
Workforce Agility Report / 3rd Edition 

AGILITY TO ADAPT 
TO THE FUTURE  
OF WORK
Exploring the impact on talent management as 
worker preferences across Asia-Pacific continue to 
change, and organisations become more agile.

http://www.kellyocg.com


CONTENTS
 3 Introduction

 4 Trend 1 / AGILE TALENT STRATEGIES

 7 Trend 2 / WORKERS’ CHANGING PREFERENCES

 11 Trend 3 / THE AGILE ORGANISATION

 15 Trend 4 / AGILE HR

 18 Conclusion



INTRODUCTION

Launched in 2017, the Workforce Agility Report is an annual 
study from KellyOCG® that identifies the key challenges 
preventing businesses in some of the countries in the Asia-
Pacific (APAC) region from effectively achieving workforce 
agility. Now in its third year, we explore talent management 
at these companies during a critical period—as workers’ 
preferences are changing, and organisations are needing to 
become more agile. 

US-China trade conflicts are negatively affecting exports and 
slowing real GDP growth in major APAC countries—notably 
Australia, China, and India. Singapore is potentially heading 
for a recession. But labour shortages across the region are 
expected to persist, despite relatively flat unemployment. 
Meanwhile, the state of capability throughout HR operations 
is mixed. Australia is consistently the market with the most 
advanced contingent workforce practices, while Malaysia falls 
behind the rest of the markets in terms of talent strategy.

How can organisations bridge the gap?
Within this context of a tight labour market, an ageing 
workforce, and a slowing economy, how do HR leaders 
provide solutions to bridge the gap? We surveyed more 
than 200 C-suite executives from leading organisations in 
APAC to reveal detail on four clear trends:

• Trend 1: Agile Talent Strategies

• Trend 2: Workers’ Changing Preferences

• Trend 3: The Agile Organisation

• Trend 4: Agile HR

This white paper explores each trend in depth. You’ll also 
find actionable insights on how organisations in the APAC 
region can adapt to achieve workforce agility in today’s 
challenging business landscape.
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Workforce agility: defined
Workforce agility is an organisation’s 
ability to swiftly adapt its workforce 
capabilities to the peaks and troughs of 
highly uncertain business environments 
and strengthen their resilience amidst 
emerging disruptions.

Survey Methodology
This survey was carried out online and administered to the panel managed by YouGov. Total sample size was 217 working adults in Singapore, Australia, Malaysia, or India who 
hold senior management responsibilities in a company with a regional or global presence. Fieldwork was conducted from July to August 2019.
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Across the region, C-suite leaders are in full agreement that 
talent strategy is critical to safeguarding their business 

success, now and into the future. 

It’s well recognised that organisations need to act on a new 
or different talent strategy, and there’s an appetite among 
leaders to do something different—more so than in previous 
years. Accordingly, HR’s role in business planning has 
INCREASED this year more than at any other time to help 
implement new outcomes.

To support the acquisition of the best talent, talent strategies 

must adapt with increasing speed and competitiveness. 
92% of survey respondents agree that an organisation’s talent 
strategy must be tightly aligned with its business strategy. 
And 90% of leaders from the survey also report that talent is a 
rising source of value creation and competitive advantage. Yet 
67% of them feel that the organisation’s speed in acquiring 
talent meets their expectations. 

Although APAC has been more traditional with the structure 
of their companies, the most successful ones are beginning 
to embrace a broader talent strategy and have adopted 
more non-traditional recruitment strategies.

TREND 1  /  AGILE TALENT STRATEGIES

of leaders agree 
that stronger talent 
yields strong business 
performance.

Leaders in the most agile organisations are realising how talent strategy is critical to ensuring 
business success—and that it must adapt with greater speed and competitiveness.

94%
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What’s your agile talent strategy?
“Meeting the complex needs of great 
talent in areas of career development, 
flexibility, financial compensation and 
reward. Finding the balance between 
allowing an individual to have work-life 
balance while at the same time, ensuring 
necessary outcomes are delivered from 
the business perspective.” 

- Hiring Manager
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ACTIONABLE INSIGHTS
Adopt and implement a total talent management approach
It’s important to understand all types of talent—whether 
you need to build, borrow, or buy—and how they best work 
together to support your organisation’s unique needs. Try to 
approach contingent talent more equitably, as an important 
talent pool that should be nurtured and retained, and shift 
talent management from procurement to HR. Companies 
should also learn to embrace a broader talent strategy that 
includes more non-traditional recruitment strategies—like 
tapping into social media or using strategic recruitment 
events on- and off-line.

