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From survive to thrive: Unleashing the full 
potential of HR    
The radical acceleration towards the future of work caused by COVID-19 created 
challenges and tested the fortitude of organizations and workers in many different 
ways. HR stood at the precipice of these challenges, with their actions resulting in 
increased confidence shared amongst organizational leadership regarding HR’s 
current and future capabilities. Organizations adopted new working norms, with 
workers operating remotely or under safe, nonremote work arrangements to continue 
operations. As the nature of work itself changed, so too did the talent needs of 
businesses, who increasingly looked to both on- and off-balance sheet workers to meet 
those needs and achieve success in the new environment. This need for talent, coupled 
with recent credibility gains, provides HR with an opportunity to capitalize on current 
momentum and establish a new foundation for operating – one that extends HR’s 
influence, drives value, and achieves new outcomes by re-architecting work for both 
traditional and alternative talent. 
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4. https://www.mbopartners.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/State_of_Independence_2018.pdf
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7. Creating Value and Impact through the Alternative Workforce: The Alternative Workforce and Diversity & Inclusion as Disruptors in the Future of Work, Deloitte Consulting LLP, 2020.

Over the last two 
years, HR executive’s 
confidence in HR’s 
ability to navigate 
future change 
doubled and the 
number of business 
leaders that 
expressed they were 
very confident in 
HR’s ability to 
navigate future 
changes grew by 11 
percent.

Deloitte 2021 Global 
Human Capital Trends 
Report
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As discussed at length throughout 
this series, the alternative workforce 
has become an integral component of 
the workforce ecosystem, providing 
organizations with access to a wide array of 
skills and highly diverse talent that they may 
not be able to source through traditional 
means. This has been highlighted many 
times over through the size and continuous 
growth of this segment of the workforce: For 
example, as of 2018, 36 percent of workers 
in the United States were engaged in the 
gig economy,1 a figure that was estimated 
to grow by at least 7 percent over two 
years.2 Moreover, a recent survey attributed 
$1.2 trillion dollars in annual earnings to 
US freelance workers, with a 12 percent 
increase in workers that started freelancing, 
in 2020 alone.3 Further projections into the 
future estimate that more than 52 percent 
of the US workforce will operate as an 
independent worker over the course of 
their lifetime.4 Global data indicates that this 
trend is not unique to the United States: 
For example, the number of independent 
professionals reportedly grew by 45 percent 
in the EU and 63 percent in the UK between 
2004 and 2013.5 Likewise, in 2017, the 
proportion of the workforce that reported 
as having participated in crowd work ranged 
from 9 percent in Germany and the UK, and 
up to 22 percent in Italy.6

While this data validates the role of the 
alternative workforce as one of the seven 
key disruptors driving the future of work,7 
the reality is that the “future” is already 
here, now, and organizations should be 
making increased efforts to understand 
how they can leverage this talent pool to 
meet their business needs. Our series on 
the alternative workforce has explored 
a diverse range of topics essential for 
organizations to consider as they look 
to tap into the potential of this dynamic 
workforce ecosystem – including diversity 
and inclusion; enablers of talent success 
(technology, workforce operational
excellence, and strategic communications); 
talent strategy creation; talent acquisition; 
talent engagement; rewards and 
wellbeing; learning and development; 
and performance management. After 
considering each area of focus and 
comparing aspirations to the current 
state and overall levels of readiness for 
their own enterprise, there is likely to be a 
wide-range and varying degrees of change 
that organizations will potentially need to 
address and implement. In this piece, we 
will explore the impact of one foundational 
focus area that remains a constant and 
increasingly important factor across all 
organizations and the alternative workforce 
– the human element.
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Exponential HR
The growing importance of the human 
element, coupled with the rapid change in 
working norms and business operations, 
highlights the need for change in the HR 
function. While 55 percent of respondents 
from Deloitte’s 2020 Human Capital Trends 
survey stated that they believe HR will 
substantially or radically change within the next 
12 to 18 months, the reality is that change is 
already here, with COVID-19 acting as an 
accelerant. The effect of HR’s handling of the 
challenges posed by the global pandemic 
resulted in increased confidence amongst both 
HR and non-HR executives in HR’s ability

8. Deloitte 2021 Global Human Capital Trends Report: A memo to HR
9. Deloitte 2020 Global Human Capital Trends Report: A memo to HR

to navigate future changes,8 and proves the 
need to take continued action towards 
establishing a new foundation for HR as a 
whole.

