
T H E  F U T U R E  O F  H R : 
Rising to the challenges of AI, staff retention 

and the longevity of a critical industry



Australia’s workplaces are undergoing many 
changes. Most of them driven by rapidly 
developing digital technologies that are 
simultaneously removing traditional jobs while 
creating new ones. 

The speed of such change is accelerating with 
significant advances in artificial intelligence 
applications and machine learning that are now 
impacting our daily lives. 

At the heart of keeping pace with these changes 
are human resources managers and other human 
capital partners within government and private 
enterprise organisations, who are charged with 
talent identification, hiring and management. 

These changes are shifting the expectations, 
choices and decisions that potential employees 
can, and are, making about where and how  
they work. 

Acknowledging the implications of these 
changes, and the need to provide a better, more 
informed and responsive employment landscape, 
an international group of 10 leaders in HR, 
Psychometrics and Professional Development 
established the Organisational Development 
Institute, or ODi. 

ODi aims to ensure organisations are productive, 
happy and successful in tomorrow’s increasingly, 
complex, competitive and disruptive marketplace 
through best of breed tools and resources. 

A significant step was a recent piece of industry 
research from an ODi hosted Roundtable attended 
by some of Australia’s leading HR and OrgDev 
managers which, in turn, led to the development of 
this Whitepaper. 

As John Belchamber, Chief Development Officer 
of the OrgDev Institute explained at the opening of 
the Roundtable: “We wanted to engage in much-
needed conversation with some of Australia’s 
leading Human Resources Executives about 
current, and future opportunities and challenges 
within the wider HR sector, including the topic of 
AI. From this discussion and other research, we are 
looking to uncover insights and identify solutions, 
so we can generate rich content for an industry 
whitepaper to help our sector into the future. 

The empowerment of our sector through tools 
and research is the core og the OrgDev Institute’s 
charter.”

 

The participants in the roundtable were:  

• Maryanne Abdullah, Lexmark, Human 
Resources Director, Australia 

• Rohan Dyster, The Star Entertainment 
Group, General Manager, Organisational 
Development and Learning  

• Anna O’Shea, Cochlear, Senior Vice 
President of Human Resources 

• Helen Lyons, NSW Department of Planning 
and Environment, Executive Director of 
Development, Culture and Diversity 

• Keiren Mason, Tibra Capital, Global Head of 
Talent 

• Stephanie Martin, Transport for NSW, 
Acting Director of Strategy  

• Ben Morris, Mirvac, Co-Head of HR 

• Jasmine Quinn, oOh!media Head of 
Organisational Development and Reward 

• Paula Tufa, Volkswagen, Senior HRBP 
Organisational Development 

• John Belchamber, OrgDev Institute, Chief 
Development Officer, 

• Paul Findlay, PD Training, Managing 
Director 

• Karen Winfield, PD Training, Global 
Operations Director
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A simple voice command switches your 
appliances on; a car swiftly and accurately reverse 
parallel parks and a trip to the grocery store is 
both cashless and cashier-less. Welcome to the 
age of AI.   

Once a fantasy of the future, AI is now a very  
real part of everyday life. Its introduction, in  
various applications, into multiple industries 
and the employment market is providing human 
resources management with both new challenges 
and opportunities.  

Organisations and the HR management teams who 
keep them ticking are adapting positively to this 
irresistible force.  

Where once AI had given rise to fears of machines 
taking over, replacing human jobs and making 
entire industries irrelevant – organisations big and 
small, private and government, are implementing 
and managing AI powered solutions.  

This has led to the workplace changing.  

Traditional jobs in some industries are 
disappearing while new jobs – and careers 
– are evolving. At the centre of the ongoing 
changes in the workplace is the human resources 
professional, who balances the demands of 
employers and employees and the impacts of new 
technologies. 

Simultaneously, the workforce mix is transforming 
into a growing blend of traditional 9-5 employees, 
freelancers and workers seeking greater flexibility 
in managing their lives. 

As a result, the Australian job market is being 
substantially reconstructed.

Opportunities abound 
through the gig economy
The rise of the gig economy, the burgeoning 
number of people abandoning conventional 
employment for self-employment or casual work, 
has given the traditional 9-5 job a backseat and a 
new prominence to a freelance market.  

Members of the gig economy can choose 
whom to work for, and how long they wish to 
be there.  Workers get the freedom they need 
while employers get cost-effective access to 
experienced, expert staff without the hefty salary 
and employer commitments.  

Talent identification and hiring are changing 
forever – in private enterprise and government – 
as these changes buffet the supply and demand  
of labour. 

The rise of emotional 
currency in the workforce
In parallel with the gig economy is the emergence 
of the emotional economy – a new workplace 
currency in which employees who possess soft 
skills or emotional intelligence are highly sought 
after – an emerging elite.  

One of the key themes in this emerging work 
environment is an increasing value placed on 
“purpose” or job meaning – what employees 
believe they are getting out of their employment. 
One of the challenges for HR managers will be the 
comparative difference measuring “purpose” with 
their permanent employees and those part-timers 
who are part of the gig economy but providing their 
services to the organisation.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Soft skills coming to the fore
With automation paving the way for routine technical tasks to be surrendered to robots, soft skills 
will become crucial for employers and managers. HR departments will become increasingly reliant on 
employees who have critical thinking and the capability to deal with complex problems.  

