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Workplace Trends: 
An Overview of the Findings
of the Latest SHRM Workplace Forecast

Every two years the Society for Human 
Resource Management surveys HR 
professionals on a wide variety of top-
ics in demographics, culture, econom-
ics, employment, globalization, politics, 
law, science and technology to f ind out 
what issues they think will have the 
greatest impact on the workplace in 
the years ahead. The survey also asks 
HR professionals what actions their 
organizations are taking or planning 
to take in response to these trends.

These fi ndings are then combined 
with other data from a wide array of 
sources, including government reports 
and academic or institutional research 
fi ndings. The fi ndings provide a use-
ful snapshot of the issues HR profes-
sionals are currently focused on, and 
because the survey has been fi elded 

several times over almost a decade, it 
also reveals changes as they develop 
over time. A small number of key forces 
seem to be behind many of the top 
trends from previous Workplace Forecast 
surveys (see Table 1). These include:

The rising cost of health care. 

New technologies and greater  

dependence on technology to com-
municate with employees.
The implications of increased global  

competitiveness, especially the need 
for an educated and skilled workforce.
An emphasis on safety and security  

from threats such as natural disas-
ters, terrorism, cyber attacks, identity 
theft and intellectual property theft.
Demographic changes, especially  

the aging of the workforce, the 
impending retirement of the baby 
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boom generation and the greater 
demand for work/life balance from 
younger generations of workers.
In the latest Workplace Forecast 

report, released in June 2008, more 
than 1,200 responding HR professionals 
identif ied many of the same issues that 
appeared in previous Workplace Forecast 
surveys (see Table 2). Once again, rising 
health care costs were the number one 
trend inf luencing the workplace and 
the HR profession, according to HR 
professionals. The threat of health care 
costs on economic competitiveness of 
the United States was also identif ied as 
a trend HR professionals believe will 
have a signif icant impact on the work-
place and the HR profession. Perhaps 
because 2008 is an election year, federal 
health care legislation was, for the 
f irst time, in the list of top 10 overall 
trends. HR professionals may anticipate 
that a new presidential administra-
tion will result in signif icant changes 
to health care administration in the 
United States over the next few years.

Demographic issues were another 
important underlying force behind 

several of the top trends. Compared 
with previous Workplace Forecast 
surveys, the issue of large numbers of 
baby boomers likely to retire around 
the same time moved higher up the 
list of top trends. This may be because 
this change was merely anticipated 
in previous years, whereas now it is 
slowly becoming a reality as the f irst 
waves of baby boomers turn 60 and 
begin to exit the labor force. Other 
demographic trends were linked to 
this anticipated retirement wave, espe-
cially an aging population and the need 
to prepare for an older workforce. 

Concerns about the loss of key 
talent to retirement may be driving 
other top trends that focus on skills, 
labor shortages and retention strategies 
for the current and future workforce. 
Accordingly, the most frequently cited 
actions that HR professionals say their 
organizations are taking in response 
to trends appear to be responses to or 
preparations for skills shortages (see 
Table 3). In previous years, job security 
issues such as offshoring and employ-
ees’ feelings of insecurity through more 

intense global competition for jobs or 
fears related to data security, identity 
theft and the vulnerability of technology 
to attack or disaster were top concerns. 
These issues, though not dominating 

Table 1 | Top 10 Workplace Trends: 2002 to 2007

2002–2003 2004–2005 2006–2007

Use of technology to communicate with 1. 
employees

Rising health care costs 1. Rising health care costs1. 

Rising health care costs2. Focus on domestic safety and security 2. 
Increased use of outsourcing (offshoring) of jobs 2. 
to other countries

Increased vulnerability of intellectual property3. Use of technology to communicate with employees 3. 
Threat of increased health care/medical costs 3. 
on the economic competitiveness of the United 
States

Managing talent4. Growing complexity of legal compliance4. Increased demand for work/life balance4. 

