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PROLOGUE
Each year, Oracle hosts a gathering of HR 
influencers to examine the trends that have 
shaped the HR profession over the past year 
and reflect on the state of work across Europe.  

Held in London in December 2016, the 
latest event saw HR analysts, journalists, 
and social media commentators share 
their views on everything from the pitfalls 
of employee engagement initiatives to 
the ways in which Artificial Intelligence 
will impact the job market. This report 
draws heavily on their conclusions. 
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As we turn our attention to 2017, HR 
leaders have their destinies and those 
of the modern workforce firmly in their 
hands. 

Businesses have never faced such 
extreme levels of uncertainty. On a 
macroeconomic level, they are still 
unclear on how and when the UK’s 
“Brexit” from Europe will proceed 
while trying to predict how a political 
outsider in the White House will affect 
global markets. Meanwhile, they are 
seeing their success threatened by 
disruptive upstarts and their operating 
models challenged by employees’ cry 
for new ways of working. 

Meanwhile, major socio-economic 
players across Europe agree we need 
a more proactive approach to industrial 
change to improve peoples’ conditions 

at work and address the productivity 
gap challenge. 

A strong, committed workforce will be 
central to navigating these challenges, 
but companies must adapt to the 
demands of a generation hungry for 
greater opportunity and a less hierarchal 
business approach.  Employees need 
to become the number one focus 
for the organization, and this has put 
HR teams in the spotlight, which is 
unfamiliar ground in many respects. 

The execution role they have 
traditionally filled has evolved into one 
that is inextricably linked to business 
strategy. Now is the time for HR 
leaders to change the way talent is 
viewed in the boardroom and drive 
employee-centric initiatives that will 
benefit both the workforce and the 

“Progress is impossible without change, and those who cannot change 
their minds cannot change anything” 

George Bernard Shaw 

It’s time
to change
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company’s bottom line.  

The past year has seen progress in some respect, 
but the positive trends that began to take shape in 
2016 will need to gain significant momentum in 2017 
if we are to give voice to employees’ needs, address 
the above challenges, and keep pace with constant 
change in the era of digital business. 

At Oracle’s latest round-table on employment trends, 
held in December 2016, the HR influencers in 
attendance came to the conclusion that companies 
need to invest in both the people and the infrastructure 
to put modern ways of working into practice. In fact, 
the consensus was that industries as a whole must 
commit to shedding antiquated notions about talent 
and promoting positive change across the board. 

Employee engagement will therefore remain a 
major focus, even if the term itself has largely been 
dismissed as a buzzword.  Despite HR’s efforts to 
champion improvements in workplace culture and the 
overall employee experience, issues around manager-
worker divides, pay inequality, zero-hours contracts 

and general employee wellness have not gone away. 
Even if companies are beginning to realize these 
factors are directly linked to employee performance 
and their own success, there needs to be buy-in from 
the top down if better working practices are to have a 
genuinely positive impact. 

The rise of artificial intelligence (AI) and greater 
automation in the workplace will be the topic of 
heated debate as businesses start to practically 
explore how these advances can make them work 
smarter. Adoption will start as a slow burn in 2017, but 
there will be widespread concern about the potential 
loss of jobs. This will be weighed against an explosion 
of new roles as businesses look to make use of 
emerging technologies.

For HR leaders, this is a time to remember that 
fortune favours the brave. There is a strong business 
case for greater experimentation in the way we 
manage talent, and it’s up to the HR department to 
help employers invest in the right tools and strategies 
to bring about positive change. 
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Employee
engagement
Employee engagement - buzzword of
the year, but no closer to the finish line.
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If there is one concept that 
shaped HR discussions in 2016 
it was employee engagement. 
While by no means a new 
principle, the past year marked 
a tipping point for two reasons: 
On a positive note, the continued 
success of employee-centric 
companies showed established 
players that the best way 
to focus on customers is to 
put their employees first. 
On a more sobering note, many 
businesses continue to employ 
hierarchal working practices 
that create an “us and them” 
mentality in the workplace 
and make it difficult to engage 
staff on a meaningful level.
Companies are doing more than 
ever to improve the employee 
experience, but unless they focus 
on what really matters – the 
value of teamwork, collaboration, 
and camaraderie – their efforts 
will come off as half-hearted.  

Employees will see through 
discretionary efforts to make them 
happier. They want to feel their 
employer is genuinely on their side. The 
trouble is that employee engagement 
remains difficult to define or quantify, 
which in turn makes it hard to build a 
compelling business case for “soft” 
factors of the employee experience in 
the boardroom. It also means different 
things to different people. For a junior 
employee it might come from having 
opportunities to collaborate with senior 
team members, while for a father-to-
be it may come from having shared 
parental leave. 

