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Preface
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It is without doubt that we live in times of disruption and change. The
effects of digitalization and its transformative power in all aspects of
corporate strategies and organizations are visible everywhere. As leaders
try to make sense of the “digital tornado” and prepare, try out and set
courses in new business directions we propose to take a step back and
focus on what is still at the core of corporate change – the people of your
organization. In this paper, Ginkgo Management Consulting reflects the
forces and challenges that employees are facing in times of rapid and
digitally driven change. We also mirror this in light of structural, sociological and demographic change in the workforce, especially with regards to
younger employees.
How to treat perceived skill shortages and how to match employees’
“modern” expectations towards work-life-balance? We provide a
fundamental view on how important employee happiness really is and why
it should be put at the core of HR strategy and overall business leadership.
Along the break-down of drivers of happiness, the paper also focusses on
productivity and how technology and data management approaches can
drive it. Finally, we offer a simple grid of questions how to engage the HR
and leadership challenge of “putting your people first”.

Bodo Forstmann
Partner, Ginkgo Management Consulting
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Introduction
Keywords like agile or fluid organizations are on
everyone’s mind right now and rightfully so. In
a permanently changing business environment,
companies and especially their HR strategies
and departments must adapt to changes in the
market to be more agile and customer oriented
than ever before. To succeed, the productivity
of employees is the key solution to changing
business environments. Therefore, the allocation
and retention of these scarce resources in the
best possible way is even more important.
One of the main challenges for companies is to
improve the enterprise not only on the side of the
organizational and process level but to develop
new strategies and approaches in human resource
management. Only a symbiosis of the disciplines
information technology, organization, psychology and
management will enable relevant and indispensable
employees to promote loyalty to the company.
Loyal employees are happy employees which
ultimately fosters the productivity of employees.1
In this fast pace environment, it is simply not enough
to just implement organizational changes like building
squads, tribes or chapters. There are several other
layers to that topic that a company must consider if it
wants to be more responsive. The usage of big data,
state of the art technology and new ways of working
are building a triangle to enable a company to manage
and lead their personnel in the best way possible
and to derive measures for further development.

Companies need to put their people first. In times
of automation, robotics and artificial intelligence,
innovations by a company’s own employees will be
the lifeblood and key to success in the future. A loss of
talent should not be tolerated in any circumstances
and companies need to take the appropriate measures
to counteract such possibly harmful developments.
This whitepaper will focus on the current challenges
with regards to leadership, employee healthiness
and, technology, needed changes and measures
to retain productivity and promote loyalty within
employees to subsequently secure the company’s
position on the market.
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Current challenges in human resources management
As the fight for talent is projected to reach
unprecedented levels, the increasing importance
of human resource management to take the right
choices are essential for shaping a firm’s competitive
advantage. The valuable contributions of innovative
and talented employees to the results of a company
are more important than ever. However, because of
demographic change, the market for professionals
developed itself from a buyer to a seller market.
This means, that the majority of well-educated
applicants is in the position to choose the company
based on their individual needs and expectations.2
For well-trained professionals, frequent change of
the work place is as long associated with normality
until they find the most suitable environment for
fulfilling their needs and expectations.3 These
expectations are more and more based on flexibility
and work-life-balance than financial incentives,
consequently companies need to anticipate such
expectations and align their strategies to them. The
result is a steady loss of competitiveness among
enterprises that are not selected by the graduates.

Acceptance of traditional
management concepts

3

HR management has become a strategy focus and
therefore became a top priority for many CEOs.
An additional challenge is the need to recruit
within the Generation Y and Z. Their demands and
expectations have a profound effect on academic
curricula, work environments and finally companies
as a whole. Members of these generations are pushing
changes on all fronts of the society. Understanding
this trend is key to adapt to the current critical
changes of the economic world. This generation of
potential employees is unlike other generations,
a segment of employees which is considered to
be in need of focused attention and has unique
and challenging expectations, like participation in
decision making or improved work-life balance.
Further, it is important to point out several
circumstances around this topic, especially around
the young workforce generation. For example,
loyalty for companies is more likely to be damaged
or not even as high in the beginning. Because of
the demographic change, companies need to focus
on the needs of this generation on a daily basis.

