
 

THE WORKPLACE OF THE FUTURE, TODAY 
 
 
Change permeates all aspects of life including our workplaces and the media 
environment to which we all contribute. Incorporating people or talent into that new 
context requires a new lens and a new way of looking at work. The efforts HR makes 
with its workforce will have limited results because business success is now tied to the 
workplace, not just the workforce. In addition, employee engagement has become the 
key metric that defines the success of the interaction of your workplace and your 
workforce, yet disengagement, globally, continues to measure at 67%. 
 
There is much to be done to create agile organizations with a resilient workforce ready 
to embrace the future, today. 
 
 

Looking Back to Move Forward 
 
The discussion of future Human Resources (HR) trends cannot begin without looking at 
its past. The very first hints of HR began during the 19th century when welfare officers 
or welfare secretaries evolved. Their role, held by women, was to protect women and 
girls in harsh industrialized conditions, to campaign for “industrial betterment” and to 
influence trade unions and labour movements. 
 
Over the course of the 20th century, post the two World Wars, the Great Depression 
and several up and down economic cycles, the role evolved into what was then known 
as the personnel department using techniques and theories developed from social 
sciences about motivation and organizational behaviour. The job of personnel 
departments has traditionally been about talent—how to recruit the best talent, how to 
bring them into a company successfully, manage them while they are working (which 
can include benefits administration and other life needs) and eventually moving them 
out of the organization either by attrition, retirement or lay-offs. 
 
With the timeline firmly into the second decade of the 21st century, personnel has 
evolved into HR. Whereas there was a previous focus on the individual in the 
workplace—what they do, how they work, what they think—HR’s role has moved 
beyond the individual and into the needs of the organization. This is a significant shift as 
HR has begun focusing on the workplace as much as it was looking at the workforce, 
on work processes as much as people and finally organizational capabilities as much as 
individual competencies. This combined focus has become a renewed way of solving 
organizational problems. 
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Forces of Change 
 
What is driving change in the workplace? The 20th century and early part of this current 
century has seen technological and disruptive changes not seen in the previous 500 
years of human existence. Consider the chart “Accelerating Growth in Technology,” 
the growth line of technology was little changed from the 1400s at the time of the 
Western adoption of the printing press until the middle part of the 20th century. As 
humankind reached the outer most reaches of space, back on Earth we were 
experiencing an upward trajectory of technological change from home computers, to 
software, to search engines and increasingly now with artificial intelligence. 
 

 
Source: Asgard Human Venture Capital for Artificial Intelligence 

 
Traditional businesses that had existed for years have been disrupted in an extremely 
short time. Competition has increased and, in some cases, moved older economic 
business models out of the way. If you compare the Fortune 500 companies of 1955 to 
today, only 60 of those firms still exist. In transportation, ridesharing companies such as 
Uber have disrupted the taxi business (and public transportation), in lodging Airbnb has 
changed the way people access accommodations, in retail Amazon has completely 
dominated markets and in movie distribution Netflix has changed the box office 
experience. Over time, organizations change at a slow “logarithmic” rate, while 
technology changes at an exponential rate: a phenomenon known as Martec’s Law. 
Eventually the change gap widens, and organizations require a “reset” to catch up to 
technological advancements. Managers will be required to choose what to embrace 
and how to embrace it. 
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This change does not exist in a bubble or specifically for certain industries. They are a 
window into what the future of work will look like and what the future workplace may 
evolve into. 
 
“Business is not about what we do today, but how we prepare for tomorrow; to 
prepare for tomorrow requires understanding of context, process, stakeholders and 
personal affect; that by managing these forces organisations will become competitive; 
and competitive organisations are the outcome of your human resources.” 
 
These are the words of Dr. Dave Ulrich, a Rensis Likert Professor at the Ross School of 
Business, University of Michigan and a partner at The RBL Group, a consulting firm 
focused on helping organizations and leaders deliver value.  
 
