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Introduction
The workplace trends highlighted in this whitepaper are not new to talent development or the workplace, 
but they have gained prominence among workers and organizations . Most are part of a broader future of 
work landscape that accelerated because of the challenges that the COVID-19 pandemic presented  
in 2020 .

The pace of change has presented more challenges in employee engagement, skills development, and 
integration of new technologies . This has led to a greater number of organizations searching for more 
efficiency and better productivity, and employees wanting more transparency, more flexibility, and  
career development .

This is only a snippet of the changes that have come to the workplace in 2021 . This whitepaper covers 
the top trends that affect employees, skills development, and workplace technologies . It is vital that 
organizations acknowledge these trends and find ways to incorporate the needs of their works into the 
workplace because employee expectations have changed, which will drive organizational success in 
recruiting, retaining, and engaging employees .  
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People
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Trend: Employee Well-Being 
Regarding Employees Holistically
“The pandemic defied every management and organizational system, pushing everyone to their limits, 
until a transition toward agile, ever-evolving methods began to emerge,” notes the World Economic 
Forum article, “How 2020 Taught Businesses to Place Empathy Before Profit .” “2020 was an interesting 
one, to say the least—many companies emerged with a fresher face, reinventing themselves along the 
way . Perhaps the most telling realization was that the key to survival in any catastrophe is empathy .”

What does empathy in the business sense entail? For leaders, it means being vulnerable and listening; 
for managers, it means checking in and communicating with your direct reports—maybe more often 
than you normally would . For leaders and managers, it means ensuring your people know that you care 
about them . This is not something that is going to change as we recover from the pandemic, whether we 
return to the office or not . 

While the pandemic and other challenges of 2020 have affected each of us differently, there is a 
universal understanding that humans have many facets . We don’t shut off part of ourselves when we 
begin our workday . Many individuals have suffered financially as a result of the pandemic . Others are 
caring for children or parents in their home in addition to working . Stressors are high and run the gamut 
of physical, mental, social, and financial . 

Physical Well-Being
Why is employee physical well-being so critical? In “Why Physical Wellness Matters at Work and How 
To Promote It With Employees,” Michelle White explains that, “Along with helping prevent disease, 
exercise improves brain function in a variety of ways . Research conducted at the University of Georgia 
concluded that exercising for even 20 minutes a day facilitates information processing and memory 
functions . In other studies, [Assistant Professor of Medicine at the University of Wisconsin School of 
Medicine and Public Health Ozioma] Okonkwo confirmed that people who exercise have greater brain 
volume in parts of the brain associated with reasoning and executive function .”

“2020 was an interesting 
one, to say the least—
many companies emerged 
with a fresher face, 
reinventing themselves 
along the way. Perhaps 
the most telling 
realization was that the 
key to survival in any 
catastrophe is empathy.”
World Economic Forum Article

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/01/how-2020-taught-business-to-put-empathy-before-profit/
https://blog.accessperks.com/why-physical-wellness-matters-at-work-and-how-to-promote-it-with-employees
https://blog.accessperks.com/why-physical-wellness-matters-at-work-and-how-to-promote-it-with-employees
https://www.brainhq.com/brain-resources/everyday-brain-fitness/physical-exercise/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25319359
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/01/how-2020-taught-business-to-put-empathy-before-profit/
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Talent development (TD) team members can work with HR to facilitate employees setting their own 
health goals, such as increasing their exercise, quitting smoking, and eating better . Benefits Pro suggests 
physical and mental well-being tools that employees can access remotely, such as meditation apps and 
virtual fitness courses . Companies that don’t already have them may want to consider partnering to offer 
an employee assistant program (EAP) . 

TD and HR also can work with marketing and communications to relay the importance of staying home 
(when applicable) when sick . Develop informational materials that can be part of an organization-wide 
newsletter or messaging from senior leaders . “As a leader and culture carrier, it’s your responsibility to 
communicate that getting sick is not a sign of weakness and that it’s okay to work from home or take a day 
or two to fully recover,” writes Jeff Murphy in “26 Surefire Ways To Boost Employee Wellbeing In 2021 .”

And in “Employee Wellbeing Comes into Focus in 2021” David Rice writes, “Consider offering a sleep 
questionnaire and tutorials that can help them address sleep-related issues . Additionally, nutritional 
coaching and support through access to nutrition tracking apps further employees taking better care of 
their physical health .”

Mental Well-Being
The Martec Group, a market research provider, reports that mental health has declined 34 percent due 
to COVID-19, down to 28 percent . Respondents note that stress levels (42 percent), focus (42 percent), 
and productivity (40 percent), have worsened, although some individuals have seen an improvement in 
these areas .

A Business .com article, “How to Monitor and Support Employee Mental Health,” lists a series of changes 
in employees that managers and other organizational leaders can be aware of, including increased 
irritability, frequent absences from work, decreased performance, and isolation or social withdrawal .

