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This is our third year surveying the talent leader community and 
it’s clear that the rate of change has accelerated considerably 
over that period as the workforce is being impacted by the 
continued tightening of the labour market. 

It’s clear that as the talent crisis deepens, employers are 
increasingly widening their supply chain of talent to include 
contingent workers and looking further overseas to source 
talent. Alongside this, employers are investing in technology 
to ensure productivity. With 67% of employers investing in 
automation to improve company performance, it’s expected 
that 34% will redeploy talent as a result this year.  

It’s clear that recruitment and retention remain key priorities 
for the year ahead. There is growing pressure on costs with 
75% of employees expecting a pay rise in 2019 and employers 
stating that 61% are likely to receive an average of 9% increase 
this year. This level of wage inflation is unsustainable and 
is slowly impacting our labour competitiveness, driving 
employers to seek efficiencies through technology and to 
expand on-demand labour such as freelancers and gig workers. 

Malwina

  

Malwina King
Director, Learning & Development, Sigmar Recruitment
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“Today’s businesses, governments and individuals are 
responding to shifts that would have seemed unimaginable 
even a few years ago. Leaders are having to meet the challenge 
of constant change by re-inventing their business and 
processes. We are in the early stages of these shifts, but we do 
know that Artificial Intelligence and Robotics are reinventing 
the workforce and employers are having to reimagine how they 
recruit and re-organise their workforce. For any organisation, 
how effectively and efficiently the combined potential of 
people, process and technology can be harnessed, is pivotal 
to success.

In any business transformation, people are crucial for success. 
People or technology can’t solve these challenges alone, 
but connected together they can make organisations more 
intelligent. Using technology to enhance, rather than negate, 
that which is essentially human is not just the right thing to 
do, it’s one of the most important ways that we can safeguard 
the long-term health and well-being of organisations, of the 
people who work for them.  

The one thing that we can be sure of is that technology is here 
to stay: it’s become an indispensable part of our lives, at work, 
at home and in our social relationships of every kind.  We are 
all on a journey and have the opportunity to re-shape the 
future of work through intelligent automation.”  

Niamh 

  

Niamh O’Beirne
Partner, People Advisory Services, EY Ireland
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Readiness to Deal with Challenges (Most Ready to Least Ready)

1 Retaining talent

2 Attracting key talent

3 Leadership development and succession planning

4 Employee well-being

5 Performance and reward

6 Creating a more connected, collaborative workforce

7 Designing an agile organisation for high performance

8 Developing human skills and competencies through more agile learning

9 Better use of people analytics to drive talent decision making

10 Creating a more diverse and inclusive workforce

TOP 10 PRIORITIES FOR HR FOR THE NEXT 12 MONTHS
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Readiness to Deal with Challenges (Most Ready to Least Ready)

ORGANISATIONS READINESS TO DEAL WITH 
CHALLENGES

1 Employee well-being

2 Performance and reward

3 Creating a more diverse and inclusive workforce 

4 Retaining talent

5 Attracting key talent 

6 Leadership development and succession planning 

7 Designing an agile organisation for high performance

8 Developing human skills and competencies through more agile learning

9 Gender Pay Gap Disclosure 

10 Better use of people analytics to drive talent decision making

11 Citizenship and social impact 

12 A hard Brexit

13 Implement/use artificial intelligence/automation/robotics

READINESS TO DEAL WITH CHALLENGES (MOST READY TO LEAST READY)
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REIMAGINING LEADERSHIP

LABOUR MARKET 
OVERVIEW

OBSERVATIONS

Employers remain confident in light 
of economical uncertainty and as the 
labour market continues to tighten. 

•  Employer confidence remains high as economic 
uncertainty looms.  Strong GDP growth, consumer 
confidence and business confidence makes for 
a strong labour market, and even if companies 
aren’t exposed to the UK market directly, they 
are still prone to local labour market churn in the 
event that any three drivers are adversely affected 
in a “no deal Brexit” scenario. Despite this, 23% 
anticipate an increase in headcount and 64% 
would anticipate no impact on headcount as a 
result of a “no deal Brexit” (13% expect a decrease 
in headcount).