Known as the “father of human resources”, Dr. Ulrich wrote the book, Victory Through 
Organization, where he identified the four forces creating change that shape the future 
of work and thus the workplace of the future. For the purposes of this discussion we 
will focus on two of Dr. Ulrich’s ideas: that of context and the speed in which change is 
occurring. 
 
Contextually, business is changing. If organizations do not respond to the business 
environments in which they compete, they will cease to be relevant. There are six 
categories that leaders can use to understand the force that contextual changes have 
on their business operations: 
 

1. Social (expectations, values, lifestyle, have/have-nots)  
2. Technological (information access and frequency) 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Victory-Through-Organization-Failing-Company-ebook/dp/B01N4FQ81G/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1507732532&sr=8-1&keywords=victory+through+organization
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Victory-Through-Organization-Failing-Company-ebook/dp/B01N4FQ81G/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1507732532&sr=8-1&keywords=victory+through+organization
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3. Environmental (public policy, social responsibility, care for the planet) 
4. Political (regulatory shifts) 
5. Economic (industry evolution, industry consolidation) 
6. Demographic (age, education and background of people) 

 
Leaders must consider these factors that are shaping their business context to better 
anticipate future needs and create a workplace that fits the future. 
 
Also, change is occurring at such a dramatically quick pace that businesses are looking 
at it through an old military model. During the Cold War, U.S. military leaders 
recognized that military engagements were happening so quickly that they began to 
capture these changes using the acronym VUCA standing for Volatility, Uncertainty, 
Complexity and Ambiguity. 
 
Volatility – the nature of the dynamics of change 
Uncertainty – the lack of predictability of change 
Complexity – confusion (no cause-and-effect chain) 
Ambiguity – the haziness of reality and potential for misreads 
 
What Dr. Ulrich says tells us about the future of the workplace and workforce is that 
organizations are beginning to understand that the pace of change is increasing, and 
they need to take advantage of the changes as they present themselves, as was 
described previously in Martec’s Law. 
 
What does this tell us about the workplace, businesses and the future? The quickness 
and dramatic nature of change is perpetual and human organizations don’t change that 
quickly. Changes in behaviour and culture take time. There are only so many changes in 
people, processes and technology that an organization can productively absorb at 
once—at least without major disruption. It is likely that businesses can never fully catch 
up to the technological pace but must work to manage it, take advantage of it and 
recognize that change will always be an organizational journey and not the ultimate 
destination. 
 
 

Industry 4.0 
 
The workplace and HR have evolved over time. In the last 300 years or so the journey 
has unfolded in three areas: 
 
Industry 1.0 – Mechanical Production, Railroads, Steam Power 
Industry 2.0 – Mass Production, Electricity, Assembly Line and Factories 
Industry 3.0 – Electronics and Computers 
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From the beginning of the last decade we find our selves entering Industry 4.0, which 
includes artificial intelligence, data, Internet of Things (IoT), nanotechnology and 
cognitive computing. There is a dramatic integration of the physical and digital worlds 
with exponential change. Everything is accelerating and the digital transformation is the 
cornerstone of the entire process. 
 
With those changes, HR also evolved and continues to evolve prioritizing people and 
understanding how a workplace of the future needs to fit people in the Industry 4.0-
style of organization.  
 
Talent within Industry 4.0 looks very different than in the past. It is fluid, globalized, 
free, mobile, flexible, desires meaning and purpose, digital and finally requires 
immediacy. What does that mean in a practical sense? 
 
A head office used to mean something specific. It was the place where all decisions 
were made, and leaders gathered. But work today is different. It occurs at home, on a 
plane and across borders. Because trade barriers and communication barriers have 
come down, people all over the world are tasked with decision-making and gather 
electronically to discuss and execute their goals. 
 