Greater demand for high-skilled workers than for 5. 
low-skilled workers

Use of technology to perform transactional HR 5. 
functions

Retirement of large numbers of baby boomers 5. 
(those born between 1945 and 1964) around the 
same time

Labor shortages6. Focus on global security 6. 
New attitudes toward aging and retirement as 6. 
baby boomers reach retirement age

Change from manufacturing to information/7. 
service economy

Preparing for the next wave of retirement and labor 7. 
shortage

Rise in number of individuals and families without 7. 
health insurance

Increase in employment-related government 8. 
regulation

Use and development of e-learning 8. Increase in identity theft8. 

Focus on domestic safety and security9. 
Exporting of U.S. manufacturing jobs to developing 9. 
countries

Work intensification as employers try to increase 9. 
productivity with fewer employees

Ability to use technology to more closely monitor 10. 
employees

Changing definition of family10. Vulnerability of technology to attack or disaster10. 

Source: SHRM Workplace Forecast (2002–2003, 2004–2005, 2006–2007)

Compared with 
previous Workplace 
Forecast surveys, 
the issue of large 
numbers of baby 
boomers likely to 
retire around the 
same time moved 
higher up the list 
of top trends.
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the current list of top trends, continue 
to be ref lected in the actions HR profes-
sionals say their companies are taking 
(see also Table 3). Today, concerns 
appear to be concentrated around a 
smaller group of factors relating mainly 
to health care access, an aging popula-
tion and—for the f irst time since the 
Workplace Forecast survey began—
the threat of an economic recession.

Demographic and social trends
Demographics deal with changes in 
characteristics of different types of 
population segments, including age, 
race, sex, geographic location and cul-
tural background. Society involves the 
institutions, culture and relationships 
of these populations. Demographic 
and social conditions are in some 
ways growing more complex because 
of greater diversity and more interac-

tion between different populations on 
the global scale. Table 4 shows the top 
demographic and social trends that 
HR professionals believe will have the 
largest impact on the workplace in the 
coming years. These include the retire-
ment of the baby boomers, an aging 
population, worker shortages as a result 
of demographic shifts and an increase 
in the number of employees with caring 
responsibilities, potentially leading to 
greater demands for work/life balance.

Implications of demographic 
and social trends for HR 
Depending on their organization’s size, 
geographic region and industry, HR pro-
fessionals may respond to demographic 
and social trends differently. Social and 
demographic trends may begin to have 
a greater inf luence on strategic plan-
ning efforts. HR professionals may 
need to study the changing demograph-
ics of their own workforce as a way to 
devise staff ing, retention and employee 
satisfaction strategies. In the coming 
years, HR professionals may be most 
focused on preparing a new generation 
of employees while helping older work-
ers to either remain in the workplace or 
transition into retirement. Developing 
skills and attracting and retaining the 
most highly skilled workers are among 
the most common ways HR profes-
sionals plan to meet the challenges 
of signif icant demographic and social 
changes expected in the years ahead.

Economics and employment
HR professionals rated a number of 
economic and employment issues as 
likely to have a major potential impact 
on the workplace. As in previous years, 
the high cost of health care and the 
impact of health care costs on the abil-
ity of the United States to compete 
globally were seen as important factors 
with a major inf luence on the work-
place and the HR profession. But new 
issues that have not appeared in previ-
ous Workplace Forecast surveys were 
also high on the list of economic and 
employment trends, especially issues 
related to a slowdown in the economy. 
These included the threat of recession 
in the United States or globally, eco-

Table 2 | Top 10 Trends 2008–2009

Continuing high cost of health care in the United States 1. 
(see Economics and Employment section)

Large numbers of baby boomers (1945–1964) retiring around the same time 2. 
(see Demographics and Society section)

Threat of increased health care/medical costs on the economic competitiveness of the United States 3. 
(see Economics and Employment section)

Aging population  4. 
(see Demographics and Society section)

Growing need to develop retention strategies for current and future workforce  5. 
(see HR Profession section)