Employees choose the company based on their individual needs and expectations.
These expectations are no longer just based on financial incentives, companies need
to anticipate these expectations and align their strategies accordingly

high

Expectations of employees have implications on various levels of the organisation.
Examples are transparency and participation in company decision making processes to
improve work-life-balance with the help of individualized work schedules
The labor market changed from buyer to seller market, leading to higher costs in
recruiting. The cost of recruiting for new employees is increasing every year, especially
in areas with scarce resources.
low

high

low

Legend:

Needed involvement of
front-line managers
= Age 20-35

= Age 35-45

= Age 45-65

Productivity is no longer characterized with talent and skill. It is defined as an
equation of talent, skill and happiness. The challenge for companies is to identify
what happiness means to employees and subsequently define strategies that allow
for everybody’s involvement to a certain degree.

Figure 1: Acceptance of traditional management concepts vs. needed involvement of front-line managers (Source: Ginkgo
Research, 2019)
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The challenge is to keep this young generation happy
and productive. The actual corporate environments
are mostly not helpful to counteract these
challenges. This is often because of the short-term
focus and figure-driven orientation of management.
This leads to the prejudice of this young generation
that they are not prepared to cope with this
certainty of corporate environments due to the lack
of leadership in these organizations that are not
aware of the actual sociologic situation.4 Because of
the demographic change, it must be the companies’
responsibility to educate and support this generation
in developing these missing social and technical skills.
Hence, it is important that companies are aware
of missing skills and take the appropriate actions.
If possible, the demand for talented staff can be
met through (monetary) incentives as an example.
However, for several companies, this is often
not a viable option. Therefore, organizations
strive to find other ways to compensate this
disadvantage. This can be achieved by enable a
better productivity and a more rational allocation
of staff. Another possibility is to deploy more
sophisticated approaches to manage the existing
personnel, like agile organizations and Holocracy
(www.holocracy.com). However, every optimization
of an organization or a functioning system has its
limits, especially in this fast-changing environment.

The challenge is to solve the conflict between a more
open culture, more time flexibility and potentially
more leisure for the employees, while maintaining
or increasing productivity. Statistics show that a
company’s culture has a direct impact on employee
turnover, which affects productivity, and therefore
success. A Columbia University study shows that the
likelihood of job turnover at an organization with high
company culture is a mere 13.9 percent, whereas
the probability of job turnover in low company
cultures is 48.4 percent.5 Therefore, effectiveness
and efficiency of HR strategies need to be critically
assessed. Most HR departments are tending to focus
on administrative functions while they should be
concentrating their efforts to the client, in this case
the employee. This is often not to blame on them but
without supportive technology and lean processes
there is limited chance to focus on the issues. It is
necessary to implement supporting factors that
eliminate recurring work which will allow HR to
focus on important matters.

Drivers for change

HR-Management today
• Rigid hierarchies that prevent
innovation due to the structure
• Time orientation that focusses on
working hours
• Process focus that drives the
organization
• Minimal involvement of employees
in organizational decisions

One further option to attract applicants are
innovative work time models and measures for an
improved work-life-balance. Satisfied employees are
the most valuable and productive asset of a company.
In order to meet the expectations of the employees
and simultaneously the goals of the company, new
and innovative work models must be developed.

1

Scarcity of talent due to demographic change

2

Changing expectations of employees regarding the
workplace

3

Declining loyalty for companies of employees

4

Necessity for lifelong learning

Figure 2: Drivers for change in employee management (Source: Ginkgo Research, 2019)

HR-Management tomorrow
• Innovative working models that
foster flexibility and adaptability
• Goal orientation that focusses on
outcomes and results
• Focus on employees that driving and
innovate the processes
• High contribution of employees to
raise responsibility and involvement
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Train and coach leaders to be leaders and not (front-line)
managers
(Front-line) managers are critical to an organization’s
performance as their ability to motivate and direct
staff is fundamental. But several studies have shown
that they are often too focused on their operative
work.6 Therefore, they are not able to concentrate
on the development and management of their staff.
The results are e.g. underperforming employees
and less innovation. Furthermore, the actual
corporate environments are mostly not helpful to
counteract these problems. Because of the shortterm focus and the figure-driven orientation of the
companies, long-term investments in employees
and a change of the way of work are often seen as
“lost money”. But in the current labor environment
with less loyal employees and scarcity of resources,
this is a harmful strategy in the long run.
In this context, it is important to point out several
circumstances especially around the young
workforce generation. As mentioned before, due
to the demographic change in combination with
the actual sociologic situation, it must be the
companies’ responsibility to educate, develop
and support this generation in missing social
and technical skills. To achieve this goal, reasons
for low levels of active management need to be
avoided.7 Such typical reasons are the following:

1

Lack of confidence in challenging poor
performance and delivering difficult
conversations

2

Limited management competence
and capability (can be associated with
inexperience or poor application of
development/learning)

3

Excessive administration which absorbs
management time (e-mails, data entry,
report writing, project work, non-essential
meetings)

4
5

Inadequate rigor and discipline in using
management tools and routines,
High amount of direct work (carrying out
tasks that should be completed by the
team).

1. Confidence

5. Direct work

2. Competence

3.
Administration

4. Discipline
Severity

Figure 3: Severity of low levels of active management
(Source: Ginkgo Research, 2019)

The first step is that managers need to hand over more
control and flexibility to the respective employees to
gain more time for the actual management work.
Trust is the basic component without it organizations
cease to function. Several studies showed that
trusting companies have less rigid management,
greater creativity, and higher employee satisfaction.
They also inspire to go above and beyond, making
the workplace better for everyone.
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Keep employees healthy and happy during their whole
journey as employee

Workplace happiness is the most significant
determinant of employees’ innovative behavior,
which boosts the intrinsic motivation and raises
productivity. For example, recent research
showed that happy employees are 12% more
productive.8 A key component which determines
this, is the psychological healthiness of an
employee. Unfortunately, this is a topic which
has not yet received the recognition it deserves.
According to the stress report of the Federal
Institute for Occupational Safety and Health in
Germany the most common mental demands are
the supervision of different activities at the same
time, severe time pressure and tight deadlines,
frequent interruptions and a lack of or not timely
information.9 These factors are confirmed by further
studies. They show that the HR strategies and the
company’s relations with its employees need to
be adjusted to today’s circumstances. Changes
should include previously mentioned factors, while
keeping in mind that technologically induced stress
is a crucial multiplier which is often caused by strong
technological transformations of an organization.
The attitude of the staff on leadership and hierarchy of
the company has changed a lot in the last years, while
enhanced communication and information needs
are leading to different expectations. Psychological
contracts for example are a set of promises or
‘expectations’ that are exchanged between the
parties in an employment relationship. These parties
include employers, managers, individual employees
and their work colleagues. Unlike formal contracts
of employment, they are often tacit or implicit. They
tend to be invisible, assumed, unspoken, informal or
at best only partially vocalized. Thus, the integration
of psychological contracts and empowerment
of the work shall increase the perception and
loyalty at the beginning of the employment.

If the employers meet the expectations of
the personnel, the corresponding employee
expenditures will reduce in a medium- and long-term
range. The following are possible countermeasures
to employees’ stress and measures to promote
employees’ happiness:
•

attention should be paid to the effective
measures to train junior managers and
enhance the psychological health level as
well as the level of production management

•

reformation of the management style to
identify new ideas, suitable for the new
generation of urban migrant workers

•

focus on the staff and identify who is
exposed to excessive stress and

•

implementation of a specialized institution
to study the stress of staff

It is also necessary to develop measures on the inside
of the company to a corresponding prevention of
mental illnesses (e.g. depression, burnout/ boreout)
to meet and implement them in the HR strategies.
Unsatisfied and unhappy employees do not enjoy
their work and tend to be careless, which affects
their work output negatively. Happy and healthy
employees have higher intrinsic motivation to
engage in work tasks, appreciate more autonomy
and are more creative, which again contributes to
better work outputs and it has been already known
for years that they have around ten times fewer sick
days.10 To achieve the results discussed in the earlier
chapters, the right use of data is key to success as it
shows possible weak spots and subsequently room
for improvement within the organization.