With that comes flexibility. Workers, these days, expect the ability to work in varied 
places and have the flexibility to conduct work how and when they see fit. Information 
sharing is also prevalent. What used to be specialized information held by experts or a 
select few is now accessible and available, often for free and on-demand. People 
expect that information in an instant and can get it with the immediacy that technology 
affords them. 
 
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, beyond the day-to-day grind and work 
requirements (and the tools used to achieve them), is the desire for meaning and 
purpose. Millennials and younger workers want more than a paycheque. They seek a 
connection to their work and often will forgo salary to find that connection if the work 
(and the workplace) is the right fit. 
 
And as HR and the workplace are changing, so to does the workforce need to change. 
Dr. Ulrich talks about the need for the workforce to acquire new competencies that can 
not only anticipate but also respond to the forces of change. Workers going forward will 
need to be agile, continue to learn, be resilient, collaborate and have meaning in their 
work. 
 
Dr. Ulrich says this must work in tandem with how the work environment is changing. 
Why? All the technological and other changes occurring at such a rapid pace is having 
four times the impact on business performance than individual talent. If HR and other 
managers are managing their organizations well, and adapting to the changes, they can 
have a significant impact on their employees within their organizations. Said another 
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way, managing the culture of employees and the organization will have significant, 
positive impacts on your organization. 
 
 

What is it about culture? 
 
First, let’s define what workplace culture is (in a general sense). Culture is the character 
and personality of an organization. It's what makes businesses unique and is the sum 
of its values, traditions, beliefs, interactions, behaviours and attitudes. 
 
Positive workplace culture attracts talent, drives engagement, impacts happiness and 
satisfaction, and affects performance. The personality of a business is influenced by 
everything: leadership, management, workplace practices, policies, people and more 
impact culture significantly.  
 
The 2019 Mission & Culture survey from Glassdoor says it all: 
 

• 77% of adults across France, Germany, the U.K. and the U.S. said they’d 
consider a company’s culture before applying for a job.  

• 56% of respondents cited company culture as more important than salary when 
it comes to job satisfaction. 

• 65% of employed respondents said company culture is one of the main reasons 
they stay in their job. 

• 71% of employed respondents said they’d start looking for new opportunities 
elsewhere if their current company’s culture deteriorates. 

 
Because culture is so important to workers it is crucial that workplaces communicate 
their culture and identity. Think about the stores and businesses frequented by 
customers every day: Apple, Walmart or even a Disney theme park. There is no 
mistaking the cultures of those companies. The same is true for their internal culture, 
which mirrors the external one experienced by customers. For Apple, for example, it 
would be employee experimentation, for Walmart it would be a culture of cost 
consciousness and for Disney it would be an internal culture of the employee 
experience. The biggest mistake organizations make is letting their workplace culture 
form naturally without first defining what they want it to be. 
 
 

Evolving Workplace 
 
Much of the discussion up to this point, whether it is culture, the workforce or the 
workplace, has assumed the workplace to be a physical space—a place we go to 
interact, accomplish tasks and create our work identity (and careers). 
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But with the forces of change being what they are technologically, as well as the 
changing attitudes of younger workers, workplaces are no longer bound by physical 
spaces. Work is done at home, at Starbucks or on a commuter train. We don’t just go 
to work; work comes with us and to us.  
 
As a result, work boundaries are shifting from physical places to a network of shared 
values and vision. Employees who work outside of formal work settings share 
information with each other through technology links, but they are more formally 
connected to the organization through shared commitments. Because these 
employees are not connected by a common space, they need to be strongly connected 
by the same values. These commitments focus less on the means of doing work and 
more on the outcomes of work. 
 
Values are an interesting benchmark. They are different for everyone and unique to 
each workplace. Values are a subset of beliefs, or a mantra, or ideologies that are 
connected to the job at hand. They are core principles that workers more and more do 
not want to compromise on when seeking out the right workplace. 
 