Federal health care legislation 6. 
(see Politics and Law section)

Preparing organizations for an older workforce and the next wave of retirement  7. 
(see HR Profession section)

Threat of recession in United States or globally 8. 
(see Economics and Employment section)

Labor shortages at all skills levels 9. 
(see HR Profession section)

Demographic shifts leading to a shortage of high-skilled workers 10. 
(see Demographics and Society section)

Source: SHRM Workplace Forecast (2008)

Table 3 | Most Common Overall Actions HR Professionals Say Their 
Organizations Have Taken in Response to Trends

Offering tuition reimbursement1. 

Investing more in training and development to boost skills levels of employees2. 

Implementing an employee data privacy policy3. 

Implementing policies and procedures aimed at protecting employee and customer data from identity 4. 
theft

Nondisclosure/noncompete agreements for intellectual property5. 

Investing in technology and services designed to protect company data in the event of disaster or cyber 6. 
attack

Increasing the use of technology to perform transactional HR functions7. 

Increasing technology training8. 

Increasing training in specialized skills9. 

Implementing preventive health programs10. 

Source: SHRM Workplace Forecast (2008)
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nomic uncertainty and the decline in the 
value of the U.S. dollar compared with 
other countries. Economic conditions 
that directly affect employees—such as 
increasing fuel prices and higher living 
costs—also moved higher up the list of 
economic trends than in previous years’ 
surveys. Given the growing economic 
interdependence of different countries 
and markets, it is not surprising that 
many of the economic trends that were 
considered the most important were also 
high on the list of global trends that 
HR professionals thought would have 
the greatest impact on the workplace in 
the years ahead (see Tables 5 and 6).

Implications of economic and 
employment trends for HR 
The skills and knowledge of the work-
force are now at the heart of both 
organizational and national strategies 
for economic success in a competitive 
global economy. This may be why the 
top actions HR professionals report their 
organizations are taking or planning 
to take in response to economic and 
employment trends tend to involve edu-
cation, learning and training initiatives. 
This emphasis on skills is also likely to 
drive recruiting efforts to follow the 
most skilled knowledge workers wher-

ever they are located around the world. 
Increasingly, this may involve offshoring 
knowledge-based jobs to other coun-
tries. Competition with countries where 
labor costs are lower may also be driving 
actions organizations are taking to lower 
health care and other benefits costs.

Global issues
The increased mobility of goods, ser-
vices, capital and—most important for 
HR professionals—workers around the 
world is an underlying force that inf lu-
ences many of the trends HR profes-
sionals think will have the strongest 
inf luence on the workplace over the 
coming decade. As noted previously, 
increasingly, the trends that HR profes-
sionals consider to be the most impor-
tant in the economic realm are very 
similar or even identical to the global 
issues they f ind most important. Other 
factors, such as regional political unrest 
or shared resources, and the implica-
tions of environmental changes or even 
public health issues, such as the spread 
of communicable diseases, are also 
all global concerns. More and more, 
what happens in one part of the world 
can be felt everywhere. As a result, 
HR professionals appear to be becom-
ing more global in their perspective, 

Table 4 | Top 10 Demographic and Social Trends Most Likely to Have a Major Impact on the Workplace

 
MAjOR STRATegIC 

IMPACT
MInOR IMPACT nO IMPACT

Large numbers of baby boomers (1945–1964) retiring around the same time1. 78% 19% 3%

Aging population2. 68% 27% 5%

Demographic shifts leading to a shortage of skilled workers3. 64% 30% 6%

Growth in number of employees with caring responsibilities (elder care, child 4. 
care, both elder care and child care at the same time)

57% 39% 4%

Increased demand for work/life balance5. 57% 40% 3%

Rise in number of individuals and families without health insurance6. 55% 34% 11%

Generational issues—recognizing and catering to groups such as Generation 7. 
Y (1980–2000), Generation X (1965–1980), etc. 