To ensure the survival of the human resources industry, there are many initiatives HR departments are  
now taking to safeguard them for the future and remain relevant through proving the HR function’s return 
on investment.  

Some of the initiatives being undertaken include hiring employees who are AI ready, mobilising the 
workforce capabilities to be more flexible and multiskilled and ensuring management and staff are 
prepared for a significant cultural shift from the way the business may have traditionally operated. 

Artificial Intelligence today is undoubtedly a reality that both business and talent leaders are embracing. 
They are adapting to the increasing pace of change in job roles, managing staff and training programs. 

The roles of HR professionals have rarely been so crucial to the optimal functioning of organisations and 
their employees across future decades. 
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Artificial intelligence is increasingly value-adding 
to our daily lives, affecting our home, workplace, 
finances and even relationships - and it’s only just 
the beginning.   

After 70 years of research, AI is no longer a distant 
promise; it is very real. From personal assistants 
like Alexa and Siri to more complex autonomously 
powered self-driving vehicles, manufacturing, 
education processes and medical science, AI is all 
around us.    

The focus of AI has moved beyond cool home 
gadgets to significantly disrupt major industries. 
The workplace, and job market are one of the 
first to feel the impacts of change. As technology 
continually drives business operations, 
organisations are increasingly learning how to 
adapt to improve productivity, solve problems and 
complete tasks in a fraction of the time it had taken 
in the past.  

The pace of change is unrelenting as job 
descriptions and requirements evolve, almost on a 
daily basis. 

HR departments and employees are faced with the 
challenges of how to keep employees up to speed, 
how to prepare them emotionally, so they don’t get 
left behind in the workplace, and most importantly, 
how to up-skill them so they keep their jobs.  

At the heart of AI’s original rise to prominence was 
the fear that smart machines would take jobs from 
humans.  

However, while technology is taking on more of the 
hard skills attributed to humans, it is also creating 
demand for new skills and, more importantly, a 
greater focus on the skills and outcomes that it 
cannot deliver.  

In fact, a majority of Generation Xs, Ys & Zs are 
comfortable with incorporating AI into their lives.  
Research conducted by Northstar Research 
Partners revealed 61% of respondents believed 
that increased automation and AI would improve 
society overall. Only 22% disagreed.   

Furthermore, while only 36% believed AI had 
a significant impact on their daily lives, 92% 
expected the situation to change by 2027.1

Changing the makeup of 
the jobs market
While the decades-old fear of ubiquitous job-
taking robot chaos is yet to eventuate, and unlikely 
to do so, AI is undoubtedly moving rapidly to 
reshape the workforce. 

Companies like Microsoft, Facebook, Google and 
Amazon are currently recruiting the most talented 
AI researchers in the world and are spending 
millions of dollars on further exploration and 
development.  

Oxford University researchers have estimated 
47% of US jobs could be automated within two 
decades. The research predicts the first jobs to 
go will include middle management, commodity 
salespeople, report writers, bookkeepers and 
some medical professionals.  

The Pew Research Centre in the US reports 
automation, robotics, algorithms and artificial 
intelligence have shown robots can do equal or 
better work than humans in diverse fields like 
dermatology, law, sports journalism, psychology 
testers and border patrol agents.  

The list constitutes a diverse array of occupations 
across many industries and professions, 
illustrating that Artificial Intelligence is increasingly 
reshaping the way companies manage their 
workforces, transforming jobs at a dramatic pace 
and making others disappear.  

So how does HR prepare for such changes?

CHAPTER ONE: Artificial Intelligence 
– A Past and Present Perspective

1. https://www.slideshare.net/ARMHoldings/ai-today-ai-tomorrow
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AI: The power to  
transform business  
Out of home advertising company, oOh!media is 
one example where the integration of AI has wholly 
transformed the roles within the business and the 
type of people they employ. Thanks to AI, oOh! is 
evolving what it can offer both clients  
and consumers.   

“We’re adding technical roles into our business 
that is fundamentally influencing what our 
business looks like now 
and into the future,” said 
Head of Organisational 
Development and Reward at 
oOh!, Jasmine Quinn.  

“Roles are also changing 
- fluency with data and 
analytics is something 
that is now essential for a 
salesperson, a marketing 
person and an HR person.”  

Remaining agile and 
adapting to a changing 
workforce is not so easy for 
some organisations. With 
some workforces made 
up of layers of varying roles and a rigid hierarchy, 
having the ability to respond quickly to the 
changing environment has proven a challenge. 

“We have all the issues that are normally faced 
within these disruptive times, as well as some of 
the layers of complexity that come with being part 
of a government organisation,” explained Helen 
Lyons, Executive Director of Development, Culture 
and Diversity for the NSW Department of Planning 
and Environment.  

In contrast, Stephanie Martin, Acting Director 
of Strategy at Transport for NSW, says her 
organisation are actively engaging in automation.   

When it comes to preparing for an AI integrated 
workforce, both admit a structural overhaul  
is inevitable.  

“I think we will see greater multi-disciplinary 
teams working together and individuals much 
more stretched over different portfolios bringing 
multiple disciplinary and expertise into decision-
making processes as opposed to just being 
specialists in one silo,” she said. 