Plan for the longer term
Currently, only 11% of companies are thinking long-term 
when they consider their talent strategies. Look further ahead: 
map out your current workforce and extrapolate to where 
you want to be in five years. From there you can identify the 
logical adjacencies, redundancies, and the mobility of the 
workforce. For organisations attempting to transform their 
business or influence in the market, the planning for talent 
strategies should go beyond three years into the longer term.
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BUY

What skills and 
expertise do you need 
to hire to support your 
permanent workforce?

BUILD

What internal capability 
do you need to train and 
develop?

BORROW

What expertise can be 
supplied on demand, 
through contingent 
workers, consultants, 
and service providers?

THE THREE TYPES OF 
RESOURCING DECISIONS:

Connect with an expert 
Using our strategic workforce planning 
capabilities—delivered through our 
buy, build, or borrow model—we 
have successfully consulted and 
partnered with leading organisations 
to transform their talent approach, 
and develop strategies that improve 
workforce agility to achieve their 
business ambitions. 

Click here for the full details on talent 
supply chain management

https://kellyocgapac.com/Expertise/Talent-Supply-Chain-Management
https://kellyocgapac.com/Expertise/Talent-Supply-Chain-Management
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TREND 2  /   WORKERS’ CHANGING 
PREFERENCES

The employer-employee dynamic has fundamentally 

shifted, and leaders recognise the need for different work 
arrangements beyond permanent work to cater to this 
trend. 81% of the leaders we surveyed agree that the 9 – 6 
work day is becoming obsolete. 

As global labour markets tighten, skilled talent—and 
its changing ideas about the integration of work and 
life—is moving to centre stage. In this increasingly talent-
driven market, a diverse set of workers, empowered by 
technology, are seeking to take greater control over their 
career trajectories.

To attract and retain the best talent available, organisations 

must adapt to workers’ changing needs and expectations. 
89% of leaders accept that the employer-talent relationship 
is shifting, with talent asserting more control over work 
choices. Much like how consumers are buying products 
today, professionals are more selective in finding and 
choosing the kind of work they want to do. The decision 

power is in the hands of the talent. Organisations should 
consider many factors, but the top three things that leaders 
feel are most crucial for talent attraction include:

The contingent workforce is growing in importance and has 
firmly established itself as an important work arrangement, 
and a reliable place for organisations to seek their best talent. 
90% of our survey respondents recognise that more workers 
are seeking the flexibility and autonomy that free agency 
offers. Just as many leaders (89%) concur that leveraging a 
contingent workforce is becoming a competitive advantage 
today. The choices—and trade-offs—are clear: leaders can 
either eschew the new narrative of work (and get left behind) 
or embrace and secure competitive advantage, while also 
establishing a foothold with the best available talent.

The best talent now wants to organise work around their life, and leaders are recognising the 
need for different work arrangements beyond permanent work.
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of leaders recognise that 
the best talent now wants 
to organise work around 
their life.

of leaders agree that some 
of their best employees 
were found through the 
contingent workforce.

89%

88%

Work-life 
balance

Good 
leadership

Flexible work 
arrangements



TREND 2  /  WORKERS’ CHANGING PREFERENCES

It’s time to change our lens in looking at talent. 
Instead of demographics, organisations should be 
looking at the psychographics of their key talent, using 
talent segmentation that puts an emphasis on internal 
values over outside perception. Learn to segment 
employees or candidates by their beliefs, values, interest, 
or career ambition—like some of the psychographic 
profiles detailed at right.

Understanding the psychographic profile of the talent they 
need (or already have) can help organisations to better 
tailor their talent attraction and acquisition strategies. 
It’s also a guide for improving their internal policies and 
procedures, work arrangements, or benefits to help retain 
their top talent.
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GROWTH SEEKERS
•  Early stage of career
•  Self-assured
•  Driven to grow skills
•  Know what they want
•  Unsure how to get there