Values can mean different things but are directional goals that people strive for. For 
example, a service-type company may strive to deliver quality in customer relations, 
being positive and keeping promises are values people also look for at work. Even 
things like being receptive to feedback and performance management are values that 
can act as a connection between employees. 
 
Values help organizations determine a range of acceptable behaviours, defining for 
leaders and employees alike, which actions are encouraged, and which are 
unacceptable. Values tell staff what is good for the organization and what is unhealthy. 
And when businesses define their values, they provide clarity for employees and 
leaders making decisions. 
 
This is why culture is also so important. If we are losing the connection at work via our 
shared physical environment, it is culture that will connect us wherever we are located. 
Managing this new evolved workplace well will further enhance employee productivity 
and well-being. 
 
If the world currently exists in Industry 4.0 and culture is an important part of that 
equation, how can HR match culture to the talent they are recruiting and meet the 
needs of the evolving workplace? Often, talent is looking for things like flexibility, 
meaning and purpose, a digital environment, mobility, immediacy and so on. 
 
Catching up, adapting and seeking perfection as an end-goal has moved, and must 
move, to allow for more agility, which will allow for more productivity and personal 
engagement. 
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Poised for Growth: Employee Engagement 
 
Until you receive feedback and a basic understanding that your employee’s needs are 
being met, all the culture, agility and commitment are just buzzwords.  
 
Getting past the buzzwords and moving towards action requires the employer and 
employee to work together to achieve common goals and a common connection. In 
other words, growth is achieved when employees are engaged, and the workforce and 
workplace are aligned to optimize performance. But it’s important not to confuse 
satisfaction with engagement. 
 
In the past, employee satisfaction was measured by HR and reflected what employees 
receive, for example, gratification, a feeling of contentment, a feeling of satisfaction 
etc. In today’s workforce, when measuring engagement, employees have a sense of 
focus, urgency, intensity, enthusiasm, persistence and adaptability. Engagement is 
more about giving whereas the satisfaction measures were more about getting. 
 
HR can use surveys and employee feedback to measure engagement and ensure the 
cultural and talent matches are working the way they are intended to. 
 
The problem is where the numbers lie today. According to employee engagement and 
HR consulting firm TalentMap, fewer than one in three employees feel engaged and 
satisfaction at work has plummeted from 61% in 1987 to 45% in 2010. Said another 
way, disengagement stands at about 67% and has hovered around that number for the 
past two decades. 
 
Besides employees not feeling engaged, workplaces have not even defined what it 
means. Another survey by TalentMap shows that only 25% of organizations have a 
definition of employee engagement. Of that 25%, only 14% say their employees 
understand what engagement means, 33% say the definition is somewhat 
misunderstood, 16% say it is misunderstood and 37% say they don’t know what 
engagement means at their workplaces—and that’s with companies that have a 
definition. 
 
Employers don’t define it; employees don’t know what it is so what is the definition of 
employee engagement? 
 
“A positive, energized state derived from cognitive and emotional investment of 
personal energy focused on transforming a work task, team goal or organization 
outcome into a meaningful business objective.” 
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In other words, engagement is achieved when employees’ heads (intellectual pursuits) 
connect with their hearts (emotional pursuits) into action and/or meaningful 
engagement. 
 
But defining engagement and attempting to “create” it at the workplace does not 
always lead to the right choices or courses of action. Research shows that $720 
million—nearly three quarters of a billion dollars—is spent annually in engagement 
improvement, which includes internally and outsourced developed programs. 
 
 

Improving Employee Engagement 
 
Because it is difficult to improve, employers and others are experimenting with new 
technologies and techniques to improve engagement. 
 
One way NOT to improve employee engagement is by recreating an experiment 
recently tried by Dutch artists. They created an art installation where all “desks” forced 
employees to lean, stand and lie down at their workspaces—anything but sit. This type 
of office setting may improve posture and back trouble, but it did not help improve 
engagement. 
 
Others have created wearable technology that sends shocks to the employee wearing 
it when they have not been adding any tangible value to their team or company within a 
12-hour period. 
 