Humans and robots to 
unite in 5 years 
When it comes to the workforce and the roles of 

human employees versus 
robots, research suggests 
there is mixed sentiment.  
A recent study by Dell 
Technologies and the 
Institute for The Future 
explored how emerging 
technologies, such as AI, 
would reshape how we live 
and work by 2030.2  

More than eight in ten 
(82%) of the executives 
surveyed expected humans 
and machines would 
work as integrated teams 
within five years. However, 
opinion was divided as 

to what such shift would mean for them, their 
business and even society at large.  Many also 
identified a lack of digital vision and strategy as a 
significant barrier for reaching this new world of AI.  

Not all companies are so readily putting up their 
hands for AI integration. The Star Entertainment 
General Manager for Organisational Development 
and Learning, Rohan Dyster, believes there’s one 
key point that needs to be debated by the  
HR industry.  

“I think an almost philosophical debate that HR has 
to have is if we are going down this path and all 
these jobs are disappearing, where is this promise 
that we retrain people? Who does that? Do we 
trust the organisations to do it? Do we trust the 
government to do it? Do we trust industry to know 
what we reskill them in?” he asks.  

2. https://www.delltechnologies.com/content/dam/delltechnologies/assets/perspectives/2030/pdf/Realizing-2030-A-Divided- 
     Vision-of-the-Future-Summary.pdf

7



“All these things are making an organisation more streamlined but if they’re radically changing society, 
then we have to debate whether that’s the right thing for the organisation.” 

Reinventing a new workforce 
AI has the ability to change the rules and requirements for how organisations market their business and 
whom they hire to run it.  oOh!media is one such example, where the digitisation of their business has 
changed how they can simultaneously reach and engage more audiences across multiple channels and 
platforms, providing the opportunity to create roles that didn’t exist ten years ago.

AI is displacing old jobs and demanding the creation of new ones. Traditional roles and ‘job descriptions’ 
could soon cease to exist as increasing numbers of employees are forced to up-skill in areas that AI 
cannot reach. Such an example is soft-skills like complex problem solving, teamwork and interpersonal 
negotiation skills.   

As noted by The Star Entertainment’s, Rohan Dyster, there still appears to be minor hesitation when it 
comes to allowing AI to move into certain business operations. 

However, it’s now more critical than ever for organisations to embrace these technology-driven changes 
and prepare managers and staff to understand and embrace the inevitable impacts it will have in the 
workplace. 

AI will not replace the need for HR management, but it will significantly change the nature of how HR 
department leaders must adapt and communicate with their fellow staff.   

In order to remain relevant in this AI-enabled workplace, HR must thoroughly understand the 
implications of the technological changes at work and set a priority to adopt such technology into the 
workforce now, to be ready for the future. 

AI IN HISTORY 
The term, Artificial Intelligence, was first coined 
back in 1956 at a research conference at Dartmouth 
College. The research project was a 10-man study 
into how to make a machine use language, form 
abstractions, conceptualise and solve problems that 
are currently in the human domain.

It was a fairly ambitious goal for a two-month study, 
and one that to this day has not been achieved.  
However, the conference succeeded in bringing 
together a group of mathematicians and scientists 
who would make up the first generation of AI 
researchers. 

Their predictions for the capability and direction of AI 
were certainly bold.

    •   In 1965, H.A Simon predicted that within  
          20 years, machines would be capable of  
          doing any work a man can do. 

    •   In 1970, Marvin Minsky predicted that  
          by 1978, the world would have a  
          machine with the general intelligence of  
          an average human being. 

Forty years later, these predictions have not yet come 
to fruition.  

From its inception in 1956, AI has had its supporters 
and its detractors. For many decades, AI research 
was considered a waste of money and a ‘fantasy’ that 
squandered time and resources.  

 By the 1970s, millions of dollars had been spent on 
the new technology, with nothing significant to show 
for it. It was also a topic that was greatly feared and 
there were concerns of AI “taking over”.  

Today, with many other advances in computerisation, 
digitisation and communications, we are on the brink 
of significant AI advances across a diverse range of 
organisations and businesses that will change the 
way most of us on the planet live our lives.
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Changing employee behaviour and work-life balance 
While companies continue to grapple with the impending integration of AI into their workforce, they’re 
also dealing with a significant shift in employee behaviour and expectations around work-life balance.  

There are two main paradigm shifts currently occurring in the employee space. The first is the short tenure 
of employees driven by their constant quest for the next career opportunity. The second is the significant 
shift by part of the Australian workforce away from full-time work. This recent phenomenon has been 
coined ‘The Gig Economy’. 

CHAPTER TWO: Staff Retention 
& Workforce Dynamic In 

The Digital Age

When comparing the pace of change 
in job roles, support and training to 
any other period, it’s clear there is 
an unprecedented demand on HR to 
support and enable these changing 
structures, needs and expectations 
that have never previously existed. 

Put another way, 
20 years ago, 
organisations would 
scale up and down 
human capital across 
standard functions 
– sales, legal, 
accounting and so 
on as the business 
needed depending 
on their growth and 
maturity stages. 

While the focus or KPI’s of roles 
would change, by and large, the 
functions have been consistent for 
decades. 

Over the next 10 years, some of the 
standard functions will cease to 
exist, and new departments and core 
business functions will arise. The 
workplace will look very different, 
with very different expectations. 