Creating a supportive organizational culture can help with employees’ mental health issues, continues the 
Business .com article . Education is critical . Offer training materials to employees about how to reduce stress 
levels and improve self-care . Bringing in a mental health practitioner to speak to employees is another 
avenue . The culture can include offering a safe place for employees to talk about how they’re feeling—
whether that be burned out, stressed, or having suicidal thoughts . Employers should refer individuals 
to appropriate outside resources in the latter case or when an employee suffers from substance abuse . 
Such US national resources include the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline and the Substance Abuse 

Mental health has declined 
34% due to COVID-19.

https://www.benefitspro.com/2021/02/05/5-tips-for-supporting-employee-wellness-goals-in-2021/?slreturn=20210105144830
https://snacknation.com/blog/employee-wellbeing/
https://www.hrexchangenetwork.com/employee-engagement/articles/employee-wellbeing-comes-into-focus-in-2021
https://www.martecgroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/The-Martec-Group-WFH-COVID19-Summary.pdf
https://www.business.com/articles/support-employee-mental-health/
https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/
https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/national-helpline
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and Mental Health Services Administration . Talent development professionals can work with HR to post 
contact information for these resources as well as develop checklists for employees about changes they 
may be undergoing, such as inability to sleep, lack of energy, or substance abuse . 

But it goes beyond self-care . Some employees are stressed at this time because they’re uncertain 
about their skills and how those capabilities may translate into the future workplace . In its State of Skills 
2021: Endangered, Degreed notes that anxiety about skills is becoming a mental health and wellness 
issue . Fifty-five percent of “workers, managers, and business leaders said a lack of confidence in their 
skills makes their job more stressful . Nearly four in 10 (38 percent) say their mental health suffers .” 
Organizations—TD professionals, more specifically—can supply learning and development opportunities 
for their workers . Curate content or provide access to such resources as LinkedIn, Udemy, or edX; host 
workshops or lunch & learns (in-person or virtual); form a book club; or create learning pathways . And 
ensure that managers have regular developmental conversations with their direct reports .

Social Well-Being
Humans crave social connection, even those who identify as introverted . In “Why ‘Social Wellbeing’ Is 
More Than a Buzzword,” Rebekah Tapping writes, “A sense of belonging is vital for ensuring high levels 
of engagement and in turn, greater productivity . Employees are far more likely to work at their best when 
they feel supported within a company that values them .” Managers can frequently check in with their 
direct reports . Use the tools you have available to make sure you stay close even from a social distance . 
Employees or teams can chat over coffee via Zoom or Microsoft Teams or play a game virtually (an 
escape room or trivia, for example) . 

“Peer-to-peer recognition has been shown to be especially effective in boosting engagement . When 
employees recognize each other’s efforts and receive recognition themselves, their sense of purpose 
and commitment to work improves,” states Tapping . TD professionals can implement such recognition 
programs and, where appropriate and feasible, can offer inexpensive tokens of such recognition, such as 
branded coffee mugs . 

https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/national-helpline
https://stateofskills.degreed.com/
https://stateofskills.degreed.com/
https://www.hrzone.com/community/blogs/rebekah-tapping/why-social-wellbeing-is-more-than-a-buzzword
https://www.hrzone.com/community/blogs/rebekah-tapping/why-social-wellbeing-is-more-than-a-buzzword
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Financial Well-Being 
Benefits Pro determined that, “In 2018, 61 percent of employees rated their financial wellness as good 
or excellent, but this decreased to 49 percent in 2020 . As a result of increased financial anxieties, 
employees are now looking to their employers for help .” 

A Financial Benefit Services article also acknowledges financial well-being as a concern for employees . 
“Why should employees’ personal financial well-being be a concern for employers? To start, financial 
matters are a leading cause of stress for employees and a major distraction at work . A recent PwC 
survey revealed that 58 percent of employees admit that they’re stressed about their finances .” A 
company’s EAP can include financial resources that are helpful to its employees, which are more 
important in uncertain economic times . 

“Now is the time for employers to remain patient with employees’ personal situations and be flexible as 
needed,” writes Kyle Gates in the Financial Benefits Services article . “Leadership should be transparent 
and honest about the organization and how it’s performing . Financial support efforts should be 
incorporated into an organization’s internal communication initiatives to ensure employees are aware of 
the efforts and know how to participate or learn more information .” 

Finally, Limeade suggests employers revisit their retirement and health savings accounts to see if they 
need updating, facilitate employee meeting one-on-one with financial consultants, and add financial 
well-being into other benefit training and information, such as through seminars . Organizations can 
sponsor challenges for employees to reduce debt or set a monthly savings goal . 

Holistic Approach
It may seem daunting, but organizations should take a holistic approach to the well-being of their workers . 
Unsure about what employees need during these uncertain times? Conduct a survey to determine how 
they feel about current benefits and culture and what would help them in their well-being .

“Leadership should be 
transparent and honest 
about the organization 
and how it’s performing. 
Financial support efforts 
should be incorporated 
into an organization’s 
internal communication 
initiatives to ensure 
employees are aware of 
the efforts and know how 
to participate or learn 
more information.”
Kyle Gates, Financial Benefit Services article

https://www.benefitspro.com/2020/12/17/2020s-impact-on-companies-responses-to-employee-financial-wellness/
https://fbsbenefits.com/resources/fbs-blog/supporting-employee-financial-wellness-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://fbsbenefits.com/resources/fbs-blog/supporting-employee-financial-wellness-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/
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Trend: Employee Experience and Expectations 
Are you treating employees like customers?
Last year brought changes to nearly every element of most people’s lives, from where they work (and 
often how and even on what) to what they did outside work, their living arrangements, and so much 
more . Indeed, the COVID-19 crisis left an indelible mark on all of us . But it wasn’t just the virus . Last year 
also saw racial unrest and protests that began in the US and spread across many countries around the 
world . The pandemic and the discussions of injustice caused us to pause and wonder about our own 
work and life and the greater world . 

