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At the dawn of the new decade, companies were looking for new 
paths to success. There was renewed focus on the futures of people 
and the planet, active reskilling for new career paths and evolving 
roles, delivering a workforce edge by combining human intuition with 
workforce science, and taking a holistic view of employees’ and well-
being, retirement planning and financial wellness, and career and 
professional development. As it turned out, marrying economics and 
empathy across these dimensions was key to business survival during  
the pandemic. This approach and these values are certain to endure.

We have all had to rise to the challenge of the unprecedented health 
and economic crises and recognize that geographies, industries and 
individuals experienced this period in unique ways that set us on 
different courses. The question now is how can we take the learnings of 
this period and channel the innovations born of necessity into a new way 
of working and a plan for reinvention?

In the Netherlands over the last nine months, HR departments focused 
on things they spent years saying they would like to be doing, such as 
working on inclusion, flexibility about benefits and remote working. 
Before COVID-19, these HR topics were seen as nice to have. Now they 
have become priorities.

The year 2020 was the moment of truth for HR leaders. They had to step 
up and act. Companies that claimed people were their most important 
asset but immediately asked for salary reductions or layoffs have lost 
their employees’ trust. The result is falling engagement levels and 
decreased productivity.

However, these HR topics are also a bit of a wish list. Most HR 
departments are still in survival mode and are focusing on what needs 
to be done immediately. They haven’t taken any large steps yet but 
are putting these items on the list for the longer term. There’s also the 
financial impact. According to the 100 HR leaders in the Netherlands who 
participated in this year’s survey, 46% of Dutch companies say COVID-19 
had a negative financial impact on their business. Those companies are in 
survival mode. The 27% who say their profits increased are those making 
the boldest HR changes.

The year 2020 is sure to leave a lasting mark 
on the shape and feel of work. No matter 
the degree to which COVID-19 affected an 
industry’s or organization’s ability to operate, 
the pandemic opened many organizations’ eyes 
to new possibilities — from flexible working 
to telemedicine and the changes that skills-
based talent models and digital transformation 
can deliver. In turn, this has prompted deeper 
reflection: What pandemic people practices 
will endure? What flexible, sustainable people 
models will serve as a bedrock for growth?  
How can we reinvent a brighter future for all? 

Given the events of 2020, 
Dutch  organizations will  
be investing in:

Top priorities

Reinventing  
flexibility and  
fluid careers 

Incentivizing 
transformation 

Creating a  
culture of caring  
and well-being

Energizing the 
employee experience 

Reinventing 
sustainably

Evolving retirement 
plan structure and 
governance 

Areas getting 
less attention

Introduction 
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Rethinking flexible working

Almost every company is rethinking 
flexibility and how to balance the  
company’s needs with employees’ needs. 
(See sidebar.) Most organizations have 
applied intermediate solutions that serve 
them for now. The majority of people 
at logistics, chemical and construction 
companies, for example, continue to be 
needed at the workplace every day,  
whereas other companies’ workforces  
are able to work from home. Both types of 
companies will need to find ways to organize 
work more flexibly that accommodate all 
distinct employee groups.

We’ve come to a turning point in how we 
think about work as a society. Is work a  
place you go? Or is it something you do? 
Work can be done more flexibly, and 
companies are beginning to catch on.  
The challenge for many modern tech 
companies is that the office has become the 
center of company culture — the free meals, 
restaurants and parties. These employee 
benefits are organized around working in 
a central location and creating community. 
For these companies, rethinking how work 
should look is a significant challenge.

In our 2020 Global Talent Trends Study, four 
key trends set the agenda. Since COVID-19, 
it’s clear that some of these have sped up 
while others have stalled. Let’s explore 
how each trend fared during 2020 and how 
companies have found a way forward amid 
the disruption.

Progress on the four talent trends varied sharply in 
2020. Which sped up and which got neglected provides 
clues to set you apart from the competition in 2021.