www.ginkgo.com

Use the potential of available HR data to improve the
organization
As mentioned before, human resources play a
significant role in today’s business. Especially with
consideration of the demographic change and the
need to retain and recruit more employees than ever
before. In a fast-paced business environment, people
are more than just job descriptions. Organizations
may find an employee’s role changing from week to
week, if not even day to day. The HR department can
take on the challenge of providing employees with the
new information and skills they will need to thrive as
the organization changes. They can also help the staff
to set and achieve individual career development
goals, leading to increased job satisfaction as
workers see opportunities for personal success.
Besides, one of the most important tasks of the
HR department is evaluating human resource
management methods and measuring their results.
All human resource management (HRM) programs
are pretty much worthless without a proper
controlling of results, based on SMART (specific,
measurable, achievable, reasonable, and time
bound) targeting. For all developed measures to
improve the current state, it is meaningful to use
the DMAIC (define, measure, analyze, improve,
control) cycle. The purpose is to assess a problem in
a structured way, develop an understanding of the
existing processes and what affects the out-comes
of the defined measures. The goal is to design,
implement and control the effects of measures
and solutions to close the earlier identified gaps.
For this purpose, HR data can deliver businesscritical insights and have a significant impact on the
organization’s performance, especially in times of
scarcity of talent and decreasing loyalty. Employees
and managers can use data to make better HR
decisions, better understand and evaluate the
business impact of people, improve the leadership’s
decision making in people-related matters, make

7

HR processes and operations more efficient and
effective, and improve the overall wellbeing and
effectiveness of the company’s employees. The
data can be used for several reasons, for example,
industry analysis, applicant analysis, performance
analysis or satisfaction and turnover analysis. The
challenge is to pick the right key performance
indicators (KPIs) which can lead to suitable measures
and possible improvements for the company.
In the last decade, big data analysis started to
play a signiﬁcant role in many sectors, and human
resources is no exception. Though high and
unorganized volume of data is often overwhelming,
when being used in a correct way big data allows HR
departments to greatly increase their effectiveness
and efﬁciency while reducing timelines and costs.
With the help of big data techniques like predictive
analytics or sentiment analysis, internal and external
challenges can be solved more comprehensively than
ever before. Even future trends can be estimated and
required countermeasures can be taken accordingly.
Moreover, applicant analysis is much more
consistent with the help of big data since it allows
HR departments to examine applicants by taking on
this issue from several perspectives. Performance
analysis is another area where big data is greatly
beneﬁcial. With it, true performance can be
measured, hidden patterns and skills of employees
can be discovered and consequently, each employee
can be led on the right development path.
Finally, big data analysis can also help to reduce
turnover rates by using satisfaction and turnover
analysis. With the use of this data, organizations
can identify problems that employees suffer
from and measure their satisfaction level more
consistently by taking many different indicators
into consideration, which is shown in figure 4.

8
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With these techniques in mind, HR departments
are now more powerful than ever before, but the
application of big data can also cause several problems.
First, it is hard to gather functional data since it is
not easy for humans to predict which data would
come in handy. Even though HR departments
manage to gather insightful data, qualiﬁed people
who can turn that data into useful information
are often quite limited. Another problem that
HR - as well as many other departments that
handle personal information - face is security.

For HR, big data presents an ideal opportunity
to create better business results. For those who
are willing to understand big data analytics and
act carefully, it can improve every aspect of their
business.

They are required to be exceedingly careful since
private information concerning employees can be quite
sensitive and their misuse could lead to legal penalties.
Finally, since algorithms that are used within big data
analysis are still far from being completely reliable
about decision making, such as hiring, promoting
or ﬁring, these decisions must be made by people.
Therefore, big data analytics algorithms should only be
used as a consulting tool instead of replacing humans.

1

Demographic
developments

2

Salary and future
commitments

3

Performance
measurements

4

Employee
engagement

5

Employee healthiness

Combination
Refinement
Clean-up
Anonymize

Analyze the datasets to identify
patterns, correlations to build
predictive models