As such, one of the workplace trends in 2021 is the ongoing consideration of diversity, equity, and 
inclusion, as well as our focus on work and whether we have the right priorities toward it and the time 
outside work . Are we where we want to be in our lives, and are we doing enough vis-à-vis those around 
us? And are our employers providing the culture that allows us to thrive? 

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
In different countries, and even regions, diversity can mean different things . Race, religion, differing 
ability (including neurodiversity), age, and sexual orientation and gender identity are among those that 
may or may not be considered depending on where you live and do business . 

DDI’s Global Leadership Forecast Series: Diversity & Inclusion Report 2020 notes that many organizations 
understand that diversity is important, but they fail to follow through on action in this area . The report 
continues by emphasizing that companies that are dubbed “best places to work” have inclusion as 
a strong part of their culture and values 35 percent of the time, compared with other companies’ 20 
percent . Women, the study reported, tend to have less support in their work transitions and receive less 
coaching and feedback . And while leaders from minority backgrounds may be climbing the ladder, they 
are more apt to say they need to leave their companies to continue to further their careers . This means 
retention is also an issue that organizations need to pay attention to with respect to diversity . 

How can this be changed? The DDI report advises, “Give leaders high-quality, personalized development 
plans .” Ensure that all leaders of a certain rank, no matter what gender, race, or ethnicity have access to 
core leadership programs .

https://www.ddiworld.com/global-leadership-forecast-2021
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We all want to bring our whole selves to work and be seen for who we are . Companies can create 
employee resource groups around an identifying factor, such as Latinas, that create a sense of 
connection . Employees may tackle specific workplace problems, choose a volunteer activity for the 
group to undertake, or talk about their experiences that other employees likely will not have shared . 

Further, organizations can hire a chief diversity officer and ensure that the position is an active part of the 
C-suite . Is the company hiring and promoting a diverse workforce that reflects their customers? Are they 
collecting, reviewing, and acting on data to that end?  

If an organization doesn’t already have it, DEI training should be part of its portfolio . This can include 
unconscious bias training, manager-specific training, and training around how to be an ally for minority 
populations . An organization may schedule a lunch & learn with an outside speaker to inform employees 
about inclusion; alternatively, role-play training can help employees understand each other better . Make 
sure that training sessions and conversations are ongoing and not occurring one time a year to check 
a box on DEI compliance training . A culture of diversity is more likely to exist if talent development 
professionals or senior leaders lead by example . 

TD teams can encourage employees to check in with themselves on their biases, which we all have . To 
this end, talent professionals can provide questions for reflection: “Do you assume something based on 
a person’s appearance, including age?” For example, asking a younger (rather than an older) person a 
technology question? Do you use stereotypical stories, jokes, or language ending with, “Those of you 
under 40 in the audience won’t understand”? Another aspect of assumptions revolves around gender 
issues: Do you automatically use wife or husband, assuming that the individual you’re speaking with is 
heterosexual? Consider using partner or spouse instead . 

In her TD at Work guide “Prioritize Inclusivity in Your Training Sessions,” Eliza Blanchard, APTD, 
recommends a way to be inclusive in one’s training sessions, but it’s equally true of one’s organizational 
culture . “The overall goal of creating a respectful and inclusive environment  .  .  . stays the same, but the 
specific way you demonstrate respect and inclusion may vary based on the country you are in .”

Employee Experience
A welcoming culture is more than an inclusive one . Individuals want to work for a company that reflects 
their values . 

Employee experience came in at number five in Gartner’s Top 5 Priorities for HR 2021. Part of the challenge 
around the employee experience is addressing where employees are working . How, for example, does 

If an organization doesn’t 
already have it, DEI 
training should be part 
of its portfolio. This can 
include unconscious bias 
training, manager-specific 
training, and training 
around how to be an ally 
for minority populations.

https://www.gartner.com/en/human-resources/trends/top-priorities-for-hr-leaders
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an organization encourage collaboration in a hybrid workforce? How do individuals working from home 
achieve a healthy work-life balance? And is the alternative space private when it needs to be for what 
the employee is doing? How is the organizational culture maintained?

Culture means many things . Qualtric’s 2021 Employee Experience Trends points to the importance of 
employees feeling like they belong, being proud of their organization’s corporate social responsibility 
efforts, being supported in their efforts to adapt to change and further their career, and having the 
opportunity to learn .  

For talent professionals, all this is a tall order . According to Mercer’s report, Global Talent Trends 2020–
2021, “Already before the pandemic, 58 percent of organizations were redesigning to become more 
people-centric . This requires HR to treat employees like customers—focusing on the experience, setting 
up a constant feedback loop, and upgrading technology to deliver simplicity and ease of use .”   

Communication, as the Mercer report notes, is critical . Transparency and open-door policies—from 
managers up to leaders, HR, and the CEO—allow employees to share their thoughts about what is going 
right in the organization and what can be improved upon . It’s not enough to listen to this, however; it 
rings hollow if leaders don’t act on what employees share . 

Leaders also need to clearly share and follow through when it comes to the company vision and mission . 
This can be done in all-staffs, in newsletters, and on the company website . Does the organizational 
culture align with what is purported in online communications? When employees work remotely, it’s also 
helpful to over-communicate . News that employees may have picked up in the office kitchen isn’t getting 
through to them when they’re working in their own kitchen . 