• Focus on futures saw action on gender and  
wealth gaps and a multi-stakeholder model on 
the agenda. Yet while progress on stakeholder 
capitalism paused for many locally during 2020, 
COVID-19 actually thrust stakeholder empathy  
forward — especially globally. Reputations 
suffered for companies that lagged in caring for 
people’s health and communicating transparently. 
Responsible employers that extended well-being 
provisions were lauded publicly. The upshot?  
They are now magnets of talent.

• Race to reskill speculated that reskilling would 
be both this decade’s biggest opportunity and its 
greatest challenge. Companies that took advantage 
of the sudden disappearance of employees’ top 
barrier to reskilling (“not having enough time”) 
during the pandemic rallied employees to a broader 
value proposition. With job security concerns at an 
all-time high, the era of apathy around reskilling 
is over. Those that can deliver skills at scale will 
outpace competitors and start to build the  
learning organization critical to staying ahead.

• Sense with science highlighted the growing 
debate about harnessing the power of data while 
upholding ethical practices on artificial intelligence 
(AI) and analytics. Yet data privacy and security took 
a backseat to the development of urgent initiatives 
such as contact tracing. With greater health and 
workplace surveillance a reality for many, searching 
questions about how data on employees are 
collected, used and secured will require much  
more attention in 2021.

• Energize the experience outlined the need to 
inspire people with an energizing and empathetic 
employee experience (EX). Delivering on flexible 
working at scale dominates today’s EX conversation. 
Yet staying ahead will require focusing on the long-
term view: redefining the talent value proposition 
fit for today’s needs and tomorrow’s generation and 
upending what is meant by “being at work” even as 
work and work arrangements remain in flux.

To read the 2020–2021 Global 
Talent Trends Study, visitsit 
www.mercer.com/ 
global-talent-trends.
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Dutch organizations should not only focus on shareholders 
but also take into account other stakeholders — such as 
employees and clients — as well as the social and physical 
environment. Forty-one percent of HR leaders in the 
Netherlands say their companies have continued or stepped 
up the pace toward an ESG and multi-stakeholder business 
approach. The majority (54%) of those now moving forward 
with stakeholder capitalism are ensuring all executives have 
shared obligations for ESG metrics (see Figure 1).

Take a look at the oil and gas industry. Today, these companies 
struggle to attract younger talent because of the industry’s 
environmental impact. The same goes for the banking 
industry. Banks are criticized when they don’t invest in 
responsible sources. Younger workers don’t want to work for 
employers with questionable histories plagued by scandals.

One size fits no one
Employees need greater empathy in times of crisis as they 
face increasing concerns about their personal health and 
finances. Their worries and emotions loom larger than 
in ordinary times. What companies are getting wrong is 
focusing solely on the business’s financial health, asking  
for understanding while failing to show empathy for  
the financial and health issues of their employees and  
their families. If economics are not balanced with empathy, 
engagement and productivity drop.

What’s most critical for employers to understand is that 
“health and well-being” is not an HR program. There is no 
one-size-fits-all approach to people’s needs. Companies 
should listen to their employees to understand what 
those needs are. Instead of approaching well-being from 
a social security perspective, they should approach it from 
an employee perspective. The pandemic has made this 
assessment even more urgent. HR and line managers need to 
understand their employees’ concerns. Are they stuck inside? 
Do they feel isolated? How is their workload? But also, do 
they exercise? Do they eat healthily? All of this might impact 
someone’s mental health.

Focus on futures
Work together to ensure people thrive now and in the future

Figure 2. Reimagining retirement

companies in the Netherlands allow phased retirement today

4 in 10

Phased retirement as part of the talent  
value proposition?
Companies should focus more on retirement and less  
on pensions — which means a greater focus on financial 
sustainability. For most HR managers, “pensions” is just 
another item on the to-do list. These managers should look  
at pensions and retirement differently by focusing on how  
to engage employees in their financial sustainability and  
well-being. What are their financial goals and ambitions? 
How do we help them ensure they have enough money  
saved for retirement?