54% 40% 6%

Increase in chronic health conditions such as diabetes, heart conditions, etc.8. 49% 43% 7%

Poor educational performance of U.S. students compared with 9. 
global competitors

49% 40% 11%

Changes in commuting, community development and business location as a 10. 
result of increasing fuel costs

44% 46% 10%

Note: Sorted in descending order by “major impact” column.
Source: SHRM Workplace Forecast (2008)

Today, concerns 
appear to be 
concentrated 
around a smaller 
group of factors 
relating mainly to 
health care access, 
an aging population 
and—for the first 
time since the 
Workplace Forecast 
began—the threat 
of an economic 
recession.
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and many HR professionals are man-
aging HR processes that span across 
continents as their workforce becomes 
truly multinational (see Table 6). 

Implications of global trends for HR 
As they were in 2004 and 2006, organi-
zations are taking action in response to 
global trends by expanding their reach 
into the global marketplace. They are 
also focusing on regional political issues 

when deciding where to invest abroad, 
building global teams, integrating 
HR practices across borders, develop-
ing global leaders, increasing security, 
responding to corporate social respon-
sibility trends and continuing to utilize 
offshoring in response to skills shortages.

Trends in the HR profession
Many of the top HR profession trends 
ref lect the broader economic, demo-

graphic and global issues that HR 
professionals are most concerned with. 
These include an aging workforce, 
the retirement of the baby boom-
ers, skills shortages, rising health care 
costs and retiree benefits. However, 
the HR-specific issues of retention, 
employee development, performance 
management and talent management are 
the issues that dominate the list of top 
HR profession trends (see Table 7).

Table 5 | Top 10 economic and employment Trends Most Likely to Have a Major Impact on the Workplace

 
MAjOR STRATegIC 

IMPACT
MInOR IMPACT nO IMPACT

Continuing high cost of health care in the United States1. 83% 15% 3%

Threat of increased health care/medical costs on the economic 2. 
competitiveness of the United States 

75% 21% 4%

Threat of recession in the United States or globally3. 65% 32% 4%

Increasing price of fuel/gasoline in the United States and globally4. 64% 32% 4%

Economic uncertainty and greater market volatility5. 57% 38% 6%

Decline in the value of the U.S. dollar compared with other currencies6. 57% 36% 7%

Economic growth of Asia, especially China and India 7. 55% 34% 12%

Increased cost of living in the United States 8. 53% 44% 3%

Overall decline in the workforce readiness of new entrants to the labor market9. 52% 38% 10%

Increased corporate downsizing and bankruptcies10. 51% 38% 11%

Note: Sorted in descending order by “major impact” column.
Source: SHRM Workplace Forecast (2008)

Table 6 | Top 10 global Trends Most Likely to Have a Major Impact on the Workplace

 
MAjOR STRATegIC 

IMPACT
MInOR IMPACT nO IMPACT

Decline in the value of the U.S. dollar compared with other currencies 1. 63% 30% 7%

Overall decline in the workforce readiness of new entrants to the labor market 2. 
in the United States as compared with other countries

58% 34% 9%

Increased global competition (jobs, markets, talent)3. 57% 32% 10%

Poor educational performance of U.S. students compared with global 4. 
competitors

57% 34% 9%

Economic growth of the BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China) emerging markets 5. 53% 32% 15%

Acceleration of rapid change globally 6. 48% 36% 16%

Increase in competition from emerging markets for the most talented foreign 7. 
workers and entrepreneurs

48% 40% 13%

Greater need for cross-cultural understanding/savvy in business settings8. 48% 41% 11%

Growing economic interdependence among world’s countries9. 46% 39% 15%

Increased expansion of U.S. companies into the global marketplace10. 46% 41% 13%

Note: Sorted in descending order by “major impact” column
Source: SHRM Workplace Forecast (2008)



6  WORKPLACE VISIONS 

Implications of HR trends 
Many of the actions HR profession-
als are taking in response to HR trends 
involve improving the efficiency of spe-
cific HR functions either through the 
use of technology, reorganizing the HR 
function or investing in training and 
education for employees and HR staff. 
HR professionals also plan to continue 
to demonstrate the strategic value of 
the HR function through greater use 
of human capital metrics and by high-
lighting HR’s return on investment.