Employees also want flexibility . This includes workspace and hours, but also what they work on and 
making it meaningful to them . “If you are developing a new solution that eliminates challenges that the 
pandemic has brought to us, give your employees the opportunity to participate,” explains this smarp 
article, “17 Ways to Improve Employee Experience During COVID-19 .” “Encourage your employees 
to share their own ideas and lead their implementation . That way, you can make their work more 
meaningful and rewarding, which boosts your employees’ morale and experience .”

Corporate social responsibility can entail actions within and outside the organization . Environmental 
consciousness within the office can mean recycling; outside the organization, it might be a day where 
employees jointly clean up a local stream . Other efforts could mean collecting toiletries for a homeless 
shelter or making sandwiches for food-insecure individuals . Let employees choose the project based on 
what they are most passionate about . 

Before the pandemic, 
58% of organizations 
were redesigning to 
become more  
people-centric.

https://www.qualtrics.com/news/qualtrics-annual-employee-experience-trends-report-finds-that-belonging-will-drive-engagement-in-2021/
https://www.mercer.com/content/dam/mercer/attachments/private/global-talent-trends/2021/gl-2021-gtt-global-eng-mercer.pdf
https://www.mercer.com/content/dam/mercer/attachments/private/global-talent-trends/2021/gl-2021-gtt-global-eng-mercer.pdf
https://blog.smarp.com/17-ways-to-boost-employee-experience
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Skills
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Trend: New Skill Sets and In-Demand Skills 
The pace of change is outpacing skill development.
According to the DDI Global Leadership Forecast 2021, the top challenge plaguing CEOs is developing the 
next generation of leaders . The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the future of work needs much faster 
than expected . More than 80 percent of chief human resource officers (CHROs) expect upskilling of 
employees to take center stage in the next decade .

Traditional skills are becoming more obsolete as soft skills evolve at a faster pace . HR leaders list 
building critical skills and competencies as the top priority in 2021, according to a Gartner for HR Top 5 
Priorities for HR Leaders in 2021 report .

In-Demand Skills
Technology capabilities are a range of skills that aid in the readiness for and comfort with adapting to 
the rapid technological change that will accompany the future of work . People capabilities are innate 
and learned abilities that rely on human emotion, perception, and thinking and cannot be replicated by 
automation and AI .

Top in-demand skills for 2021 include IT and programming, leadership and management, communication 
and negotiation, project management, creativity, innovation, critical thinking and decision making, 
adaptability and continuous learning, data analysis, and technology design .

“Skills consumption related to this trend varies across industries . Listening skills were a particular focus 
for the software and technology industry, where [listening skills course] consumption on Udemy for 
Business’s site grew 3,201 percent from 2019 to 2020,” according to the company’s 2021 Workplace 
Learning Trends Report . The retail industry made an effort to hone its business etiquette skills by 
increasing consumption 2,042 percent compared with the previous year .

The most concerning numbers of the Gartner study were that 36 percent of HR leaders admit they don’t 
know what skills gaps their current employees have and that another 31 percent say they can’t create 
skill development solutions fast enough to meet evolving skills needs .

Top in-demand skills 
for 2021 include IT and 
programming, leadership 
and management, 
communication and 
negotiation, project 
management, creativity, 
innovation, critical 
thinking and decision 
making, adaptability and 
continuous learning,  
data analysis, and 
technology design.

https://www.ddiworld.com/glf
https://www.gartner.com/en/human-resources/trends/top-priorities-for-hr-leaders
https://www.gartner.com/en/human-resources/trends/top-priorities-for-hr-leaders
https://business.udemy.com/resources/2021-workplace-learning-trends-report/
https://business.udemy.com/resources/2021-workplace-learning-trends-report/
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“Traditional ways of predicting skill needs aren’t working . Employees need more skills for every job, and 
many of those skills are new . Many employees aren’t learning the right new skills—for their personal 
development or the benefit of the organization,” says the Gartner report . “Thirty-three percent of the 
skills that were present in an average job posting in 2017 won’t be needed this year .”

An Association for Talent Development skills gap whitepaper—Bridging the Skills Gap: Workforce 
Development and the Future of Work—reports that 83 percent of organizations have a skills gap . Nearly 
three-quarters say that the skills gap affects their organization’s service delivery, customers, or future 
growth . The biggest current and future gaps noted are in communication, critical thinking, and managerial 
and supervisory skills, showing that organizations need to focus on soft skills development programs . 

Before the pandemic, upskilling was a priority for many organizations, but according to the Udemy for 
Business trends report, it has now become a business imperative . The percent of the workforce upskilled 
in 2020 was up significantly from 2019, 38 percent compared to 14 percent .

Upskilling and reskilling with new skills is all part of a broader need for the workforce to be ready and 
agile to tackle the unpredictable and fast changing future of work . If 2020 was any indication, the 
workforce is changing more rapidly than anyone could have predicted, which is forcing organizations to 
tackle workforce needs faster and more efficiently .

To prepare employees and workplaces for the future of work, TD professionals must understand the 
changes taking place in their workforce and industry as well as with their competitors, the skills of their 
current employees, and emerging trends .

In a February 2020 TD magazine article, John Coné writes, “The TD function must lead the 
organization’s next-skilling for readiness . This is not simply technical training on how new technology 
works or how to access a new system or its resulting data . Rather, it includes training people on how 
technology changes jobs and work, how to thrive in those changes, and how to make the best use of 
technology and the data it yields .”