Equally, the erosion of long term 
benefits and a move towards more 
contract and freelance work to address 
a growing skills shortage are pushing 
engagement further down the corporate 
agenda in favour of what look like cost-

cutting practices. While this may be an 
attractive approach on the surface, it is 
also short sighted. Businesses should 
instead focus on building skills and 
focussing on developing talent within 
their organization to ensure their long 
term success. 

2 
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Making the case for engaging employees.

As the broker between the boardroom 
and employees HR leaders must be 
the ones to champion engagement 
initiatives. Consider collaboration, 
for instance. Being able to easily 
communicate with colleagues, with 
people in other parts of the business, 
and with their line managers is crucial 
to an employee’s productivity and 
personal development. It also promotes 
loyalty between team members and to 
the business. 

It’s also worth noting that the bond 
between employees is among the 
strongest incentives for people staying 
with a company and committing to their 
work. We tend to feel engagement 
towards colleagues in spite of, rather 
than because of, direction from 
managers.

HR professionals have known this for 
years, and it now falls on them to help 
ensure staff have the technologies to 
support more fluid communication and 
collaboration, from internal social media 
networks to centralized resources 
that are accessible to everyone in the 
business.

Another crucial point is that employees 
increasingly place more stock in their 
direct managers than their company’s 
leadership. The best line managers 
have more to do with positive employee 
engagement than anyone else in the 
business while less effective ones 
unsurprisingly have the strongest 
negative impact. Pay issues aside, 
people often leave their jobs because of 
a poor relationship with their manager 
rather than with the wider company. 
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Modern workers want a constant dialogue with their 
manager and a clear development plan, not occasional 
meetings when major issues arise and a yearly 
performance review. For their part, HR teams are the 
gatekeepers of employee data. Their ability to collect 
and share relevant insights with line managers has 
therefore become essential to promoting productive 
manager-employee relationships. 

This point on analytics is key. As mentioned, the 
boardroom tends to view engagement as an esoteric 
concept that has a questionable impact on their 
bottom line. HR leaders have the difficult task of 
making the case for a more employee-centric culture, 
and today’s analytics technologies have put them in 
a position to make compelling arguments based on 
hard data.
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One of the biggest trends for HR teams over the past 
year has been a concerted focus on employee health 
and well-being, and this shows no sign of slowing 
down. Some would say it will be the defining goal for 
HR between now and 2020. 

The increased productivity of healthy employees 
has been well-documented. In its Book of Business, 
Virgin Pulse found that staff who participate in well-
being programs are 49 percent more productive and 
take 31 percent fewer sick days than those who do 
not. Crucially, a healthy workforce is also less likely 
to seek work elsewhere. Virgin Pulse found that 
turnover is 29 percent lower among employees who 
participate in wellness programs.

A number of companies have implemented 
compelling wellness initiatives in recent years, from 
giving employees fitness trackers so they are more 
conscious of their movements throughout the day to 
taking them on organized “Wellness Adventures”, as 
Zappos has done.

All is well...
       or is it?
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However, there is concern that businesses are 
treating wellness as a fad and merely paying lip 
service to employees and stakeholders rather than 
truly committing to their peoples’ well-being. The only 
way to make this work is if the organization takes a 
joined up and strategic approach to wellness that 
puts the health of employees – physical, mental, 
emotional and financial – at the heart of what they do.

HR cannot just roll out a wellness programme and 
expect every employee will be locked in for the long 
term. Companies everywhere offer some form of 
health benefits, but those that stand out have a clear 
purpose to their strategy and have ingrained wellness 
principles in the fabric of their day-to-day operations. 

This is a crucial point. It’s one thing to put a fruit 
bowl in the employee common area each day and a 
whole other to create an environment where workers 
can feel a sense of mindfulness and that they are 
contributing to something bigger than themselves. 

Once again, line management has a major role to 
play. Emma Seppala, Science Director of Stanford 
University’s Center for Compassion and Altruism 
Research and Education, may have said it best: “The 
most powerful way leaders can improve employee 
well-being is not through programs and initiatives 
but through day-to-day actions… their behaviour 
determines whether interactions in their organization 
are characterized by trust, forgiveness, understanding, 
empathy, generosity, and respect.”
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Getting 
transparent
About gender and diversity.

For today’s employees, the 
feeling that they work in an 

inclusive and diverse workplace 
has become as important 

as their pay or benefits. This 
creates an important sense 

of kinship among colleagues. 
In the words of Ann Nadeau, 
Chief People Officer at Great 
Places to Work, “The sense of 

community is palpable”. 

People want to be challenged and learn something new each day, 
and much of that comes from having the opportunity to interact with 
colleagues from a range of backgrounds. The positive effects this has 
on performance are well-documented. A 2015 McKinsey report found 
that American companies in the top quartile for ethnic diversity are 35 
percent more likely to earn returns above the industry average. Those in 

12



the top quartile for gender diversity were 
15 percent more likely to be above-average 
performers.