Politics and law
2008 is an election year, and many of 
the top political and legal trends identi-
fied by HR professionals ref lect this. For 
example, the number one political trend, 
according to HR professionals, was fed-
eral health care legislation. Health care 
has been one of the most important 
issues thus far in the U.S. presidential 
campaign, and many voters are expect-
ing that a new presidential administra-
tion will make significant changes to 
the government’s role in health care in 

the United States. At the same time, 
state health care legislation remained 
the second most important political and 
legislative trend because many states are 
not waiting for a national change to the 
health care system and are continuing to 
develop their own statewide health care 
initiatives. As in 2006, legal compliance 
remained as one of the top political and 
legal trends. The implications of the U.S. 
presidential election were also among 
the most important trends in this sec-
tion, and many of the other top trends 

Table 7 | Top 10 HR Profession Trends Most Likely to Have a Major Impact on the Workplace

MAjOR STRATegIC 
IMPACT

MInOR IMPACT nO IMPACT

Growing need to develop retention strategies for current and future workforce 1. 68% 30% 2%

Preparing for an older workforce and the next wave of retirement2. 66% 30% 4%

Labor shortages at all skills levels3. 65% 28% 7%

Increased emphasis on succession planning and people readiness4. 63% 34% 4%

Growing complexity of legal compliance for employers5. 62% 35% 3%

Linking employee performance and its impact on the organization’s business 6. 
goals 

61% 36% 4%

Central importance of medical health care/cost management to the HR 7. 
function

59% 37% 5%

Increased focus on leadership development 8. 58% 39% 3%

Increased focus on selective retention for keeping mission-critical talent 9. 58% 37% 5%

Rising retiree benefits costs10. 56% 31% 13%

Note: Sorted in descending order by ”major impact” column.
Source: SHRM Workplace Forecast (2008)

Table 8 | Top 10 Political and Legislative Trends Most Likely to Have a Major Impact on the Workplace

MAjOR STRATegIC 
IMPACT

MInOR IMPACT nO IMPACT

Federal health care legislation1. 68% 25% 7%

State health care legislation2. 59% 32% 9%

Growing complexity of legal compliance for employers3. 57% 40% 3%

Implications of the outcome of the 2008 U.S. presidential election4. 50% 39% 11%

Social Security program reforms5. 49% 39% 12%

Increase in employment-related government regulations6. 48% 45% 8%

Proposed immigration laws in relation to H-1B visas and high-skilled foreign 7. 
workers 

43% 46% 11%

Proposed immigration laws that prosecute employers for hiring illegal/8. 
undocumented workers

43% 40% 17%

Legislation promoting health benefits portability9. 42% 48% 10%

Increase in the legal retirement age10. 42% 48% 11%

Note: Sorted in descending order by “major impact” column.
Source: SHRM Workplace Forecast (2008)
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might be related to the anticipated arrival 
of a new presidential administration, 
including potential reforms to Social 
Security, increases in employment-related 
government regulations and changes 
to immigration laws (see Table 8).

Implications of political and 
legislative trends for HR 
The most common actions HR profes-
sionals say their organizations are taking 
in response to legal and political trends 
are making changes to company poli-
cies as a result of either federal or state 
regulations. But they also report that 
their organizations are investing more 
in employee safety and security, chang-
ing policies in response to environmen-
tal issues and getting more involved in 
workforce readiness and development 
initiatives in their communities, states 
and nationally. Changing employment 
practices to avoid charges of discrimi-
nation is another common action that 
organizations are taking in response to 
trends. As the amount of both state and 
federal legislation increases, and espe-
cially if major initiatives such as new 
federal health care legislation are put into 
effect, HR professionals at organizations 
of all sizes will need to be prepared to 

respond in ways that could significantly 
alter how they perform their jobs.

