HR Trends and Challenges

The next couple of years will continue to bring a series of challenges to the doors of Human Resource departments all over Canada. Some of these challenges are not new but there is likely to be a heavier impact from these issues in the short and medium term.

Salary Freezes and Thaws
Having struggled through difficult economic times for the past couple of years the private sector in Canada appears set for a revival and with that will come growing expectations of salary increases in that sector of the economy. Employers may be forced to pay more to keep highly qualified staff from wandering but it is likely that any salary increases will be tied to some form of performance indicators. The public sector, however is going in a different direction and most workers in this sector will be facing wage freezes or minimal increases in the short term. The challenge for HR in this climate will be to deal with the dip in morale and probably productivity that normally accompanies such a move.

Restraint and Downsizing
While some segments of the economy may be poised for another round of growth, others will continue to face the necessity to reorganize and downsize. This includes the manufacturing and forestry sectors as well as just about anyone who works in public service. Even those areas that experience growth will be careful about expansion and for HR professionals the challenge right across the board will be to assist senior management to practice and maintain restraint.

Talent Attraction and Retention
Finding, hiring and keeping the best and brightest will continue to be a major challenge for HR in the next couple of years. The competition for the cream of the crop will be intense and employers will not only be competing against other Canadian companies and organizations but against the world. Highly skilled, talented, or experienced workers will

have their pick of employers and retaining this group will require an equally skilled and resourceful HR team.


Retaining Older Workers

A subset of the retention challenge is how to keep older, experienced workers on the job and actively engaged in the next few years. As the baby boom retirement wave approaches the most successful employers will be those who can get their older workforce to stay within them as they build capacity and competence for the future. This will require inventive solutions from HR that could include a phased retirement process and more flexibility in allowing older workers to stay with them as their hours and responsibilities are reduced.

Work/Life Balance
This is certainly not a new issue for employers or HR professionals but there are a number of reasons why this will continue to be a hot topic in executive boardrooms and HR offices. The rising cost of treating stress, burnout and depression is one important factor that is affecting the bottom line in many companies and organizations and a shift to prevention is well underway. The fact that older workers are feeling the brunt of the stress related illnesses and that younger workers will simply not put with it means that a lot of time will have to be spent in trying to deal with this issue in the short and medium term.
Workplace Ethics
There is a new impetus for organizations to ramp up their efforts to improve the status quo around workplace ethics. Some of this comes from a loss of public trust about the activities of workers and managers in both the public and private sector that are seen by the public as unethical, illegal, immoral; or all of the above. HR will likely play a key role in helping managers develop a plan to introduce or strengthen workplace ethics and will certainly play a role in conveying this message to the broader workforce.

Improving Communications
Corporate communications sections are very good at crafting messages for their buying public but not so good at developing messages to be delivered to employees. The HR department will have to continue to take a lead role in helping the management team develop and deliver key messages to the staff. This will probably mean coming up with new and more effective ways to get the message out to staff as well as ensuring that there are adequate mechanisms for staff to get their point of view back to the executive suite.

As noted earlier some of these trends and challenges are not new and many are a variation of situations that have arisen in the past. An expert and dedicated HR team should have no trouble in meeting these challenges today and into the future.
