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Chapter 4 then examines the impact of these technologies on the evolution of the 
world of work and on management methods.

To close, the final chapters look ahead to the major drivers of transformation and 
challenges facing HR leaders:
• What world of work are we heading towards?
• What role will technology play in it?
• How will HR be reconfigured?

Other forces at play
While technology is undoubtedly a huge driver of change, other forces are also impacting 
how organisations can operate. In this report, we examine environmental issues, and 
explore the parallel possibilities of digital and environmental transition.

We illustrate how organisations are at the threshold of crucial choices. As new and more 
sustainable organisational models emerge, there will be profound implications for our 
societies, our economies, and of course HR professionals.

After months of research and interviews with HR specialists, Julhiet Sterwen and 
Top Employers Institute are pleased to present this report revealing the latest 
technology trends in HR. 

We publish this report in highly unusual and uncertain times. With the coronavirus 
pandemic in full swing, leading organisations have had to rapidly evolve their business 
models and way of work in a short period of time to mitigate the virus threat. 

Next to that, they have faced a related challenge: how to use the increasingly powerful 
capabilities of technology to keep their businesses afloat. 

The seemingly unstoppable spread of technology blurs the line between people’s private 
and working lives. Many employees may be feeling anxious for a return to the normalities 
of the past.

Digital challenges for HR
This report focuses on HR perspectives for the digital era:
• What benefits and opportunities do new technologies and their “human” possibilities 

represent for HR? 
• Where are leading organisations headed? 
• Which technologies are most likely to be used by HR departments?

New frontiers
To sharpen our vision – and yours – we decided to focus on technologies that are gaining 
traction in the HR world today. 

The first three chapters present the origins, benefits, risks and examples of current uses for
• Artificial Intelligence,
• Big Data,
• chatbots,
• robots, and
• virtual and augmented realities.

Introduction

Towards the international
This new edition of the White Paper reaches an international audience.

The global network of Top Employers Institute and that 
of Julhiet Sterwen, know as The Transformation League, 
have shared their experiences and most remarkable 
innovations.

You can discover some of them in this publication. You will then be able to 
extend the experience online, discovering new international testimonials on 
Julhiet Sterwen's website.
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Artificial Intelligence and Big Data: 
Optimising the use of data for recruitment and talent development

a. | Origins and definitions of Artificial Intelligence and Big Data

Although Artificial Intelligence and Big Data only started to boom in recent years, these 
concepts have been around for a long time. In fact, both ideas first came to life in the 
1950s, as the following timeline shows.

Do you use Siri? Google Assistant? A GPS? Then you are already using Artificial 
Intelligence and Big Data. In the context of work, the reality remains quite different. Big 
Data and Artificial Intelligence are still at an early stage of development in HR. While 
there is high expectation about what benefits they could bring, the level of fear is also 
high. 

2006-2018
 • A French start-up develops the 

NAO robot which presents itself as a 
10-year-old child capable of moving, 
interacting and learning 

 • Apple rolls out “Siri'

 • A humanoid robot designed to 
recognize emotions is developped

1964-1972
 • Massachuetts Institute of 
Technology develops the first conversational 
programme, Eliza 

 • Standford Research Institute develops the 
first robot able to move around on its own 
by analysing its environmentAugust 1955

Summer workshop on Artificial 
Intelligence at the University of 
Darmouth, United States 

October 1950
Alan Turing develops a test 
that evaluates the effectiveness 
of Artificial Intelligence in a 
conversation with humans

August 1956
The University of Darmouth officially 
founds a new computer discipline: 
Artificial Intelligence

May 1997
Computer Deep Blue defeats world chess champion Garry 
Kasparov

AI Winter 

Source : ©Julhiet Sterwen

History of Artificial Intelligence

https://siecledigital.fr/2018/08/20/histoire-intelligence-artificielle
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Big Data – processing large amounts of information
Everything people do on the internet eventually becomes raw material for Big Data. The 
notion of Big Data covers the ability to process all digital data that exists on the internet 
in structured formats (“files”) or unstructured formats known as “free text”. 

The challenge for organisations is to be able to process large quantities of data using 
IT tools and sophisticated mathematical and statistical models. Moreover, the volume 
of accessible data is constantly increasing, measured in petabytes, exabytes or even 
zettabytes. 

Every organisation gets to choose its own data management techniques and algorithms, 
opening almost infinite possibilities. This has also unlocked new career opportunities as 
witnessed by the increasing demand for people skilled in data science and data analytics.

Artificial Intelligence – reproducing human intelligence
Marvin Lee Minsky, one of the early promoters of Artificial Intelligence, defined the 
new technology as “building computer programmes that engage in tasks currently 
performed better by human beings. Tasks that require high-level mental processes such 
as perceptual learning, memory and critical thinking”.

Recent definitions establish that Artificial Intelligence aims to “understand how human 
perception works and reproduce it; to create cognitive processes comparable to those of 
humans,” according to Villani (2018) and the industry association AI Paris.2

Source : ©Julhiet Sterwen

 • Data means the set of information that feed into algorithms to solve a 
defined problem.

 • The larger the data set, the more the machine can process complex 
problems.

 • Possible data sources: texts, images, videos, business data, etc.

Artificial
Intelligence 

Technology Algorithms

Data

Algorithms represent the steps that must be followed for the 
machine to process data and produce an end result.

A strong technological backbone is essential. Volume, speed and 
energy consumed are essential factors to allow algorithms to 
extract data faster.

Artificial Intelligence and Big Data

Three key ingredients for Artificial 
Intelligence to work properly

https://aiparis.fr/
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Artificial Intelligence and Big Data

b. | How organisations currently use Big Data and Artificial Intelligence 

Big Data

Main uses:
• Analysis
• Modelling
• Forecasting

Some examples:
• Retail: organisations use Big Data to 

better understand customer needs 
and offer personalised products. 

• Automobile: car manufacturers use 
data to target their existing con-
sumers, bypassing traditional car 
dealerships.

• Insurance: organisations use Big Data 
for risk prediction and prevention. 

Artificial Intelligence

Main uses:
• Automating processes
• Anticipating human behaviour 
• Dealing with customer queries

Some examples:
• Customer service: organisations use 

Artificial Intelligence to develop tools 
such as Apple’s virtual assistant, Siri. 

• Automobile: driverless cars leverage 
Artificial Intelligence to analyse and 
respond to situations on the road.

• Cybersecurity: organisations rely on 
Artificial Intelligence to analyse and 
pre-empt risks.

c. | Example uses in HR 

Recruitment
Recruitment (internal or external) is one of the HR processes most susceptible to 
automation. From candidate selection to onboarding and internal mobility, there is great 
potential for organisations to leverage Big Data and Artificial Intelligence throughout 
every step of the candidate journey, to offer candidates the responsiveness and 
transparency they have come to expect from recruiters.

Job advertisements
Recruiters have access to Artificial Intelligence solutions to help find the best applicants 
for their job offers. These tools match job offers with potential candidates by cross-
referencing keywords and career paths (e.g. on LinkedIn profiles) with the job in 

question. These applications also help recruiters to write the content for their job offers, 
suggesting appropriate language by analysing a wide range of similar postings. The 
software continually refines its proposals by examining the success of each job ad in 
terms of recruitment metrics and the suitability of the applications received.

Sourcing 
Several professional platforms for recruitment professionals use Artificial Intelligence to 
review CVs and identify the best candidates. On LinkedIn, for example, CV selection is 
no longer only based on keyword search alone. The algorithm also makes it possible to 
specifically target “active” profiles – people potentially receptive to solicitations, according 
to their response rate to recruiters. A recruiter can thus prioritise their outreach efforts 
by focusing on candidates most interested in a new role.

Matching
As the labour market remains extremely competitive for skilled profiles, matching 
is now a key step. Through Big Data, recruiters can manually or automatically pair a 
candidate to a job posting. The data ranks candidates according to the match between 
their experience and those expected for the position. Parameters include factors such as 
years of experience in the profession, educational certifications, or location.

Internal mobility
Big Data allows organisations to create internal databases where they can list the skills 
of their employees and record people’s individual career/mobility preferences. HR can 
create a report for each internal job vacancy supplemented by training recommendations 
for internal candidates who partially meet the requirements. The combination of Big 
Data and Artificial Intelligence makes it possible to better develop employees’ individual 
career paths and skills.

Rediscovery
Artificial Intelligence can intervene in the efforts of recruiters to “rediscover” talents. We 
know that, most of the time, unsuccessful past applications fall into oblivion. Artificial 
Intelligence can classify, and archive rejected applicants (also internal candidates) and 
retrieve old CVs if they match with a newly created vacancy. 
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Artificial Intelligence and Big Data

Human versus machine: 
The example of the SourceCon Grandmaster Challenge

The SourceCon GrandMaster Challenge is a well-known talent sourcing contest 
organised every year for people in the recruitment field.

In a recent edition of the event, contestants were asked to: 
• Download a file of three job postings: Ground Service Agent, Systems 

Administrator, and Product Manager. (The job offers were real but modified 
since they were first posted online.) 

• Download a 5 500 CV database. 
• Search these CVs to identify people who would have been approached for the 

positions, interviewed, or hired by a secret employer.

Points were given when the right resumes were found and filed correctly (i.e. the 
person was approached, interviewed or hired).

However, this time, the recruiters were not only competing against each other 
as an Artificial Intelligence sourcing tool that was developed by Brilent also took 
part in the challenge.

The result? Recruiters worked in their traditional way, taking between 4 and 
25 hours to search and submit their entries. For highly qualified profiles, search 
time extended beyond 30 hours.

They were not even closely competitive against the machine, which took 
3.2 seconds to deliver its results.

Management decisions
As organisations further consolidate their HR information systems into an integrated IT 
landscape, or “single sources of truth”, there is plenty of scope to leverage HR data to 
better inform management decisions. 

Research from the Top Employers Institute Best Practices Survey of more than 1 600 of 
the world’s most advanced organisations shows that while a high majority of leading 
organisations currently have an HR information system in place, 58% say they are 
currently able to derive meaningful metrics from the software. 

Perhaps surprisingly, the research also reveals that one in four leading organisations are 
currently training their HR teams on “how to make their data talk”, which means that 
many HR managers struggle to present reports from their HR data to managers 
from other job functions. As a result of these dynamics, most leading organisations 
agree that they do not use their HR information systems solutions to make well-informed 
management decisions. 

We expect the value of big HR data to grow strongly over the years to come, as HR 
managers gain greater experience and confidence in data reporting and analytics, backed 
up of course by Artificial Intelligence and the right IT tools.

Global Africa Europe LatAm APAC

2020 2020 2020 2020 2020

14% 13% 17% 9% 5%
Source: Top Employers Institute

There is a wide variation in the use of HR information systems data 
for business decision making.

% of leading organisations who use their HR information systems to provide 
managers with dashboards that help them make the business decisions:

Testimony from Saint-Gobain illustrating this application of AI for the HR 
talent development process. The HR Analytics project. – Page 47

To go 
further

https://www.sourcecon.com/human-vs-machine-who-sources-best-the-results-of-the-2017-grandmaster-competition/
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Training and development 
Individual employees learn differently depending on their work environment, age, career 
experience, and personal interests. Now, Artificial Intelligence can synthesise this data 
to determine the most appropriate learning style for a group of people who need to be 
trained. This is an effective way for HR to design, plan and organise large-scale trainings.

Coaching and mentoring 
Artificial Intelligence-based solutions for online coaching and mentoring have the power 
to analyse the content of employees’ feedback. For example, through the analysis of 
surveys, tools can generate recommendations for managers to improve their leadership 
style and performance. This concept is called “robot coaching”. After giving the advice, 
the tools can also detect if the guidance has been effective in changing certain behaviours. 

“Just in time” performance support 
Some organisations use software programs to help them apply high-performance 
practices. These systems capture good practices to disseminate and replicate them 
throughout the company through alerts, advice, and recommendations. Directly 
integrated into the workflow of a production line, for example, these practices can be 
accessible to employees right when they are needed.

d. | Ethical issues to consider

We expect to see the introduction of more legislation around Big Data and Artificial 
Intelligence in the years to come. 
 
In the EU, the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) governs the growing 
challenges of the value of data and the risks associated with information processing. The 
GDPR regulations contain severe penalties and risks for organisations that fail to comply. 

Elsewhere, Canada is leading the way in regulating Artificial Intelligence. In 2017, it be-
came the first country to take an official position by publishing the Montreal Declaration 
for the regulation of this technology.

Artificial Intelligence and Big Data

Yet there are still many grey areas in existing national and international laws. A recent 
French parliamentary report on Artificial Intelligence lead by Cédric Villani, a mathematician 
turned politician, highlighted a key blind spot: algorithms. Many of the practices involved in 
developing Artificial Intelligence and analysing Big Data involve algorithms; we expect to 
see more legislation regulating algorithms over the years to come.

Testimonial of Markus Graf, Head of Talent Management Europe 
and Sub-Saharan Africa on how technology is rolled out inside 
PepsiCo. – Page 50

To go 
further

https://www.cnil.fr/fr/comprendre-le-rgpd
https://www.cnil.fr/fr/les-enjeux-de-2018-2-accompagner-linnovation
https://www.declarationmontreal-iaresponsable.com/
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What does research from Top Employers Institute 
reveal? 

Of the more than 1 600 certified Top Employers surveyed in 
2019, 83% indicated that they are equipped with HRIS platforms.

More than half of these companies (58%) are capable of deriving 
metrics from it, via an online application that allows segmentation 
and dynamic filters.

However, the second largest source of business data, after 
customer data, is personal data.

Having data without systematically processing it is particularly 
linked to a reluctance to deal with the legal uncertainties in this 
domain. A quarter of these companies do not train their HR 
teams in "data processing" or support them so that the Business 
Partners can present their data to their operational units. Finally, 
in terms of transparency, while 80% of employees often have 
access to these platforms and their personal (and therefore 
individual) information, 77% of managers have a consolidated 
view of their teams.

The HR activity most favourable to the deployment of AI seems 
to be the recruitment for the moment.