Import from existing systems in
one database

Figure 4: Exemplary usage of employee data to build predictive models (Source: Ginkgo Research, 2019)
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Approaches to solutions
There are no “silver bullet” solutions and rarely bestpractices to tackle these kind of personnel related
challenges. On the one hand because of the inherent
differences in every organization and on the other
hand due to the pace of the economic, sociological
and technology changes. The best example for the
fundamental impact of e.g. a technological change
is the introduction of the iPhone eleven years ago
and how it changed our ways of working, thinking
and living.
Every generation has different perceptions and
opinions how something should be done. Statistics
show that the generation of the baby-boomers will
retire in the next five to seven years. This means,
that companies have exactly this timeframe to
incorporate changes in their organizations to meet
the changed expectations of the workforce. These
new expectations refer mostly to the management of
their respective superiors and the way how a workday
is organized. For employees of the generation Y and
Z, flexibility is one of the most important factors.
The basis for that is the management with goals and
objectives.
This mind-set requires to challenge the actual
processes and helps to include levels of flexibility
in the work environment which will have profound
effects on the productivity of the employees. The
developments of the fourth industrial revolution
are showing a lot of possible methods and tools
which would benefit the employees as well as the
companies. Apart from that, quantitative surveys
showed that the salary is still an important factor
for the workforce, but it is far away from being the
most important one as it was in earlier years and
decades. A study has shown, that 36% of employees
would give up $5,000 a year in salary to be happier
at work.11 Employee compensation is a short-term
solution which satisfies short-term needs, when not
raised significantly periodically.

9

The overall aim of HR departments should be to
provide companies with insights to better understand
possible long-term needs of the staff and how they
can align them with e.g. organizational optimization
of the company. With the goal of identifying all
pain points and value drivers of their employees,
companies need a holistic and transparent view
on their employees which allows them to identify
threats, derive measures and evaluate their success.
The first step is a common understanding regarding
the way of working, the company culture and the
way in which employees should be managed. This
leads to an understanding of how the organization
should be built. Any discussion about tools and
technology should follow this step and incorporate
chosen strategic and organizational concepts.
Changes regarding organization, personnel and
culture are critical endeavors which should be
implemented with caution and enough time.
Initiatives in this area mostly aren’t failing because
of budget or time constraints but because of the
impatience of management. As mentioned earlier,
there is no simple pattern for employee management
in the future. Nevertheless, every manager has
the opportunity to gain loyalty of employees with
the following nine steps to improve productivity.

1

Measure employee engagement: Start
measuring employees’ passion about work
and the work environment.

.

2

Identify what employees like: By gathering
praise in addition to concerns, your company
can find out if its engagement efforts
make a meaningful, lasting contribution to
employees.

3

Help employees see the big picture:
Employees want to contribute and make a
difference. Help them to see the big picture
and how they contribute to a functioning

10
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whole. This will also empower employees to
make decisions, which raises commitment.

4

Use training to increase confidence:
Employees need training to do their
job confidently and to facilitate career
advancement.

5

Promote team building: Encourage team
building activities among employee groups
to create trust and acceptance. Strong, loyal
teams provide acceptance, and teamwork
between departments provides positive
communication and work atmosphere.

6
7

Build a supportive environment: Often,
dissatisfaction with wages and benefits
masks problems that relate back to
acceptance by a team or manager.
Encourage employees to be outspoken.

interdisciplinary teams, depending on the size of the
organization, that deliver their results and messages
anonymously. With this method, management
can identify possible weak spots and find room for
improvement. Companies can orientate themselves
as depicted in figure 5.

Happiness

Loyalty

Leadership

Productivity

Technology

Figure 5: Relationships of factors to build employee

Do not be afraid to tell the truth: Respect
your employees through degrees of
transparency. Give your employees
information to understand shifts in
corporate policy.

8

Recognize
employee
contributions:
Recognition from a supervisor of at least
two ranks above an employee makes
a meaningful, engaging difference in
employee morale.

9

Controlling of measures: Use DMAIC cycles
to control the effects and benefits of the
implemented measures. Use this method
also to assess yourself and your actions.

Besides the daily use of these nine steps, if a
company wants to take on this journey, transparency
is key and therefore data is key. Regular employee
surveys can be a first step for companies but
normally they will deliver the same old results and
insights. It is therefore recommended to build small

loyalty, productivity and happiness (Source: Ginkgo
Research, 2019)

The basis for productivity is always leadership that
reflects the needs of the employees and a state-of-theart technology that fits the current and future business
needs. If that foundation is in place, companies
should concentrate their activities on measures
that foster productivity, happiness and loyalty.
Unfortunately, there are no interchangeable
measure that will work in every company and
every department, every time. The leadership of a
company has to understand how the way we work
is already changing and will change in the upcoming
years. To be in the hunt for high profile employees,
they must adapt to that circumstance. The following
figure is specifying the actual situation and compares
the current working culture with the working life of
employees in the future.12
Therefore, it is important that leadership and
employees work together to find solutions that

