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We all know the world of work is changing—drastically. We know that technology is 

reshaping the way that work gets done, and that today’s talent demands a vastly different 

work-life balance than just a few short years ago. We also know that in order to remain an 

attractive employer amidst all of this change, we have to make some changes too. The 

question that remains is… how?

As HR, talent acquisition, and procurement professionals, we’re always hearing that it’s 

up to us to “be the change”—and here at KellyOCG, we’re helping our customers do 

just that. Not only do we educate workforce leaders across the globe about the changes 

that are happening, we empower them with the knowledge, tools, data, and support to 

establish agile workforce strategies that will enable their businesses to grow.

In true consultative fashion, we’re taking our recommendations to the masses. Acting as 

an extension of our Talent Advisory Services practice, this white paper seeks to provide 

the industry at large a better understanding of the forces that are changing our world of 

work—and the mindset shifts that must take place in order to remain at the forefront of 

this ongoing transformation.

Foreword



W O R K F O R C E

A G I L I T Y



In 2017, KellyOCG launched its inaugural study to uncover the state of workforce agility 

among global organisations. This year’s study took a deeper dive, with the goal of 

uncovering the key challenges preventing businesses in the Asia-Pacific (APAC) region 

from effectively achieving workforce agility.

Our survey of over 200 C-suite executives from leading organisations in APAC revealed 

an alarming trend: A majority of businesses in the region are not quick enough to 

redesign their workforces to meet urgent business needs. In today’s uncertain and 

disruptive market, this inability to adjust resources quickly enough to keep up with 

fluctuations in business activity is of paramount concern. Without the ability to acquire 

adequate and right-fit talent when it’s needed, organisations risk their ability to not only 

thrive, but survive. 

In our findings, we also identified the emergence of four key business trends that are 

underpinning this urgent need for agility:

1.  Automation is increasing across all job levels

2.  Workers’ working preferences are rapidly changing

3.  The growing contingent workforce is a resource pool of great talent

4.  A strong HR function can drive business growth

Introduction

This white paper explores these business trends in depth, and further, provides 
prescriptive pointers on how organisations in the APAC region can make the mindset shifts 
needed to achieve workforce agility in today’s testing business landscape. 

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 undertaken 

between 18 May 2018 to 4 June 2018.
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Automation

Today’s most agile organisations are embracing automation 
and harnessing the power of machines to help humans 
achieve more.

Automation is gathering pace across the globe, with a number of C-suite leaders in Asia Pacific already 
leveraging technology in tandem with their workforce. In fact, survey respondents reported that their 
organisations are already automating 30% of their current work processes—an indication that 
companies are more progressive in their use of automation than the general public is aware. And, with 
C-suites in the region expecting to automate close to half of their workforce in the next five years, 
technology’s impact will only continue to grow.1

While many people assume that automation is limited to “blue collar” work, the reality is that it’s 
affecting workers and jobs across all levels. With nearly half of C-suites expecting to automate higher-
skill and higher-wage positions, workers at the managerial-level and above should anticipate seeing 
some or part of their job automated in the next few years.1

But, despite concerns that automation is here to consume our jobs, the good news is that technology 
will never replace the need for human workers. C-suite leaders surveyed recognise that machines 
are here to help support workers in becoming better and faster so that they can focus on their core 
competencies. A large majority even stated the reason they’re automating work processes is to 
increase employees’ efficiency and productivity.1 

Moving forward, developing processes and strategies that will facilitate human-machine collaboration 
will be key, as 61% of organisations expect many roles will soon require employees to work in tandem 
with AI.2 With this focus on collaboration and a plan in place to cultivate the human skills that will be 
necessary in the future, organisations will gain the agility they need to achieve their strategic priorities.

TREND 1



Australia 8%

India 12%

Malaysia 10%

Singapore 12%

Educate Yourself – Spend time with business leaders to gain an understanding of what their larger 

technology strategy is, educate yourself on robotic processes and augmented intelligence, and gather 

data what roles are the most likely to be automated. Don’t forget that automation affects more than blue-

collar work; it can be integrated across all levels of an organisation. 

Embrace Automation as a Supplement to Human Workers, not a Replacement – When leveraged 

most effectively, automation allows human workers to focus on work that humans do best—things like 

exercising empathy, creativity, leadership, and critical thinking. Assess the work that needs to be done 

and begin to identify areas that, if automated, will alleviate mundane, repetitive tasks and bring added 

value to your human workforce. 

Invest in Re-skilling and Re-training - Only 3% of organisations report that they intend to increase 

investment in training/reskilling programmes in the next three years—a significant concern considering 

the pace at which automation is accelerating.2 Taking time now to begin re-skilling and re-training will 

ensure that your workforce is prepared to remain relevant alongside machines and work cohesively with 

new technology. 

Connect with an Expert – When it comes to designing a solution to attract and inspire key talent, the 
advisors at KellyOCG know that it’s not a people vs. machine decision. Our subject matter experts will 
guide you towards a solution that will effectively balance both people and machines —together—for 
the best possible outcome.