Artificial Intelligence and Big Data



|   Technology and People at Work: Reshaping HR11 |   Technology and People at Work: Reshaping HR11

Automating HR activities:  
Robots, chatbots, and Robotic Process Automation
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Automating HR activities:  
Robots, chatbots, and Robotic Process Automation

Social robots in professional use 
Work on humanoid robotics began in Japan in the 1980s, and was sponsored by 
the country’s government. The programme developed a series of machines with 
heads and bodies designed to reproduce, as much as possible, human gestures.

In Europe, many well-known organisations – including Carrefour, SNCF, Renault 
and HSBC – have adapted these robots and tested them with their customers. 
For example, Renault currently uses the social robot “Pepper” (launched in 2014) 
to welcome customers at 120 French branches. HSBC also uses a robot at its 
bank branches, working alongside humans in a customer service role.

The idea of a machine being endowed with its own form of life and autonomy has existed 
since the dawn of the industrial era. Yet automation of work remains a key subject of 
debate. Is it ethical? How can we best deploy the technology without risking huge job 
losses? This discussion becomes increasingly relevant as technology creates robots, 
chatbots and software capable of doing increasingly complex tasks faster and more 
autonomously than humans.

a. | Robots 

While robots perform an increasingly sophisticated range of functions, we can distinguish 
two main categories of robots in operation today.

Types of robots used in 2020

Industrial robots

Industrial robots came into force in 
the 1970s thanks to developments in 
electronics and technology. Originally, 
they were isolated from workers and kept 
in secure spaces. Nowadays, people and 
robots usually work together, almost like 
colleagues. This technology is currently 
deployed in areas such as the military 
and manufacturing. Industrial robots are 
also used in hospitals, with robotic arms 
helping doctors to carry out complex 
surgical operations.

Service robots (social robots)

The second type of robot has a “service” 
or “social” function. They can perform 
tasks such as cleaning floors, welcoming 
visitors to tourist destinations or helping 
customers with information inside a 
shop. Leveraging Artificial Intelligence, 
these robots reproduce, as much as 
possible, human gestures. Within their 
environments they can evolve in an 
autonomous way. 

Examples of social 
robots used in 
professional contexts

Types of robots and 
professional uses

To go further  softbankrobotics.com, hoomano.com, intuitive-robots.com

https://www.softbankrobotics.com/emea/fr/index
http://hoomano.com/
https://www.intuitive-robots.com/spark-solution/
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A robot as a manager?
A 2018 study of 1320 US executives and HR specialists conducted by Oracle and the 
research organisation Future Workplace indicates that 93% of those surveyed would trust 
the instructions of a robot at work instead of a manager. 

These respondents explained their preference for Artificial Intelligence by the fact that 
robots would be better than managers at providing objective and unbiased information 
(36%), respecting working hours (34%), solving problems (29%), managing a budget 
(26%), answering confidential questions without fear of being inspected (21%), and 
evaluating team performance (20%). 

On the other hand, respondents felt that managers remain better qualified than robots 
to understand their feelings (45%), coach them (33%), create or promote a work culture 
(29%), assess team performance (26%), solve a problem (25%), and provide supervision 
and guidance (24%).

There is hope for humans yet. 

Automating HR activities

Robots for HR activities
Although there are not many known professional uses of robots in HR, opportunities 
are emerging, both in terms of quality of life at work and to strengthen the employer 
brand. In the long term, they may even be used in the context of recruitment assistance 
or training animation.

Robots and the coronavirus 
COVID-19 has triggered an important new use for service robots. Several of them 
have been adapted to support healthcare workers, both in Asia and in Europe to:

• disinfect rooms in hospitals or nursing homes,
• connect remotely with patients' families,
• distribute medicines to the sick, or
• take people’s temperature remotely, via thermal sensors. 

From an HR perspective, robots 
may also facilitate a return to 
on-site work in other industries. 
The machines may be able to 
assist with procedures such 
as ensuring social distancing, 
distributing face masks and 
monitoring employees’ body 
temperatures.

Testimony from Société Générale, on their ongoing trials and 
innovations, will give you some ideas in this regard – Page 52

To go 
further

http://www.oracle.com/us/products/applications/oracle-ai-at-work-report-5037501.pdf
https://ubtrobot.com/blogs/ubtech-blog/ubtech-epidemic-prevention-robots-build-a-first-line-of-defense?ls=en
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Automating HR activities

A chatbot for every human need
Chatbots with different levels of complexity

The degree of complexity and accuracy of the chatbot evolves according to the level of intelligence it carries in its system, 
as shown in the following diagram.

AI

No 
AI

Evolved Chatbot
• Responds to varied and complex requests; 

simulates human emotions
• Continuous learning through conversations 

(machine learning)
• Autonomous

• Understands natural language built on 
complex frameworks

•  Machine learning: uses database analysed by 
an algorithm (e.g. e-mail exchanges, log files 
for customer complaints and objections)

• Uses graphic elements: call-to-action buttons or 
carousels

• Discussion guided by conversational agent 
according to the pre-defined scenarios

•  Predefined responses, error messages for queries 
that cannot be processed

Simple chatbot
• Predefined responses to standard queries
• Framework of pre-established scenarios

Source: ©Julhiet Sterwen

b. | Chatbots 

Nowadays, whether you want to order a pizza or book a flight, a plethora of simple tasks 
can be done through chatbots, simply and quickly. Chatbots are automated tools or 
software that let people communicate with organisations in natural, everyday language, 
either in writing or verbally. “Always-on” availability make these services a powerful lever 
for customer loyalty.

The first chatbot was developed in 1966. Created by Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology professor Joseph Weizenbaum, “Eliza” was designed with psychotherapeutic 
aims. Weizenbaum reformulated patients' statements through questions. The bot was so 
effective that patients felt as if they were talking to a human being. 
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Performance management
• With the help of chatbots, the collection of information from employees and 

managers for the annual assessment process can be made more efficient and faster. 
• Chatbots can collect data in real time from questions employees are asking about 

the process. This allows HR to determine the issues encountered by employees. This 
technique makes it possible to analyse their feelings and thus estimate their level of 
satisfaction. 

Deployment in HR 
After cutting their teeth in marketing, chatbots are beginning to make their mark on the 
HR landscape. They can now be found supporting administrative tasks in departments 
such as shared service centres, as well as in talent development processes, from 
recruitment to performance evaluation and training. 

HR administration
• With the help of chatbots, organisations can manage their HR administration. 

Employees use bots to perform tasks such as finding out their holiday balance, 
informing of their absence or following the progress of their training.

• The bot interface collects simple administrative questions and answers them in real 
time for employees using a stock of scripts and prepared answers. 

Example:
• French social protection group Malakoff Humanis offers a chatbot to small to 

medium-sized companies that allows them to manage all employee requests: 
expense reports, holiday management, viewing pay slips, and more.

Recruitment
• Some chatbots offer candidates a “guided search” to propose offers that correspond 

to the candidate's wishes. Search parameters include the type of contract sought, the 
sector and location in which the job seeker would like to work.

• Other chatbots focus on pre-selection of candidates using personality tests or 
technical tests. 

Examples: 
• BNP Paribas uses a chatbot that allows candidates to prepare for their interview 

questions.
• L’Oréal uses a bot that filters and sorts candidate profiles. If a candidate applies for a 

vacancy that does not match their profile, they may be redirected to another vacancy. 
• McDonalds pre-selects profiles through a chatbot that interacts with candidates to 

gather key details (identity, type of contract, years of experience, etc.) to populate 
the candidate file.

Automating HR activities

Implementing a chatbot in HR: Key success factors

If you want to implement a chatbot in your organisation, we recommend the 
following:
• Centre the purpose of the bot on a limited, precise perimeter to maximise its 

efficiency.
• Involve users upfront during the design and test phases.
• Use natural language in the bot – words that users would want to hear from 

a human being.
• Choose the right vendor for your industry or sector.
• Regularly analyse statistics on the bot’s performance (e.g. the number of 

conversations).
• Dedicate human resources to the ongoing improvement of the bot (e.g. bot 

coach).

https://www.cadre-dirigeant-magazine.com/manager/chatbots-debarquent-ressources-humaines/
https://www.usine-digitale.fr/article/ces-2017-malakoff-mederic-lance-une-application-rh-pour-les-tpe-pme.N484229
https://www.lemagit.fr/etude/IA-RH-LOreal-lance-un-chatbot-recruteur-parce-que-les-candidats-le-valent-bien
https://rmsnews.com/chatbot-rh-recrutement-fantasme-espoir
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Automating HR activities

to company networks or even sending automated welcome e-mails to the new hire on 
topics such as access to the company restaurant.

Payroll administration
Payroll management is based on fundamental rules and there is little margin for error. 
For HR, it mainly involves checking data, making updates or changes. Robotic Process 
Automation can automate these processes and track salary transfers, bonuses or payroll 
adjustments in an automatic manner, limiting the risk of human errors.  

Management of departures
Robotic Process Automation also supports the process of employee departures. It 
consolidates the data of outgoing employees, generates official documents and material 
such as employer certificates. It processes the final payroll and related benefits. It can 
also remove an outgoing employee's access to the company’s IT network.

c. | Robotic Process Automation 

Robotic Process Automation is a form of business process automation technology based 
on software. According to Mani Tripathi (2018), Robotic Process Automation consists 
of the use of software that mimics human actions while interacting with computer 
applications and performing tasks based on pre-established rules and/or learning.  

Types of Robotic Process Automation used in 2020

Today, Robotic Process Automation is present in many sectors, including insurance, 
banking and finance, energy and health. Adoption rates are quite significant in North 
America, with a rate of 54%, compared to 34% in Western Europe. 

Deployment in HR
For HR, process automation is an attractive proposition to reduce the number of 
repetitive administrative tasks and focus on areas of greater added value. Here are some 
examples of how it can be used. 

Candidate screening 
The candidate selection process can be a tedious and time-consuming step. Robotic 
Process Automation can facilitate CV selection by classifying and indexing them by 
keywords. It can also compare information from different profiles and process the data 
collected from documents and CVs.

Contracts and offers
Documents related to job offers or employment contracts must comply with government 
regulations while being accessible to the candidate. Robotic Process Automation allows 
these documents to be processed quickly, checked, entered, and archived, lowering the 
risk of human error in the process.

Onboarding
For a smooth transition for the new employee, Robotic Process Automation allows 
organisations to launch key actions such as ordering IT equipment, setting up access 

Use of automated tracking, 
screening or candidate 
management in recruitment 
(global data)

85% of Top Employers 
use automation

Use of chatbots in recruitment 
(global data)

How leading employers are using Robotic Process Automation 
in recruitment

use chatbots10%
Significant regional 
difference: 
19% in Asia versus 
9% in Europe 

Source: Top Employers Institute 2020 Best Practices Survey
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d. | A change management challenge

Next to the data quality and security issues around automating HR activities, there is 
another vexing challenge for HR managers: change management. 

If organisations do not consider the psychological side of adopting new technologies 
– in particular, the fear felt by many employees – it is likely that automated solutions 
will struggle to find acceptance. HR leaders must actively support their IT leaders and 
business transformation teams from the outset, giving advice on change management 
and making sure employee needs are reflected from the outset and downstream in the 
deployment of solutions.

Automating HR activities
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Virtual reality and augmented reality:  
Improving the candidate and employee experience
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It is difficult to talk about new technologies without looking at virtual reality and 
augmented reality. Although their use remains limited to a few specific cases in HR, this 
could quickly change over the coming years. 

a. | Origins and definitions: virtual reality and augmented reality

Virtual reality and augmented reality have been around since the 1970s, but only in 
recent years has the global market for these solutions started to boom. Demand for 
virtual reality and augmented reality is forecast to reach approximately €134 billion by 
2025, with 48.8% annual growth expected over the next five years, according to VynZ 
Research.

Virtual reality and augmented reality:  
Improving the candidate and employee experience

Virtual reality explained

Virtual reality stimulates multiple areas 
of people’s brains, giving an immersive 
experience so complete that people are 
deceived into thinking and feeling that 
what they are seeing is real.

Unlike other media such as smartphones 
or books, a virtual reality device – usually 
a headset – makes the brain forget about 
the presence of the medium. 

Immersion pushes a person to react 
and behave as if they were in a real 
situation, provoking extremely natural 
and instinctive reactions.

Augmented reality explained

Combining the real and virtual worlds, 
augmented reality is significantly different 
to virtual reality. 

Rather than fully immerse users in a virtual 
world, augmented reality adds elements 
such as text, image, video, animation or 
sound to enrich the person’s immediate 
environment. 

Examples of augmented reality in 
widespread use include QR codes placed 
on real-world objects, “filters” on social 
networks like Instagram, or video games 
such as Pokemon Go, which become a 
global hit in 2016. 

Virtual reality: a brief timeline

1980s
Early prototypes 
show promise

• Researchers at 
the University  
of Utah, USA, 
build the first  
VR headset.

• The device 
includes a glove 
that allows users 
to send informa-
tion to a com-
puter by moving 
their fingers.

1990s
Companies 
bring it to 
market 

• Nintendo  
attempts to 
launch a video 
game based on 
VR technology  
in Japan.  
However, gamers 
complain of 
nausea and  
headaches.

• The company 
kills the initiative 
and development 
of virtual reality 
worldwide grinds 
to a halt.

2000s
Interest picks  
up again 

• In 2001, SAS 
Cube creates the 
first PC-based 
cubic room, 
which leads to  
the development 
of Virtools VR 
pack.

• Meanwhile, 
Google develops 
a stereoscopic 
3D mode for its 
street-view maps. 

2010s
Serious 
money starts  
to be invested

• 18-year-old  
tech entrepreneur 
Palmer Luckey 
uses a Kickstarter 
campaign to 
create the first 
prototype of 
Oculus Rift, the 
now famous VR 
headset. 

• In 2014, Face-
book acquires 
Oculus VR for $2 
billion

2020s
Several projects  
in development

• Flagship projects 
continue from the 
likes of Google, 
HTC, Sony and  
Samsung. 

• Facebook has 
yet to recoup its 
investment in 
Oculus VR.

https://www.globenewswire.com/news-release/2020/05/29/2041108/0/en/Global-Augmented-Reality-and-Virtual-Reality-Market-is-expected-to-reach-USD-161-1-billion-by-2025-witnessing-48-8-CAGR-during-the-forecast-period-2020-2025-VynZ-Research.html
https://www.globenewswire.com/news-release/2020/05/29/2041108/0/en/Global-Augmented-Reality-and-Virtual-Reality-Market-is-expected-to-reach-USD-161-1-billion-by-2025-witnessing-48-8-CAGR-during-the-forecast-period-2020-2025-VynZ-Research.html
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Virtual reality and augmented reality

Training
With nearly 90% of learners having a positive experience when they first use virtual  
reality, employee satisfaction is often higher than conventional training methods, 
bringing out an element of enjoyment often missing in other training methods. People 
also retain more of the information covered.