11
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benefits the organization and the personnel at
the same time with the common goal to achieve
higher productivity, more innovation and higher
retention. An important side effect is that
management shows to the employees, that they
are taking the needs of the employees seriously

Working culture as-is
• Very rigid hierarchies with
only little room for innovation
and development
• Expectations of employees are
often not a part in
organizational strategies
• Management philosophies are
often time- and not goal
orientated
• Short term goals prevent long
term changes of the culture
and the organization
• Loyalty of employees is
constantly dropping
• Social skills of young
employees are not enough
developed

and that they are an integral part of the company.
If detailed measures are identified, the company
should not be hesitant to pilot them in a department
or small area in the organization and if they are
working, spread them out to other departments.

Working life for employees in the future
Leadership and culture
• Management with
the help of goals, not
time
• Expectations of
employees need to
be assessed
periodically
• Transparency and
participation is a
must have
Digitalization
• Digitalization,
integrated and
harmonized IT
systems
• State of the art IT
infrastructure is the
baseline for
productivity in the
future

Leadership
and culture

Flexibility

Happiness
Digitalization

Development
of employees

Flexibility
• Work- and private
life will merge into a
flow with greater
flexibility and
responsibility for the
employees
• Processes and
decision making has
to be aligned to that
flexibility
Productivity
• Productivity of the
employee needs to
be the center of the
strategic efforts
• Influence factors of
productivity needs
to be assessed
periodically to derive
goal orientated
measures

Companies need a holistic approach to manage employees flexible and target orientated. Aligning
different measures to gain productivity within the organization and the employees is important.

Figure 6: Working life as-is and in the future (Source: Ginkgo Research, 2019)

Summary and first steps of implementation
As stated, employees are the most important asset
for a company, especially in times of digitalization
and scarcity of talent. Therefore, the most important
information for management is what kind of
employees does the company need in the future.
After different customer engagements in several
industries, Ginkgo recommends the following steps to
tackle this issue in a sustainable manner. Besides the
already mentioned need for transparency, the first

step is to create the awareness that change is required.
Key questions are:

1

What is the strategic situation of the
company and which employees are needed
in the future to achieve the strategic goals?

2

How good is my retention rate in comparison
to my competitors and what are the reasons
for the results?

12
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3

What is the cultural situation in the
organization? Is there a gap between
expectations
of
employees
and
management and if yes, why is that the
case?

The main output from this phase is the case for change,
which outlines the necessity for a transformation.
This case states the current situation of the company
with regards to human resources and the organization
as well as actual challenges and emerging threats.
These examples could be, for instance, a high
retention rate or a high average age of employees.
It is important that the management team
acknowledges that the organization needs to
change, recognizes potential and significant
benefits and has engaged employees to conduct
further analysis. Possible further results are age
analyses or demographic outlooks for the company
and the market, possible references from other
companies currently facing similar problems.
The second step is the combination of the
results of the key questions with the company’s
strategy to identify gaps between the long-term
goals of the organization and the current state.

The outcomes will lead to a better understanding
of the situation and are necessary to derive
measures going forward, weather they are
cultural, technical or strategy based. To measure
the success of the initiative, 24 factors that
influence employee productivity and 44 metrics
to quantify these factors have been developed.13
Ginkgo Management Consulting has an in-depth
understanding of the employee and management
aspects of this topic as well as the needed technical
expertise and a strong track record of bringing all
sides together as depicted in figure 7.
The journey to put your people first, is a journey
that the whole organization has to go together.
Organizations are responsible for the development
and healthiness of their employees. This was
already the case before, but now it is a much more
needed prerequisite than ever for a company to
be successful. This challenge can’t be solved by HR
departments alone and is a task for every manager,
every day of the week.

Phase I: Analysis of current situation
• Analysis with key questions and assessment of the actual situation and
complexity of the challenges

Phase I

Phase II: Derivation of measures
• Development of measures based on results of analyses
• Clustering and prioritization based on the companies strategy

Phase III: Implementation of measures
• Implementation of the defined measures
• Conception of a controlling environment

Phase II

The approach is a recurring process to assess the success of the implemented measures to
change or optimize them if deemed necessary.
Figure 7: Ginkgo approach (Source: Ginkgo Research, 2019)

Phase III
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