83% of organizations 
have a skills gap.

https://d22bbllmj4tvv8.cloudfront.net/83/74/450e8cb644188b984d6528d43d58/2018-skills-gap-whitepaper-final-web.pdf
https://d22bbllmj4tvv8.cloudfront.net/83/74/450e8cb644188b984d6528d43d58/2018-skills-gap-whitepaper-final-web.pdf
https://www.td.org/magazines/td-magazine/a-very-different-model
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According the ATD’s Future of Work research report, there are several recommendations for how leaders 
can better prepare their organizations for the future of work .

 � Train employees in new technologies. Among organizations that have started 
using new technologies, less than half have deployed training on how to use or 
leverage them . Future-ready organizations were significantly more likely to have 
acted upon plans to train employees to use and leverage new technologies . For 
better preparedness, TD leaders should ensure their staff members are trained to 
effectively use new technologies .

 � Develop employees’ future skills. Dana Alan Koch, global lead of learning research 
and innovation at Accenture, says soft skills will continue to grow in importance . 
“Teach people uniquely human skills, like complex problem solving and habit 
formation .” Other future skills Koch identifies are curiosity, storytelling, creativity, 
and emotional intelligence .

 � Identify reskilling needs. TD professionals should consider what jobs may be 
affected by automation or organizational change and look for other internal positions 
employees in those roles may be suited for . In the report, Tara Deakin, former 
chief talent and development officer at TD Bank Group, shares how the company 
identified employees whose jobs were at risk of being automated and used capability 
mapping to match them to different roles within the organization based upon their 
skills and experience .

https://www.td.org/research-reports/the-future-of-work
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Trend: Continuous Learning and  
Lifelong Learning Is Here to Stay  
Employees are taking more ownership  
of their development.
People are taking greater ownership of their skill needs and skill development . The COVID-19 pandemic 
has forced people to take stock of their skills and figure out what new skills they may need to be invaluable 
to their organization . Part of taking ownership of skills development is participating in assessments to 
understand which skills they bring to their company and which skills they need to cultivate .

The World Economic Forum estimates that 50 percent of employees will need to be reskilled by 2025 . The 
sudden workplace changes brought about in 2020 highlighted the need for employees to wear multiple 
hats to perform efficiently at their jobs or take on a new role within the company . Remote work brought 
about virtual work settings and that digital setting underscored the need for stronger technical skills .

“To address this, L&D teams need to formulate continuous learning programs to upskill and reskill 
employees to stay relevant during the changing times,” Amit Gautam writes in an eLearning Industry 
article . “By closely working with business unit heads and identifying the skill gaps aligned to the business 
goals, L&D teams must build sustainable employee upskilling and reskilling programs that prepare them 
to be future-ready and in turn drive business growth .”

There has been a surge in people taking online classes to increase their value with an organization and 
receive badges to prove mastery . Badges are verifiable by the issuing institution and can always be 
checked to confirm that there is no misrepresentation of a learner’s credentials . 

As workers are becoming more responsible for their own learning, TD professionals will play a critical 
role by assessing what skills need a boost, guiding employees to internal and external learning 
opportunities, and then tracking these new skills and credentials with managers, HR, and other leaders .  

Building a Culture of Learning, a 2018 ATD research report, found that the primary benefit of encouraging 
lifelong learning was improved employee engagement levels (cited by two-thirds of respondents) . 
Respondents also mentioned improved overall organizational performance (57 percent), an improved 
ability to retain talent (56 percent), and an improved ability to meet changing business needs and 
objectives (54 percent) .

The sudden workplace 
changes brought about in 
2020 highlighted the need 
for employees to wear 
multiple hats to perform 
efficiently at their jobs or 
take on a new role within 
the company.

https://elearningindustry.com/future-workplace-learning-and-development-thriving-2021-beyond-trends
https://elearningindustry.com/future-workplace-learning-and-development-thriving-2021-beyond-trends
https://www.td.org/research-reports/building-a-culture-of-learning
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Before candidates accept a job offer, they evaluate their possibility for skill development and career 
growth in the new organization . Learning is a continuous process and one that should be shared between 
the learner and the organization . The hiring landscape is beginning to shift to a skills-based hiring 
process, which highlights what a candidate can do, not what college degree they have . 

Continuous learning had been talked about for years, but the volatile workforce of 2020 pushed the  
need to the forefront . Employees saw the need to upskill or gain new skills to increase their value with 
their employer .

TD professionals are obligated to model the value of lifelong learning by updating critical knowledge and 
skills for personal and professional reasons . Taking ownership for their own professional development 
signals to others that they should do the same .

“A culture of learning requires a growth mindset, or the belief that people are able to increase their talent 
and ability through curiosity and learning,” states ATD’s Talent Development Body of Knowledge . “The 
growth mindset concept was pioneered by Carol Dweck, and her research shows that employees with a 
growth mindset have a desire to learn and a tendency to embrace change, learn from criticism, and find 
inspiration in the success of others .”

Because of the need for lifelong learning, the burden of learning has switched from universities to 
businesses, falling on TD professionals, managers, coaches, teams, employees, and employers to keep 
up with the changing skills . 

“Developing a culture of learning isn’t hard if you invest in creating a safe learning environment that’s 
accessible to everyone, puts employees in the driver’s seat, and lets people practice what they’ve learned 
in a low-stakes way,” Lucy Suros writes in a January 2021 ATD blog post . “The return on investment is 
well worth it . You’ll improve employee engagement and satisfaction, reduce turnover costs, and boost 
productivity . Plus, your employees will love it, and that’s the greatest satisfaction of all .”