Research indicates that people see improvements of up to 30% in what they can 
memorise through VR compared with more traditional learning materials such as 
video or text.

There is no shortage of examples of organisations across different sectors using virtual 
reality in different contexts for training purposes.

• Engineering company SPIE 
Nigeria uses virtual reality 
teleportation glasses and 
cameras to remotely train 
factory-based employees 
and provide guidance from 
subject-matter experts on 
how to handle complex, 
technical issues. Since 
introduction, the employer 
has noted operational 
performance benefits. The 
company has saved 70% in 
travel costs as technical 
experts can work remotely. 
Productivity has grown 
among the local site-based 
staff, with higher levels of 
engagement as employees 
feel empowered to solve issues faster.

Training: Key benefits for employers

Authentic experiences

Employees experience 
real-life situations or 
environments.

Practical skills

Skills learned can 
be applied on the 
job, in the field. 

Flexible exercises 

Employees can repeat 
the experience as often 
as needed.

Emotional support

The multi-sensory 
approach boosts 
emotional intelligence. 

Experience-based

As learners are more 
active, the training 
becomes an experience.

Impactful

More knowledge is 

retained.

While the use of virtual reality and augmented reality in HR remains limited, there are 
many opportunities to innovate. Recruitment, talent management and learning are 
the three areas with the most potential for organisations to start putting these new 
technologies into practice.

Talent acquisition
Today, organisations have several ways to infuse virtual reality into their recruitment, 
onboarding and talent assessment activities. 

• Candidate selection: During the candidate selection phase, recruiters can use virtual 
reality to get a better sense of how candidates would cope with real-life job challenges, 
leading to a better quality of hire. For instance, global consultancy firm Accenture uses 
virtual reality in its UK-Ireland graduate recruitment programme, replacing traditional 
group-based testing with individual virtual reality-based assessments. 

• Office tours: Some employers now use virtual reality to offer tours giving candidates 
an authentic feeling of what the company culture is like, an approach which could be 
equally useful for onboarding new hires.

• Internal mobility: There is also room for virtual reality in selecting candidates for 
internal job vacancies or talent development programmes. For example, American 
mass-market retailer Walmart uses the technology as part of its talent-potential 
assessments for future managers, making them pass a series of tasks using virtual 
reality helmets. 

Talent acquisition: Key benefits for employers

Employer branding

Virtual reality presents an 
innovative, dynamic im-
age, which engages digital  
natives.

Reduction in human bias

It is easier to comply 
with anti-discrimination 
legislation as all candidates 
perform the same exercise 

Higher quality hires

Employers have evidence 
to evaluate how candidates 
handle real-life challenges.

Source: “Serious Games and Recruitment” – a report from French researchers Galois-Faurie & Lacroux (2014)

https://podcast.ausha.co/edtech-france-le-podcast/podcast-3-realite-virtuelle-p2-18-7lufs
https://www.usine-digitale.fr/article/walmart-deploie-un-important-programme-de-formation-en-realite-virtuelle.N547343
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Applying the principles of gamification to training activities

Gamification consists of transposing the mechanisms of a game to universes or 
domains that do not naturally lend themselves to it. Competition, whatever our 
age, activates two very powerful levers in humans:

• A need for recognition. Points, badges and gifts are a good way to reward 
employees – satisfying an innate need for recognition and helping to boost 
levels of motivation.

• A social dimension. A game is a social tool. Sharing, contact and above 
all the ability to compare oneself to others helps employees find their place 
within their social group and reveal their true personalities.

Over the years ahead, gamification, fuelled by virtual reality, will be a powerful 
method for HR departments to create training initiatives and solutions that 
resonate with employees. 

Future uses, risks and limitations
As work becomes increasingly digital, the potential benefits of virtual and augmented 
reality for HR are significant. However, this technology also brings its share of issues and 
challenges, which should not be underestimated. 

• User experience risks. Some researchers have raised concerns about health-related 
risks for users of virtual reality. After one or more sessions, users may find it difficult 
to reconnect with their reality. Madary and Metzinger (2016) assert that virtual reality 
can “manipulate human consciousness” and could trigger symptoms associated with 
depersonalisation/derealisation disorder. Studies conducted by Morel, Bideau, Lardy 
and Kulpa (2015) have shown that sensations felt during virtual reality simulations 
can lead to conflicts between the brain and the inner ear, causing nausea and even 
loss of consciousness.  

Virtual reality and augmented reality

• The British Army trains mass groups of soldiers, at a lower cost, on activities such as 
tank driving, mountaineering, combat training or parachuting, all in a realistic English 
setting.

• Mass-market retailer Walmart prepared one million employees in the USA for the 
Black Friday sales frenzy using virtual reality simulations.

 

Using virtual reality to overcome the limitations of the 70/20/10 learning 
model

Introduced in the 1990s, the 70/20/10 model has long been an important pillar 
of organisations’ training strategies. It says that:

• 70% of people’s knowledge and skills are acquired through experience
• 20% through social interaction
• 10% through formal training. 

Over the years, however, employers have experienced difficulties with the formal 
part of this model. According to the Ebbinghaus forgetting curve, which reveals 
how the human brain memorises information, 80% of the information people 
acquire through classical training methods is forgotten after seven days. 

Virtual reality plays an important role in flattening the curve. According to a study 
in the Education Psychology Review, people retain more information when there 
is multi-sensory and emotional input, something that virtual reality does well. 
Hence, virtual reality can be a useful solution for organisations in building their 
formal training programmes.

https://www.nouvelobs.com/rue89/rue89-nos-vies-connectees/20161227.RUE6070/apres-une-experience-de-realite-virtuelle-le-monde-semble-plat.html
https://www.nouvelobs.com/rue89/rue89-nos-vies-connectees/20161227.RUE6070/apres-une-experience-de-realite-virtuelle-le-monde-semble-plat.html
https://www.nouvelobs.com/rue89/rue89-nos-vies-connectees/20161227.RUE6070/apres-une-experience-de-realite-virtuelle-le-monde-semble-plat.html
https://www.usine-digitale.fr/article/walmart-deploie-un-important-programme-de-formation-en-realite-virtuelle.N547343
https://www.learnupon.com/blog/ebbinghaus-forgetting-curve/
http://nschwartz.yourweb.csuchico.edu/Clark%20&%20Paivio.pdf
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• Conflicts with reality. A related challenge is to avoid the risk of employees developing 
an addiction to the virtual environment as an ideal world where failure does not exist. 

• Practical issues. Other issues to keep in mind include the high upfront investment 
costs, the risk of employees being overloaded with information, and limitations due 
to connectivity (internet bandwidth) in some regions.

Virtual and augmented realities offer interesting uses for the HR function, particularly for 
training and recruitment. But organisations should test their virtual reality innovations 
on pilot populations extensively before large-scale deployment to make sure the user 
experience is optimal.

These rapidly evolving technologies, although costly, make it possible to obtain significant 
results in key areas for HR: in particular, effectiveness and attractiveness of training, 
reliability of recruitment interviews and strengthening of the employer brand.

Virtual reality and augmented reality
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The new world of work:  
The impact on Human Resources management
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b. | The implications for HR

Strategy and execution
While digital workplace initiatives are often led by IT departments, it is important for HR 
teams to be involved in the following areas:
• Definition of the overall strategy
• Change management for employees and teams
• Legal aspects (e.g. data protection, non-discrimination)
• Capability assessments: matching the skills required and the skills available within the 

company, as well as the related training interventions
• Recruitment for new roles such as Chief Digital Officer, Data Scientist, Data Analyst, 

Chatbot Master. (Many of these skillsets are hard to find internally and organisations 
may need to look externally to find the resources they need.)

Optimising HR operations
In the new world of work, technology and data have become essential ingredients 
for optimising human resources management. The shift has already begun in many 
organisations with the implementation of integrated HR IT solutions and other unified 
platforms that centralise and harness data. 

The main goals for the digital workplace in HR departments:

• Automate routine work, such as job postings or recruitment requests, so 
that HR managers can focus on activities with higher added value, thereby 
strengthening their position as strategic partners.

• Improve the quality of organisational decisions. Thanks to the profusion 
of new platforms such as Workday, HR can now provide dashboards to 
management teams with real-time performance on indicators such as gender 
diversity or talent retention. This contributes to building an environment 
where businesses make better decisions.

• Enhance the “customer” experience for employees and managers through 
more user-friendly tools and solutions that can be accessed remotely.

Organisations’ business models are evolving rapidly, a transformation accelerated by the 
COVID-19 crisis. Get ready to see an even greater impact on strategies, ways of working, 
and, above all, employees. 

a. | The new world of work

We have reached a technological turning point and there is no way back. As organisations 
implement new tools and technologies – including those we mentioned in previous 
chapters – the workplace is becoming increasingly digitalised and collaborative. 

Facilitated by tools such as Microsoft Teams, Slack and Jive – as well as more traditional 
solutions such as HR information systems – organisations can offer easy-to-use 
solutions for all kinds of job functions and team environments. This opens the possibility 
for employees to work in new ways, and greatly reduces the need for people to have a 
physical presence in the office.

A culture change
Not just a question of creating new workspaces or implementing new tools, the “digital 
workplace” is also ushering in a culture change, which addresses several dimensions of 
work and generates new ways of working. It helps to meet the growing trend towards 
home working while also meeting the needs of digital nomads who wish work from 
remote locations: even tropical islands.

For employees, the challenge revolves around the blurring between professional and 
private lines. Organisations need to be able to define rules so that everyone finds 
themselves comfortable in this new paradigm, so that the promise of a digital workplace 
responds to the reality of each employee’s work.

The new world of work:  
The impact on Human Resources management

Testimonial of The Business Development Bank of Canada (Banque de 
Développement du Canada, BDC) going through technological and digital 
transformation. – Page 54

To go 
further
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While the strategy may be clear, implementing new systems brings many changes. 
Organisations need to develop new skills within HR to fully exploit the opportunities of 
the digital era. Data analysts, in particular, are needed to take advantage of the data and 
act as advisors.

c. | The implications for people managers and their teams

The impact on people management

The digital workplace has an impact on the way managers should manage, 
coach, and support their teams. According to Jane McConnell, an expert on the 
subject, the digital workplace is a mix of people, organisation and tools. It must 
be understood according to three perspectives: 

• It looks at capabilities of people, of business and of the organisation as a whole.
• It deals with the mindset of the organisation, which is defined as the 

values, expectations and ways of thinking that determine how people in 
organisations respond to situations. Mindset is looked at from three 
dimensions: leadership, organisational culture and managing the digital 
workplace as a strategic asset.

• It covers enablers: processes, structures and reach that make up the “invisible 
infrastructure” of an organisation.

Source: https://www.netjmc.com/

New ways of working
In a trend accentuated by coronavirus restrictions, work is increasingly being done 
remotely: a sizeable number of white-collar employees are working from home 100% of 
the time, or at least on several days a week. And on the rare occasions staff go to the 
office, they are often kept at a safe distance from each other to avoid the risk of virus 
transmission.

The new world of work

This makes it imperative for managers and team members to trust each other, so that 
they can benefit from the advantages of new ways of working.
• For employees, the implications of these developments are more autonomy, more 

responsibility, and a greater need to be proactive in their daily work. 
• For managers, a change of emphasis is therefore required, acting more like coaches 

and change managers instead of the traditional command-and-control model. As 
managers can no longer easily monitor their employees’ time, trust is the fundamental 
ingredient to be built. 

Popularity of flex-working policies 
The most recent global data from Top Employers Institute shows many 
organisations had yet to fully embrace digital working. Due to the impact of 
the coronavirus, we expect to see major differences in these numbers when 
their 2021 survey results are released.

In 2019:

Source: Top Employers Institute 2020 Best Practices Survey

55% 
70%  had a policy for flexible hours.

66% actively managed employees’ working time.

49%  

34%  operated a policy to formally encourage employee networking.

of leading organisations had a formal home-working policy. The  
numbers were highest in Northern Europe and lower in Asia and Africa.

set the rules for digital disconnection and work rhythms 
(higher in Europe).

Testimonial of BNP Paribas Personal Finance – Page 55 To go 
further
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Impact on employee wellbeing
With coronavirus forcing organisations to embrace homeworking, many employees have 
experienced the chance to enjoy a better work-life balance and to be more productive 
in their jobs, along with avoiding long daily commutes. However, not all employees have 
adapted well to the new normality: some miss the social aspect of office life and others 
find their homes ill-equipped for long periods of work.

The risk of non-networking is destructive for organisations and individuals, leading to 
issues such as loneliness and disengagement. This is one of the great issues of the new 
reality we find ourselves in. 

The new world of work

Recommendations for managers

To support their people through this deep cultural transformation, we recommend 
that managers:

• Guide and train team members so that they feel at ease despite the many 
changes affecting their organisations, work environments, and tools. 

• Create the conditions for mutual trust to enable team members to be more 
responsible and autonomous in their daily work.

• Coach team members in their professional development within the digital 
work environment. 

• Make sure each team member feels involved in the daily work rhythms and is 
not suffering unduly from new ways of working.

• Be “ambassadors” and role models for the digital work transformation – gain 
support from team members through leading by example. 

Changing expectations from managers
With the digital workplace, we are witnessing a transition towards a more empowering 
leadership style.

Managers are no longer valued purely for their technical knowledge, but more and 
more for their leadership qualities, organisational skills, team leadership and emotional 
intelligence. This raises the question of management development to equip managers to 
act appropriately in the digital era.

The challenge revolves around the transformation of the manager's role and the need 
to reinvent the role. From now on, the tasks of “command and control” that were once 
assigned to managers are now more easily managed by Artificial Intelligence. However, 
managers have every interest in developing their emotional intelligence, which is their 
added value and the key differentiator expected by employees. 

