced—except in Australia,
where 39 percent of companies reported
having outsourced some portion of it.
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Figure II–33 | Companies outsourcing at least a portion of
HR activities: geographic perspective
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Figure II–34 | Companies outsourcing at least a portion of
learning activities: geographic perspective
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Learning activities, on the other
hand, appear to be the target of more
outsourcing than those in human
resources (Figure II-34). Training
delivery seems to be the most commonly outsourced area of learning,
with a large majority of companies in
all countries except Germany reporting
having outsourced some portion of it.
Similarly, training facilities, training
technologies and training content
development also are common targets

of outsourcing among a majority of
companies in most countries—again,
with Germany being the exception. In
fact, companies in Germany were far
and away the least likely to outsource
even a portion of any learning activity.
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Industry Perspective
At a high level, it does not appear that
any of the five industries involved in
the survey is especially more aggressive
in HR outsourcing than any other
(Figure II-35). However, companies in
the communications/high-tech sector
seem to have a slight edge. A majority
of these organizations reported outsourcing a least a portion of three
different HR activities—recruiting (74
percent), health and welfare benefits
(55 percent) and pension/retirement
(54 percent)—and just under half said
they have outsourced some or all of
payroll processing.
Travel/transportation companies
also appear to favor outsourcing, as
a majority of companies in this sector
said they have outsourced two HR
activities—recruiting (60 percent)
and health and welfare benefits
(53 percent).
Resources companies seem to be
the least likely to outsource any HR
activity, as none was reported by a
majority of companies as having
been outsourced.

Figure II–35 | Companies outsourcing at least a portion of
HR activities: industry perspective
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Figure II–36 | Companies outsourcing at least a portion of
learning activities: industry perspective
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In the learning arena, communications/
high-tech companies also appear to
be the largest proponents of outsourcing (Figure II-36). A majority of
organizations in this segment reported
outsourcing at least some portion of
five of the six learning areas covered
by our study—with 41 percent having
outsourced part or all of the sixth.
Financial services companies also are
capitalizing on learning outsourcing,
with 50 percent or more companies
having reported outsourcing of training
delivery, facilities, content development

and technologies. Even resources
organizations, which tend to be less
active in HR outsourcing, reported a
higher prevalence of learning outsourcing—with a majority of resources
companies having outsourced training
delivery, facilities and technologies.
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Talent Sourcing and the Aging Workforce

People are the lifeblood of a company.
Yet increasingly, superior talent is
getting harder to find and keep,
especially as the workforce in countries
around the world ages and the talent
pool behind them continues to shrink.
To be sure, for some companies,
finding and keeping talent is not a
problem—whether it is because they
are in a growing, attractive industry
or a country filled with young blood
eager to make their mark in the corporate
world. But for many other companies—
particularly those in “old line” industries
or countries where a higher percentage
of the population is nearing retirement
age—talent sourcing will be a major
challenge for the executive suite and
the HR function in the coming years.

Geographic Perspective

a 4. The highest was in Spain (3.71)
and the lowest was in Germany (2.76).
Yet digging beneath the average one will
find that in two countries—Spain and
Australia—nearly one-third of executives
rated the challenge a 5, or severe.

On average, talent sourcing is not
viewed as a particularly pressing concern
by executives, regardless of country in
which they work (Figure II-37). When
asked to rate, on a scale of 1=not a
challenge to 5=severe challenge, how
serious a challenge talent sourcing is,
no mean rating in any country topped

In Spain’s case, one of the culprits
appears to be the aging workforce
(Figure II-38). According to survey
participants, more than half of the
companies in that country are feeling
an impact from that development
now—whether minor (28 percent) or
major (28 percent). These figures for
current impact are by far the highest
of any of the six countries included
in our study.

Figure II–37 | Extent to which
talent sourcing is a challenge:
geographic perspective
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3.25
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For Germany, the impact appears to
be on the horizon: 52 percent of
executives in that country expect to
begin feeling the impact of the aging
workforce within five years.
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Interestingly, the aging workforce is
not a big deal to many executives in
some countries. Thirty-six percent of
respondents in the United States and
United Kingdom, and 42 percent of
those in Australia, reported that they
do not expect any impact from the
aging workforce.

Figure II–38 | Impact of the aging workforce: geographic perspective
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Superior talent is getting harder to find
and keep, especially as the workforce ages
and the talent pool shrinks.

Job Title Perspective
When viewing the talent sourcing
data by job title, one can see that
there is a distinct difference in
impression between the executive
suite and the heads of human
resources and training (Figure II-39).
While only small percentages of
executives in each group rated their
talent sourcing challenge as severe,
the mean ratings among CEOs/COOs,
CFOs and CIOs are higher than those
among HR and training leaders.

Figure II–40 | Impact of the aging workforce: job title perspective
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Figure II–39 | Extent to which
talent sourcing is a challenge:
job title perspective
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Furthermore, some disparity exists
among the executive groups when it
comes to assessing the impact of the
aging workforce (Figure II-40). While
approximately the same percentages
of each group reported feeling the
impact now (whether minor or major),
HR and training leaders are more likely
than C-level executives to believe the
impact is yet to be felt. In fact, nearly
40 percent of CEOs/COOs and 43
percent of CFOs said they do not
believe the aging workforce will have
any impact on their organizations—a
belief that is held by only 18 percent
of HR leaders.
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Industry Perspective

Figure II–42 | Impact of the aging workforce: industry perpective

Mean ratings for the talent sourcing
challenge are nearly identical—and
average—among three of the five
industry groups (retail, financial
services and resources), and slightly
above average for travel/transportation
and communications/high-tech
companies (Figure II-41). These findings
suggest that despite the differences
in industry dynamics and markets,
talent sourcing is no more pressing a
concern in any particular segment.

Figure II–41 | Extent to which
talent sourcing is a challenge:
industry perspective
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However, there is a different story
when it comes to the aging workforce
(Figure II-42). Two dynamic industries
that tend to attract young talent
and are viewed as providing interesting work environments—retail
and communications/high-tech—are
believed to be less susceptible to the
impact of the aging workforce than
other industries. Forty-two percent of
executives in communications/hightech companies and 33 percent of
retail executives do not expect any
impact from the aging workforce—
compared with just 16 percent, 18
percent and 26 percent of executives
in the travel/transportation, resources
and financial services industries,

respectively. Indeed, 42 percent of
executives in the financial services
industry said they are already feeling
the impact of the trend now, while
53 percent of respondents in resources
companies and 44 percent in travel/
transportation organizations expect
to begin feeling the impact within
five years.
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