We have never had a more diverse or 
egalitarian workforce, but there remains 
work to be done. A recent Deloitte study 
found that the UK’s gender pay gap 
will persist until 2069 if current salary 
progression continues. In response, 
HR teams are making gender issues 
in particular a top priority in 2017. This 
has become particularly relevant as 
governments start demanding greater 
transparency from employers regarding 
how they pay male and female employees. 
In the UK, for instance, new regulation will 
be enforced as of April 2017 requiring large 
organizations to report their gender pay 
gap. 

This institutional commitment to equality 
has been ingrained in the Nordic countries 
for decades (Finland passed its Act on 
Equality between Men and Women in 1974) 
and now it is finally spreading across Europe 
and North America. Additionally, while the 
EU’s “Strategy for Equality between Men 
and Women” was developed as a five-year 
plan in the first half of the decade, Europe’s 
commitment to addressing these issues 
will only intensify between now and 2020.

At the highest level, companies need 
to change their work culture to promote 
equality and implement less biased 
recruitment strategies, for example by 
conducting blind candidate assessments. 

This will necessarily begin with a 
concerted effort to attract a wider variety 
of candidates, but the ultimate goal is a 
consistent approach that isn’t focussed on 
any particular culture or gender. After all, 
a problem has only really been resolved if 
the company is no longer going out of its 
way to address it.  

Similarly, there remains an institutional 
bias when it comes to the roles and 
responsibilities assigned to people of 
certain genders and background. Change 
begins from the inside out, and even if a 
business hires a wider range of candidates 
they will continue to place them in the 
same types of roles unless every recruit is 
afforded the same opportunities for growth 
and development.

For HR teams, the most important step in 
addressing imbalances will be to expose 
the true extent of homogeneity in their 
organization using accurate data. Small 
companies might be able to do this with 
a simple survey, but large businesses with 
operations in multiple countries require a 
much more sophisticated approach. HR 
leaders will increasingly turn to centralized 
talent management systems that allow 
them to conduct quick, precise audits and 
see where they stand so they can address 
their diversity issues in a more targeted 
way. 

Inclusion is just as important as diversity. There 
will still be friction in a mixed workforce if people 
from all backgrounds are not also encouraged 
to participate and develop. Our tendency to 
recruit and develop hires into “people like 
us” must give way to a less narrow approach 
that promotes all types of positive influence.
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Artificial
Intelligence:

Friend or foe?

The impact of technology on jobs has always been 
a divisive issue, but a growing enthusiasm for 
automation technologies and artificial intelligence in 
the workplace is raising concerns not heard since 
personal computers were first introduced in the 
office. 

Conversations around whether the workforce will 
soon be dominated by robots and AI software 
reached a boiling point last year. For its part, the 
World Economic Forum announced in May 2016 that 
we have entered the age of Industry 4.0 fuelled by a 

digital revolution, and that the impact on jobs will be 
dramatic. 

Will the revolution will be as swift as this buzz would 
lead us to believe? Most likely not. Adoption will 
be patchy at first, certainly until machine learning 
software is proven robust enough for widespread 
business applications. 

But progress is unstoppable, and public concern 
around the impact of these technologies on jobs is 
founded even if it only considers half the story. As
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with the personal computing revolution and the 
Industrial Revolution years earlier, many jobs will 
indeed be taken over by AI in the longer term, but 
there will also be a new range of roles created as 
companies search for people to manage these new 
technologies and help them innovate.

It’s also important to remember that in most cases 
automation technologies are employed to do 
repetitive, time-consuming tasks, therefore freeing 
people up to focus on more strategic work. For 
instance, companies in the manufacturing industry 
are looking at servitization as part of their Industry 
4.0 transformation.

As @flipchartrick pointed out during Oracle’s gathering 
of HR influencers, “The only thing more frightening 
than robots taking our jobs is robots not taking our 
jobs”. 

For his part, Josh Bersin, Founder of Bersin by 
Deloitte, raises the valid point that the jobs of the 
future will require an interdisciplinary set of skills 
that combines digital capabilities with the business 
acumen to extract value from these and contribute to 
wider business needs. 

The onus now falls on businesses to understand, 
plan for, and invest in building the skills required to 
work with AI and automation tools. Effective training 
and development has never been more important as 
the job market undergoes this seismic shift, and yet 
it is an area where European employers continue to 
fall short, particularly when it comes to training junior 
level employees. Oracle’s From Theory to Action 
research revealed that while 72 percent of directors 
and 56 percent of senior managers say their company 
gives them access to collaborative tools to promote 
their development, only 22 percent of non-managers 
can say the same.