Organisations should do more to drive employee networking

While 95% of leading organisations say they favour networking and have all the 
tools in place for this: 

Source: Top Employers Institute 2020 Best Practices Survey

50% 34% 26%
have defined 

standards and 
policies.

formally encourage 
the development of 

networking. 

of managers receive 
support on the 

subject.
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The training gaps for managers

According to a study titled Julhiet Sterwen's Digital Workplace Barometer and the French 
market research agency IFOP, managers are aware of the changing requirements of 
their roles. 

The new world of work

44% 29% 25% 24% 20%
Asia Pacific Global Latin 

America
Europe Africa

Source: Top Employers Institute 2020 Best Practices Survey

% leading organisations that planned to offer specific training and 
guidelines to people managers in 2020:

Source: Julhiet Sterwen’s Digital Workplace Barometer and IFOP (2018)

79% agree that digital technology is changing the way they 
 supervise and lead their teams.

63% believe that their role has changed under the digital boom. 

45% feel they have less influence on their employees 
 in their role of supervising and leading teams. 

At the same time, research from Top Employers Institute carried out at the end of 2019 
indicates that only a minority of managers receive formal training on how to carry out 
their people-management responsibilities. Of course, these numbers may look different 
next year given the new challenges of managing teams in the era of coronavirus.
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Thinking ahead:  
Scenarios for what could happen for the future of work and HR
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include differing models for the extraction of raw materials, transport, production, and 
distribution, as well as varying consumer values and behaviours across different countries.

Nevertheless, the seriousness of the threats linked to climate change, the depletion of 
resources and the decline in biodiversity no longer allows this major driver of current 
transformations to be overshadowed.

Four scenarios at the crossroads of digital and environmental 
transformation 

We present hypotheses about the future of work through four different scenarios arising 
from the combinations of the digital and environmental transformations.

What will our business and HR world look like in ten years from now? To help orientate 
you, in this chapter we hypothesise four scenarios based on the most recent research. 

a. | A year of immense transformation

When we look back over 2020, we will no doubt remember it for the trauma of the 
coronavirus pandemic – but also as a year of great transformation: not only in the 
unparalleled disruption of confining half of humanity to its homes, but also the changes 
people have witnessed in their daily rituals, which of course includes work.

The virus has altered many economic, social and environmental debates. Faced with the 
health emergency and the economic shock, government spending has regained a new 
legitimacy. Meanwhile, multinational businesses have reorganised their supply chains, 
accelerating the phenomenon of de-globalisation. 

It appears that two major drivers of transformation will continue to make an impact, 
reinforced by the experience of the pandemic: the digital transition, and the environmental 
transition.
 

We do recognise that giving an equivalent weight to environmental transformation 
may appear controversial, because even though many organisations are sensitive to 
environmental issues, the volume of productive investment remains modest. Challenges 

Thinking ahead:  
Scenarios for what could happen for the future of work and HR

Scenario  
Start-up Nation

All efforts focus on developing new 
technologies

Scenario  
Collapse

Humanity suffers an environmental 
disaster of epic proportions

Digital transformation

Digital transition will continue to be a 
major driver of change in our societies, 
especially after the lifeline that telework-
ing has provided to so many industries.

Environmental transformation

The seriousness of the threats linked 
to climate change, the depletion of our 
planet’s natural resources and the decline 
in biodiversity mean this major vector of 
transformation will continue to occupy an 
important part of the agenda.

Scenario 
Green Growth

The two pillars of digital 
transformation and environmental 

Scenario 
Controlled Downsizing

All efforts focus on the environmental 
transition
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• 2026. A 17-year old hacker is arrested for a cyber-attack against the aforementioned 
Augmented Soldiers Regiment, which killed all its members.

• 2027. Angry former employees of a large hypermarket equipped only with automatic 
cash registers launch a commando operation to empty the food sections.

• 2028. After a debate on Artificial Intelligence, the European Parliament votes a law 
to set limits around human dignity, public liberties, and employment.

• 2029. The annual Davos Forum survey identifies the European Union as the best 
place to invest, because it offers "the most guarantees in terms of respect for private 
data", "the best social compromise because of its ethical requirements", and "the 
most responsible preparation of young people for the world of tomorrow".

2030: the world of work in the Start-up Nation

Dominant business model
• Maximise profits from digital technology. 
• Focus on services, automation, and personalisation.
• Key competences: service design, agility, and adaptability. 

Priority issues for HR
• Individualised HRM using Big Data.
• Workforce planning to monitor social, technical, and regulatory acceleration.
• Culture change for humans to work more closely with Artificial Intelligence.
• Recruitment through quantitative analysis of candidate data.
• Help in the emotional management of employees.
• Use of neurosciences to influence behaviours.
• Real-time management of HR data.

Employment
• Jobs eliminated through automation. 
• Jobs lost through outsourcing to low-cost countries.
• New jobs created in platform-managed services and in local services.

Scenario 1 – Start-up Nation 

A "Start-up Nation" focuses all its 
development efforts on new technologies. 
The aim is to maximise the efficiency offered 
by robots, Artificial Intelligence, and the 
internet in general. Promoters of this 
scenario do not prioritise environmental 
issues, believing that man will, as always, 
find solutions for challenges such as 
sourcing energy, substitute packaging 
materials or geo-engineering. 

Imagining the future*
*Events marked with an asterisk refer to events that have already happened.

• 2018*. Cambridge Analytica hijacks data from 87 million Facebook users to influence 
in UK and US elections.

• 2020*. Publication of private sexual data forces a former government spokesman to 
withdraw his candidacy in a city’s mayoral elections.

• 2022. Wikileaks reveals that the mobile phones of all EU heads of state have been 
hacked by either the US, China, or Russia.

• 2023. The European Parliament passes a new data protection act, introducing more 
restrictive conditions for organisations processing private data.

• 2024. The military parade of a South-East Asian country is opened by its Augmented 
Soldiers regiment. The soldiers have been equipped with brain implants to boost 
their situational awareness.

• 2025. A European survey of six to 12-year olds shows a clear increase in delays 
in language development, strongly correlated to the number of hours of screen 
exposure. Some governments legislate to limit the use of screens in schools to one 
hour a day. 

Thinking ahead
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Values promoted by management
• Innovation
• Autonomy
• Personalisation 

Recommended reading to explore this scenario
Yuval Noah Harari: 
Homo Deus: a brief history of the future, Albin Michel, 2017.
Yann Le Cun: 
When the machine learns: The revolution of artificial neurons and deep learning, Odile 
Jacob, 2019

Thinking ahead
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Thinking ahead

Scenario 2 – Controlled 
Downsizing 

The second scenario sees all efforts directed 
towards the environmental transition. Amid 
deregulated global markets and dwindling 
natural resources, the overarching aim is 
to minimise the causes of environmental 
degradation and protect the planet’s living 
conditions. Keen to reduce consumption 
and energy use, consumers prefer low-tech 
solutions. In this context, digital technology appears both as a major consumer of 
energy and materials and as a privileged driver of this consumer culture. 

Imagining the future*
*Events marked with an asterisk refer to events that have already happened.

• 2020*. The CEO of French oil giant Total writes an article in Le Monde alerting of the 
risk of the country running out of oil.

• 2021*. The Russian Energy Minister announces that Russia, which provides 28% of 
Europe's oil supplies, is three years away from its peak oil production. 

• 2022*. Due to a sudden economic shock, the price of a barrel of US oil collapses 
and reaches a negative value of -$37usd. Several shale oil companies go bankrupt. 

• 2023. Russia confirms the passage of its production peak and begins to reduce its 
exports to Europe.

• 2024. As oil supply reduces, the price of oil rises across Europe. France suffers from 
a bout of protests by the "yellow jackets" movement.

• 2025. Several EU countries elect governments committed to urgently reducing 
dependency on fossil fuels. New taxes mean airline tickets increase in price by 300%, 
while governments invest the extra revenue in public transport solutions. 

-     Environmental transformation    +
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 + • 2026. The EU announces a programme to reopen disused railway stations in 

peripheral regions.
• 2027. A region in Germany declares itself a “bio region” – aiming to guarantee 

80% self-sufficiency in food and energy consumption.
• 2028. A summer heat wave causes the deaths of 200 000 people across Europe, 

70% of them in cities. The event triggers a massive exodus from cities into towns and 
villages.

• 2029. The Green Wheel, a car which consumes 1 litre of fuel per 100 km and weighs 
350 kg, is voted "Car of the Year".

2030: the world of work in the Controlled Downsizing scenario 

Dominant business model
• A flourishing circular economy. 
• Reduced energy and material costs, through the reinforcement of the workforce.
• Shorter supply chains.
• Key competences: low-tech engineering, manual work, and “do it yourself” using 

existing sources.

Priority issues for HR
• Accompanying mobility towards jobs that are compatible with sustainable energy 

and material expenditure.
• Training in manual work.
• Assistance for teams in collaboration and mutual support.
• Assistance in managing legal/contractual situations.
• Organisation of lower-tech training methods.

Employment
• Many jobs destroyed in energy and material-intensive businesses. 
• Many manual-labour jobs have been created to compensate for the decline in 

energy inputs to operate and repair machinery.
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Thinking ahead

Values promoted by management
• Cooperation, to facilitate mutual assistance in a context of scarce resources. 

Recommended reading to explore this scenario
Philippe Bihouix: 
The low-tech ages. Towards a technically sustainable civilization, Le Seuil, 
“Anthropocene” Collection, 2014
Rob Hopkins: 
Transition manual. From oil dependence to local resilience, Ecosociety, 2010
Agnes Sinai: 
Think decay. Post-growth economics. Governing degrowth Presses de Sciences Po, 
2013, 2015, 2017
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Scenario 3 – Collapse 

Implying an environmental disaster of epic 
proportions, the Collapse scenario would 
not arise out of anybody’s choice. Rather, it 
would result from a failure of stakeholders 
to act in time, confirming the worst fears 
of people who predict we are already too 
late to protect ourselves from massive 
environmental disruption. 

Several factors would fuel this scenario. The first is the culture of consumerism, 
which prefers to conceal its environmental impacts. The second is the functioning of 
the human brain, which favours immediate gratification. And thirdly, at institutional 
level, the defence of industrial and geopolitical interests, particularly in relation to 
fossil fuels, would contribute to the point of no return.   

Imagining the future*
*Events marked with an asterisk refer to events that have already happened.

• 2020*. China officially announces the first case of infection from a previously 
unknown viral disease.

• 2021. As a result of losses from the escalating global pandemic, The US Federal 
Reserve announces a $270 trillion bond-buying programme to address a liquidity 
shortage in financial institutions.

• 2022. The value of the US dollar drops sharply on world markets.
• 2023. A trade war between the US and China escalates. China stops exporting rare 

earths, essential for digital products, for which it holds 90% of the market. The U.S. 
stock market loses 32% in one session.

• 2024. JP Morgan bank, which had warned its clients in 2020(*) that "the climate 
crisis threatens the survival of humanity" declares bankruptcy and takes with it the 
American subsidiaries of European banks.

-     Environmental transformation    +
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Thinking ahead

• 2025. European banks ask governments to bail them out. However, governments 
no longer have the room for manoeuvre they had in 2008, so they can only save a 
handful of banks. 

• 2026. Banks declared bankrupt are unable to reimburse their customers' deposits in 
excess of €100 000. Several governments collapse from the resulting social unrest.

• 2027. Fruit production across Europe falls by 42% due to the disappearance of 
80% of flying insects, including pollinators, a phenomenon which was observed as 
early as 2017(*).

• 2028. An unprecedented summer heatwave reduces the wheat harvest by 40%, 
putting further pressure on the European food supply.

• 2029. After the supply falls in the cities, urban exoduses put thousands of city 
dwellers on the roads, with scenes of looting in fields and vegetable gardens.  

2030: the world of work in the Collapse scenario  

Dominant business model
• Food economy, focused on food production and the provision of basic needs 

(housing, security, health).
• Key competences: resourcefulness to survive, manual labour, and do-it-yourself 

using existing resources.

Priority issues for HR
• Recruitment of people with skills that meet basic needs.
• Ensure a permanent pool of the best available skills.
• Management of the principles of remuneration and compensation (barter).

Employment
• Most tertiary jobs disappear after the collapse of the economy.
• The remaining jobs are in sectors that meet basic needs filled by people with the 

necessary know-how.
• Fierce competition for all other available jobs.
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Thinking ahead

Values promoted by management
• Adaptability.
• Speed.
• Maximum commitment.

Recommended reading to explore this scenario
Pablo Servigne, Raphael Stevens: 
How everything can fall apart. Manuel de collapsologie pour les générations présentes, 
Le Seuil, Collection "Anthropocène", 2015
Clive Hamilton: 
Requiem for the human species: facing the reality of climate change, Les Presses de 
Sciences Po, 2013
Erik K. Conway, Noami Oreskes: 
The collapse of western civilization, The Ties That Bind, 2014
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2030: the world of work in the Green Growth scenario

Dominant business model
• Market economy is framed and limited by the technological steering of 

environmental impacts.
• Key competences: green electrical engineering, biomimetic engineering, and 

innovation.

Priority issues for HR
• Supporting employees in job mobility and new skillsets.
• Leading a culture change around ethical business practices and environmental 

limitations. Supporting managers to drive efficiency and performance amid these 
limitations.

• Implementing of environmental performance indicators.

Employment
• Many jobs are lost in carbon-intensive industries.
• Many new jobs are created sectors with zero, or low, environmental impact.
• Many jobs are transformed to accompany the decarbonisation of the economy.

Values promoted by management
• Efficiency
• Sustainable balance between economic and environmental performance

Recommended reading to explore this scenario
Jeremy Rifkin: 
The global green new deal, The Ties That Bind, 2019 
Alain Grandjean: 
Act without delay. Our plan for the new deal, The Ties That Bind, 2019.
Christian Gollier: 
Climate before the end of the month, PUF 2019

Scenario 4 – Green Growth

The fourth scenario is optimistic, with the 
two pillars of digital transformation and 
environmental transformation going hand 
in hand. Here, digital technology is not 
only the main driver for environmental 
improvement, but also a new growth driver. 
Both pillars – digital and environmental – 
are recognised as fundamental to success. 

Imagining the future*
*Events marked with an asterisk refer to events that have already happened.