This puts an imperative on HR to be 
agile, collaborative 
and to ensure the 
process work - 
previously the focus 
of an HR function 
- leverages the very 
same automation 
and AI of all the other 
departments.  

It should free up HR 
to adjust structures, 
remuneration, 

engagement, job roles and people 
development in line with the needs 
and expectations of the business and 
customers alike.
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In Australia, the largest freelance category is web, mobile and software development (44 

per cent), followed by design and creative (14 per cent), customer and admin support (13 

per cent), sales and marketing (10 per cent) and writing (8 per cent). Data showed that 4.1 

million Australians or 32 per cent of the workforce had freelanced between 2014-15.3

This trend refers to the increasing number of workers abandoning the traditional nine to five working hours 
and moving to freelance or temporary arrangements, often decentralised or working from home. While 
this trend started overseas, it has very much arrived in Australia completely transforming the workforce, as 
we know it.  

The rise of the ‘non-traditional’ worker places considerable implications on HR management teams and 
the full-time staff who look to them for leadership and guidance.   

As we covered in chapter one, employees are already feeling the pressure of potential replacement as AI 
works its way increasingly into everyday business processes.  

The gig economy takes this pressure to a new level, with the growing role of digitisation in the workplace 
prompting organisations to question the requirements or needs of full-time office-based staff.

One in three workers now casually employed 
According to the Bureau of Statistics, one in three working Australians are now employed on a casual 
basis. Twenty-five years ago, this statistic was more like one in 10.  While some may assume a gig 
economy worker is referring to something like ride-sharing service Uber, this isn’t always the case.   

The gig economy has extended into a variety of roles from admin and hospitality right up to specialised 
and skilled designers, IT developers and communication specialists. 

3. http://www.news.com.au/finance/work/at-work/australias-freelance-economy-grows-to-41-million-workers-study-finds/ 
     news- story/629dedfaea13340797c68822f4f2a469
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The expansion of the mobile 
workforce is primarily due to digital 
capabilities. Digital platforms allow 
freelancers and contractors to 
connect with potential employers to 
simultaneously seek assignments, 
promote their skills and services 
and manage a number of clients. 
The vast number of roles makes 
freelancing accessible to increasing 
numbers of people in the workforce, 
regardless of skill level.   

With the cost of living increasing 
year-on-year, some workers 
undertake freelancing to 
supplement their income while 
others are able to make a full-time 
job of it and even build their  
own businesses.   

Australian platform, Freelancer.
com, the world’s largest freelancing 
and crowdsourcing marketplace, 
connects more than 19 million 
employers with workers in 247 
countries. Between 2009 and 2014 
its number of users increased 10-
fold – from one million to  
ten million.4 

While workers very much 
created the gig economy, there 
are a number of perks for the 
organisations and companies 
that take them on.  For example, 
hiring at an executive level can 
give companies the opportunity 
to “borrow” the expertise and 
experience of a contracted 
employee if the business is lacking 
in a specific area.   

The same principle particularly 
applies to smaller companies. 
Depending on budget, they can 
hire a senior executive for a short 
period, absorb their expertise, use 
them on projects or for mentoring 
and training.  

However, the changing full-
time/part-time mix, or balance, 
of employees can increase the 
pressure on both HR management 
and their permanent employees 
who may perceive threats, real or 
otherwise, to their career paths. 

Purpose has become a 
key currency of  
the gig economy.    

4. https://www.freelancer.com/about
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Gig economy challenges for 
HR professionals

There are considerable benefits for organisations 
to utilise the expertise of specialised freelance 
staff. However, there are some factors that HR 
management teams need to account for when 
planning this model of staffing.   

These factors include: 

• staff performance - maintaining a strict quality  
 of the work; 

• staff engagement - ensuring part-timers feel  
 valued and a part of a team;  

• regular psychometric assessment - while  
 routine for full-time staff, the question remains  
 if it’s appropriate to assess those employed on  
 a casual basis.  

Within the gig economy a new kind of currency has 
emerged, one that HR divisions are finding they need 
to embrace or face being left behind. That is, finding 
positive job meaning, or purpose, in their daily roles.  

“When an employee feels that what they’re doing 
is really having an impact, that’s when they feel 
their best. You can bring on everything else, but it 
means nothing if the job they’re doing is a job that 
they really love doing and they can see the results. 
That’s when you’ve got them,” said Lexmark Human 
Resources Director, Maryanne Abdullah.

Purpose is undoubtedly the currency in the 
Government sector, according to the NSW 
Department of Planning and Environment’s  
Helen Lyons. 

“We don’t pay bonuses or commissions or anything 
like that. We have engineers and architects who work 
on projects and they can say things like ‘see that light 
rail, I was part of making that better’,” she said.  

“So, it’s those non-monetary things that allow us to 
get the heart as well as the head.”  

Employees prepared for 20% 
pay cut to work from home 
If companies are not quite ready to shift part of 
their workforce to freelance, there is another trend 
within the gig economy that they should consider: 
flexibility. Now more than ever, employees are 
expecting more flexible work environments and 
variable employment arrangements.   

A global report by Mercer this year, based on 5400 
employees and 1700 HR professionals from 37 
countries and 20 industries, reported a rise in people 
expecting their employer to “make work, work” for 
them as individuals.  