Science and technology
Developments in science and potential 
competitiveness issues within science-
based industries are having a strong 
inf luence on the economy and the 
workplace. Developments in information 
and communications technology (ICT) 
have been major factors in productiv-
ity increases, and many of the trends 
HR professionals identify as important 
to the future workplace involve mak-
ing HR function more efficient through 
the use of technology. Unsurprisingly, 
many of the science and technology 
trends that HR professionals appear to 
be most interested in are those directly 
inf luencing the HR profession itself, 
such as the need for HR leaders to have 
a command of strategic HR technol-
ogy issues, the increased use of Internet 
recruiting and the expanded use of the 
web for the delivery of HR applica-
tions. However, the issues that HR 
professionals rated as having the most 
potential strategic impact on the work-
place were those that involved broader 
forces, such as the ability of technol-
ogy to eliminate geographic barriers, 

Table 9 | Top 10 Science and Technology Trends Most Likely to Have a Major Impact on the Workplace

 
MAjOR STRATegIC 

IMPACT
MInOR IMPACT nO IMPACT

Use of electronic media such as e-mail, video conferencing, etc., to eliminate 1. 
geographic barriers

63% 32% 5%

Lack of science and engineering graduates in the United States compared 2. 
with many other countries

62% 27% 11%

Advances in medical technology increasing health care costs3. 62% 33% 5%

Perpetual need to improve skills of workforce due to knowledge becoming 4. 
quickly out of date 

60% 36% 4%

Increased global adoption and use of handheld devices with wireless e-mail, 5. 
text messaging and Internet capabilities

57% 36% 7%

Increased vulnerability of technology to attack or disaster6. 55% 40% 5%

Increased use of wireless Internet services in companies and communities7. 55% 36% 10%

Requirement for HR leaders to have command of strategic HR technology 8. 
issues 

53% 41% 5%

Increased use of Internet recruiting (i.e., e-recruiting)9. 53% 39% 8%

Expanded use of the web for delivery of HR applications 10. 52% 42% 6%

Note: Sorted in descending order by “major impact” column.
Source: SHRM Workplace Forecast (2008)

As the amount 
of both state and 
federal legislation 

increases, HR 
professionals at 
organizations of 

all sizes will need 
to be prepared 

to respond in 
ways that could 

significantly alter 
how they perform 

their jobs.
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improve productivity and efficiency or 
even drive up health care costs. As in all 
the other sections, concerns about skills 
shortages were also among science and 
technology trends, namely a lack of sci-
ence and engineering graduates in the 
United States compared with competi-
tor countries and the need to constantly 
update workforce skills (see Table 9).

Implications of science and 
technology trends for HR 
Technology is a major force in busi-
ness and society, and HR profession-
als are now expected to have a firm 
grasp of technology as it relates to HR 
processes and business strategy. The 
need to find skilled workers in the sci-
ence and technology fields and develop 
the technical skills and knowledge of 
their existing workforce is also a major 
force behind many of the actions HR 
professionals are taking in response 
to science and technology trends. 

Conclusion: Responding to trends
HR professionals identify a great many 
issues as having a potentially significant 
impact on the workplace. As a result, 
it may not be possible to respond to all 
of these trends at once, and HR profes-
sionals will need to prioritize the issues 
they must address f irst. By seeing which 
trends other professionals consider most 
important and the actions organiza-
tions are taking in response to trends, 
HR professionals can better understand 
how broader forces, especially in demo-
graphics, society and the economy, are 
inf luencing where organizations are 
headed and what HR professionals will 
be working on in the years to come.

The SHRM Workplace Forecast is 
available free for SHRM members at 
www.shrm.org/trends or for purchase 
($79.95 member/$99.95 nonmembers) at 
http://shrmstore.shrm.org. 
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