• 2021. After the abandonment of a project for a giant shopping centre, the 
Netherlands announces a new National Centre for Connected Agriculture aiming to 
supply 30% of the restaurants in the Randstad region with organic products thanks 
to the digital optimisation of agricultural resources.

• 2023. France’s La Rochelle refinery, which in the 1980s(*) purified 50% of the world 
market for rare earths that are essential for energy transition devices, is brought back 
into service, in the name of greater energy autonomy.

• 2025. Solar electricity farms in the Sahara Desert – part of a “desert tech” programme 
funded by the EU – start to supply Europe with up to 25% of its electricity needs. 

• 2026. A traditional oil company reinvents itself, partnering with an electric car 
manufacturer to allow the electricity consumed in homes to be re-used in car 
batteries.

• 2028. Quantum computing makes it possible to reduce digitally-related greenhouse 
gas emissions by a factor of 10. 

• 2030. Europe becomes the world's leading producer of marine energy, generated 
by wave, current and tidal activity.

Thinking ahead
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Conclusion: Predictions and reflections for the future
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This will raise further political, economic, and social questions around free competition 
and the benefits that the market can bring. What will the regulatory landscape look like? 
How will consumers find their way around? Will governments be able impose limits 
when they are faced with corporate actors capable of defying states?

New technologies will continue to expand their footprint
Advanced technologies in Artificial Intelligence, Big Data, robotisation, and virtual/
augmented reality will continue to see a growing presence in the world of work. 

In HR, organisations have already found ways to use these solutions in areas such as 
training, recruitment and, to a lesser extent, talent management. This trend will continue 
at pace, only constrained by the limits of human imagination and regulations on topics 
such as data privacy.

New HR operating models will emerge
The increasing power of Artificial Intelligence and automation has the potential to 
collapse silos and bring a fresh wind of change within the major HR disciplines. 

• Robotic Process Automation will make it possible for HR to further rethink its 
administrative activities. 

• HR’s share of consulting and transformation work will increase to the detriment of 
obsolete and repetitive manual processes. 

• HR rituals whose added value is beyond question will become increasingly important. 
These will include activities such as annual interviews, career interviews, and collection 
of training needs.

The risk for HR professionals is that new tools could lead to business managers deciding 
to run the most value-enhancing processes themselves, leaving only administrative, 
regulatory and social issues to HR. The HR function must quickly adapt, be at the 
forefront of change and position itself to add value as an expert and consultant.

Have we already reached the tipping point? What key changes in the world of work can 
we expect to see? Which HR trends seem irreversible? 

Researchers and analysts consider that we are reaching environmental, economic, and 
social tipping points. A return to the ways of the past seems unlikely. The challenge 
therefore lies in identifying when each of these individual thresholds will have been crossed.

Societies will inevitably see great changes over the years ahead, but what forms will 
the choices we make collectively take? Will we be able to anticipate and limit the least 
desirable impacts of change? Or will it take a few more global crises, such as COVID-19, 
for societies to truly mobilise? 

Here are a few predictions and reflections.

Business models will continue to be disrupted
The digital revolution will continue to shake up companies’ business models. 

While sectors such as the taxi industry have already been revolutionised by the likes of 
Uber, there is still scope for new business models in other industries such as healthcare 
and education. 

Meanwhile, Robotic Process Automation will make it possible for organisations to 
rethink the functioning of their supply chains, which will have a consequent reduction in 
payroll costs. In larger organisations, the financial benefit of outsourcing or offshoring to 
lower-labour-cost countries is likely to be questioned.

Hyper-powerful organisations will raise political issues
The speed and scalability inherent in digital technology will reinforce a “winner-takes-all” 
logic and favour the position of monopolies. 

Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon and Microsoft already have their own acronym: 
GAFAM. It seems likely that new giants, yet to be invented, will join this hyper-powerful 
elite group.  

Conclusion: Predictions and reflections for the future
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Conclusion

Every generation, no doubt, believes it is destined 

to remake the world. Mine, however, knows it will not. 

But perhaps its task is greater: it's to keep

the world from falling apart

Albert Camus, Nobel Prize for Literature reception speech, 1957 

The way of working for teams will continue to change  
The trends of flex-working and new types of employment contracts are now well 
underway. This means leading organisations will continue to build their “extended 
workforce” whereby freelancers, contractors, consultants, and other types of external 
service providers are becoming increasingly key for organisations to work effectively. 
It remains to be seen how far these changes can go and to what extent large public or 
private hierarchical organisations will be able follow the movement towards an “extended 
workforce”.

Change is certain to happen, but the form it takes will be uncertain

To be sure, the world’s scientific, technological and financial capacities have never been 
stronger. It would be a shame if businesses were not able to mobilise the human qualities 
of intelligence and sensitivity, and to behave responsibly towards future generations with 
care for what really counts.
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Services & Expertises

Awarded Bpifrance Excellence Label, for most innovative 
growing companies. 

Key figures

65 M €
Turnover

+60%
Growrh in 5 years

450
Staff

+ 1000 
+ 1000 clients

+ 50% of CAC 40 firms

+ 50% of SBF120 firms

+40
countries

1 
International Network

The Transformation League

Business
Think strategy in a  

permanent, open manner

Create new business models  
and sources of growth

Define accurate  
operationnal models

Upgrade operationnal performance

Make the company  
transformation a success

People
Partner with CEOs and 
managers to help them through 
transformation and innovation

Strengthen the comittment of staff

Developp soft skills and key skills

Improve Employee Expérience

Make staff make new ways of working 
their own

Digital
Define digital strategy

Use technology to improve 
expériences

Digitalize processes

Become data driven

Design organization to 
deliverdigital projects

Agility
Get a truly agile organization

Make operations easier

(Re)design client-centric 
strategies 

(Re)think governance, keeping in 
mind common sens and 
autonomy principles

Change practices 
and habits

Julhiet Sterwen in a nutshell

Julhiet Sterwen has quickly become one of the leaders of transformation and innovation 
consulting. We help people and organizations go through economical, digital and 
societal mutations.

Julhiet Sterwen operates on the four axis of transformation: business, people, agility, 
digital, thanks to its, seamless, integrated organization, unique on the market.
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What we do 
We help you go through transformation and innovation.

What we stand for 
We work with women and men to achieve current and future sucessful transformation, 
in order to create sustainable values and an inclusive work future.

What we are committed to: Consulting for Good
We think it is our responsibility to enable as many people as possible to benefit from our 
energy, support and skills. We share the fruit of our expertise and research to make the 
most positive impact possible.
We want to ensure that our action is particularly effective. And given our business, we 
decided to focus on two areas above all:
• Transforming markets and businesses
• Transforming jobs and employability

R&D
Consulting for Good implies to put a focus on R&D, including:
• 8% of the turnover invested in R&D
• 400 documents published: studies, white papers, press papers, each year
• Several Scientific Committees gathering researchers from Julhiet Sterwen staff
• Partnerships with Colleges and Universities: co-founder of the Learning Lab Human 

Change (Cécile Dejoux), and of the Chaire Compétences, Employabilité et Décisions 
RH from the EM Normandie

• Links with think-tanks, such as the Institut Esprit Service (think-tank of the MEDEF). 
Julhiet Sterwen presides its Lab Travailler en 2030 (Future of Work, 2030)

• Actions to help innovation thrive: co-founder of France Fintech Association and of 
50 Partners Incubator
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Our methodology

The HR Best Practices survey covers six domains and 20 topics.
Spanning these six domains are approximately 400 practices.

STEER

1. Business Strategy
2. People Strategy
3. Leadership

SHAPE

1. Organisation & Change
2. Digital HR
3. Work Environment

ATTRACT

1. Employer Branding
2. Talent Acquisition
3. On-boarding

DEVELOP

1. Performance
2. Career
3. Learning

ENGAGE

1. Well-being
2. Engagement
3. Rewards & Recognition
4. Off-boarding

UNITE

1. Values
2. Ethics & Integrity
3. Diversity & Inclusion
4. Sustainability

Top Employers Institute

Top Employers Institute is the global authority on recognising excellence 
in people practices. We help organisations accelerate their people practices 
to enrich the work of work. The Top Employers certification programme 
provides participating organisations with branding, benchmarking, alignment 
and connection tools to further enhance and solidify their position as an 
employer of choice. 

The Top Employers Certification demonstrates an organisation is a trusted 
employer. Being certified provides the opportunity to celebrate this 
achievement and reinforce the crucial role of people, and of HR, within your 
business.

 
 

 

certified organisations

employees lives positively 
impacted globally

countries/regions

global methodology
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Why join the Top Employers Programme?

85% 
of Top Employers believe that the 

Certification has created value for 

their organisation. 

BENCHMARK

Benchmark your organisation’s
performance against the global
Top Employers Institute
standard and receive feedback
through interactive sessions 
and reports.

77% of Top Employers use 
benchmarking data to 
adapt and improve HR 
strategies.

ALIGN

Receive country by country
comparisons to ensure HQ 
and Regional HR policies 
and practices are optimised 
for all employees, across all
territories.

73% of Top Employers 
currently use our 
calibration data to 
align and adjust HR 
strategies.

BRAND

Leverage the Top Employer 
title and Certification Seal 
for one year and announce 
to the world your status as 
a leading employer.

of certified Top 
Employers have made 
use of their Certification 
Seal to attract and/or 
engage talent. 

92%

CONNECT
Connect with other 
Top Employers from 
around the world, 
share knowledge and 
gain insights through 
our exclusive online 
and offline events.

of Top Employers
attend Top Employers 
events to keep track 
of HR trends and best 
practices. 

84%



Find their insights and additional testimonials from their clients on the website  
www.julhiet-sterwen.com

The 2020 White Paper was produced with the participation of  
Julhiet Sterwen's partners in the Transformation League. 

The first White Papers Julhiet Sterwen x Top Employers Institute 
are still available online (in French only).

A la recherche de l’ADN des 
transformations des métiers et RH - 2018

AGILITÉ : 
LA NOUVELLE 
ALLIÉE DU DRH

Stratégies RH

Témoignages des Directeurs RH

GROUPE VYV • SAINT-GOBAIN • SPIE BATIGNOLLES •  
GROUPE SUEZ • GROUPE BOUYGUES • NESPRESSO FRANCE • 
LINKBYNET • SOCIÉTÉ GÉNÉRALE BDDF • GSOFT

Agilité: la nouvelle alliée du DRH - 2019

4 Allée Ferrand • 92200 Neuilly-sur-Seine • France
www.julhiet-sterwen.com

j.deprez@julhiet-sterwen.com

Mondriaan Tower 17th floor • Amstelplein 36 • 1096 BC Amsterdam • NL
www.top-employers.com

marketing@top-employers.com

http://www.julhiet-sterwen.com
https://www.julhiet-sterwen.com/livre-blanc-a-recherche-de-ladn-transformations-metiers-rh/
https://www.julhiet-sterwen.com/livre-blanc-a-recherche-de-ladn-transformations-metiers-rh/
https://www.julhiet-sterwen.com/livre-blanc-agilite-la-nouvelle-alliee-du-drh/
https://www.julhiet-sterwen.com/livre-blanc-agilite-la-nouvelle-alliee-du-drh/
http://www.julhiet-sterwen.com
mailto:j.deprez%40julhiet-sterwen.com?subject=
http://www.top-employers.com
mailto:marketing%40top-employers.com?subject=
https://twitter.com/julhietsterwen
https://www.linkedin.com/company/julhiet-sterwen
https://twitter.com/topemployer
https://www.linkedin.com/company/topemployersinstitute
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Case studyCase study

Saint-Gobain has chosen to take full advantage of the opportunities offered by Machine 
Learning to improve its management of the Saint-Gobain Talents identified amongst the Group's 
30 000 managers. 

What is a Saint-Gobain talent?
The Saint-Gobain Talents program (SG Talents) was launched in 2007. It 
is part of the Group's long tradition of talent management, a key element 
of Saint-Gobain's DNA. It aims to identify future executives or senior 
managers in all countries and activities of the Group. These individuals 
are recognized as having the potential to progress to positions of higher 
responsibility or in other functions. They are divided into 4 categories, 
each of which relates to a level of responsibility for a position evaluated 
according to a recognized rating methodology (Hay):
• HPCs: High Potential Executives, individuals with the potential to 

become future leaders of the Group.
• Gold Talents, with the potential to take on a class 9 position (CEO of 

a medium-sized subsidiary)
• Silver Talents, with the potential to take a class 7 or 8 position 

(Manager of a large plant)
• Bronze Talents, with the potential to take a Class 6 position (Finance 

or Marketing Manager of a small subsidiary)

Individuals are identified during the annual People Reviews, involving 
both management and HR partners within the activities, countries and 
BUs concerned.

What is the aim of this approach?
The purpose is:
• To ensure that managers with potential are properly identified.
• To ensure that identified Talents are properly tracked and managed.

• To associate and integrate the HR function in a data-driven 
transformation process.

A project team has been set up bringing together Group experts from 
various functions, countries and BUs (Business Unit Director, Country 
HR Director, Training Representative, IT Department, Legal Department, 
Group HR project team and data scientists from our Research Centre). 
This team pursues 2 complementary objectives: 

1. To identify, thanks to AI, talents not detected by the HR and 
managerial teams.

2. To detect, again using AI, talents with a high risk of departure.

Good idea! So how did the project team go about it?
The project was a very iterative process, built around 4 complementary 
steps:
1.  Assessing the Saint Gobain Talent Management System: 
• In the workshop, the project team initially retained 80 factors 

(essentially quantitative: ID, surname, first name, position, duration 
in each previous position, number of training courses followed with 
weighting according to the type of training...).

• Then, during the workshops, the team removed certain data (ID, 
address, job title, salary, etc.) to anonymize the analysis and ensure 
its GDPR compliance.

• The two internal Data Scientists in the team were then asked to 
build an algorithm on the model of the “Random Forest” to analyze 
these criteria among the talents and thus to train the model to the 

In 2020, for the fifth year in a 
row, Saint-Gobain was awarded 
the “Top Employers Global” 
Certification. 35 countries are 
certified worldwide.

back to 
page 8

Alban Bureau, 
Group Director HR Efficiency and 
Compensation
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Case study

identification of the Talents by leaning on the principle 
characteristics defining a Talent. 