Leading companies are taking a step in the right direction:  
20% of Dutch companies are offering more financial education. 
And this year’s survey reveals that 41% of companies currently 
enable phased retirement, while 29% are considering 
enhancements (see Figure 2). But for 20% of companies, 
phased retirement still isn’t possible and isn’t yet on the 
agenda for the future.

It’s encouraging that the discussion has become more  
about financial security over an entire career and less  
about retirement itself. Combining the two concepts  
makes the topic even more interesting. Because if employees 
understand that they can use some of their company 
retirement savings for a sabbatical, education or a career 
opportunity, it will instantly become a topic to which  
they can relate. That shift is slowly happening.

Figure 1. Talent and investors care about ESG — how are companies evolving their practice?

Ensuring all executives have shared obligations for ESG metrics

Embedding select ESG metrics related to goals into executive scorecards

Tying ESG goals to our purpose and keeping this purpose visible to employees

Building ESG goals into our wider transformation agenda

Offering a sustainable investment option in our retirement plans

54%

37%

37%

30%

28%
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Given that many companies have had to adjust capacity 
swiftly to meet demand even as they shifted to remote 
working, 2021 transformation plans are concentrated on 
rewarding skill acquisition (25%) and reinventing flexibility 
(24%). Although 21% of Dutch companies say their plans 
include significant workforce transformation (see Figure 3),  
the near-term focus is understandable: Their people are 
fatigued from living and working in the same space.

Reskilling is about assessing which skills organizations  
need — both now and in the future. Employees are  
exhausted from responding to increasing business demands. 
And because of the pandemic, HR managers have had to 
transform their operations overnight, and employees have 
been forced to work from home while navigating a financial 
crisis. Yet people adapted faster than we could have imagined. 
This transformation will only continue to accelerate.

Before the pandemic, companies reported that the primary 
challenge to a successful organizational transformation was 
not having the right skillset to execute. As COVID-19 proved, 
rapidly adjusting capacity and redeploying resources is  
critical to success. Agility starts with knowing your talent 
ecosystem — understanding who you have and where they 
are. But only 27% of organizations are gathering information 
on individuals’ current skills.

Adopting a skills-based talent model has been embraced 
in the Netherlands. This year, 70% of HR leaders have 
implemented or plan to implement skills-based talent 
strategies, such as pay-for-skills (far higher than the global 
average of 42%). This is a crucial area for reinvention in 2021.

Race to reskill
Transform the workforce for a new world economy

How we do our work has changed. Organizations need to 
focus on which business processes remain the same except for 
the delivery model. That’s a quick win, learning to do the same 
processes — sales, for instance — online instead of during 
face-to-face meetings. Organizations also need to stop seeing 
people in terms of their current roles and look at the broader 
picture. What skills do your employees have, and  
how do these skills fit different roles?

Which skills are critical for future resilience?
Organizations remain concerned about not having the right 
skillsets. Self-management/prioritization skills (32%) and 
digital dexterity (31%) are the most critical according to HR 
leaders in the Netherlands, followed by collaboration skills 
(30%). Not surprisingly, skills that help employees adapt 
to the current world are also high on the list (openness to 
change is #4) (see Figure 4).

Meanwhile, skills that will encourage employees to adapt 
for the future are less in focus in the Netherlands. Just 13% 
of Dutch HR leaders cite innovation as a critical future skill, 
and 17% cite market sensing. Leading organizations are 
conducting strategic workforce planning to identify their 
businesses’ future-critical skills and pinpoint their supply 
of and demand for those skills. The good news is that 
technology is catching up with ambition. Big data can  
price a skill or skill cluster in real time and predict whether  
the value will go up or down.