Keith Keating agrees in his May 2020 Chief Learning Officer article . “Lifelong learning matters more now 
than ever because generic experience and flexibility cannot compete with serial mastery,” he explains . 
“Even mastering one skill will not ensure employment for the long-term . The shelf life of skills is reducing 
year after year . If you abandoned learning after achieving mastery in one thing, you will likewise become 
useless in the labor force .”

“Lifelong learning 
matters more now than 
ever because generic 
experience and flexibility 
cannot compete with 
serial mastery.”
Keith Keating, May 2020 Chief Learning 
Officer article

https://www.td.org/tdbok
https://www.td.org/insights/how-to-create-a-culture-of-learning-whether-youre-remote-or-not
https://www.chieflearningofficer.com/2020/05/26/the-mindset-of-a-lifelong-learner/
https://www.chieflearningofficer.com/2020/05/26/the-mindset-of-a-lifelong-learner/
https://www.chieflearningofficer.com/2020/05/26/the-mindset-of-a-lifelong-learner/
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Trend: Project-Based Work and Gig Workforce 
To supplement an organization’s skills gap, many are 
turning to gig workers.
Project-based work or the gig workforce has been around for more than a decade, but it is finally 
becoming commonplace in many workspaces . 

According to the report Building an On-Demand Workforce by Harvard Business School’s Project on 
Managing the Future of Work and BCG’s Henderson Institute, 90 percent of companies surveyed 
see a future competitive advantage in shifting their talent model to a blend of full-time and freelance 
employees . With a surge taking place in remote work due to COVID-19, the move to an on-demand 
workforce is expected to accelerate .

These project-based workers offer flexibility in talent . With the skills gap raging in many industries, 
gig workers can provide a special skill or capability to a project, such as data analysis . Building an On-
Demand Workforce showed that as many as 83 percent of business leaders reported that automation 
and digitalization put “strong” or “extremely strong” pressure on their organizations to find skilled talent . 
Organizations are looking for the most efficient way to find talent or fulfill needed capabilities, and gig or 
project-based workers are fitting that need .

The Upwork report Freelance Forward notes that, based on survey results, 12 percent of the US workforce 
turned to freelancing for the first time during the pandemic . Of these new freelancers, 60 percent said 
no amount of money would convince them to take a traditional job, and nearly 50 percent already saw 
freelancing as a long-term career opportunity .

According to a Zety article by Maciej Duszynski, 57 .3 million people freelance in the US . And according 
to Upwork, it’s estimated that by 2027 there will be 86 .5 million freelancers . 

“People are looking at work and their employer in a totally different way now . The workplace is not so 
much attached to their identity . They like to have a variety of work, to work when they want, and to have 
control and flexibility,” says Jodi L . Standke, CEO of Talon Performance Group, in a Monster article .

By 2027, there will 
be 86.5 million 
freelancers.

https://www.hbs.edu/managing-the-future-of-work/research/Pages/building-the-on-demand-workforce.aspx
https://www.upwork.com/i/freelance-forward
https://zety.com/blog/gig-economy-statistics
https://hiring.monster.com/employer-resources/recruiting-strategies/talent-acquisition/the-gig-economy-in-2021-predictions-and-strategies-for-recruiting-temporary-workers/
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There is no certainty that the skills needed today will be the same in six months, so companies must 
be agile and fluid . In a February 2021 TD magazine article, Patricia Carl outlines some things that TD 
professionals must do to help companies remain agile in this ever-changing workforce:

 � Determine needed skills. Identify the skills necessary for key strategic initiatives and 
determine whether those skills are resident or can be quickly built in-house . Given 
the limited time horizons, focus on the talent with higher levels of learning agility or 
growth mindset, because they will be better able to manage an accelerated learning 
curve . Crafted as development opportunities for high-potential talent, project work 
on the strategic initiatives is an excellent way to keep high potentials engaged, 
learning, and productive during uncertain times .

 � Understand the type of work required. Discern which tasks or projects require 
synchronicity and connectivity, and staff them accordingly . Some work is more rote, 
routinized, or technical; other work requires more real-time interactivity among team 
members to be successful, such as projects with intensive problem solving, creative 
brainstorming, and closely interdependent tasks . For other work, teams or individuals 
in disparate locations and time zones can complete it in more discrete chunks .

 � Fill immediate gaps with contingent options. Where skills gaps exist, companies 
can bring in consultants or temps to fill the need, especially when there isn’t time to 
develop the skills in-house or if particular projects are time limited .

https://www.td.org/magazines/td-magazine/the-blurred-lines-between-build-buy-borrow
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Technology
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Trend: Digital Transformation of  
Business Infrastructure 
The use of AI highlights a skills gap in data  
and analytics.
Artificial intelligence (AI) has become the new business partner for HR and TD professionals . However, 
many HR and TD professionals are unaware of the AI uses in the workplace and the benefits of those 
uses . According to the Gartner Artificial Intelligence Survey, only 17 percent of organizations use AI-
based solutions in their HR function, and another 30 percent plan to do so by 2022 . 