Even products such as wearable sociometric badges have been created to record 40 
different data points that can lead to workplace efficiency. But none of these have led 
to the kinds of engagement results that are required to help employees. Why? 
 
Many, if not most, organizations are looking at only a portion of the problem. They are 
looking at the workforce without aligning it to the workplace, which is the missing 
element in the equation. 
 
Organizations, for years, have been creating recognition programs, mentoring programs 
any myriad of other programs to help employees feel more connected to their jobs. 
Without the connection between talent and the culture of the organization, companies 
will not improve employee engagement. 
 
It is crucial that HR build a culture that is based on how it wants customers to see it 
now and into the future. And the survey results are showing positive signs towards 
this. A poll in 2018 by Training magazine readers says that employees see the value of 
creating a passionate workplace and want to help create it through a partnership 
between themselves, their managers and their senior leaders. Employers shouldn’t 
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attempt to create culture on their own because, as the results show, employees want 
to be a part of it. 
 
As demographics shift and workplaces shift with them, as has been stated, culture 
must be clearly defined.  
 
The implications for HR, talent, the workplace and specifically the magazine industry 
are vast. Those demographic shifts are presenting themselves as Millennials and Gen Z 
begin to take over the workforce. They are looking for meaning and purpose, and 
values and cultural change. They are self-trained from YouTube or other sources and 
less so from traditional academia, which affects how they work and defined their 
sensibilities towards the workplace. 
 
With that comes the need to constantly re-skill, as older skills become obsolete, faster 
than in the past.  
 
Information is changing with mobile device use and physically occupying shared 
workspaces dwindles. Data is also being re-shaped as predictive analysis (looking at the 
past to make future decisions) and HR shifting to people first, takes centre stage. Work 
is already looking very different today than in the past. Wellness and wellbeing have 
moved up the ladder of importance as has meaning and purpose.  
 
For the magazine industry, specifically, asymmetrical competition requires media 
companies to produce content or products not necessarily part of their core business 
but simply to keep up with start-ups and competitors. And much of the content created 
online is harder to distinguish between what is true and what isn’t.  
 
The entirety of this discussion boils down to innovation. Both employers and 
employees must be willing to explore unchartered territory and new ideas. Jobs and 
careers look different than they used to, and HR will have to rethink how it will attract 
and retain talent into their well-defined culture. New working relationships must be and 
will be formed even between competitors and former “enemies.” Innovation is a bold 
step that requires courage, not only to form the ideas, but also to execute them and 
shape the workplace culture today and into the future. Understanding that change is 
the only constant that will help HR become better workplace designers and help 
integrate today’s workers into the type of workplace they wish to be a part of. HR will 
know it is working as the attraction and retention of workers grows. With people first, 
HR becomes the trailblazer for business innovation. 
 
 
This document has been written from materials created by 1425545 Ontario Inc. operating as 
Your Workplace (yourworkplace.ca) and are used herein with the permission of 1425545 
Ontario Inc. This document is intended to be used as an informational aide for your human 
resources activities and does not constitute professional advice of any kind upon which you 
should solely rely. 
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About Magazines Canada 
 
Magazines Canada is the national association representing Canadian-owned, Canadian-content 
consumer, cultural, specialty, professional and business magazines. French, English, 
Indigenous and ethnic member titles cover a wide range of interests, trades and communities 
across the country and across multiple platforms. Topics include arts and culture, business and 
professional, lifestyle and food, news and politics, sports and leisure, women and youth. The 
association serves Canadian magazines through the core services of government affairs, retail 
distribution, professional development and research. 
 
CONTACT US 
 
Magazines Canada 
555 Richmond St. W., Suite 604 
Toronto, Ontario M5V 3B1 
info@magazinescanada.ca 
magazinescanada.ca 
 
 
This resource is made possible with the support of Ontario Creates. 
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