GUIDANCE SEEKERS
•  Early or mid-stage of career
•  Less achievement-focused
•  Not especially motivated
•  However 40% have 

specialised skills

DEDICATED PROVIDERS
• Later stage of career
• Steady, staid workers
• Clear track
•  Working out of financial 

necessity
•  Not especially interested in 

growing or next best thing
•  Loyal and more than half 

are lifers

PATH SEEKERS
•  Early stage of career
•  Need significant direction
•  Questions their value 
•  Unsure of their path
•  May not be in career they 

want to be in

ENGAGED DIY-ers
•  Later stage of career
•  Highly engaged
•  Resilient, confident and 

goal orientated
•  Have a clear path 
•  May be in ideal job
•  Continuously building 

their skills

PATH KEEPERS
•  Later career stage
•  Embracing “winding 

down”
•  “Auto-pilot” attitude  

to work
•  Not interested in skill 

building
•  Perceive their career 

trajectory positively

WORK-LIFE DESIGN 
SEEKERS
•  Mid stage of career
•  Highly committed
•  Actively choosing gig 

workstyle
•  Strong command of their 

market power
•  Feel highly in demand

 SECOND ACT-ers
•  Mid to later career stage
•  Starting to mull over 

what’s next for them
•  Limited job movement
•  Relaxed approach to work
•  Value work-life balance
•  Tend to be planners, 

organised, and loyal

FRUSTRATED DEFEATISTS
•  Mid to late career stage
•  Have given up questioning 

what’s next
•  Beaten down by series of 

disappointments
•  Low confidence
•  Approach is driven by 

economic neccessity



ACTIONABLE INSIGHTS
Understand your talent
Be sure to know your current workforce composition and how 
that may need to change in the near future, or in the longer 
term. This understanding is still basic in most organisations 
right now, and most are still reactive at this point. Try to better 
understand the tangible psychographics of your targeted 
candidates—talent segmentation research can help you to 
differentiate your recruitment strategies according to distinct 
candidate groups. Conduct surveys and focus groups. As you 
understand more about what your talent is truly motivated by, 
look to engage more non-traditional talent sources that better 
meet the needs of these talent segments.

Grant greater flexibility and autonomy to  
those who want it
Be creative in the way your worker policies are crafted. If the 
9 – 6 work day is becoming obsolete, find the best way to 
institute policies that change the way managers operate, and 
the key performance indicators (KPIs) they have for talent. 
Don’t underestimate the need for flexibility from job seekers 
who are in mid-stages of their career and committed to the 

TREND 2  /  WORKERS’ CHANGING PREFERENCES
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Connect with an expert 
We believe companies today should 
have access to all the data they need  
to proactively make talent decisions 
that support their overall business 
objectives. That’s why KellyOCG 
analytics provide a 360° view of your 
talent supply chain and the entire 
talent landscape. Our platform allows 
you to benchmark your data against 
industry best practices and study the 
interrelationships between critical KPIs. 

gig workstyle. Create flexible work arrangements as part of an 
intentionally designed programme. There can be an economy 
here to leverage trends that work across talent segments, and 
package them to target the older generation, which has so 
much to offer relative to knowledge, expertise, and wisdom.

Know and define your organisation’s purpose
It’s increasingly important to know why your company 
exists today, and to clearly communicate that purpose with 
your workforce across all employee channels. Purpose has 
emerged as a significant factor. Workers want to know how 
they are impacting something bigger than their day-to-day 
job contributions. Set clear expectations and KPIs, including 
milestones the organisation needs to hit that can be reviewed 
on a regular basis.
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It’s clear that C-suites are using the contingent workforce 

to increase talent supply and tackle talent shortages. It’s a 
source of talent that you should pay immediate attention to, 
if you haven’t already. This year, 33% of organisations have 
a contingent workforce that comprises more than 30% of 
their total workforce—an increase of about 20% since 2017. 
And the pool of contingent workers is expected to grow 
even further, with 3 in 4 companies now planning to include 
contingent workers as part of their workforce.

But organisations must advance their policies to integrate 
contingent and permanent workers in order to be attractive to 
the best talent in both work arrangements. This is especially 
true in a slower or thriving economy, where organisations 
need more agility in their workforce to cater to changing 
business conditions. 

To enable more agility and attract the best talent in both work arrangements, organisations today 
must find strategic ways to integrate the contingent workforce holistically—and provide for 
equitable treatment of both the contingent and permanent workforce.
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of C-suite leaders say it’s 
important to have policies 
designed to attract and 
retain the best contingent 
talent to achieve the 
organisation’s strategic goal.

80%

But just 58% of C-suite leaders say they engage in 
proactive measures to integrate contingent workers into the 
workforce, such as training for team leaders, or ensuring that 
contingent workers are embedded into teams and activities.

of leaders recognise that 
the best talent now wants 
to organise work around 
their life.