• Wage inflation is challenging our competitiveness 
and is compounded by the cost of living, 
particularly the cost/availability of housing. 
Employers expect 61% of employees to receive an 
average of 9% salary increase in 2019, something 
that is clearly not sustainable as the market 
tightens. 

• Employers are increasingly looking overseas to 
source talent (71% hired from overseas in 2018) 
and that trend is on the rise, as 59% expect to hire 
more staff from overseas in 2019, compared to 
2018.  
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69%
of employers are expecting employees 
to spend more time on collaboration, 

work-based social media and 
messaging platforms in the 

coming year

49%
of employers have conducted 
culture surveys in the last 12 

months

REIMAGINING LEADERSHIP

• As the talent landscape changes, organisational 
structures have become more agile and are more reliant 
on collaboration among a digital, transient workforce, with 
69% of employers expecting employees to spend more time 
on collaboration, work-based social media and messaging 
platforms in the coming year. In contrast, respondents 
replied that only 49% of leaders are seen to facilitate true 
collaboration. Creating a collaborative culture requires 
investment in rich connectivity that allows increasingly 
dispersed teams to perform through immediate and active 
engagement.

Treating people with human 
compassion, dignity and respect 
is the key to true workplace 
wellbeing. Sustainable 
performance requires 
engagement with a human 
touch.

EMPLOYEE 
ENGAGEMENT

OBSERVATIONS

KEY FINDINGS

• 42% describe their company as 
being siloes, 23% as being flat and 
31% as being agile.

OBSERVATIONS

EMPLOYEE 
ENGAGEMENT

Treating people with human 
compassion, dignity and respect 
is the key to true workplace 
wellbeing. Sustainable 
performance requires 
engagement with a human 
touch.
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REIMAGINING LEADERSHIP

• Talent strategies are now comprised of the four B’s: Buying talent, 
Borrowing talent, Building talent and Bots. What constitutes the “the 
workforce” is changing, and employers are looking at alternative 
ways to engage, deploy and replace permanent employees with 
contingent labour, remote workers, automation and homegrown 
talent. The rate of change has accelerated considerably, even within 
the last 12 months, with respondents stating that just under 82% 
of the workforce is made up of permanent employees, compared 
to 86% in 2018. 67% expect this percentage to stay the same or to 
decrease in 2019. 

As technology replaces 
elements of work and the 
supply of talent tightens, 
employers are being driven to 
reimagine how they recruit, 
re-organise and redeploy for 
today’s augmented workforce.
op priority for the year ahead, recruitment 
remains a major challenge for all employers. 

THE TALENT 
SUPPLY CHAIN 

OBSERVATIONS

KEY FINDINGS

Contingent workforce 
is set to increase: 

contract labour by 49%, 
temporary workforce by 
42%, freelance by 19% 
and gig workers by 9%

21%
of daily tasks have altered within 

the last 12 months due to 
automation, AI or robotics 
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67%
of employers invested in 

automation to improve company 
performance within the last 12 

months

• 19% of the workforce is categorised as working 
remotely. 

• Contingent workforce is set to increase, with 49% 
anticipating contractor labour to grow (percentage of 
workforce), 42% anticipating temporary labour force 
to scale, 18% expecting freelance and 9% expecting 
gig worker percentages to grow in 2019.

•  Redeployment is an emerging trend, as the 
workforce is being impacted by augmentation and 
investment in technology. With 67% of employers 
investing in automation to improve company 
performance, it’s expected that 34% will redeploy 
talent as a result this year.  

34%
 expect to redeploy 

workers over the coming 
12 months
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REIMAGINING LEADERSHIP

• Ranked as the top priority for the year ahead, 
recruitment remains a major challenge for all employers. 
The shifting talent base driven by availability, cost and 
evolving expectations of talent is forcing employers to 
consider alternative sources and types of talent more 
than ever before. Employers still rely on traditional CVs 
ahead of social profiles as a preferred method to assess 
talent when recruiting. When asked to rank preferred 
ways of assessing talent, respondents ranked CV as the 
most impactful and social profiles as 7th most impactful.

As recruitment technology 
becomes increasingly cognitive, 
automating much of the search 
and parts of selection, human 
drivers, such as engagement, 
trust and reputation, remain 
paramount to on-boarding top 
talent.