Regional 
Breakdown
What percent of additional work 
processes do C-suites expect to 
automate in the next five years?
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Workers’ Changing Preferences

Understanding workers’ psyche is key to attracting and 
retaining the best talent.

The way that today’s workforce wants to work is changing. Current research reveals that there is a 
convergence of people in traditional corporate positions who want to have greater control over the 
way they work—and have access to technology to facilitate it. As a result, the gig economy is on the 
rise, with 64% of global free agents choosing the work style because it allows them the ability to 
organise their work around their life.3

To compound these changing preferences, organisations today are facing their most multi-generational 
workforce ever. As baby boomers approach retirement, many are finding that they’re not ready to 
completely exit the workforce, opening up opportunities for organisations to capture this population’s 
wealth of knowledge on a part-time or contingent basis. Younger generations, meanwhile, are looking 
for flexibility in other ways, such as in work-from-anywhere policies and access to specialised training.

As the global workforce mix continues to increase in complexity, talent acquisition is becoming both 
more challenging and expensive. With half of workers typically staying with their employer for less 
than three years, the cost of hiring, onboarding, and training begins to add up. And with only 3/5 of 
organisations in the Asia-Pacific region indicating that they have clear recruitment, engagement, 
and retention programmes tailored to each segment of the multi-generational workforce, it’s clear 
that more must be done to effectively engage the talent that’s needed. In order to win the global 
competition for talent, organisations must turn their focus towards adapting policies to suit the 
changing needs of their talent pool now.

TREND 2
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Australia 3.5 years

India 4 years

Malaysia 3.9 years

Singapore 3 years

Identify the Talent You Need and What They Want - What are the skills you need now, and in the 

future? How are you going to get this talent? Where do they live? What are their demographics? What 

are their work preferences? Put together a strategic workforce plan that takes these questions into 

account—you can’t cater to the demands of today’s talent if you don’t know what they want out of their 

work-life. A good place to start gaining this understanding is by looking at current consumer behaviours. 

Adapt to Workers’ Changing Preferences – Once you have this understanding of whom you’re 

trying to attract, it’s timely to update your current policies, work environments, onboarding processes, 

amenities, and more to align with their life stages and preferences. But remember: A one-size fits all 

approach no longer works—consider segmenting out multiple recruitment and retention strategies to 

appeal to various audiences.

Refine and Clearly Communicate Your EVP – Update your employer value proposition to reflect the 

work preferences of the talent you’re trying to attract. It’s important to ensure the core message is 

clear and consistent across all communications with potential candidates, but when it comes down to 

writing specific job descriptions, you can again take a segmenting approach. Telling your story in slightly 

different ways to attract different types of talent can more effectively connect you to candidates who 

better align with your culture and hiring needs. 

Connect with an Expert – Adapting to worker preferences as rapidly as they change is challenging, 
but you don’t have to go it alone. KellyOCG advisors can provide you with the demographic and 
psychographic data, strategic workforce planning support, and employer value proposition guidance  
to help your team remain at the forefront of these changes.

Regional 
Breakdown
What is the average tenure 
of full-time employees?

Make the Shift
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The Contingent Workforce

The growing contingent workforce will become a large 
resource pool for highly-skilled talent.

Organisations in APAC are leveraging the contingent workforce more than ever before. According to this 
year’s workforce agility survey results, 84% of talent managers in the APAC region include contingent 
workers in their workforce mix. And there’s no sign of slowing, either—half of survey respondents 
anticipate increasing the number of contingent workers in their organisations in the next two years.1 

Together, this data positions APAC as the only “Differentiator” region on Kelly’s Workforce Optimisation 
Maturity Index when it comes to its progressive mindset and strategic approach towards leveraging this 
worker category.3 But why is APAC so far ahead in the game? One theory posits that the advancement 
of communication technologies combined with the region’s vast geographic spread has broken a key 
tenant of industrialised work—the importance of living in close proximity to work. For talent, living in tier 
1 metropolitan cities is often difficult and expensive. Leading organisations are recognising this trend and 
beginning to make changes to their employment models, including ramping up remote work capabilities.

These organisations know that in order to attain top talent, they must move beyond the mindset that 
traditional permanent employees are always the best option, and rather, focus on areas where the best 
talent for their specific needs lies. For many, that’s the contingent workforce. Leading APAC companies 
also recognise that today’s contingent workforce is not only growing, but it’s growing with highly-skilled 
talent. C-suite leaders in the region report that many contingent workers are hired for mid- and 
senior-level positions—a significant shift from thinking that contingent talent is valuable only for filling 
administrative and support functions. Further, more than 50% of organisations indicated that they 
hire contingent workers to fill skill requirements that are not typically available in the permanent 
workforce.1 If organisations don’t adopt more flexible workforce strategies, their competitors will beat 
them to the highly-skilled talent they need.

