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INTRODUCTION
Success in modern human capital management (HCM) is undoubtedly a 
moving target. Employee engagement, candidate experience, talent mobil-
ity, contingent workforce: today’s talent leaders have a lot to keep up with. 
Evolving the scope and function of traditional HR and recruiting processes 
to compete in today’s fickle and candidate-driven hiring climate is more 
than just frustrating — it’s a business imperative.

Between all of the items on talent leaders’ to-do lists, recruiting, managing, 
and retaining a dependable hourly workforce poses a number of unique 
challenges. As the economy recovers, the U.S. unemployment rate goes 
down and the cost of talent is inevitably going up. This trend is already 
impacting organizations’ ability to compete for candidates. As shown in 
Figure 1 below, research conducted by Talent Growth Advisors found that 
a decreased supply of qualified hourly workers is already placing stress on 
hiring organizations. 

Of those organizations polled, 77% indicated either moderate or consider-
able stress resulting from a tightening hourly workforce. Although this is 
forcing talent leaders to rethink the traditional approach to hourly hiring, 

the urgency to innovate is still somewhat lacking. One major blind spot is 
talent forecasting. Figure 2 shows that most consider their understanding 
of talent supply to be average at best.

But what is average in this case? What’s working and what isn’t? What areas 
are rife for near-term wins and what opportunities exist to drive meaningful 
change in the long term? 

With these questions in mind, Talent Growth Advisors partnered with UPS in 
December 2015 to bring together some of the country’s largest employers 
of hourly workers for a meeting of the minds. On the agenda were some of 
the most pressing topics:

	 n Rising Costs & Quality of Hire
	 n Forecasting Demand & Understanding Availability
	 n Impact of Technologies on Future Workforce Demand
	 n Talent Pipelining for Hourly Workforce Needs

This white paper presents some of the key takeaways from Talent Growth  
Advisors’ latest Talent Think Tank — including findings from primary research 
conducted prior to the event.

FIGURE 2
How would you rate your company’s understanding of hourly worker  
supply/availability in the markets where you hire?
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FIGURE 1
How much has a decreasing supply of qualified hourly workers  
impacted the stress on your company’s recruiting organization?
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THE STATE OF HOURLY HIRING

The last several years has seen the U.S. and global economies in recov-
ery. While this is a good thing overall, it does present some challenges for 
recruiting organizations that spent much of the last decade with skeleton 
crews and barebones budgets. When unemployment was high — as it was 
from 2008 to 2013 — hourly talent supply was readily available. Candidates 
were more concerned with finding work and less concerned about terms 
(be it part-time, full-time, or contract). With the need for employment far 
more urgent than competitive wages and benefits, employers were able to 
find the workers they needed with the budgets they had. As shown in Figure 
3, however, the U.S. unemployment rate continues to decrease. 
 

Lower unemployment rates are one of the more obvious indicators of a  
recovering economy, but they are also an indicator of talent supply. With the 
majority of American workers gainfully employed, competition for qualified 
candidates immediately spikes — and this is most acutely impacting employ-
ers that depend on an hourly workforce. 

But unemployment rates aren’t the only thing in flux. While the economy 
continues to recover from the most recent recession, hourly wages have  
remained largely the same. As shown in Figure 4, the federal minimum wage 
in the U.S. has remained $7.25 per hour over the last seven years. 

Stagnant wages among workers in the lower and middle class have recently  
come under fire, especially as the reality sets in that many are working 
more than the traditional 40 hours a week just to get by. As shown in  
Figure 5, workers in some U.S. metropolitan areas must put in the equiva-
lent of 80 hours a week to pay for a one-bedroom apartment. Proactively,  
several states maintain minimum wages above the federal standard,  
including California, Florida, and New York; some envision a minimum wage  
as high as $15 per hour in the not too distant future. 

 

FIGURE 4
U.S. Federal Minimum Hourly Wage 2005 to 2014

FIGURE 3 
U.S. Unemployment Rate 2005 to Present
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FIGURE 5
Hours Needed at Minimum Wage to Afford One-Bedroom Apartment
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Pressure is rising to offer more competitive compensation, especially 
among employers struggling to attract, engage, hire, and retain quality 
hourly workers. In this competitive environment, candidates today expect 
more from prospective employers: more transparency, more feedback, 
more flexibility, more opportunities for growth. In a perfect world, with 
endless budgets, meeting these expectations would be easier. The reality 
is far more complex — and there is no silver bullet to address these funda-
mental challenges.

While the economic recovery is impacting expectations among the tighten-
ing hourly workforce, employers of hourly workers are also managing major 
legislative changes like the Affordable Care Act and new OFCCP rulings.  
All told, this has created a perfect storm that organizations big and small 
are struggling to weather.  

ANALYSIS: CRITICAL HOURLY WORKER ISSUES

Talent Growth Advisors partnered with UPS to bring together 
leaders from prominent organizations for a one-day Think Tank 
in Atlanta, GA, attendees were invited to discuss emerging trends 
and their implications for effective hourly workforce management. 