66%



Think of an inverted bell curve. Younger workers are using the 
“gig workstyle” to gain experience, while seasoned and more 
experienced workers are using it to take more control of their 
years before retirement. Meanwhile, creating a more diverse 
workplace brings some noticeable benefits for businesses. 
Among companies surveyed by Forbes with more than US$10 
billion in annual revenue, 56% strongly agreed that diversity 
helped drive innovation. Respondents in Asia were more 
likely to see a link between diversity and innovation. In the 
Asia-Pacific region, 56% strongly agreed with this notion—
compared to 48% in the Americas and 41% in EMEA.

As work arrangements become more flexible and more of 
the workforce becomes contingent, organisations must 

be able to readily adapt at a pace much faster than ever 
before. Contingent workers are not only useful at entry 
levels but are used to fill essential skills gaps that the 
permanent workforce cannot. 

TREND 3  /  THE AGILE ORGANISATION

While most organisations across Asia-Pacific have targeted 
programmes for different segments of their multi-
generational workforce, policies curated for older workers 

seem to be given less emphasis. This is evident even 
though senior workers have become a pressing issue for 
governments across the region. Only 42% of C-suite leaders 
mentioned that their organisations have programmes 
designed for the psychographic profiles that best fit older 
workers—like the “Dedicated Provider” or “Path Keeper” 
segments shown below.
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DEDICATED PROVIDERS
• Later stage of career
• Steady, staid workers
• Clear track
•  Working out of financial necessity
•  Not especially interested in 

growing or next best thing
•  Loyal and more than half are lifers

PATH KEEPERS
•  Later career stage
•  Embracing “winding down”
•  “Auto-pilot” attitude to work
•  Not interested in skill building
•  Perceive their career trajectory 

positively

For example, roles in engineering, science, and technology 
are becoming increasingly specialised, and this is a 
prime driver for contingent hiring. Besides serving as 
supplemental technical workers to carry out the tests, 
experiments, and other work designed by regular 
employees, contingent workers are increasingly called upon 
to contribute as technical consultants and thought leaders 
on project teams that combine regular employees and 
contingent workers.

A highly trained individual can be brought in to meet a 
specific technical or business need, and then be released 
when no longer needed. Yet more can be done to integrate 
these contingent workers into the organisation. Singapore 
and Malaysia give special cause for concern, where 47% 
of leaders report providing the contingent workforce with 
fewer benefits and compensations as compared to the 
permanent workforce. This could pose a barrier to attracting 
talent within the contingent workspace.

of C-suite leaders in the Asia-
Pacific region believe that mid-level 
positions will see the most growth 
for contingent workers.

62%
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ACTIONABLE INSIGHTS
Rethink your value proposition
Start by plotting a course to get things done more effectively. 
Identify who are your workers, and how you can best arrange 
teams to be more effective. Redesign processes that were 
built very much on a hierarchy and let go of some of those 
older hierarchal traits. If your employees don’t know your 
definition of what agile is ... you’re not going to be very agile. 
Define it and shout it from the rooftop.

Acknowledge and embrace the future of work
There is a difference between your internal and external 
workforce. Still, you need to reassess those policies for 
holistic integration to ensure seamless working relationships 
between teams and remove the artificial barriers that add 
no value to the organisation. Be ready to bring in high-

Connect with an expert 
Across our workforce solutions, 
KellyOCG leverages expertise 
in talent acquisition, hiring, and 
employer branding for all segments 
of talent, permanent or contingent. 
Our extensive experience—especially 
in attracting and managing the 
contingent workforce—allows us to 
partner with organisations regardless 
of where they stand in their journey to 
achieve workforce agility.

level workers for ad hoc or temporary work and find ways 
to engage the contingent workforce effectively. Learn to 
better accommodate contingent workers and train managers 
on what it takes to engage and mentor or manage their 
contingent workers to make this time-effective.

Try new and different approaches
Be mindful that more than 90% of people are willing to 
give help to somebody for something, but most individuals 
aren’t willing to ask for help. Start in small ways. Simply tell 
employees, “I would just like to hear from you.”
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In this new paradigm, HR plays an extremely critical role 

in enabling the success of organisations, by unlocking the 
best talent to drive growth and transformation of the best 
companies. Yet, it’s a cause for concern that C-suites do not 
see HR as a strategic resource for driving growth.