“AI has the potential to increase HR scalability, recognize patterns in people’s behavior and offer 
personalized support where and when needed,” writes Mark Goldin in a Cornerstone On Demand 
article . “For example, AI can surface prescriptive recommendations in areas like recruiting, learning and 
development, boosting engagement and retention and others . But turning this AI potential into reality 
doesn’t come without its challenges, from ensuring ethical and unbiased use, to implementing practical, 
day-to-day applications .” 

The use of AI is exposing a skills gap in data and analytics and is highlighting the knowledge and skills 
required as part of the digital workplace, such as insights to identify patterns, make predictions, nudge 
behaviors, and fine-tune performance .

Research from DDI shows that leaders have low confidence in their digital acumen and ability to lead 
virtually . “In fact, 23 percent of leaders say they aren’t effective at all at leading virtual teams,” DDI 
reports . “Our research shows that few organizations are developing these skills in their leaders . Fewer 
than 30 percent of leaders said they had ever received development for these two skills .”

Further, “a recent Gartner survey of chief data officers found that poor data literacy is one of the top 
three barriers in building strong data and analytics teams, while a data literacy survey by Accenture of 
more than 9,000 employees in a variety of roles found that only 21 percent were confident in their data 
literacy skills,” Sara Brown writes in an MIT Management article .

“AI can surface prescriptive 
recommendations in areas 
like recruiting, learning 
and development, boosting 
engagement and retention 
and others. But turning this 
AI potential into reality 
doesn’t come without its 
challenges, from ensuring 
ethical and unbiased use, 
to implementing practical, 
day-to-day applications.”
Mark Goldin in a Cornerstone On Demand article

https://www.gartner.com/smarterwithgartner/ai-shows-value-and-gains-traction-in-hr/
https://www.cornerstoneondemand.com/rework/how-ai-is-shaping-future-of-work
https://www.cornerstoneondemand.com/rework/how-ai-is-shaping-future-of-work
http://www.leadershiplab.pl/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/GLF2021-final.pdf
https://mitsloan.mit.edu/ideas-made-to-matter/how-to-build-data-literacy-your-company
https://www.cornerstoneondemand.com/rework/how-ai-is-shaping-future-of-work
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To be data literate, leaders must be able to read data (understanding what data is and the aspects 
of the world it represents), work with data (creating, acquiring, cleaning, and managing it), analyze 
data (filtering, sorting, aggregating, comparing, and performing other analytic operations on it), and 
argue with data (using it to communicate some message or story to a particular audience) . This year, 
companies are trying to accelerate their digital transformation by implementing cloud computing and 
collaboration technologies . 

Data literacy is the new computer literacy . Having a clear understanding of dashboards, visualizations, 
and how to analyze data will become a critical skill set required of all office workers .

“Learning and TD departments have some work to do if they want to come to the table with a good 
understanding of the value new technologies can bring to their businesses,” writes Chad Udell in a 
November 27, 2019, ATD blog post .

Whether organizations have already begun using new technologies or are planning to start using them in 
the next few years, TD leaders should ensure their staff are trained to use these technologies effectively . 
ATD’s Future of Work report found that among organizations that have started using, experimenting 
with, or developing new technologies, less than half have deployed training on the same . As future-
ready organizations were significantly more likely to have acted on plans to train employees to use and 
leverage new technologies, ensuring employees have the skills they need to use new technologies will 
help employees and employers alike succeed . 

The pace of change and the rise of analytics in the workplace has forced TD professionals to take a 
broader look at what analytics they should be measuring, the meaning behind the analytics they capture, 
how to align the findings to strategic business goals, and how to communicate to executives the impact 
of the data findings .

The pace of change and 
the rise of analytics in 
the workplace has forced 
TD professionals to take 
a broader look at what 
analytics they should be 
measuring, the meaning 
behind the analytics they 
capture, how to align 
the findings to strategic 
business goals, and 
how to communicate to 
executives the impact of 
the data findings.

https://www.td.org/insights/seeking-signals-learning-pros-need-to-stay-on-top-of-tech-trends
https://www.td.org/research-reports/the-future-of-work
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According to ATD’s Talent Development Capability Model, a TD professional with capability in data and 
analytics will need knowledge of:

 � The principles and applications of analytics (for example, big data, predictive 
modeling, data mining, machine learning, and business intelligence)

 � Data visualization, including principles, methods, types, and applications (for 
example, texture and color mapping, data representation, graphs, and word clouds)

 � Statistical theory and methods, including the computation, interpretation, and 
reporting of statistics

An effective TD professional will need to be skilled in:

 � Identifying stakeholders’ needs, goals, requirements, questions, and objectives to 
develop a framework or plan for data analysis

 � Gathering and organizing data from internal or external sources in logical and 
practical ways to support retrieval and manipulation

 � Analyzing and interpreting the results of data analyses to identify patterns, trends, 
and relationships among variables

 � Selecting or using data visualization techniques (for example, flow charts, graphs, 
plots, word clouds, and heat maps)

https://www.td.org/capability-model
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Trend: Tech That Facilitates Collaboration, 
Learning, and Productivity 
Use the right tools to keep employees connected, 
effective, and efficient.
The shift to remote working and socially distanced physical workplaces presents unprecedented obstacles 
to building and maintaining organizational culture and a sense of connectedness among employees . 

“Building a sustainable virtual workplace culture requires a strong and scalable foundation . 
Communication is a critical component of a successful culture . HR should prioritize conducting or 
encouraging managers to hold mental wellness check-ins on their workers . Likewise, overseeing an 
audit of the current culture and benefits as well as seeking out feedback from employees will reduce the 
amount of time it takes to rebuild the culture,” writes Heidi Lynne Kurter in an October 2, 2020, ATD 
blog post .