TREND 3
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India 43%

Singapore 34%

Malaysia 47%

Australia 42%

Start Small - With the rise of the gig economy, it’s evident that workers prefer to choose how and when 

they want to work. Companies must stay focused on attracting, integrating, and retaining the best 

talent—whether they come in the form of a contingent or permanent worker. To get started, identify a 

department within your organisation most willing to try new technologies, adapt to change, and embrace 

non-traditional workers. Start a small-scale pilot programme within it. For many companies, IT is a fitting 

function to start experimenting with contingent workers. 

Review Your Technology and Security Policies – Before you begin to bring contingent workers into 

your workforce, you’ll need to review and update your policies to accommodate this new way of working. 

Explore tools that facilitate remote collaboration, tracking systems that bring visibility to productivity, and 

device policies that align with your network/intellectual property security needs. 

Create Equality Between the Permanent and Contingent Workforce - As average tenures of 

contingent and permanent workers continue to equalise, it’s time to recognise all workers for their value 

rather than their term with the organisation. Review your hiring and onboarding policies and procedures 

to ensure that contingent workers are getting the same or similar levels of attention as permanent 

workers, while always minimising co-employment risk—it’s a fine line, but an important one on which to 

find balance.

Connect with an Expert – KellyOCG is a long-time advocate of the gig economy. For over a decade, 
we’ve tracked the rise of the contingent workforce, and have the data and insights to drive strategic 
recommendations for companies looking to add this key talent channel to their workforce mix. 

Regional 
Breakdown
What percentage of contingent 
workers are hired for mid- and 
senior-level positions?

Make the Shift

ALTERNATIVE LABOUR 
CATEGORIES MIGHT BE BETTER

PERMANENT, FULL-TIME 
EMPLOYEES ARE BEST



HR of the Future

HR must lead the change and work closely with C-suite 
leaders to drive business growth.

Talent management today is complex, and it’s only going to get more so as our rapidly-shifting world 
of work continues to evolve. As the multi-generational workforce continues to demand different 
engagement models and technology continues to disrupt the way we work, it’s no surprise that failure to 
attract and retain top talent is the top concern for CEOs in Asia.4 

In order to successfully support their organisations in acquiring the right talent at the right time, HR 
leaders must step up as more strategic partners within the business. However, with a history of being 
seen as a reactive, task-focused function, many struggle to get a seat at the strategic decision-making 
table. Currently, only half of companies are engaging their HR departments in the early phases of 
business strategy development. Even more alarming, only 31% of C-suite leaders believe that their 
HR function is capable of providing strategic workforce insights.1

So, what can HR leaders do to flip the script? Passively waiting for change to come is no longer an 
option—they must take greater ownership of their roles and actively drive change. HR leaders must not 
only have a desire to understand the complexities of today’s changing world of work, but embrace them, 
and take the time to redesign processes in a way that will directly contribute to the bottom line. By 
efficiently collaborating with internal departments and engaging external experts when needed, HR can 
be a valuable voice at the decision-making table and crucial advocate for agility within the organisation.

TREND 4
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HR AS A 
STRATEGIC FUNCTION

HR AS AN  
ADMINISTRATIVE FUNCTION

India 37%

Singapore 24%

Malaysia 25%

Australia 38%

Earn a Seat at the Strategic Table - HR can and must play the role of a strategic business partner over 

and above their operational responsibilities. Through internal or external partnerships and collaborations, 

HR should brave the challenge to re-organise or outsource their administrative tasks to focus on 

providing market insights and value-added work to drive business growth.

Don’t Just Replace Roles—Re-strategise Roles - When hiring managers are dealing with an empty seat, 

it’s easy to feel overwhelmed and pressured to find a body to fill it as soon as possible. But chances are a 

full-time, permanent employee may no longer be the most effective type of labour for that given role. It’s 

up to HR to make this determination before openings occur. Ask yourself, and your team: Is an FTE really 

the best type of talent to get the work done? Can the work be outsourced? Can certain tasks be given to 

a remote independent worker? What are the core tasks that really need to be done by the full-time team? 

The answers will lead you to a more strategic and effective engagement model.

Accelerate the Cadence of Policy Updates – In our rapidly-changing world of work, it’s crucial to 

formally update your company’s workforce-related policies yearly—your organisation’s agility depends 

upon it. Work with your legal team, risk management function, and Board of Directors to ensure that 

policy reviews and updates are routinely on the agenda.

Connect with an Expert – Having worked with some of the world’s largest and most complex 
companies, the experts at KellyOCG know what it takes to bring the best mix of talent into an 
organisation and manage it in a way that’s compliant, cost effective, and most importantly, aligned  
with the business strategy.

Regional 
Breakdown
What percentage of C-suites believe 
their HR functions are “fully competent” 
in providing strategic workforce insights 
to enable business strategy?

Make the Shift



Having an agile workforce is paramount to adapting to the peaks 

and troughs of activity in organisational business cycles. 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 work gets done to accommodate 

them. This change is hard, and it doesn’t come without risks. But for 

organisations that want to survive in today’s testing 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.

Why it Matters
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