Figure 4. Which skills are critical for future resilience? (Top 3 and bottom 3)

Self-management/prioritization skills Innovation and adaption of existing products

Digital dexterity Inclusive, empathetic management

Collaboration skills Internal political influence/networking

32% 13% 
31% 12% 
30% 11% 

Figure 3. Transformation plans are focused on immediate priorities 

Reward skill acquisition

Reinvent flexibility

Undertake significant workforce transformation 

Target reskilling toward those “most at risk” of job displacement

Increase spend on workforce upskilling/reskilling for the entire workforce

25%

24%

21%

20%

18%
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HR intends to prioritize forward-looking insights this year, 
with 59% of leaders focused on improving their analytics 
capabilities to support strategic workforce planning. More 
than two-thirds of HR managers indicate their companies 
use data and analytics in their decision-making processes. 
Data and analytics helped 28% with monitoring the impact 
of leader communication and evaluating the effects of the 
pandemic by distinct groups. Another 25% used data and 
analytics to balance economics with empathy (analyzing data 
on the impact of cost measures on employee engagement).

Eighty-five percent of Dutch HR managers indicate their 
organizations currently analyze data in one of the areas 
mentioned below (see Figure 5). Thirty-eight percent do not 
use retirement portfolio investment metrics and do not intend 
to do so in 2021.

Still, there’s room for improvement. It’s a given that 
organizations shouldn’t make business decisions without 
considering the relevant data. But some companies  
place too much emphasis on data alone, failing to consider 
the sense and experience that would provide context.  
We recommend that organizations make sure sense and 
science come together in their decision-making processes.

Inclusive benefits on the rise
Building on a better understanding of different employee 
group needs and preferences, the next phase will be 
leveraging AI to offer more personalized and inclusive 
benefits. Eighty-one percent of Dutch HR managers currently 
use or plan to use AI in one or more areas. Combining 
data-driven decision-making with AI can be a potent tool 
for guarding against unconscious bias in plan design or 
investment policy. This strategy can also help companies 
target financial education and engagement toward those 
more likely to miss retirement goals. For example, 63% of 
Dutch companies are using or moving toward AI-driven 
nudges that prompt employees to advance their health, 

Sense with science
See ahead by augmenting AI with human intuition

wealth and career prospects. Leading organizations are also 
collecting more data on utilization of financial benefits and 
investment strategies by age, gender and ethnicity to better 
understand employee investment behavior (see Figure 6). 
Currently, AI is most often used to predict when older workers 
are likely to retire (34%).

AI in health has also been gathering momentum — and we 
are starting to see the dawn of its sophisticated application. 
Already, 59% of HR leaders use or plan to use predictive 
analytics that dynamically model healthcare costs and 
financial outcomes. Following the AI leaps in recruitment and 
pay benchmarking, organizations will need to lean into data 
science and AI-based assumptions around health to become 
intelligent consumers for their employees. Being smart about 
health services also requires that companies understand how 
their vendors are performing.

Figure 6. Dutch companies lead the way on employee 
investment insights, but there’s a hill still to climb

use AI today to support financial investment insights 
for employees (compared to just 4% globally)23% 

Figure 5. 2021 plans to improve analytics reveal HR transitioning to a new normal

Ensure ethical analytics
The pandemic lockdown has accelerated digitalization, 
elevating challenges related to data security and the potential 
misuse of personally identifiable information (PII). More than 
80% of HR managers indicate their companies face challenges 
related to PII data collection, data security and cyber risk. 
The top three challenges for Dutch companies are extra 
cybersecurity-sensing processes and data collected among 
remote workers (40%), health or infection status of workers 
(32%), and monitoring the mental health of remote (31%)  
and essential workers (27%).

Learning/skills acquisition analytics 

Strategic workforce planning/modeling

Performance data related to flexible working

Metrics to inform the human adoption of technology

Physical well-being and health analytics

61%

59%

58%

58%

57%

Pay equity analytics

People analytics integrated with market strategies

Retirement plan fiduciary management

Psychological, mental and emotional well-being analytics

Employee financial health and well-being analytics

57%

55%

49%

48%

42%
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Two long-heralded enhancements to the EX took flight 
in 2020. One was virtual health. With access to traditional 
healthcare providers largely curtailed, utilization of digital 
health mushroomed. The result? Telehealth is no longer 
an afterthought in employee health offerings. Twenty-one 
percent of Dutch companies plan to offer more access to 
remote health and benefits options. And digital care delivery 
is set to become a significant factor in re-engaging employees 
in their long-term well-being. For example, 25% want to 
enable digital health checkups to promote health goals  
(see Figure 7).