What do we obtain from this model?
 -  Talent identification: talents are promoted faster, 

given raises faster, are more mobile, sometimes are 
more trained than others, etc.

 -  Detection of talent at risk of leaving: a compensation 
gap or the fact that they are rarely mentioned in a 
Group People Review for instance are indications of 
a risk of leaving

 
2. Identifying undetected talents:
The algorithm compared this talent profile ...
a. To the 3 000 Bronze Talents
b. But also to the 7 000 employees who are eligible to be 

Bronze Talent but who have not yet been selected as 
such in the previous People Review.

The results?
a. The algorithm confirmed that 88% of the 3 000 Bronze 

Talent do match >70% of the SG Bronze Talent profile.
b. Of the 7 000 eligible candidates, it also identified 

200 others that correspond to >70% of the Bronze Talent 
profile.

The project team then transfered the list of these cases to the 
HRDs of the countries concerned, explaining the approach 
and asking them: what do you think?
a. In 26% of the cases, the HRDs answered: “this person 

should be considered as a Bronze talent, it will be 
effective during the next People Review”.

b. In 25% of the cases, the HRDs answered: “interesting, to 
be followed, it could be a Bronze talent”.

c. In 21% of the cases, the HRDs replied: “this person is 
probably not a Bronze talent”, mainly due to a lack of 
certain “soft skills”.

3. Detecting talents at risk of leaving:
After the algorithm has been fed the data from the last 
10 000 departures, the algorithm is launched to compare 
the profile of the departing employee with the profile of all 
existing SG Talents.
• The algorithm identified 150 cases with a high risk of 

departure
• The project team then reported them to the HRDs of 

the countries and businesses concerned: 
 - In 23% of the cases, the HRDs replied: “There is a real 

risk of departure”.
 - In 26% of the cases, the risk was high and corrective 

actions were immediately implemented by the HRD.
 - For 18% of the cases, the HRDs declared “We need to 

investigate more”.
 - In 33% of the cases, the HRDs considered that there 

was no risk of immediate departure.

4.  Going further with semantic analysis:
• For several months now, the project team has been 

working on using semantic analysis on the content of 
annual interviews to improve the algorithm’s detection 
accuracy. 

• First from the English text content, then with the French 
text content

• The first findings are interesting, as strong correlations 
with sets of words (related for example to Leadership) 
appear more strongly for Talents and potential Talents.

Careful, we’re talking about personal data!
This project is focused solely on the interest of individuals.
• “Better use of data for the peoples’ benefit”
• We are making sure SG Talent is properly managed...
• This aims to improve Talent Detection through an 

exhaustive analysis in an inclusive approach.
• It is in no way a tool to increase selectivity.

Of course, no decision is delegated to the machine...
• Analyze the quality of the management of SG Talents 

and other managers
• Propose lists to the network of HRDs throughout the 

Group:
 - Identifying Saint-Gobain’s potential talents 
 - Create the conditions for their engagement

Confidentiality is guaranteed.
• The data used by the algorithm is isolated on a protected 

internal server.
• The algorithm does not have access to identities and 

only HR can access the names of individuals through a 
conversion table.

• The personal data concerned are exclusively those held 
by the Group in its HR databases (internal PeopleGroup 
database).

From the very early stages of the project, the Legal Department 
was involved and made it possible to confirm compliance with 
the requirements for taking into account the protection of 
personal data, from the design of the solutions to the practices 
implemented. 

back to 
page 8Case study
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Case study

What are the next steps?
In order to make this approach truly operational, an online 
app launched within the next few weeks the will allow HR 
managers to personally check the lists of names identified 
by the same model as potential Talents, but also those 
amongst SG Talents who could be at risk of leaving.

They will be able to indicate their opinions on the algorithm’s 
result for the people in their perimeter directly in the tool, 
which will then rely on Machine Learning to enrich its 
detection capabilities.

This tool is intended to be simple, easy to access and, above 
all, to be used by HRDs without the need for intervention 
from central management.

Furthermore, the subject brings perspectives in other 
areas such as the possibility of studying gender gaps in HR 
management processes. This constitutes another field of 
research for the coming months.

Finally, another study is underway on the retention of sales 
forces in distribution.

back to 
page 8Case study
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Case study

PepsiCo is very oriented into technology. For Artificial Intelligence for instance, an application 
with AI was launched for recruitment purposes. It was first experimented locally before a 
global broadening. 

Do you have a process or a decision-making tree to 
decide a further deployment of a technology?
We don’t have a one size fits all decision-making tree; we rely on feedback 
we get from users. 

Can you give me an example? 
We have a good example on talent assesment. We launched a new 
approach to talent assesment using technology, to get insight into 
personality, strength and business acumen of some of our leaders. This 
tool includes an automated and online 360° feedback. We experience 
now, a more data driven decisions an unbiased decision. The takeaway of 
this technology was that it was more reliable more valid, quicker cheaper 
than manual delivering the same. Important to know that the ultimate 
decision is taken by human being. 

Has the technology been accepted easily? 
It has been definitively more supported and embrace by senior manager 
as much more reliable and more balance. In general, for all users it’s 
faster and for HR it’s also cheaper. The fact that it’s faster allows us also 
to reach more people inside the organisation. As a conclusion, more 
people, faster and lower costs. 

How have you been able to globalise this tool from the 
first test you did? 
The tool has been proposed to internal employee and external candidates 
who wants to joint PepsiCo. They complete IQ test, because it’s somehow 
predictive for future performance. For internal employee, it includes a 
personality test, a leadership behaviour test, and a 360-feedback tool. 

For the data we collect and by comparing to actual people in place or 
other leaders, we provide tool for decision-making for identifying 
potential, recommendation of career orientation or promotion. 

Finally, the decision-making process is faster, scientifically reliable, data 
driven, even if the ultimate decision once again, rely on the manager. 

How long did it take to implement the tool globally? 
From the very first test to globalization close to 4 years.

Do you have some advice to other companies, warning 
and key factors of success? 
Factor of success: involvement of senior managers to get the sponsorship 
for the all approach, caring for feedback from leaders. Important to adopt 
the language of the managers and people to get their engagement. 

Secondly implying the legal compliance. We have been careful of the 
asked question to avoid avoid any bias, gender or diversity issue. For 
example, we excluded any gender question to the algorithm. 

Case study

In 2020, for the tenth year in a row, 
PepsiCo was awarded the “Top 
Employers Europe” Certification. 
20 countries are certified worldwide.
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Do you have another example of digitalisation 
process? 
Yes, we launch of a new learning platform. We call it 
internally “the Netflix of learning”. It’s A.I. powered. It looks 
at the profile of the learner, its map his interest, and push 
a lot of information like article, video and other content. 
It makes you byte-size recommendation based on your 
previous learning.

The tool is made to constantly reskilling people, to maintain 
they high level of employability, help them to reach they 
goals. The use or not use of the platform allow to identify 
area of expertise but also in some cases skills gaps. 
For managers, it has increased the impact and the reach 
of training allowing not only the one who travel, the room 
capacity and the time availability. 

What have been the impact on HR on those 
changes? 
Those changed have been embraces by HR because its 
freed time for them spent on organise training, find content, 
propose to employee, chase managers, answer complain 
about just-in-time. Of course, some had to unlearn what 
they did in the past like managing time or developing 
content, we have invested in change management effort. 
For instance, it’s quite different to develop content you 
will produce many times or develop a webinar. To engage 
people, it asks new technique in a webinar. For some of 
those new skills we have been in the market to bring people 
with this experience and this new technology. 

Did you concretely cut jobs in HR and 
particularly in back office or administration? 
Indeed, for back office we have been able to open a 
shared service for the operations we couldn’t automate 
completely. The department is now much more customer 
facing support activities oriented, like Strategic Workforce 
Planning, Advance analytics, leadership assesment and 
development and coaching. 

How have you organised your share service 
and what’s left in the core of HR? 
Shared services are more and more global. Personal 
administration, reporting, data quality and reporting, 
learning administration, some recruitment activities are 
centralised and located in India. To define the core of HR, 
we have evaluated each position with a value-added scale, 
legal, language, capacity and ease on the go-to-market. 
We have also defined no longer relevant activities: training 
learning administration, personal administration, reporting, 
scheduling, contract creation. We have in place a more agile 
set up of organisation. 

Who have the lead in the digitalisation of HR? 
HR or IT? 
One global IT department is managed by the CHRO and 
assessed and deployed by HR. The IT department is more 
dedicated in the implementation side of. It’s the case for 
all departments inside PepsiCo. The System landscape of 
today and the needs for tomorrow; the Digital strategic 
decisions are taken by HR not by IT. Sometimes because 
we simply have the budget. 

Interview from February 2020
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Laëtitia Impératrice, 
Leader HUB Emerging Tech

Société Générale deploys robotic solutions to better meet customer expectations in terms of 
banking services, but also for a better employee experience.

Laëtitia Impératrice is the new Leader of the Emerging Technologies 
Hub* (within Société Générale Group ‘s IT sector) and is responsible in 
particular of the IoT and Robotics Flexes.

Emmanuel Bavière has been Technology Advisor at Société Générale for 
more than 13 years. With a long experience in Innovation, and in particular 
an experience at Apple, he is passionate about new technologies and 
robotics.

Emmanuel Bavière is also behind the creation of a Lab (Innovation Center) 
at Société Générale: a demonstration area dedicated to employees to 
encourage the emergence of new digital solutions, offers and tools, 
in particular by moving from participative innovation to breakthrough 
innovation. This service, set up 10 years ago on the Group’s premises, 
highlights technologies such as virtual reality, 3D printers, touch screens, etc. 

More recently, the Emerging Tech Hub has moved into robotics, with a 
POC on a device which enables to assist and facilitate elderly people in 
their banking interactions on tactile platforms. The choice went to NAO, 
an 80 cm humanoid robot designed by Softbanks Robotics, as the bank’s 
first mobile interface, with image and face recognition, for relatively basic 
interactions with the computerized banking service. 

Towards a new robotic era 
After this first successful initiative, the group took its robotics experiments 
a step further and PEPPER, one of the first humanoid service robots 

available on the consumer market, was introduced to play a brand new 
role as a basic receptionist in a bank branch. During the experimentation 
phase, the project members quickly realized that there was a strong 
administrative need (such as making appointments) to complete the 
reception service offered by the robot. PEPPER was therefore connected 
to the information systems to link up with the available agendas.

Another difficulty is that the unions did not welcome the arrival of 
this new humanoid robot, perceived in the collective imagination as a 
dehumanization of the world of work. PEPPER was therefore more 
mobilized to welcome employees to the Proxim’IT service (IT and 
technical equipment) and to prioritise and requalify requests for help in 
particular. Today, some progress still need to be made for this robot to 
fulfil its functions efficiently. It still encounters, for example, problems with 
connecting the badge reader, which makes it possible to recognize and 
identify the employee, which is nevertheless a strong asset for the 
latter to be able to function autonomously and be a real support to 
the team. These network connection problems are notably induced by the 
group’s IT security standards, which will have to evolve to enable PEPPER 
to offer optimised services and develop the Business to Employee aspect.

In terms of adoption by the employees, this humanoid platform was 
generally well received by the IT support teams. Indeed, PEPPER allowed 
them to free up time for activities with higher added value, by processing 
only level 2 requests and delegating the first level to the robot. The users 
did not encounter any difficulties and instinctively understood the role of 
the robot in relation to the level of demand.

Emmanuel Bavière, 
Technology Advisor HUB Emerging 
Tech

* The Emerging Tech Hub aims to accelerate the appropriation of Emerging Technologies (IoT, AR / VR, 5G, Blockchain, Robotics, Quantum ...)
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But the Flex Robotics team did not stop there! Building 
on PEPPER’s success as an IT service assistant, they made 
the robot available to the group’s HR teams. PEPPER took 
on the role of “welcoming candidates” during open days 
on university campuses to attract students and carry out 
an initial screening before individual interviews. Its role is 
complementary to that of HR professionals. The robot is 
in charge of collecting the CVs of future candidates, which 
relieves the professionals of this logistical aspect and 
allows them more time for interviews.

These first experiments with the humanoid robot are a 
convincing first step, despite some technical and sociological 
pitfalls, towards a new generation of optimized electronic 
assistants. They also show that, far from taking jobs from 
employees, they allow them to free themselves from tasks 
with no added value, to devote themselves entirely to their 
core business or expertise.
 

What now?
The Hub team has now tested 3 of the 4 types of robots or 
human/robot relationships identified by Bergson:
• Humanoid (empathic) robots: “Their body shape is 

designed to resemble the human body. They can be used 
for functional purposes, such as interaction with human 
tools and environments. The objective here is to develop 
their use among individuals in households via a bank/
insurance anchor point, in order to monitor health, home 
automation (security) and advanced banking interaction. 
We are currently working with the Buddy robot (created 
by Blue Frog). Buddy has the advantage of having a less 
anxiety-inducing appearance, as it has no arms. »

• Collaborative robots (cobotics): “Robot carts that 
transfer pallets (such as Amazon, Alibaba). We work 
with Immersive robotics or Innorobo to assist people 
with disabilities for example. Another example of POC 
in progress: in flex office, developing robots that can 
carry employees’ lockers.”

• Exoskeletons: “Robots that assist by contact. They are 
quite standard and many actors use it, acceptability is 
good. They can be an aid to holding a high position. 
They can do a lot of activities: handling cardboard 
boxes, PCs, printouts, etc...”.

• Parasitism ratio (not applicable here): “We are no 
longer in the perception of the killer robot as in the past. 
This notion is therefore no longer relevant today.”

 
The goal in the short run is to be more connected to the 
local network and to develop the Reception part, which can 
quickly prove to be disappointing for a physical reception 
of a visitor, as a robot does not replace a human being. It is 
also planned to develop PEPPER on the reading of diaries 
(room reservation for example) and on assistance to HR 
departments. 

Other avenues of use are also being explored, such as 
remote monitoring. The group is currently developing 
projects on these specific uses with the Conserto, Intuitive 
Robots, and Epita companies, specialists in the development 
of software for interaction robots. Indeed, competition 
is fierce in the banking sector. An American bank is thus 
aiming to place 400 humanoid robots in their American 
branches to perform one-stop-shop functions. However, 
these functions have their limits: as soon as one enters into 
a dialogue involving the mention of personal data relating 

to bank accounts, the place of exchange (branch entrance) 
is no longer adequate. According to Emmanuel Bavière, 
the use of robots in physical branches should therefore be 
limited to basic reception activities for the most part. 