What are organizations struggling with the most — and how are they overcom-
ing these challenges with the resources they have at their disposal? 

To provide insight into current state for the Think Tank, Talent Growth Advisors  
designed and distributed a survey to gauge attendees’ top priorities and 
challenges prior to the event. The survey evaluated four key challenges  
faced by today’s U.S.-based employers that rely heavily on an hourly 
workforce, ranging from rising labor costs and quality of hire to the future  
impact of technologies on workforce demand and allocation. Selected  
survey results are the following.
 

     RISING COSTS & QUALITY OF HIRE

Quality of hire has ever been a concern for employers — whether hourly 
or salaried talent. One of the greatest struggles is also a fundamental one:  
definition of quality. Lacking a standard definition of quality for each (or any) 
of the business units it serves, most hiring teams are left with subjective,  
anecdotal information on traits and qualities of a “good” hire.  

With or without a standard definition, however, quality remains a primary 
concern for employers hiring hourly workers. As shown in Figure 6, half of 
survey respondents expect rising wages for hourly workforce will consider-
ably impact their companies’ focus on quality in 2016.

 

Because quality is important despite there being no consistent, measurable 
definition of it, talent leaders and hiring organizations are doing what they 
can to deliver talent that meets operational requirements. This means priori-
tizing more forward-thinking practices:

FIGURE 6
To what extent do you expect rising wages for hourly workers  
to impact your company’s focus on quality of hire?
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	 n  Getting higher-quality candidates in at the top of the funnel 
through proactive strategies like better employer branding and  
recruitment marketing.

 
	 n  Partnering with hiring managers to establish baseline qualities  

and overcome bias (and ultimately their inexperience in selecting  
for quality). 

	 n   Improving recruiting performance metrics to get beyond  
efficiency measures and focus on more meaningful insights.

	 n  Breaking the reactionary recruiting model by building a better 
pipeline for meeting near- and long-term needs.

	 n  Planning today for retention tomorrow by deciphering how  
to keep good seasonal and part-time hires who often have other  
jobs — or are simultaneously looking for full-time work. 

While each of these is a significant undertaking in and of itself, there are 
more practical changes that can be made to begin moving the needle.  
Among Think Tank attendees, improving assessment capabilities — includ-
ing automating assessments and incorporating them into the selection  
process — is a top priority. Additionally, attendees recommended providing 
prospective candidates with a more realistic picture of the work they would 
be doing — so that they can self-select out if it’s not up their alley. 

Above all, Think Tank attendees are trying to improve the selection  
process itself by training hiring managers to discern traits and qualities  
of good employees rather than relying too heavily with gut instinct. By  
including managers who consistently make good hiring decisions in the 
selection process — even for jobs that aren’t theirs — they are building  
better hiring teams while simultaneously rewarding and recognizing their 
best hiring managers. 

      FORECASTING DEMAND &  
      UNDERSTANDING AVAILABILITY

Another fundamental challenge that employers face with hiring, managing,  
and retaining an hourly workforce is the ability to forecast supply and  
demand of talent. As previously mentioned, Figure 7 below shows that the 
bulk of Think Tank attendees (approximately 75%) consider their compa-
nies’ understanding of worker supply and availability is average or worse. Of 
course, average is a subjective term — and in the case of talent forecasting, 
industry average leaves much to be wanted.

 

When looking at actual forecasting efforts, the reality begins to set in.  
Figure 8 shows that nearly half of organizations surveyed rated their overall  
talent forecasting efforts as below average. As it turns out, few organizations  
re forecasting beyond six months — a bit shortsighted considering the  
business implications that a shortage of talent supply could have. 

 

FIGURE 7
How would you rate your company’s understanding of hourly worker supply/
availability in the markets where you hire?

FIGURE 8
How would you rate your overall hourly worker forecasting efforts?
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    IMPACT OF TECHNOLOGIES ON FUTURE  
    WORKFORCE DEMAND

The use of technology in business is often seen as just a means of eliminat-
ing jobs and saving money. Although the impact may appear to be the same, 
another driver is simply the need to “meet the customer where they are.”  A 
good example is the growth of self-checkout and mobile checkout in many 
businesses ranging for grocery to high-end merchandise retailers. Although 
checkout counter roles are being eliminated, new roles are being created 
(monitoring self-check stations or manning mobile devices), all driven by 
customer preference and service. The net result is less headcount, but with 
newly created and arguably more sophisticated roles as well.  

So how is the growing use of automation and technology (including robotics) 
impacting hourly worker roles? Figure 10 shows this trend has yet to have 
a major impact on the number of hourly workers required to support daily 
operations — so far. 