According to a recent study by recruitment firm 
Hays, 55 per cent of Australians would take a 20 per 
cent salary cut in order to work from home. A further 
22 per cent would sacrifice 10 per cent of annual 
income in return for flexible working arrangements.5  

Airtasker is an online community marketplace for 
people and businesses to outsource tasks, find local 
services or hire flexible. Its 2015 survey of the future 
of work revealed that 85 per cent of Australians 
believe that the traditional 9 to 5 office hours are 
inflexible for both present and future workers.6

55 per cent of Australians would take a 20 per cent salary cut in order to work from home.  

A further 22 per cent would sacrifice 10 per cent of annual income in return for  

flexible working arrangements.

5. https://www.hays.com.au/press-releases/HAYS_322060 
6. Future of Work Research Monitor, Airtasker, January 2015
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‘Traditional’ managers still resist flexible work option
While the workforce is certainly changing, Human Resources Business Partner for Volkswagen Group 
Australia, Paula Tufa, said internal resistance could prove an issue for some organisations that have not 
adapted to generational shifts. 

However, it’s a challenge that Volkswagen HR has not shied away from, recently launching a flexible work 
program and holding workshops.

Loyalty: a concept of the past...?

Company loyalty is another interesting concept that’s 
dramatically changed in the workforce.  

“Tenure no longer has the same currency as it once 
did, which forces us to question the traditional notion 
of loyalty,” said Ben Morris, Mirvac’s Co-Head of HR.  

“Employees now see an employer as one of many 
that they will have in their career. Meanwhile, 
employers have eroded the value in loyalty by 
showing a certain ruthlessness to squeeze more and 
more out of their human capital with limited, if any, 
value on the tenure and commitment given to it by its 
employees.   Perhaps loyalty no longer exists in the 
same way. 

“So, what is loyalty these days? The shift from tenure 
to a portfolio of employers and experiences forces 
organisations to challenge their own view of loyalty if 
they are to meet the needs of their employees.  

“I think loyalty still exists, only that loyalty now 
means ‘100% commitment ‘for the time I am here’, 
whereas it used to mean long-term commitment.”   

While the outlook towards work is changing, so too is 
the way human resource divisions are responding.  

“Since the old concept of loyalty is diminishing, it’s 
time for us to reframe and say, however long you 
want to be here, we hope you enjoy your time here
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and get the learning, growth and career experience 
that you want from your time at Mirvac,” said Mr 
Morris. 

“Shifting our own view of loyalty and commitment will 
mean HR professional will be more resilient to the 
more fluid comings and goings of employees instead 
of being frustrated that employees won’t ‘commit’ 
to a long time with the organisation. With this shift, 
HR professionals will then be able to focus more 
positively on providing  
a great experience for their employees, irrespective 
of tenure - even those who only intend to stay for  
a short time.”

Employment branding –  
It’s what you take with you
While loyalty within the workplace seems to be 
a thing of the past, what is evolving is a push for 
loyalty post-employment.  Coined ‘employment 
branding’, this trend is all about ensuring that a 
positive message about the company stays with an 
employee once they walk out the door.   

Maintaining a positive employer brand is critical to 
a business, their current and potential employees. 
According to LinkedIn research, a candidate will 
trust a company’s employees three times more 

than the company itself in providing credible 
information on what it’s like to work there.   

Senior Vice President of Human Resources at 
Cochlear, Anna O’Shea, said this is a priority within 
the company. “When people leave, that’s our 
brand, so we want to make sure that we engage 
with them so that we have those people out there 
promoting our company. So, loyalty is important, 
but it’s loyalty beyond Cochlear,” she explained. 

Embracing the gig economy 
With the gig economy growing at an exponential 
rate, driven by the power of the digital age, the 
workforce is set to undergo major transformations. 

This phenomenon offers remarkable opportunities 
for both employees and employers – provided the 
correct systems are put in place. 

While there’s bound to be pushback from this 
mass work culture change, it’s never been more 
imperative for HR to remain ahead of the curve. 
Offer flexibility and meaningfulness and, in 
return, there’s maximised employee engagement, 
satisfaction and productivity.

The study also found that 75% of job seekers would consider 

an employer’s brand before even applying for a job.  
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CHAPTER THREE:  
Staff Value, ROI and Soft Skills  

In The World Of AI
“A key question ODi sees is how organisations,  

the education system and other bodies will prepare  
people with the skills needed to be prepared for the 

demands of the workplace in the future .”

- John Belchamber, OrgDev Institute

With AI set to radically re-orient the 
very nature of the workforce, another 
trend that is emerging is what’s 
defined as the ‘emotional economy’.  
Soft skills will become an employees 
most valued asset. Empathy, 
communication, adaptability and 
problem solving 
will become the 
most sought-
after attributes by 
employers over 
the next half a 
decade.  

Unlike hard 
skills, which 
can be proven 
and measured, 
soft skills refer 
to the emotional intelligence of 
an employee, which includes their 
general disposition and personality, 
their attitude and intuitions.   

These skills are vital for facilitating 
human connections, building 
relationships and gaining visibility as 
an employee.  

While hard skills have taken centre 
stage over the years, soft skills will 
become crucial in decades to come. 

Automation in the workforce will 
mean many routine technical tasks 
will be surrendered to technology.  

There is concern that, unless 
employers respond to this change, 
this is likely to initially leave 

workforces 
starved of soft 
skills.  