Digital transformation is taking place: employee and 
customer buy-in is improving. What used to be perceived as 
a gadget is now increasingly being studied and integrated. 
To go further and make robots more autonomous and 
useful, discussions are underway with IBM to integrate their 
IA Watson.

Interview collected in December 2019
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The Business Development Bank of Canada – Going digital

The Business Development Bank of Canada (Banque de Développement 
du Canada, BDC) is the only financial institution entirely devoted to 
entrepreneurs. As such, it supports the growth and development of more 
than 56 000 Canadian SMEs. They don’t see themselves as working for 
clients, but as helping partners…. 

Like most organizations, BDC is going through technological and digital 
transformation. And, in order to best serve its partners, it has launched a 
major internal modernization process. 

BDC now offers online tools and solutions to entrepreneurs, allowing 
them to apply for loans online and to get near- instantaneous approvals. 
It also aims at bringing up within the year 2020 a mobile app allowing for 
live automated performance reporting, helping its partners conduct their 
day-to-day business. It will allow permanent access to key performance 
indicators. What a tool for everyday decision-making!

This technological support will also have impacts on BDC Account 
Managers, helping them reach a new strategic level. For instance, they 
will be able to share with their partners customized market trends and 
business insights so as to help them with both day-to-day business 
and long-term strategies. They should be more proactive and able to 
anticipate their clients’ needs. This new approach is necessary, given the 
quick changes in market trends and structures, as well as the arrival of new 
players (and competitors) on these markets. Continuous improvement is 
truly essential to creating durable value for BDC’s partners. 

Human Resources: going on the same path
HR have already began their move towards digital environment via the 
implementation of an integrated HR platform. This online solution allows 
for centralized data collection and analysis. What for? Improving and 
modernizing BDC’s tools… but also methods and processes within the 
organization. In a rapidly changing environment, proactiveness and data 
analysis are becoming more and more important for optimizing human 
resources management. 

Thanks to this new technology, the HR function is able to set up a 
dashboard integrating live and automated performance indicators. It thus 
contributes to building comprehensive HR business intelligence. Thanks 
to these valuable inputs, the entire organization will eventually be able to 
make better decisions.
 
BDC also wishes to improve “user experience” for employees and managers, 
through more user-friendly HR tools that can be accessed remotely.

But that’s not all: with the automation of certain repetitive tasks - such 
as job postings or calls for applications - new technologies and tools will 
allow the HR function to focus on higher value-added activities, thereby 
strengthening its position as a strategic partner to business units. 

A decision-making support tool
However, implementing a new system brings up many changes. And it is 
not enough. HR Officers need to develop new skills to make most of the 
new system. For instance, HR will need to be able to analyse the available 
data, understand it, in a specific context, turn it into a decision-making 
support tool. 

Case study

Interview by Brio.
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New technologies are nowadays an invaluable asset for the success of HR Departments. 
Discover the path followed by BNP Personal Finance.

A. Overview of BNP Paribas Personal Finance’s HR Policy
BNP Paribas Personal Finance employs more than 19 500 people and is 
currently operating in 33 countries. This subsidiairy (detained for 100% 
by BNP Paribas Group) has built its 2021-2024 HR strategy around four 
key themes. 

The first axis is the cornerstone of the organization’s entire HR policy. 
The main objective is to make sure that BNP Paribas Personal Finance’s 
corporate culture is both understood by all coworkers and completely 
aligned with business objectives, transformation and coworkers’ expectations. 
Amongst other projects, this includes a complete overhaul of the company’s 
management model (via, for instance, its “Leadership Guidelines”).
Two pillars are then built on this base: 
• Anticipating the need for new skills, by shifting from a cost- to 

an investment-oriented frame of mind, thus making HR a strategic 
source of leverage for performance

• Fostering inclusion as an open, inclusive organization embodying 
diversity – truly an essential component in transformation. 

All 3 themes are essential in developing the 4th strategic axis: maintainting 
and nurturing coworkers’ commitment as a key lever for performance. 

B. Initiatives and technological innovation at the heart 
of BNPP PF’s HR function (herafter listed in ascending order of 
appropriation of technologies/subject)
With these goals in mind, Frédéric Thoral and Nathalie Jus Kassis 
consider new technologies as a major, even invaluable asset in the HR 

function’s success. Hereafter is an overview, to date, of all initiatives 
already implemented at BNPP PF: 
• In the broad field of robots, the Group’s HRD has developed a few 

chatbots. The drastic increase in the quantity of available data will 
certainly help this technology gain momentum in the next few years. 

• Virtual Reality technologies are not yet applicable to BNPP PF’s 
domain, as most of its activities rely on contact, rather than heavily-
processed or standardized activities.

• As for Big Data and AI, one of the Group’s major projects is the 
implementation of the application “About me” within PF’s entities. 
This internal solution allows each coworker to take part in his/her 
career. One is invited to create a profile and to choose skills within 
a list. The platform is then able to match the individual with internal 
job offers and/or training and skill building sessions (on the job, 
mentoring…). The platform also allows for feedback within the frame 
of annual reviews. 
 - Data originates directly from the workforce: this bottom-up 

approach now takes precedence over more the traditional “top 
down” logic. Managers do not sign off on their teams’ auto-
diagnoses, however they are able to suggest other skills allowing 
profiles to be updated regularly. 

 - Moreover, the information collected feeds directly into the 
Strategic Workforce Planning, allowing improved knowledge of all 
available skills. 

 - About me” integrates AI in the form of machine learning, as 
the platform is able to analyse and to learn from approvals and 
refusals on the job offers provided. 

Frédéric Thoral, 
HR Director
BNP Paribas Personal Finance

Nathalie Jus Kassis, 
Head of HR Transformation 
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AI should not be feared: on the contrary, AI applications 
will allow for the development of new uses, thus giving 
more room for action and empowering coworkers to act 
on their own career paths! 
However, it is important to keep in mind that such 
transformations can create cognitive and behavioural 
disruptions – which brings HR 2 issues to considerate: 

- Do we have all necessary training programs to 
develop coworkers’ skills? 

- Are coworkers ready to be trained? 

Corporate responsibility then lies in teaching coworkers 
to learn. Amongst proposed initiatives, a Digital, Data and 
Agile Academy has been created within the BNP Paribas 
Group in order to provide both upskilling and re-skilling 
programs. The aim is to make sure that no coworker is left 
behind in such rapid transformations. 

The need to completely overhaul skills development, and 
to include corporate social responsibility in job creation and 
ensuring redeployment of available skills, when necessary, 
is evident. Operating methods are greatly impacted 
by new technologies. At BNPP PF, flex office has been 
implemented 3 years ago and remote working 2 years ago. 

• Such projects are often linked with moving and 
space optimization issues. Historically, costs were the 
main approach in such projects: more people in less 
square footage. However, social distancing and self-
quarantining will necessarily have an impact on working 
methods. For instance, flex-office, which comes with 
its own set of shortcomings (lack of communication 
between coworkers, increased number of meetings…) 

will be reconsidered as a means to accommodate 
remote working and coworkers obligations, such as 
commuting, school… The COVID-19 pandemic has had 
a definitive impact on the implementation of digital 
solutions and on organizations, forcing companies to 
adapt almost immediately after governments’ “shelter 
in place” orders. 

• BNPP PF’s offices have adapted rather quickly, 
worldwide: offices access times, creation of new, open-
surfaced working spaces (for instance the call centre in 
Plovdiv, Bulgaria). 

• Moreover, it is essential to provide coworkers with 
support in getting to know and appropriating 
digital tools, as some can feel left behind when using 
new online collaborative work tools (online meetings, 
screen sharing…). The sanitary crisis has shed light onto 
existing shortcomings, but also on collective abilities to 
react and adapt. Each coworker’s agility has proven 
to be central in facing the crisis head-on. 

This allows for an interesting finding: each one has learned 
to use these tools and working modes individually, but a 
global policy remains essential. A “test&learn” approach 
is prevalent here. 

An internal agile community is now active within BNPP 
PF. Agility will, without a doubt, raise more and more 
interest in the coming years. In terms of organizations, 
although no global project has been conducted on 
flattening organizational charts, a trend in the reduction of 
managerial lines, rather than the creation of new ones, is 
highly noticeable. 

On the same note, more and more “project teams” 
are put into place. Such “missions” are conducted by 
coworkers detached from their usual teams, alleviating 
the obligation to spend 3 years in the same position: an 
employee can, for instance, take on a 6 months mission 
for another department, providing both flexibility and 
adaptability in his career path. 
Managerial stance is also shifting. More and more “local 
leaderships” appear, around innovators and influencers 
leading a circle growing larger. The analogy with a 
game of go could be made here: a manager shows an 
example somewhere and his methods trickle through the 
organization. Leadership by example, rather than coercive 
leadership, should be valued.

“Liberated structures: liberated from what?”
 
The expression “liberated structure” often originates from 
a model led by a “super leader”, which could induce the 
risk of a “cult following” effect. Frédéric Thoral favours 
terms such as “adapted structure” and agility, focusing on 
the organization and its coworkers’ ability to continuously 
adapt to new contexts and operating modes. Then again, 
it should be noted that COVID-19 has strongly accelerated 
the shift towards more responsibility and independence 
amongst employees. 
Today, we benefit from improved knowledge in cognitive 
and behavioural sciences. This knowledge has freed us 
from restrictive beliefs and assumptions that may have 
been useful at one time but, with the current technological 
and scientific revolutions, are no longer appropriate. Thus, 
thanks to neuroscience, we know that certain visions no 
longer work (the idea of management by carrot and stick 

Case study back to 
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is no longer relevant), but this must also be in line with a 
revolution in the educational models still in place.

“Being a manager or leader is first and foremost a 
responsibility and a duty, not a privilege and a position.”

Lending themselves to the prospective game of 
imagining the future of HR, Frédéric Thoral and Nathalie 
Jus-Kassis shared with us the messages carried by BNP 
Paribas Personal Finance: 
• Commitment on behalf of the Company as a whole is 

possible. It affirms the company’s raison d’être and its 
societal value. A company can only be socially committed 
if it is profitable, but for this to happen, simply providing 
good services or products is no longer sufficient: this 
profit must carry a raison d’être and a clearly structured 
and well communicated corporate culture;

• Supporting agile at scale is something that, starting 
from local initiatives, must create a global dynamic.

• Encouraging flexibility in the internal and external 
employment market implies recognizing and involving 
all the players in the process - employees on permanent 
and fixed-term contracts, but also trainees, freelancers, 
temporary workers, partners, etc; 

• The learning & development approach is a real 
performance lever thanks to the contributions of 
neurosciences and new technologies.

• Data constitutes a strong investment trajectory, 
taking full advantage of new tools to refocus the human 
being on his real added value: relationships.

• The employee experience is a fundamental axis 
of work since employees are the first ambassadors 
of the company, including those who leave! Why not 

think of the future HR department as an HR Marketing 
Department: in the same way as we work on customer 
marketing, conduct studies on the employee experience 
and the value of HR support systems.

Thus in 2030, the HR Department of BNP Paribas 
Personal Finance will be:
• An HR department steering transformation and 

all the major actions around agile, training, new 
technologies, new behaviours, by truly engaging 
employees in these processes. 

• A Human Resources Department at the service 
of people, accelerating training initiatives that are no 
longer seen as an investment immediately linked to a 
business line but as a long-term strategic investment;

• An HRD organised as a marketing department with 
research, monitoring, innovation, customer marketing, 
etc. functions (not only inspired by marketing practices 
but also by its standards);

• An HR department that fosters new ways of working 
and learning: all companies that do not take part in the 
learning revolution will not survive;

• An HR department that consumes a lot of 
technology and data: to use it and measure the impact 
on employees. The practice of nudge management is 
very interesting in this respect, even if it is necessary 
to remain vigilant (Verbatim: “between nudge and 
manipulation, there is only one step!”);

• An HR Director driving transformation at work. 
You can be an employee, a non-salaried employee, 
part of a collective, with one or more managers... This 
multiplicity of commitments requires specific attention 
to the life projects of employees. For example, BNP 
Paribas Personal Finance has abolished the age limit 

for being recognised as a “talent”. In particular, men 
and women do not have the same life expectancy: 
it is therefore important to ensure that they are not 
discriminated against according to the standard times 
set by the company.

Case study back to 
page 25
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Digital and soft skills in entrepreneurial and management training.  
The case of the hackatons.

Introduction 
An entrepreneurial and managerial education is important to become 
valid professionals. The education system should be more focused on 
soft skills, to bridge the gap between the taught qualities and those that 
are required in the job market (Elmuti, 2004). However, the development 
of soft skills is a complex phenomenon, which also includes behaviors, 
attitudes, activities aimed at personal, social, cultural and professional 
growth: unlike technical-specialist skills, they are difficult to transmit (Pant 
and Baroudi, 2008). Among them there are also also digital skills, which 
require critical thinking and a versatility of skills that cannot be considered 
merely technical (Gui, 2009; Bracelet and Mingo 2009). 

Now we try to understand what are the necessary soft and digital skills 
for those who want to develop and manage an activity, and what can be 
useful tools for their education.

Businesses and soft skills 
Entrepreneurs and business executives look for various skills in candidates: 
one of the keys to success is to choose and value the people they work 
with. For this, it is necessary to develop the right balance between soft 
and hard skills. 

According to Robbins (2001) managers and entrepreneurs need different 
types of skills. Technical skills, taught through the education system; 
human skills, which allow you to understand and motivate yourself and 
others, both individually and as a team; conceptual skills, mental ability 
to analyse and identify solutions in complex situations. 

Robles (2012) identifies ten soft skills, considered the most important by 
top management, the possession of which constitutes an added value: 
integrity, communication, courtesy, responsibility, social skills, positive 
attitude, professionalism, flexibility, teamwork, work ethic. The economic 
situation is constantly changing and requires a rapid evolution of knowledge, 
for which academic skills are no longer sufficient, but non-technical skills 
are required, precisely the soft ones (Steven and Fallows, 2000). 