To enable knowledge sharing, increase productivity, and support collaboration, organizations are building 
a digital workspace . “By integrating the technologies that employees use (from email, instant messaging 
and enterprise social media tools to HR applications and virtual meeting tools), the digital workplace 
breaks down communication barriers, positioning you to transform the employee experience by fostering 
efficiency, innovation and growth . The key to success, however, lies in the effective implementation of a 
digital workplace strategy capable of driving true cultural change,” notes Deloitte’s The Digital Workplace: 
Think, Share, Do. Transform Your Employee Experience.

This trend has come to the forefront for several reasons . Remote work over the past year has highlighted 
the need to make the workplace more digital . Likewise, changing workplace demographics are forcing 
organizations to meet the varying needs of a multi-generational workforce . Ongoing demands to 
increase productivity and cut costs are making it harder for employees to meet market expectations .

It is imperative for HR and TD professionals to choose the right technologies to deliver a cohesive  
digital workplace that meets your specific business needs . The tools should drive collaboration and 
employee engagement . 

“By integrating the 
technologies that 
employees use (from 
email, instant messaging 
and enterprise social 
media tools to HR 
applications and virtual 
meeting tools), the digital 
workplace breaks down 
communication barriers, 
positioning you to 
transform the employee 
experience by fostering 
efficiency, innovation  
and growth.”
The Digital Workplace: Think, Share, Do. Transform 
Your Employee Experience

https://www.td.org/insights/4-ways-to-building-a-sustainable-virtual-workplace
https://www.td.org/insights/4-ways-to-building-a-sustainable-virtual-workplace
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/mx/Documents/human-capital/The_digital_workplace.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/mx/Documents/human-capital/The_digital_workplace.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/mx/Documents/human-capital/The_digital_workplace.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/mx/Documents/human-capital/The_digital_workplace.pdf
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TD and HR professionals must step up their collaboration with business leaders to increase communication 
and culture-enhancing activities, such as virtual town halls, videos from staff, and other tactics for keeping 
the culture and connections among employees alive in a remote or hybrid environment . 

In an ATD Links article, Stephen Naso recommends these tips to help ensure successful virtual collaboration: 

 � Review your tools. Good collaboration and communication rely heavily on great 
tools . There are dozens, if not hundreds, of tools that teams use to stay in sync . 
Review your “toolbox” and invest in tools that make the most sense for your 
organization, processes, and project management approach . 

 � Invest in video conferencing. Videoconferencing is the closest thing you can get to a 
live, face-to-face meeting . Many organizations invest in video conferencing because 
it’s easy to use, promotes communication and collaboration, and can reduce travel 
costs and time .

 � Replicate the elements of a normal office. Think about the little office things 
that remote employees miss out on then figure out how you can institute virtual 
replacements . For example, remote employees miss out on “water cooler” chat that 
often occurs when employees meet in the kitchen for water, coffee, and small breaks . 
To replicate this, consider using a chat tool to create a watercooler channel where 
employees can post random news, interesting articles, and GIFs to mimic the fun 
that happens over coffee in the kitchen . 

 � Establish guidelines for remote working environments. Employees who work 
remotely should understand what is expected of them so they can work as 
productively as their peers in an office location that is optimized for productivity . This 
may include having a phone with a headset, two monitors, and even certain internet 
bandwidth speeds . 

 � Set expectations for meeting behavior. Similar to having guidelines for a remote 
work environment, it’s a good idea to have guidelines and set expectations for virtual 
meetings and calls . For virtual meetings to work, everyone must have the same 
expectations . If some members of the team video conference into a call while others 
pick up the phone and dial in, it creates odd imbalances and pauses . If a few team 
members are together in one meeting room and others are remote, it’s the meeting 
organizer’s job to normalize the experience for everyone . 

https://www.td.org/newsletters/atd-links/8-tips-for-virtual-collaboration
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Tips for Deploying a Digital Workplace 
1. Ensure senior ownership. Manage the digital workplace at senior and 
 strategic levels. 

2. Build strategic alignment. Align your digital workplace strategy with your 
 business direction and strategy. 

3. Think holistically. Think about a complete digital workplace rather than 
 simply implementing individual technologies. 

4. Understand culture. Appreciate and support the existing organizational 
 culture. Don’t try to force something that is not part of the current culture.

5. Deliver business value. Focus on delivering business value rather than 
 technology implementation. 

6. Research technologies. It is an active market with strong innovations  
 and improvements. 

7. Make it easy. Introduce better ways for employees to do their work with 
 widespread operational impact. 

8. Involve risk, compliance, and legal. Don’t forget it or you could pay 
 the price.

Source: Deloitte’s The Digital Workplace: Think, Share, Do. Transform Your Employee Experience

 � Get together in person when you can. There’s still something important about 
gathering everyone in one room . If you can’t do this, consider making a trip to visit 
your remote employees or meeting them somewhere convenient to both of you . 
These visits are appreciated by the employees and help boost engagement and 
maintain a feeling of connectedness . 

 � Ask your team how they’re doing. It’s never a bad idea to solicit input from your 
team and ask them what’s working and what could use improvement . By asking for 
feedback, you can uncover any virtual challenges they may face and encourage them 
to help brainstorm solutions . 

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/mx/Documents/human-capital/The_digital_workplace.pdf