While the impact of machine learning, automated technologies, and robotics  
has yet to have a major effect on how we deploy an hourly workforce, that’s 
not to say technology innovation hasn’t tangibly changed how we enable 

To be sure, forecasting talent supply and demand isn’t easy. But with  
competition for hourly talent extremely high, a lack of planning seriously  
undermines an organization’s ability to grow (or sustain growth). Even 
for those forecasting six months out, the insights these reports generate 
are only useful in the short term. Though planning for the long term is  
difficult, workforce planning is a cornerstone of high-performance workforce  
management.

    TALENT PIPELINING FOR HOURLY WORKFORCE NEEDS

With or without long-term forecasts of talent supply and demand, hiring  
teams are still expected to deliver the talent required to support the  
operation. To accomplish this requires constant recruitment — often pow-
ered by marketing and branding, but sometimes includes old-school 
tactics (like cold calling). Among Think Tank attendees, the companies  
that used the most (and most varied) pipelines reported the greatest  
success. As you might expect, talent pipelining for hourly workforce doesn’t 
require rocket science. Rather, Think Tank attendees recommend focusing 
on the basics including:

	 n Employee referrals
	

	 n Community-based organizations 
	

	 n Events — especially those which pre-screen candidates
	

	 n  Organizations like AARP, the U.S. Military, and the Department  
of Labor

	

	 n  Research and cold-calling, particularly for tough-to-fill hourly  
roles such as drivers and skilled healthcare workers.

    

FIGURE 9
How much has technology decreased the number of hourly workers required 
in your business over the past five years?
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How many jobs are affected and to what extent are still to be determined. 
For now, it is safe to say that all hourly jobs are (or will be) impacted in one 
of these ways. But considering the majority of businesses are unable to 
project the future impact of this trend, planning for the inevitable adjust-
ments in personnel requirements remains a challenge.

CONCLUSION AND KEY TAKEAWAYS

While there is no single solution for unlocking high-powered hourly workforce  
management strategies, it’s clear that traditional approaches to recruit-
ing, hiring, and deployment aren’t cutting it. As the cost of labor inevitably  
increases, quality of hire will continue to gain importance. Likewise, a  
diminishing supply of qualified hourly workers will continue to drive extreme  
competition for talent. In order to overcome these challenges — with 2020 
fast approaching, and with enterprise and consumer technologies evolving 
at the speed of light — today’s talent leaders must drive change at many  
levels of the organization. n   

that workforce. The need for virtually all hourly workers to be more tech 
savvy — the result of being routinely armed with handheld technology of 
various types — is now universal. Looking ahead, this trend is likely to take 
a sharp turn. 

 

As illustrated in Figure 10 above, nearly half of organizations anticipate 
technology having a greater impact on hourly workforce needs in the next 
five years. While things like driverless cars and self-help kiosks are likely  
to disrupt specific industries more substantially than others, it’s safe to say  
that technological advancements will broadly impact the global workforce.  
Specifically, Think Tank attendees identified three consequences of  
advancing technology on hourly workers and requirements:
	

	 n Jobs eliminated through automation of tasks and workflows. 
	

	 n  Jobs created through the need for specialization, administration, 
and maintenance.

	

	 n Jobs changed by proxy.

FIGURE 10
To what extent do you expect technology (including robotics, etc.) to reduce the 
hourly workforce required in your business over the next five years?
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Hiring and Retaining 
Hourly Workforce Poses 
Significant Challenges

  77% of companies 
indicated either moderate 
or considerable impact 
on the stress of their  
recruiting organization  
as a direct result of  
a decreasing supply  
of qualified hourly  
workers. Overcoming 
hourly workforce trends 
requires a more modern 
approach to attracting, 
engaging, and managing 
hourly workers. 

Better Forecasting  
Supports Better  
Pipelining

  38% rated their  
company’s understanding 
of hourly worker supply/
availability as average; 
32% say their company’s 
talent forecasting needs 
improvement. And yet, 
improved forecasting  
begets improved  
pipelining  — and may  
hold the key to overcom-
ing talent shortages  
in key markets.

Hiring Managers  
Drive Hiring Success

  For all the best efforts 
of today’s talent leaders, 
hiring success ultimately  
lies in the hands of  
hiring managers — many 
of whom rarely have the 
skills required to make 
good hiring decisions. 
Training hiring managers 
to make better decisions 
in the selection process 
can go a long way in  
supporting hiring suc-
cess in hourly workforce 
management.

KEY TAKEAWAYS:
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Talent Growth Advisors (www.teamtga.com) is a 
professional services firm with the singular mission of 
connecting investments in talent to business value for 
our clients. We design measurable talent strategies 
and improve talent acquisition results and capabilities. 
Contact us at info@teamtga.com to learn more.

Interested in hosting a Talent Think Tank on a topic of 
importance to you, at your location? Please contact 
linda@teamtga.com for more information.

And be sure to check out our new book, Talent  
Valuation: Accelerate Market Capitalization through 
Your Most Important Asset by Tom McGuire with 
Linda Brenner, published by Pearson Press and  
available at Amazon.
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