Trust and transparency are the cornerstones  
of the EX
The pandemic and subsequent lockdowns have forced 
employers to evaluate the most essential factors that drive a 
trusting and high-performance employee work experience. 
For example, 58% of HR leaders say the lockdown has 
given them the opportunity to relinquish central control of 
employee behaviors and micromanage employees less.

Trust and empathy are the foundations of success for long-
term strategies. HR managers shouldn’t underestimate 
their employees’ desire for independence. The last thing 
employees want is another HR program. Instead, they crave 
freedom and autonomy — in structuring their work and 
determining how to be effective, making decisions about 
their health and well-being, and minding their own careers. 
This is a crucial lesson for all organizations: It’s not about 
giving people more benefits. It’s about unlocking their 
potential by giving them more trust.

Energize the experience 
Inspire and invigorate people by redesigning the work experience

Organizations should individualize the employee experience, 
merging the economic and financial aspects with purposeful 
understanding. Trust, autonomy and respect are essential for 
a successful HR policy. 

Flexible working, the sequel: Flexibility for all

Flexible working, likewise accelerated by COVID-19, 
has proved central to the new EX. For the most part, the 
experiment with new ways of working has been a surprising 
success. Forty-three percent of organizations have already 
expanded flexible working policies and practices, and a 
further 39% plan to do so in 2021.

Dutch organizations easily made the shift to flexible working. 
The Netherlands is a digital country with a robust digital 
infrastructure and people that want autonomy in their jobs. 
In countries with more hierarchal structures, such a shift 
would be more difficult. The Dutch are used to working from 
home on occasion. This culture doesn’t exist in many other 
countries. From that perspective, Dutch workers are much 
more accustomed to working remotely.

Still, in the year ahead, HR transformation will need to regain 
prominence, and the HR function will have to make smart 
choices about the tradeoffs required for reinvention. When 
it comes to their priorities, redesigning HR processes for 
a remote work experience and accelerating programs for 
flexibility are #1 and #2 on HR’s agenda. Yet transforming the 
HR operating model (#5) is the true enabler of the first two 
(see Figure 8). This means breaking away from traditional HR 
models in favor of dynamic ways of working.1 Doing so will 
deliver enhanced employee experiences that acknowledge 
how we live digitally now.

Figure 8. Redesigning HR processes for a remote work experience is top of mind — for that, HR will have to be agile

Figure 7. Prevention dominates employee well-being plans

1 Mercer. Designing for Remote Employee Experiences: A Refreshed Approach to HR Transformation, 2020, available at 
https://www.mercer.com/our-thinking/career/designing-for-remote-employee-experiences.html.

Deliver targeted preventative measures to various personas

Take a multiyear approach to health and benefits planning

Add services to address physical health issues

Enable remote/digital health-check services 

Train managers to spot mental health issues

29%

27%

26%

25%

20%

Redesigning HR processes for a remote/blended work experience

Accelerating programs and policies that enable employees to adapt to new ways of working

Optimizing the HR footprint by globalizing/centralizing processes

Hardwiring culture into workforce transformation plans

Transforming the HR operating model to be more agile

17%

13%

12%

10%

10%
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Recommendations
Moving forward

Be human about retirement. Discuss retirement plans 
early. Cultivate an open culture that supports flexibility 
in career paths at each life stage, and consider how 
working hours and types of work can flex.

Shift to human-focused metrics when measuring the 
success of transformation. Consider what multiple 
stakeholders (C-suite, employees, etc.) believe will 
drive optimal performance today and tomorrow. A 
strong link between human metrics (such as skills) and 
transformation helps quantify investment and its role in 
delivering success.