Organizations that train their collaborators are moving towards “soft” skills 
acquisition paths, which allow them to have a more incisive and lasting 
impact on the improvement of work performance (Ibrahim et al., 2017). 

The attention is not only focused on the acquisition of knowledge, but 
also on the development of skills such as leadership, communication, 
decision-making, problem solving and teamwork skills. Entrepreneurs 
and top managers believe that essential skills are the ability and willingness 
to learn, teamwork and cooperation, tenacity and willingness to take on 
additional work, self-control and analytical thinking (Wong et al., 2019).
Soft skills are not only indispensable for success at work, they also 
concern interaction with others and self-knowledge, therefore they 
also improve your life in general.

Digital skills  
The “digital skills” are technological skills. Skills include the ability 
to use digital technologies to work, study and for daily life, the ability 
to critically evaluate them and the motivation to participate in digital 
culture. They cannot be stable over time as they change according to the 
evolution of technology, political objectives and expectations of a society 

Sabrina Bonomi, 
Sabrina Bonomi, Professor of 
Organization and Management 
of Personnel in the Public 
Administration and of Planning, 
Organizational Processes and 
Behaviors at the eCampus 
University, Consultant - RisorSe 
(PerformanSe Premium Partner)
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characterized by knowledge (Ilomäki et al., 2011). The field 
of application of digital skills is wide and embraces different 
fields: technology and information technology, media and 
communication, literacy and communication science. 

“Digital Universitas” indicates that the most requested digital 
skills are web and app programming and development, 
digital design, project management, product management, 
digital marketing and social media, big data analytics. The 
digital divide seems zero in the most developed countries, 
in terms of physical access, while when it comes to digital 
skills and the use of applications, this gap widens a lot. 
The shortcomings include the lack of theory, conceptual 
definition and interdisciplinary approach. (Van Dijk, 2006).

Education, training and selection 
Communicating effectively enhances productivity, 
but there is a large gap between the perceptions of 
entrepreneurs and managers, teachers and students 
regarding the importance of non-technical skills (Ghouse, 
et al., 2018). Also for digital skills there is a lack of targeted 
initiatives and programs: in today’s world of work, these 
skills are increasingly in demand by companies, so it is 
necessary that education and training courses provide 
the necessary tools to bring them out. The main problem 
of the educational system, worldwide, is an imbalance of 
hard skills paths compared to soft and digital skills, because 
the latter present more difficulties regarding the learning 
method, teaching and evaluation method. 

It is necessary for students to acquire transversal skills 
and, for this purpose, to evaluate ways and methods of 
teaching in educational processes. It is necessary to create 

training programs, starting from secondary and high 
schools: students, even “digital natives”, if not addressed 
to the best, cannot be considered experts in information 
and communication technologies. Their advantage over 
previous generations lies in being “digitally fluent”, thanks 
to exposure to the digital world from an early age (Kim 
et al., 2018). However, they can apply them more or less 
effectively during their university career.

Improving work performance is not only linked to 
participation in training programs, but also to the 
methodology and assessment of skills acquired. Interaction 
in international contexts helps to increase skills such as 
critical thinking, communication and cultural competence. 
Teamwork, presentations and in- and inter-dependent work 
promote the employability of graduates in a global economy 
(Yao and Tuliao, 2019). The term “employability” refers to 
the set of qualifications, skills and personal characteristics 
that significantly affect job search and career opportunities.

The current training method mainly involves face-to-face 
lectures, while it should include case studies, testimonials 
from managers and entrepreneurs, tutorials based on 
current problems, business games, research and consulting 
projects; digital has also greatly increased these possibilities. 
We should combine theory and practice: expert professors 
in the theoretical field supported by teachers with empirical 
work experience. If the university is the environment where 
students learn the necessary qualifications, entrepreneurs 
and managers have an important role in the training system: 
they can direct it to develop soft skills in students, encouraging 
the convergence between the skills acquired in the university 
and those requests during recruitment in the world of work.

According to a survey carried out by Eurobarometer, soft 
skills are the most considered skills by HR managers, but 
they are not what graduates think are required. Graduates 
think that academic skills, hard skills are more important 
and few of them are aware of how much soft skills are 
required by the job market. More communication is 
needed between universities, educators and companies; 
the educational system must integrate courses with 
teachings that develop and improve soft skills, aiming 
them to be useful to businesses. Methodologies used in 
management classes around the world will also need to 
be revisited, investing more time in activities such as case 
studies, testimonials from managers active in the world of 
work, tutorials based on current problems, simulations, 
research and consulting projects.

The HacKathon
An innovative system are the Hackathons, “marathons 
between hackers” where computer scientists who are 
experts in a specific sector meet to prepare software, 
applications or support solutions for the community. 
(Barbieri and Coletta 2015). The etymology comes from 
the crasis of two terms, hack and marathon and was coined 
in 1999. Since then, three or five events a year have taken 
place around the world, usually on university campuses, 
to promote development thanks to the “collaboration 
between brains”; more than two hundred are expected this 
year, with thousands of participants each.

Hackathons have spread widely and have begun to be seen 
by companies and investors as a way to rapidly develop new 
software technologies and to identify areas of innovation 
and financing. Many young people participate in the 
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hackathon, both for the cash prizes and the opportunity to 
make themselves known, and for the taste of the challenge 
and the possibility of opening doors for the future.

Hackathons are promoted and organized by universities 
and “hackathon companies”, such as GroupMe, which 
started as a hackathon project at the TechCrunch Disrupt 
2010 conference (OpenBSD, 2019). In Italy the diffusion 
is more recent; we must distinguish between the various 
webinars, barcamps, hackathons, online seminars, hands-
on workshops and more. It is essential to clarify what is 
proposed and what is to be expected. If the hackathon 
is for example a “code fest”, that is a way to meet and 
exchange knowledge, it is very different from when there 
are investors.

They are successful events: works and projects are shared; 
ideas and creativity are developed through digital means; 
they offer visibility on the web, on social networks and in 
the business world. Events in which implementation times 
are reduced compared to a purely corporate context: 
healthy competition and prizes at stake push us to give our 
best and bring out the best ideas, without forgetting the 
collaborative aspect.

Conclusions 
The first step in becoming a good manager is to receive 
an education through the university system. However, 
this system must connect educators and companies. 
Universities must integrate courses with teaching that 
develop students’ soft skills. These skills are an investment: 
job success will depend less and less on the hard skills you 
learn and more and more on the soft skills you possess. 

Due to the lack of digital skills, compulsory courses must be 
created in all economics and management schools, giving 
the right importance to these skills. The methodologies 
used in management classes should also be revisited, 
including case studies, testimonials, tutorials, business 
games, research and consultancy projects. Hackathons can 
be an adequate tool because they allow you to develop 

the required skills and create a link between the world 
of training and that of businesses. If the education system 
manages to change, it will be beneficial for everyone: 
soft and digital skills will be considered fundamental for 
employability and for work and corporate success and, for 
companies, it will be easier to find personnel with adequate 
skills.
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Soft skills, digital skills and training. Conversation with Ruggero Segatto, director of ISRE1 

1. What do you think are the soft skills that young 
people need to increase their chances of entering 
businesses? 

In recent years, soft skills have become more important in the evaluation 
of people, they have become not “soft” anymore, so that now we prefer 
to call them “key skills”. We have noticed that the skills assessment by 
the employer does not use a rigid scheme: a symbiotic relationship is 
established between professional skills and key skills which, depending 
on the contexts, affects their importance.

Technological and digital development has widened the gap between 
companies in high-tech sectors and those that need less skilled workers. 
From researches carried out on production sectors similar to the Salesian 
reality (graphics, communication, mechanics, electrical sector) we have 
found that there is a return to the demand for a high level of technical 
skills and a high degree of specialization. This caused an increase in 
the duration of training courses for young people. This trend has also 
increased the weight of key skills: extremely specialized figures also need 
a great capacity for adaptability, confrontation, responsibility, teamwork, 
an aptitude for constant learning, which, in the past, more eclectic profiles 
could partly compensate.

It is difficult to draw up a ranking of the required key skills, but those 
mentioned above represent the most requested. It is also important to 
reflect on the interpersonal dynamics in the workplace which, in recent 
years, have led to major problems. It is difficult to separate the level of key 
competence from the evaluation of the worker as a person, with his way 
of thinking and relating to the others. But this dimension is increasingly 
subject to careful evaluation.

2. What digital skills are needed today?
I would like to report a figure from the World Economic Forum, which 
claims that 65% of children who now attend primary school will have jobs 
that does not yet exist today. Beyond the numbers, it is interesting to 
understand how digital transformation leads to the birth of new jobs, 
called “hybrid jobs”. From a digital point of view, skills in digital marketing, 
data analysis, big data management and all those related to 4.0 Industry 
are in great demand today.

We must reflect in particular on the basic digital skills required of 
workers. We are not talking about jobs with a high technological content, 
but about skills whose lack contributes to widening the social gap. The 
tragedy, above all human, but also social and economic, of COVID-19 has 
shown how the most efficient way of learning for humans is by trauma. 
It highlighted how the mastery of basic digital skills (use of devices, apps 
and tools for work, platforms for smart working), is not a luxury, but a 
preliminary necessity. Unfortunately, only learning by trauma will allow 
Italian companies to recover part of the competitive disadvantage in 
terms of digital skills, accumulated over the years due to insufficient level 
of training and infrastructural delay.
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1 Istituto Superiore Ricerca Educativa is the Research center for educational studies of the Università 

Salesiana di Venezia. Nowdays, the Salesian network, founded by Saint Giovanni Bosco in the 
middle of 19th Century, numbers: 3.643 Schools in 132 Countries for 940.000 students and 
68.000 professors and trainers; 826 Technical schools for 200.300 students and 15.000 trainers 
worldwide; 85 University Institutions.  
https://www.salesianeducation.com/it/salesiani/
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3. In your opinion, is there a gap between 
educational and training programs and the 
demands of businesses?

First of all, it should be recognized that vocational training 
curricula adequately respond to the needs expressed by 
companies. The requests are mostly for technical skills, 
which students (leaving the three-year or five-year course) 
can immediately use in unskilled and small work contexts. 
Companies recognize that the technical skills possessed by 
students are largely sufficient to face the demands of “that” 
job’s world.

Although the technical institutes have made some step 
forward, the training programs are very often theoretical 
and not very contextualized into the real tasks connected 
to business requests. Theoretical in-depth study is essential 
for implementing skills, but this is not enough. Keeping the 
focus on theoretical and far from reality issues nourishes 
the gap between demands from the job’s world and 
training responses. In recent years we have been observing 
an appreciated rapprochement between the academic 
world and the corporate world. We cannot say that the 
gap is narrowing in this training segment, but virtuous 
experiences have been observed, in which companies 
interested in investing in research and development have 
partnered with the university, bringing business experience 
to the classroom. Teaching methodologies are also being 
updated and students are required to produce project 
works, case analyses, Action Learning reports on real 
business cases.

But how much do the training curricula respond to the need 
to “train” key skills? The world of training should find a way 

to implement a training system capable of highlight the soft 
skills acquired by students.

4. How and with what tools can they be filled?
A useful tool that has been introduced and unfortunately 
managed in a non-optimal way, is the alternation between 
school and work.

Young people are given the opportunity to get involved 
in a work environment, to get in direct contact with work 
processes. It should not be underestimated that, in all 
sectors, the effectiveness of work is conditioned by the 
interaction with other people, the willingness to collaborate, 
the empathy and good communication skills. Skills 
experienced in real contexts are increasingly fundamental.

However, the school-work alternation that had found 
legitimacy with the 107 “Good School” Italian law, was 
downsized with the Budget Law of 2019, seeing a sharp 
cut in the hours dedicated to the training experience in the 
company. A missed opportunity? It depends. The alternation 
encountered several critical issues. First of all, the issue of 
investments for the training of internal tutors and in the 
accompaniment of company tutors. The alternation must 
not be reduced to the mere execution of a job. In addition 
to professional experience, it should be an opportunity to 
experience all those skills that cannot be experienced at 
school. Only in this way can it be considered a constructive 
experience and an opportunity for personal growth.

The alternation should also be useful for teachers, to 
get in touch with the business world and understand its 
peculiarities. The experiences are also disappointing due 

to a mismatch between school and company, enlarging 
the gap. Companies should also get closer to the school, 
to understand its educational and training function. The 
effectiveness of the courses derives from a shared planning, 
so that the hours spent in the company are interesting for 
the student and a growth opportunity for the company.

What it is interesting is the function of the ANPAL (National 
Agency for Active Labour Policies), which in 2018 signed 
a memorandum of understanding with the MIUR (Ministry 
of Education, University and Research) to provide expert 
labour market tutors to support school referents, in order to 
consolidate agreements and relationships with companies. 
This kind of projects are financed and promoted by the 
Veneto Region through the ESF (European Social Fund), 
but also by direct funds from the European Community.

5. Could you tell us your experience in this 
regard?

PA significant experience is the online path activated with 
Confartigianato and some high schools in Vicenza, funded 
by the ESF (European Social Fund). The initiative promotes 
the training of teachers and students through synergistic 
action with companies. The aim is to develop new teaching 
methodologies, more responsive to the mechanisms of 
design and construction of goods in line with the demands 
of the labour market. Innovating the teaching paradigms 
with which the school transfers content and skills to 
students, to allow today’s young people to become the 
professionals of tomorrow.

Through the methodology of Design Thinking, increasingly 
strategic skills have been promoted, such as autonomy, 
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responsibility, transversality, critical thinking. The teachers 
experienced first-hand the needs of some companies and 
then developed a path aimed at students: understanding 
the real needs of the business world to calibrate the training 
proposal. The students were trained through a preparatory 
workshop and then they worked on a real task commissioned 
by the company. They literally put themselves “on the line”: 
responding to a task through Design Thinking has promoted 
the transfer of the knowledge learned into real contexts, but 
above all it has encouraged the ability to solve problems, 
empathy, communication, teamwork, sharing, dialectics and 
comparison to reach a shared solution.

The result was surprising. This approach made it possible 
to overcome the concept of “learned and practiced 
competence”, approaching the concept of capabilities. The 
idea of competence needs to be reread also in the light of the 
citizenship paradigm, as Martha Nussbaum and Amaryta 
Sen teach, in order to be “capable” of choosing and acting. 
And this planning has been a virtuous example.
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