Process style 
jobs that can be 
automated will 
become lower 
volume. People 
will increasingly 
need to stop 
working back-
office and manual 
labour jobs as 

AI replaces them. At the same time, 
people and relationship-oriented 
jobs will increase by 60%, hence the 
demand for soft skills and soft skills 
development. 

Additionally, as things like ‘purpose’ 
become increasingly critical, the 
ability of people managers to engage 
the heart as well as the minds of 
employees will be increasingly vital. 
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The world will run on 
emotional intelligence 
It’s all about EQ, not IQ.  Emotional Intelligence is 
defined as the ability to understand and to regulate 
emotions in oneself and others.  

High EQ is associated with optimism, greater impulse 
control, better mood and empathy.7 It can affect a 
range of work behaviours, including commitment, 
performance, teamwork, talent development, 
innovation, quality of service and loyalty.  

EQ is also useful for group development as the 
success of the group lies in knowing each person’s 
strengths and weaknesses and leveraging these 
strengths. When it comes to the ability to cope with 
demands and pressures, those with high EQ have the 
skills required.8 

According to research by Deloitte Australia, the 
number of soft skill intensive jobs will grow 2.5 times 
faster than other roles.  Furthermore, the research 
predicts that soft skill-intensive jobs will make up 
almost two-thirds of the workforce by 2030.9 

What does this mean for employees and the HR 
teams managing them?  

Will they hold skills that simply can’t be replaced? 
It will then be up to HR management to hone these 
skills to a level that’s consistent across the board.  
Perhaps this, mixed with the hard skills of an AI 
workforce, will be the key to success? After all, a 
workforce with a broad mix of skills is crucial to a 
thriving business.  

Chief Development Officer of the OrgDev Institute 
(ODi), John Belchamber, believes soft skills may be 
the only thing AI can’t supersede.  

“A key question ODi sees is how organisations, the 
education system and other bodies will prepare 
people with the skills needed to be prepared for the 
demands of the workplace in the future,” he said. 

“The education system still has a focus on STEM, 
and while some forward-thinking schools are 
increasingly bringing things like Emotional 
Intelligence, Resilience and Leadership skills into the 
school experience as early as primary school, we are 
still operating in a model preparing people for roles 
that won’t exist.” 

“I’m seeing the need for soft skills really rising,” he 
added. “We’ve been hearing that as AI takes over, it 
can find out all the information, but it doesn’t know is 
what to do with it. AI can find the data but how does 
it bring in the human skills to say, ‘okay, that’s what 
happened in the past; what’s the impact of this in the 
future?’” 

Helen Lyons of the NSW Department of Planning 
and Environment said this is reflected across her 
organisation. 

“Nobody’s really interested in your IQ; it’s your ability 
to develop and maintain relationships.  It’s your 
wisdom that comes from mistakes you’ve made and 
that you’re not going to make again. Not on our time,” 
she explained.

7. https://blog.une.edu.au/usingpsychology/2014/04/27/how-can-we-measure-emotional-intelligence/comment-page-1/ 
8. http://www.ijbarr.com/downloads/0604201527.pdf 
9. https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/au/Documents/Economics/deloitte-au-economics-deakin-soft-skills- 
     business-success-170517.pdf
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Measuring the 
intangibility of 
soft skills
 
As the focus on soft skills in the 
workforce increases, so too will 
the expectation on HR that they 
are underpinned by proven tools 
that provide hard measurement.   

Unfortunately, this isn’t as 
straightforward as it seems. 
In fact, in a time where it will 
become one of the most sought-
after skills by employers, 
measuring the value of staff who 
possess such qualities, and also 
their ROI, will prove a significant 
challenge.  

The inability to hard measure 
‘soft skills’ is an issue for the HR 
industry as a whole and limits 
the ability to build programs 
that have the capacity to both 
train and nurture said skills.  
Measuring the value of an HR 
department will also become 
increasingly challenging.  

“My observation is that our 
industry is probably not 
particularly good at articulating 
the benefits of doing what we 
do. The programs we run are 
only ever there to support the 
execution and delivery of the 
business strategy, so why aren’t 
we being more commercial in 
demonstrating the commercial 
outcomes from the work our HR 
teams do?” said Mirvac’s Ben 
Morris.  

“We don’t do a particularly 
good job of measuring the 
effectiveness and outcomes 
of our programs. I think it’s a 
real shame because I think 
better measurement and better 
demonstrations of the links to 
commercial outcomes would 
earn our HR functions greater 
credibility, greater impact, and 
therefore scope to do even more 
of all the fun things we want to 
do as HR professionals.” 

oOh!’s Jasmine Quinn said they 
had developed an HR function 
designed to prove their value.  

“While we do measure across a 
range of areas, there is more we 
could do in the HR data space. 
However, I think we’re also in 
a fortunate position that we’ve 
been able to prove our worth very 
quickly. At oOh! we recognise 
that there is no company strategy 
without a people strategy 
because the success of our 
business rests entirely on our 
people,” she explained. 

The NSW government sector 
has its own capability framework 
measuring system -  the ‘People 
Matters Engagement Survey’ 
(PMES).  The survey asked 
almost 400,000 employees to 
have a say about their workplace; 
asking questions about their 
experiences and working with 
their team, managers and the 
organisation as a whole.   