34% is a significant drop from 53% in 2019 and 2018. HR 
must earn their seat at the table by providing real value 
to the business. With data-driven visions and exceptional 
organisational knowledge, HR leaders are making a huge 
impact in the boardroom. Employers who are taking 
advantage of these insights in their strategic planning are 
already strengthening their businesses, their relationships—
both internally and externally—and earning the benefits.

HR today is not viewed as a strategic partner. Given the talent landscape, HR must evolve from a role 
mainly focused on operations and compliance to one focused on business transformation and strategy.
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HR today is not viewed as a strategic partner. Given the 
talent landscape, HR needs to evolve from a role focused on 
mainly operational delivery and compliance to one focused on 
business transformation and strategy. Only 16% of leaders said 
they have a plan in place to manage contingent workforce 
within the next 6 months. 11% said they have no existing plans 
to do so. This is despite the prevalence of the contingent 
workforce, with 75% of organisations planning to include 
contingent workforce as part of the overall talent strategies. 

A useful analogy of the new HR leader is that to a conductor 
of a large orchestra. The conductor’s main job is to coordinate 
the individual elements (musicians and instruments) so that 
the overall sound is pleasing. The conductor is not an expert 
in most of the instruments, but only generally familiar with 
them. Yet she must balance several tensions or paradoxes—
the needs of patrons, musicians, and owners—and do so in 
a manner that is enjoyable to all. Similarly, HR must balance 
the needs of all types of employees with the priorities of 
company stakeholders, leadership, and shareholders.

Only 34% of C-suite leaders 
engage HR at the point of business 
strategy development (down from 
53% in previous years).

34%
The companies most capable 
of transforming HR into a 
strategic partner achieve 1.4 
times the revenue growth and 
1.4 times the profitability of the 
least capable companies.



workforce and mitigate any possible risks. HR can also partner 
with external experts to gather relevant trends and bring 
valuable insights into the organisation for a more optimal 
talent strategy to achieve their desired business results. 

Invite the C-Suite to YOUR table
Instead of vying for a seat at the C-suite table, HR should 
invite the C-suite to their table to give everyone a different 
perspective. Elevate HR to facilitate the conversation in 
meetings and be focused on business. It’s the organisation 
that must be agile, and HR needs to take a step up to 
do that. Gain trust and buy-in by engaging in a pilot 
programme with a customer or project. Test, pilot it out, 
and find the tangible results that can demonstrate real 
business impact.

TREND 4  /  AGILE HR

ACTIONABLE INSIGHTS
Become data-focused
IBM CEO Ginni Rometty has said that data will be the 
most important “natural” resource in the near future. 
People and things generate massive amounts of data. 
This data contains information that is useful for making 
powerful predictions and decisions. However, the same 
information can be used to ruin people and organisations. 
Consequently, “big data” is fundamentally an HR issue. Yet 
HR is only scratching the surface of big data and its impact 
on total talent management. Implement pilot programmes 
more often to learn from the experience and make better 
sense of the data as you move forward. 

Don’t do it all alone
HR doesn’t need to perform all tasks by themselves. 
Some tasks can be completed with better efficiency when 
outsourced, or in partnership with other departments like 
Procurement or Compliance to manage the contingent 
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Connect with an expert 
To compete, HR and talent acquisition 
teams today must remain innovative—
and KellyOCG has the workforce 
transformation expertise to help 
organisations do just that. Our 
outsourced solutions and capabilities 
help to alleviate HR from day-to-day 
operational tasks. We also partner to 
bring the insights needed to enhance 
HR’s position as a strategic function 
and contributor to the organisation.



contents   /   18

CONCLUSION

How can your business adapt to the future of work with 
better workforce agility?
Having an agile workforce is critical to adapting to the 
peaks and troughs of activity in organisational business 
cycles today. However, a truly agile workforce can only be 
achieved when organisations make a concerted effort to 
understand the key forces that are acting upon it—and 
more importantly, change the way that work gets done to 
accommodate it. 

This change is hard, and it doesn’t come without risks. 
But for organisations that want to thrive in today’s 
challenging talent landscape, making these shifts is a risk 
worth taking. Only with a forward-thinking, agile workforce 
plan will organisations be able to remove the stumbling 
blocks to achieve success, bridge the gap between talent 
and business strategy, and ultimately strengthen their ability 
to address the talent challenges that lie ahead.

And HR is best positioned to lead the charge.
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