Many assumptions under which HR operated 
in the past – including a marginalized role for 
the alternative workforce, the responsibility 
for which could be abdicated by HR – no 
longer ring true in the future of work. Today, 
as organizations establish new truths by 
which they operate, the foundation upon 
which HR is be based is changing as well (see 
Figure 1).  The growing importance of 

Source: Deloitte 2020 Global Human Capital Trends Report

NOWTHEN

New truths facing organizations and HR 
The future of work has challenged traditional assumptions and brought forward a new set of truths impacting the way organizations 
operate—and by extension, shifting the foundation upon which HR needs to be based. These truths have been influenced by social, 
political, and technological changes, all contributing toward making the human element at work the primary focus and driver for the future.

Work outcomes are stable 
(organizations know what they need 

to do and how to do it)

Jobs are predictable  
(composed of fixed, task-based 

work)

People are fungible  
(mechanized work enables most 

humans to do most jobs)

Beyond focusing on how to improve the way work is done today, organizations 
now need to first consider what work they should be doing tomorrow, putting 
work outcomes in a constant state of flux and work in a continuous state of 
reimagination.

As a result of work becoming less mechanistic and work outcomes evolving, jobs 
have become increasingly fluid and dynamic, with some thought leaders 
believing that the end of jobs—fixed, task-based work—is near. This change is 
being accelerated as ways of working shift away from rigid reporting lines to 
networks of teams, from prescribed routines and job descriptions to expanded 
job canvases, and from narrow skills to broad capabilities.

The potential implication for humans is that they need to be viewed not as 
interchangeable cogs in an organization, but rather as individuals with unique 
and disparate experiences, thoughts, attitudes, needs, and, ultimately, value—
all of which makes the management of the human element at work more 
important and complex than ever before.

alternative talent as an integral 
component of the workforce further 
contributes to the need for HR to 
“expand its scope of influence and area 
of focus to effectively manage the human 
element at work”.9 We call this shift 
“exponential HR,” which requires that HR 
takes steps to cross-functional barriers 
and extend its influence beyond its 
function to the enterprise and 
ecosystem, and similarly, broaden its 
focus from employees to the 
organization at large and beyond to work 
and the workforce (see Figure 2).

Figure 1
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skills readily available at any given time. As 
such, organizations must have the right 
systems and processes in place to collect 
and aggregate knowledge attained by the 
workforce, and then develop the capability to 
redistribute this knowledge and expertise 
on-demand to those who need it, thereby 
increasing capabilities and accelerating 
learning across the enterprise.  

As organizations continue to use more and 
more alternative talent, the stakes 
for knowledge management are growing 
increasingly higher. Alternative workers may 
bring unique and valuable knowledge to an 
organization for a brief period of time, and 
capturing that knowledge from workers for 
future use could dramatically improve the 
return on investment (ROI) in the alternative 
workforce. Conversely, because alternative 
work arrangements are often shorter in 
duration and narrower in scope than 
traditional full-time employee roles, it is 
important that organizations quickly and 
effectively transfer knowledge to alternative 
workers so that they can effectively apply 
their skills in the organization’s unique 
context. For HR, this means reimagining and 
re-architecting work in a way that supports 
the continuous capture and transfer of 
knowledge, which can be further achieved 
by providing teams with the right tools and 
technologies to do so effectively.

10. Creating Value and Impact through the Alternative Workforce: Aligning Technology, Strategic Communications, and Workforce Operational Excellence to Enable the Alternative Workforce, Deloitte Consulting LLP, 2020.
11. Deloitte 2019 Global Human Capital Trends Report, From jobs to superjobs
12. Matt Sigelman, “By the numbers: The job market for data science and analytics,” Burning Glass Technologies, February 10, 2017.
13. Deloitte 2020 Global Human Capital Trends Report, The social enterprise at work: Paradox as a path forward
14. Deloitte 2019 Global Human Capital Trends Report, Superteams: Where work happens

Source: Deloitte 2020 Global Human Capital Trends survey, 2020 Area of focus
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of automation across organizations have 
reduced the amount of transactional work 
and repetitive tasks required of workers .11 
The remaining portion of work that requires 
human involvement is, in many cases, being 
organized into “superjobs” – an extension of 
“hybrid jobs” characterized by workers 
having a combination of both hard, technical 
skills alongside soft skills12 – that further 
combine selected aspects of traditional jobs 
to create more integrated roles working 
in conjunction with technology to achieve 
significant gains in productivity. In our 2020 
Human Capital Trends report, we expanded 
the concept of superjobs beyond the 
individual to that of “superteams,” where 
humans, technology, and AI operate in 
harmony using complimentary capabilities to 
drive value and meaning.13 