Transport for NSW’s Stephanie 
Martin said alongside PMES, 
programs are measured based 
on an ROI of behavioural change 
over a set period.
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ROI in dollars, not sense 

Rohan Dyster of The Star Entertainment Group said when it comes to ROI, many organisations are still 
heavily focused on the traditional dollar signs.  

“Recently we did a pilot for absenteeism when the flu hit Australia like never before. Our pilot group’s 
absenteeism rate was down and overall delivered significant savings.  

“You’re then talking to a bunch of financial people in a room about the project, here’s the initiative, 
here’s what it costs, here’s what we saved, here are the intangibles and we’re going to value those. 
There was nothing else left for them to do!”  

Paula Tufa from Volkswagen Group Australia said the ‘people function’ of her organisation is well 
embedded across all brands and they have a structure in place for measuring ROI.
 
“Part of that pillar is our people; it’s engagement, it’s how many people have gone through our leadership 
programs, it’s how many people we’ve been able promote into those leadership roles internally. It’s all 
the basics,” she said.  

While technical skills have been an important benchmark when hiring new employees, HR departments 
will now need to adjust this to prepare for the workforce of the future.   

A monumental shift in the values of employees is set to change, as we learn to focus on what sets us 
apart from AI, rather than chasing and up-skilling to keep up with it.
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AI can ensure not only the 
longevity of the HR industry but 
also its prosperity.   

Many in the HR profession would 
argue that the primary goal of 
talent management is to move 
beyond the day-to-day activities 
and earn that executive ‘seat at 
the table’, providing a voice on 
the strategy of the business.   

Currently, HR is caught in 
a continuous tug-of-war 
between mundane, repetitive 
tasks, like reviewing resumes 
and screening 
applicants, 
while needing 
to engage and 
interact with 
candidates and 
employees.  

AI has the 
capability to 
end this tug-
of-war. It can 
contribute to 
HR’s voice in an 
organisation, not 
only by taking many of the time 
consuming, arduous tasks 
associated with planning, 
acquisition and management, 
but also by providing consistent 
processes and strategies on the 
ground level.   

Global Head of Talent at Tibra 
Capital, Keiren Mason, is familiar 
with this ongoing battle.  

“It’s a real challenge for us in 
my particular industry, but it 
goes back to automation and 
embracing it and realising that 
our reporting has to be just 
as analytical and numerical, 

and less subjective than every 
other department across any 
business,” she said.  

“It’s taking the two sides of it; 
still providing that employee 
experience of having the soft 
skills and having those engaging 
conversations but then also 
turning it into something that can 
represent a return on investment 
back to the business.”

Planning for an  
AI workforce 

Most agree the gig economy 
has genuinely transformed how 
the workforce will operate in 
decades to come. 

A growing mix of freelancers, 
flexible workers and nine to 
five traditional employees has 
put increasing pressure on HR 
management teams to remain 
agile with these new dynamics. 
This is compounded by 
automation forcing organisations 

to question whether a machine 
may, in fact, be the “best person” 
for a particular job.  

For HR to truly succeed in 
the workplaces of tomorrow 
employees needs to remain 
and increasingly become more 
flexible and mobilised.   

According to NSW Department 
of Planning and Environment’s 
Helen Lyons, the government 
sector is already making inroads 
in this space. Last year, they 
launched a new employment 

scheme which 
was designed to 
allow the fluid 
movement of 
staff members 
between 
divisions. 

“Nobody in 
government 
owns a job 
anymore. They 
own a level, 
which makes it 
very much like 

the multi-national space where 
you take your talent, and then 
you start to farm them out in the 
nicest possible way,” she said.  

“That is such a huge shift 
because previously within the 
government, it was a situation 
of ‘I owned a job, it was my job, 
my substantive role, you couldn’t 
take it away from me unless you 
sacked me’.  That’s all changed. 
All of a sudden we can mobilise 
our people, our most  
important assets.” 

Chapter Four: The Future of HR
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According to Ms Lyons, while they’re making headway in the mobilisation space, they’re still working on 
employee flexibility.  

“We have a very strong flexibility focus. Again, like everyone else, it’s one of the key things that people 
want to hear about when they’re being interviewed for a role,” she said. 

Ensuring freelancers are the right fit
While there are clear advantages of the gig economy for both employees and employers, one challenge HR 
departments face with this new workforce is ensuring those hired are the right fit for the company.  

Ben Morris of Mirvac said this would be a day-to-day challenge for many businesses now and into the future.   

“A customer – internal or external – might be served by a permanent employee or someone ‘gigging’ or 
freelancing. A Mirvac construction worker might be working in a higher-risk environment on site next to a 
contractor. A sub-contractor might make the finishing touches on a new house or apartment. Or, for example, 
we might have teams of contractors helping us roll out rapid technology changes internally,” he said.  

“In all these cases, it is critical that all of our workplace participants uphold the same very high standards 
we expect of our permanent workforce including workplace behaviour and health and safety. They need 
to ensure their output is of the same standard and timeliness we expect of our employees and, even more 
critical, is that these non-permanent workers understand and quickly blend into our culture and live our 
purpose and values.”  

Mr Morris said they are looking at ways to remedy this.  