RECRUITMENT 

OBSERVATIONS

59%
 expect to hire more staff 

from overseas in 2019 
than in 2018

KEY FINDINGS

1/5
hires were actively 

headhunted 
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• Employers are also investing more in AI and 
automation of the recruitment process and 
focusing resource on engaging candidates and 
building trust, which is increasingly seen as the key 
driver in successfully on-boarding talent. 

• More employers expect to target talent from 
overseas in 2019 than they did in 2018 and one in 
five are recruited as a result of direct headhunting.

26%
use some form of AI, 

automation or robotics 
to recruit

74%
of employers are exploring 

alternative benefits as a 
way to recruit (and retain) 

employees 

70%
have structures in place to 

enable unbiased assessment 

56%
have a method to assess 

cultural fit
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REIMAGINING LEADERSHIP

• The broadening of the talent base and 
reducing tenures demands unprecedented 
levels of cross-functional vision, as 
interdependent cohorts of workers are 
increasingly collaborating. A little under half 
of employers surveyed rated their leadership 
as very or extremely effective at facilitating 
collaboration among employees.

Creating internal social 
capital to enrich worker 
connectivity and creating a truly 
collaborative environment is 
what’s increasingly been asked 
of leaders.

LEADERSHIP

OBSERVATIONS

• Influencing societal change (corporate 
citizenship) is fast becoming a key driver for 
talent. Three quarters of employers see the 
importance of their leadership in driving 
societal change as very or extremely important. 
Corporate citizenship is seen as being a just 
purpose and is a key enabler of building trust: 
key motivational factors for attracting talent and 
retaining talent.

52%
are investing in leadership 

development for 
employees with less than 5 

years of less experience 

KEY FINDINGS
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• Employers are investing in leadership 
skills at an increasingly earlier stage of their 
employees’ careers. 52% are developing 
leadership capability of workers with 5 years 
or less experience, which reflects the trend of 
decentralized leadership.

75%
see societal change as very 
or extremely important to 

their workforce

1/2
of respondents believe their 

leadership are very or extremely 
effective at facilitating true 

collaboration among employees  

74%
believe their organisations 

have deficits in their 
leadership 

succession plans
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REIMAGINING LEADERSHIP

• Employees’ individual experience is taking centre stage in today’s workplace as new job-based 
developmental pathways emerge. As careers pivot more towards experiences, employers are being 
tasked to re-skill in real time to rapidly redeploy and retain talent. On the other hand, employees are 
increasingly expecting hand curated, constant on-job learning. Against this backdrop, the survey found 
that 53% of respondents have “always on” learning platforms, with 39% allowing for employees to 
curate bespoke programmes. As developing talent becomes a growing part of the talent ecosystem, 37% 
of those surveyed have a structured academy, apprenticeship or corporate university model. 

The new battleground for 
talent is the war for skills, as 
organisations need new skills 
more frequently and at a faster 
rate than ever before.d as the top 
priority for the year ahead, recruitment 
remains a major challenge for all employers. 
The shifting talent base driven by 
availability, cost and evolving expectations 
of talent is forcing employers to consider 

LEARNING & 
DEVELOPMENT 

OBSERVATIONS

70%
 of respondents describe 
themselves as having a 

learning culture

KEY FINDINGS
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39%
allow for employees 

to curate bespoke 
programmes

37%
of those surveyed have 
a structured academy, 

apprenticeship or corporate 
university model

53%
 of respondents have 

“always on” 
learning platforms 
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Contact:

Malwina King 
Director, Sigmar Recruitment
Tel: +353 1 4744667
Email: malwina@sigmar.ie

Niamh O’Beirne
Partner, People Advisory Services, EY
Tel: +353 1 4750555
Email: Niamh.OBeirne@ie.ey.com
 

About the survey

302 talent leaders from across Ireland took part in the survey, which focused on key talent themes 
and priorities for the year ahead.  The respondents comprised of senior executives responsible 
for talent decision making within their respective organisations, ranging from CHRO’s, CEO’s, HR 
Directors to Heads of HR functions such as L&D, Recruitment, Organisational Development and 
Performance Management.

This content is for general information and should not be used 
without permission from the author. All rights reserved.
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