The right structures and models must be in 
place in order for organizations and workers 
to operate effectively and realize the full 
potential and value of superjobs and 
superteams. The 2021 Global Human 
Capital Trends report emphasized this 
concept, and highlighted the need for 
executives to create environments where 
superteams are able to flourish under a 
state of constant disruption in the current 
environment.14 The efficacy of  those 
productive environments also requires the 
implementation of effective working models 
that are highly dependent on the tools and

HR needs to 

expand its scope 

of influence and 

area of focus to 

effectively 

manage the 

human element 

of work

Work in a continuous state of 
reimagination
The term “uncertainty” has continued to 
define the new decade. Brought forth by the 
global pandemic, organizations across the 
world quickly responded to this uncertainty by 
adjusting their daily operations and, in many 
cases, implementing virtual working 
arrangements for workers who are able to 
meet the needs of the business from remote 
locations. This drastic and unprecedented 
change accelerated the future of work and 
forced organizations to fundamentally 
reconsider what work needs to be done, by 
whom, and where—both as an immediate 
response to the pandemic and potentially as 
an adjustment of ongoing operations for the 
future and the “next normal.” 

This rapid shift in working norms destabilized 
the notion that organizations understood 
what work they needed to do, and both how 
and who would get that work done. With 
businesses reassessing their needs to not 
only survive but compete and thrive in the 
new environment, they must look specifically 
towards rethinking how work activities and 
work products should change to keep up. To 
that end, talent teams and business leaders 
should revisit their workforce strategies in 
order to create a new talent model that is 
best suited to meet these needs. For HR, this 
means creating an environment where access 
to skills and capabilities—through traditional 
employees, alternative workers, or robots and 
technology—is available on-demand across 
the enterprise and ecosystem. Furthermore, 
by leveraging the full spectrum of alternative 
talent pools,10 HR can access new resources 
and skills that may not have been attainable 
through traditional, on-balance sheet talent 
pools, and support businesses through 
augmented talent models that can increase 
overall performance and operate beyond 
their normal capabilities.

Jobs have become increasingly fluid and 
dynamic
Along with the concept of reimagining work 
comes the need to reimagine jobs 
themselves. Recent increases in the use 
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15. https://amedeloitte.sharepoint.com/sites/AlternativeWorkforcePOVSeries/Shared%20Documents/General/Development/1.%20Introduction/Alt%20Workforce%20POV_DI%20FOW_Intro.pdf?CT=1605760123570&OR=ItemsView

broaden their reach from “employee 
experience” to “workforce experience” and 
seek to understand and improve how they 
treat their alternative workers in support of 
increased productivity and ROI on 
alternative work investments.

While creating an engaging and inclusive 
experience for the alternative workforce 
should bear fruit in the short term, it 
can also have the longer-term impact of 
enhancing an organization’s reputation as an 
alternative employer of choice. Over time, 
such a reputation can lead to a wider pool of 
interested alternative talent and improve the 
organization’s leverage to engage its choice 
of alternative workers. This not only deepens 
the pool of available talent, it also leads 
towards building a more diverse and 
inclusive organization. It is time to move 

beyond the old-fashioned notion that 
alternative workers are somehow less 
desirable or less talented. Many alternative 
workers choose to participate in the 
alternative workforce because of personal 
preference or circumstance. By building an 
inclusive culture that values all individuals 
contributing to the mission equally, 
companies can foster a greater sense of 
belonging – for both alternative and 
traditional workers alike.

A Memo to HR on the Alternative Workforce

Alternative workers are human too 
Alternative workers are individuals with 
unique and disparate experiences, thoughts, 
attitudes, needs, and, ultimately, value that 
they can deliver to organizations. But all too 
often, organizations treat alternative workers 
as mercenaries or second-class workplace 
citizens. This pattern is particularly 
problematic given that the alternative 
workforce includes a wide margin of 
underrepresented talent.15 In order 
to capture the full value that alternative 
workers have to offer, it is essential that 
organizations consider how this segment of 
the workforce experiences its working 
relationship with the organization and 
commit to fostering cultures of inclusivity. 
Concerns about “experience” cannot end at 
the same line where legal distinctions about 
worker type are drawn. Rather, organizations 
should expand their inclusive practices to
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Getting started 
Capitalizing on positive movement is critical for HR and 
provides impetus to move from a functional mindset to one 
focused on the enterprise and creating overarching impact. 
To do so requires that HR not only commit to continuously 
reimagining work, but also prepare and support 
organizations to re-architect work in a way that helps that 
imagination come to fruition. Taking steps to re-architect 
work for HR internally, and HR subsequently supporting 
businesses and functions to re-architect work in a 
meaningful way, will enable workers to create positive 
change and drive new outcomes for the organization. 