“We are exploring innovative ways to make sure our suppliers and sub-contractors have values that align to 
ours, and we are exploring ways of rapidly building cultural alignment and an understanding of ‘the way we 
work’ by rapidly inducting non-traditional workers.”

Hiring people who are AI ready
In preparation for AI becoming an increasingly significant part of business, HR management is already 
looking to hire AI researchers and those capable of steering the ship.  As previously touched on, 
companies like Microsoft, Facebook, Google and Amazon are currently recruiting the most talented AI 
researchers in the world.  

A job in AI is often joked about as one of the “safest jobs in the world”, and with good reason. According 
to research by Gartner, by 2020 AI will have automated 1.8 million people in the US out of work. 
However, its very existence will have created an additional 2.3 million jobs10. 

According to the research, the most in-demand jobs shortly will be: 
• machine learning engineers; 
• data scientists; 
• research scientists; 
• R&D engineers; 
• business intelligence developers; and, 
• computer vision engineers. 

10. https://www.gartner.com/newsroom/id/3837763
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Youth unemployment in the world of AI 
With AI set to take away the transactional or mundane roles within a company, the question remains as to 
how humans, and university undergraduates, in particular, will get their foot in the employment door for 
roles in HR if low-level roles are already taken. This is occurring at a time where youth unemployment is 
already at a low.  

According to recent research by Graduate Careers Australia, 71.8 per cent of the 100,000 graduates 
surveyed had landed full-time employment four months after leaving university. 11 

Mirvac’s Ben Morris said there’s a very real risk that AI will send these figures lower. “With this flight 
towards automation, digitisation and increased offshoring in larger organisations, there’s a diminution of 
the whole entry point for HR careers,” he said.  

“We used to have work for people who performed entry-level transaction and entry-level advisory work. 
But we might now be in a world where our most junior roles require 5+ years experience. How do they 
get that experience if we are no longer providing a place for them to start their careers? How do we make 
sure they can do the job without the time in role and experience to hone their craft?”

Not what we’ve done, what we can do
Like any great technological advancement that’s occurred in the past century, accepting that things 
are different and embracing them has always been challenging. However, with the force at which AI is 
moving there’s no time for HR to be complacent.   

The Star Entertainment Group’s Rohan Dyster 
conceded this sort of culture shift is needed 
within his organisation.  “A big challenge in our 
organisation is our dependency on doing things 
the way we’ve always done them,” he said.  

“We talked about AI and automation – some 
say guests don’t necessarily want to see robots. 
I think we’ve based what we do on what we’ve 
previously done to such an extent that for some 
people it’s really hard to think outside that, and it 
filters into a number of areas of the business.”  

For oOh!’s Jasmine Quinn, changing this company 
viewpoint is down to shifting the idea of ‘disruption’. 

“For our team, and the people I would look to hire, it’s not only about building the business, but it’s about 
our ability to be agile and prepared for change. It’s about our ability to both disrupt and be disrupted. To 
not do what we’ve always done is really important.”  

“With this flight towards automation, digitisation and, in some of our larger 

organizations, essentially offshoring, there’s a diminution of a whole entry  

point for HR careers.”

11. http://www.graduatecareers.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/GradStats-2017-3.pdf
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Preparing for a future that’s here 
As technologies and applications inevitably develop, the real impact of AI will be felt - whether that’s 
through the role of HR transforming into a purely strategic function or the surge of AI capable employees 
who will be required to enhance their soft skills to ensure their employment viability.  

In the noise of AI and technological changes, -HR must also prove its worth.  

“The value of HR is how much it provides value to the organisation, and if we’re able to unlock the 
potential of our people and show how that works throughout the life cycle, we have that seat at the table, 
we have the opportunity, we get that buy-in repeated,” said The Star Entertainment Group’s Rohan Dyster. 

In planning for a new workforce, or setting up new organisational strategies, it’s imperative that AI be at 
the forefront of the discussion.  HR leaders can no longer ignore the trends or play a ‘wait and see’ game. 
AI is now a real-world force, which is playing an ever-expanding and dynamic role in all of our daily lives. 

Harnessing its enormous potential for organisations worldwide rests largely with HR professionals within 
each of those organisations – in the government and private sectors. 
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About the OrgDev Institute 
The ODI was established to empower Human Resources professionals with the best tools and solutions 
to help them create a happier and more productive workforce, and as a result address turnover. 

Developed by a team of global leaders in HR and Organisational Development, ODI gives its members 
the most up-to-date evidence-based resources that will enhance not only their performance, but that of 
their organisation. 

It is a powerful resource for any HR professional and will support them in ensuring their role is recognised 
as critical to their organisations’ success. 

Areas of focus include: 

• Leadership Development strategically targeted at leadership competencies 

• More effective recruitment using tailored tools for your roles and organisation 

• Wellness programs (with measurement and training solution) 

• Engagement surveys 

• 360 feedback 

• Resilience (with measurement and training solution) 

• Sales development (recruitment, coaching and training) 

• Succession planning 

• High quality tailored training 

• Psychometric profiling for personal development 

• Measurement of business impacts 

• Micro Learning 

• Online Master’s Degree programs 

• Intelligence business analytics 

Members enjoy a vast range of resources, training throughout the year and benefits that will make a 
lasting contribution to their own development and the organisations they work with. 

Connect with the ODi today https://orgdevinstitute.co/ 
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