Tell a good story. Ensure simplicity and relevance 
by framing data as part of a broader narrative 
that quantifies the financial impact or business 
risk of inaction. Design an engaging platform or 
reporting structure for sharing real-time metrics and 
recommended actions.

Prioritize health and well-being. Move beyond activity 
and usage metrics to understanding what affects 
employees most. Use digital services and advice, 
including nudges and prompts, to improve experiences. 
Make it easy to understand total rewards and coaching 
for optimal financial paths and personal wellness.

Make flexible working a practice, not a promise. 
Employee preferences regarding flexible working have 
changed in the current environment. Explore how to 
embed longer-term flexibility in your company by 
assessing roles, employee preferences and the people 
programs that will achieve flexibility for all.

Enable employees to see shared futures.  
Good career management connects the employee’s 
talent plan with the organization’s business plan. 
Create ways to communicate the future skills the 
business needs, amplify complementary skills and 
relevant opportunities, and share pathways for  
moving into future roles.

Build skill taxonomies that are broader, more flexible 
and not reliant on rigid job structures. Align your jobs 
today with the skills for the future, and look at ways to 
automate skills profile updating. Universal taxonomies 
and trending skills are critical for delivering more 
flexible and fungible talent populations.

Build a talent and learning ecosystem. Understand 
future jobs and valued skills in your business, function 
or company, and think broadly about where and how 
learning occurs. Understand who has these skills, 
where they are needed in your organization and how 
they are best cultivated.

Combine datasets for power. Support decision-making 
with the most complete workforce intelligence. 
Blending perceptual data from surveys, interviews and 
focus groups with core archival data from HRIS, finance 
and other information systems will enable “say-do” 
analytics and advanced/predictive modeling.

Prioritize HR transformation. Look at how the HR 
model needs to change — and break away from 
traditional HR models — to reflect how we live digitally 
now, new ways of working and the new shape of work.

Getting started Suggestions to accelerate 

1 1

2 2

3 3

4 4

5 5
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Conclusion

How will we remember 2021? Will a once-in-a-
generation pandemic impel a genuine watershed 
moment in which companies reset their focus to 
redesign their purpose and rethink how to drive a 
more equitable and inclusive society? Or will we slip 
back into old ways of working?

Time will tell. While 2021 will see companies transition 
from a “return to normal” phase to a “reinvention” 
phase, seeing that journey as a long-term endeavor 
will require relinquishing the crisis mindset. Doing 
so will make the year ahead one of sustainability and 
productive recovery.

As organizations start to define a new shape of 
work,2 we see them exploring different avenues 
for reinvention, each with its own challenges and 
opportunities. Key shifts have emerged from the 
global pandemic, which are influencing reinvention 
plans. With perceptions changing about what’s 
important, consumers, employees and employers 
value different things than before, which will drive a 
rethink of the benefits and talent value proposition 
that can inspire. Organizations will place a premium 
on flexibility in business and work models to 
remain in business and thrive. And a new climate of 
responsibility for investors and employers means 
transforming business practices for sustainability, 
characterized by responsible investment, empathetic 
leadership and the equitable treatment of people.

To learn more about the innovations in people 
practices influencing reinvention plans, visit 
www.mercer.com/global-talent-trends. 

2 Mercer. “The New Shape of Work,” available at 
https://www.mercer.com/our-thinking/career/the-new-shape-of-work-covid-19.html.
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At Mercer, we believe in building 
brighter futures.

Together, we’re redefining the world 
of work, reshaping retirement and 
investment outcomes, and unlocking 
real health and well-being. We do this 
by meeting the needs of today and 
tomorrow. By understanding the data 
and applying it with a human touch. 
And by turning ideas into action to 
spark positive change.

For more than 70 years, we’ve 
been providing trusted advice and 
solutions to build healthier and more 
sustainable futures for our clients, 
colleagues and communities.

Welcome to a world where economics 
and empathy make a difference in 
people’s lives.

Welcome to brighter.
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