Re-architecting work successfully requires a change in 
approach for organizations. Such changes effect multiple 
facets of work, teams, and capabilities,16 which can be 
supported and bolstered through the inclusion of alternative 
talent to achieve success. For example, putting teams and 
superteams at the center of how work gets done will require 
the development of said teams – creating optimal 
superteams means leveraging all talent types to achieve 
work and having access to the best talent for the job, which 
may only be achievable through alternate workers. This 
reemphasizes the need for HR, talent, and business leaders 
to collaborate to identify what type of work needs to be done 
and where, and to utilize the right talent to complete that 
work as effectively and efficiently as possible.

As mentioned, re-architecting work will require partnership 
across HR and business and functional lines to prepare and 
implement measurable change. Such changes can 
subsequently enable partnership between technology and 
teams inclusive of both on- and off-balance sheet workers to 
drive new results for the organization. Taking actions to 
optimize, redesign, and continuously re-architecture 
work17 – both within HR and across organizational functions – 
is the next frontier for HR and organizations alike to operate 
beyond what was imaginable in the past, and is the 
foundation for thriving in the current environment and 
beyond.

16. Deloitte 2021 Global Human Capital Trends Report
17. Deloitte 2021 Global Human Capital Trends Report
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Here are some key considerations for 
HR and organizational leaders to 
explore to effectively utilize, manage, 
and engage the alternative workforce:

• Expand scope and influence—look
for opportunities to expand HR’s scope
of influence and areas of focus beyond
traditional employee relationships at
the functional level, towards looking at
work and workforce holistically at the
organizational and ecosystem levels.

• Collaborate across business and
functional lines—work with finance,
legal, procurement, etc., to understand
your current alternative talent mix and
identify approaches to engage and
leverage the alternative workforce on
a continuous basis through seamless
processes and procedures that make it
easy to do business with the right talent.

• Understand your organization’s talent 
needs—collaborate closely with business 
and talent leaders to determine the roles 
that alternative workers can and should play 
in your organization today and where they 
will need to operate as you transition 
towards the future of work.

• Understand the needs of your 
organization’s talent—seek to better 
understand the concerns, needs, 
aspirations, and preferences of current and 
prospective alternative workers to enact 
changes that will create an engaging and 
elevated “workforce experience” and 
establish your organization as an employer 
of choice that truly values its workers.

• Move from reimagining to re-
architecting work—take a look
at critical areas of success for your 
workforce, such as well-being, reskilling, 
superteams, and governing workforce 
strategies,18 and create a plan of action for 
HR to follow to re-architect work and 
achieve new outcomes.

• Develop knowledge management 
capabilities—establish the means for 
your organization to continuously capture 
and transfer knowledge attained from
all worker types, using technology and 
processes to create an experience that 
parallels with the flow of ongoing work.

• Create a culture of inclusion to foster 
belonging—engage with HR and non-HR 
leadership to establish an organizational 
mindset of inclusivity that extends to all 
workers and centers around an 
organizational brand that fosters 
belonging for all worker types.

18. Deloitte 2021 Human Capital Trends Report

Source: Deloitte analysis

OPTIMIZE REDESIGN RE-ARCHTICTECT

Well-being

Threshold 1
Improve employees’ health and 
safety and their access to tools and 
programs for remote work

Threshold 2
Extend well-being from employees 
to all workers and all aspects of 
workforce well-being

Threshold 3
Lead the integration of workforce 
well-being in the flow of work (and life)

Beyond 
reskilling

Accelerate skill development 
programs for high-demand skills and 
roles

Implement new learnign technologies 
and talent marketplaces to build new 
skills, and provide employees choice 
in development

Focus on and unleash worker 
potential, and play a lead role in re-
architecting work for new outcomes

Superteams
Implement and manage change 
around automation

Focus on building ‘superjobs‘ to 
augment workers’ skills to improve 
their prooducitivity with technology

Facilitate and develop superteams, 
integrating workers and technology 
for new solutions and services

Governing 
workforce 
strategies

Improve the generation of and 
access to historical employee data

Extend to the full workforce 
ecosystem with analyses to improve 
performance, establish benchmarks, 
and identify issues

Generate forward-looking, real-time 
insights to sense opportunities and 
set new directions and actions for 
business leaders, workers, and 
external stakeholders

Figure 3

From optimize to redesign to re-architect: HR's path to achieving new outcomes 

DON'T STOP HERE
SURVIVE

THRIVE



Let’s talk
If you’d like to learn more about how HR can drive value and impact through the alternative workforce, we’d welcome the opportunity to 
talk with you.
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