Companies cannot afford to be caught on the back 
foot. Even if the adoption of AI will be a slow burn, 
the digital disruption that has defined this decade has 
proven that playing catch-up is an increasingly difficult 
task. Again, a culture of change must start at the top 
and spread out across the business. Norwegian IT 
vendor Tieto understands this, and recently became 
the first company to officially appoint AI software to 
the leadership team of a new data driven business 
unit in anticipation of the major changes ahead. 
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A closer look at AI and HR.

Naturally, AI and machine learning will 
also reshape HR practices. We have 
already begun to see experimentation 
around the use of chatbots to satisfy 
employees’ growing preference for 
efficient self-service.  

In a recent blog, Oracle’s HCM strategy 
director, Andy Campbell, explained 
how AI-enabled chatbots are changing 
shared services by allowing employees 
to have simple requests managed more 
quickly without needing to wait on HR 
for responses to simple questions, like 
those around holiday allowances or 
maternity leave.

Businesses are also coming to 
understand that AI delivers the context 
people need to solve problems they 
have traditionally struggled with due to 
unconscious biases. 

Consider the following experiment 
conducted at the Oregon Research 
institute in the 1960s. Based on 
discussions with radiologists around 
how they diagnose stomach cancer 
from ulcer x-rays, the researchers 
developed a simple decision model to 
guide their diagnostic approach. When 
compared with the doctor’s real-life 
diagnoses, it was found that this simple 
model was more successful than even 
the best doctor. The takeaway from 

these now notorious findings is that 
people are almost unable to remove all 
biases from their decision-making.

While human instinct is often accurate, 
it should be taken with a grain of 
salt. Even the most experienced HR 
professionals are limited by how their 
own experiences have framed their 
thinking. Companies have therefore 
approached difficult issues like 
gender biases or pay inequality with 
preconceived notions that limit their 
decision-making ability.   

If used correctly, and linked with 
the company’s employee data and 
analytics systems, AI software can be 
programmed to analyze information 
with greater rigidity and no judgment, 
helping users to uncover unlikely 
solutions to complex problems.

For example, it is generally accepted 
that recruits from good universities 
outperform those from lesser known 
schools but this assumption is rarely 
tested over time to see whether it 
applies to long term performance.  A 
German pharmaceutical company 
is applying AI-based analyses to 
recruitment data in an attempt to test 
this and other preconceptions around 
what makes a strong candidate.
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A call to action
for HR:

Fortune favours the brave

Most HR professionals would agree that today’s 

technologies have put businesses in an excellent 

position to improve the way they serve and 

manage their employees. That said, they would 

also agree that their organization is only doing a 

fraction of what’s needed to improve employee 

engagement and address the ways in which 

digital trends are reshaping the workforce

People are moving between roles and companies 
more frequently. A growing number are finding 
personal satisfaction outside their full-time roles 
by doing paid project work independently or for 
another employer. 

This is evidenced by the emergence of the “gig 
economy”, spearheaded by companies like Uber, 
Deliveroo and TaskRabbit. However, the growing 
popularity of these services also reveals that 
skills are becoming more commoditized, which 
raises difficult questions around how we define 
employment and what responsibilities companies 
have towards contract workers. 

Looking at higher skilled roles, recruitment costs 
are doubling, if not trebling, for organizations 
using headhunters to source talent because they 
are unable to bring people up through their own 
organization. There is no denying that the current 
skills gap has made relying on contractors an 
attractive – and occasionally necessary – option 
but companies still need to proritize their own 



full-time talent if they want to achieve 
long term success. 

As mentioned, the outlook for most 
businesses has never been harder 
to predict. An unprecedented set of 
economic conditions will force many 
organizations to fight off increasingly 
heated market disruption while 
standing on unfamiliar ground, and they 
will need productive, talented people 
to see them through this challenge. 

There are a number of reasons why 
businesses are not investing in 
their people or experimenting with 
innovative HR tactics despite the need 
for change, but chief among them is 
that the leadership still thinks in terms 
of hard numbers and the impact of HR 
on profit has traditionally been difficult 
to quantify. 

The development of more sophisticated 
analytics and talent management 
technologies has given HR a stronger 
voice in the boardroom, should they 
choose to use it. HR leaders must be 
bold and take this opportunity to push 
for improvement. 

The need for an employee-first 

culture has been well-established. 
Gratified and engaged staff are more 
committed, more productive and 
more likely to promote their employer 
to other talented individuals in their 
network. Business decision-makers 
are beginning to catch on to this reality, 
but it falls to HR teams to put a modern 
workplace culture at the top of the 
corporate agenda. 

Today’s workforce is hungry for a 
change, and now is the time to take a 
major leap forward for the good of our 
people, our businesses, and the wider 
economy. 
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Click to listen to the Q&A session with 
the experts on our HR Trends 2017 webinar.
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