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Editor’s 
Note
By Brian Kropp and 
Lauren Romansky

When organizations and HR leaders set out their 
business goals and talent strategies for 2020, 
nobody could anticipate what a disruptive year 
it would turn out to be. Since then, leaders have 
learned a lot about reevaluating and adjusting 
goals in response to dramatic changes in the 
business environment. Going into 2021, with 
vaccines in production and the end of the 
COVID-19 pandemic in sight, organizations are 
cautiously optimistic about a return to some kind 
of normal this year. However, the future remains 
deeply uncertain, and it is still difficult to predict 
what the next 12 months will look like.
In this context, business leaders have sought 
to build flexibility and agility into their planning 
for 2021, knowing major external factors (by no 
means limited to the pandemic) might derail 
any plan that rests on too many assumptions. 
HR plays an important role in meeting 
organizational goals: Business targets depend 
on employee performance, while employees 
are also vulnerable to the impacts of change 
and disruption. HR leaders face the double 
challenge of aligning objectives at the individual 
and team levels to the organization’s big-
picture goals while also cultivating adaptability 
and resilience in a workforce that has already 
experienced significant stress.
This issue of HR Leaders Monthly is dedicated 
to helping HR leaders set and achieve goals for 
their organizations and employees in a time of 
uncertainty and disruption. In it, we highlight 
some of the key goal-setting challenges 
organizations are facing in 2021 and how to 
address them effectively. Other articles delve into 
specific elements of HR’s mission to discuss how 
HR leaders can balance competing priorities and 
handle situations in which two objectives seem at 
odds with each other. We also look at how HR can 
effectively partner with business unit leaders in 
setting fundamental and aspirational performance 
targets throughout the organization.
As the world recovers from the pandemic over 
the coming months and years, organizations will 
need to treat goal setting as a continual process 
of reevaluation and adjustment, not just an 
annual event. The data and insights presented in 
this journal will help HR leaders make that shift 
more easily and successfully.
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Diversity, equity and inclusion initiatives often require diverse 
talent to conform to structurally biased expectations. HR 
leaders should consider whether their organization’s processes 
still reflect these biases and unintentionally create an 
unwelcoming environment for diverse talent.

In today’s highly competitive market for skilled 
talent, diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) is 
becoming even more of a business imperative. 
Despite the growing sense of urgency and the 
strong business case for DEI, some business 
leaders still believe the obstacle to a diversified 
workforce is primarily a lack of qualified diverse 
talent. However, organizations may be limiting their 
own DEI efforts through their systemic paradigms 
for what constitutes diversity and how they assess 
individual candidates and employees for “fit.”

Organizations have significant work to do in 
fostering a true sense of inclusion among their 
workforces. Only 19.6% of employees globally 
feel strongly that they can express themselves 
at work. That sense of psychological safety 
is a key element of inclusivity, yet more than 
half of employees feel they are “not able to be 
themselves” at work.1 Such data suggests that 
despite their best intentions, many organizations 
are still not getting DEI right. 

By Rachel Lawrence and Jonah Shepp

Don’t Artificially 
Constrain Your 
Organization’s 
Diversity Paradigm
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Figure 1. Two Puzzles With Similar Pieces

Source: Gartner Source: Gartner

A Jigsaw Puzzle Paradigm  
for DEI
A useful analogy for understanding this DEI 
challenge is a jigsaw puzzle. High-performing and 
resilient organizations benefit from DEI by bringing 
together the contributions of a diverse workforce 
to holistically work toward a common purpose. In 
a similar sense, puzzles bring together different 
shapes of individual pieces to complete an image. 
This analogy can also demonstrate blind spots 
that unintentionally limit DEI. As a result of 
systemic biases, underrepresented talent in our 
workforces may feel compelled to code-switch 
and cover just to fit in to artificial constraints 
and conform to cultural norms. Furthermore, 
organizations may overlook high-quality talent in 
the labor market who don’t match the constrained 
paradigms of an organization’s diversity goals.
Consider the puzzle pieces illustrated in Figure 1. 
Judging from this limited sample, Puzzle A on 
the left and Puzzle B on the right look similar, 
perhaps even identical. If we have experience 
solving Puzzle A, that forms a paradigm of what 
to expect in the future from other puzzles, and 
we assume that paradigm will hold true for Puzzle 
B. In our analogy, this is the systemic bias that 

limits our understanding of diversity. The same 
characteristics represented in Puzzle A can also 
be found in the “talent pool” of Puzzle B. These 
diverse “candidates” meet the organizational 
requirements that were shaped by expectations 
from Puzzle A, and we can reasonably expect 
these pieces to fit together in a similar pattern.
But once we reveal how the two puzzles come 
together in Figure 2, we see they are in fact 
radically different. In Puzzle A, the pieces are 
all “modified squares” and fit together into a 
predictable, uniform grid pattern. The systemic 
bias of Puzzle A shapes our perceptions of how 
puzzles are organized and what constitutes 
a qualified puzzle piece. We may mistakenly 
assume all puzzles must conform to grid 
patterns composed of modified squares.

However, when we consider the full possibility 
of puzzles, we see such assumptions are not 
universally true: Puzzle B actually includes 
very few modified squares, and its wide array 
of shapes and sizes don’t fit into a grid. In a 
constrained paradigm, these pieces might be 
considered nonconventional, yet they can still 
come together to create a beautiful picture. You 
cannot complete Puzzle B using only the pieces 
that resemble the modified squares of Puzzle A.

Figure 2. Two Very Different Puzzles

Puzzle A Puzzle A

Puzzle BPuzzle B
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This is analogous to the mistake we see 
organizations make in thinking about DEI. The 
hard-wired systemic bias (the grid pattern) 
reinforces a bias in individuals to prefer types of 
candidates (modified squares), but organizations 
that source only for employees who fit that 
mold fail to recognize highly qualified talent 
that does not. The result of these biases has 
negative implications for talent sourcing and the 
professional experiences of our underrepresented 
talent. Organizations convey the implicit message 
that it is OK to be different, but only to a degree. 
Variations too far from the expected norm may 
mean an individual’s value is overlooked or 
negated. For DEI to be successful, the definition of 
diversity cannot remain limited to slight variations 
from some preconceived norm.

Reduce the Need to  
Code-Switch and Conform 
for Inclusion
Pretending to be a “modified square” instead 
of being appreciated for your genuine self with 
all your unique dimensions creates a heavy 
emotional burden for underrepresented talent. 
A 2019 study commissioned by the Society 

for Human Resource Management found that 
one in four U.S. employees dreaded going 
to work, identifying bad managers and toxic 
workplace cultures as the main reasons.2 For 
underrepresented talent, one reason for this 
sense of dread can be the need to code-switch, 
cover or otherwise conform to cultural norms. 

For instance, women in male-dominated 
industries may find it easier to succeed if they are 
considered “one of the guys,” which could mean 
tolerating sexist behavior or harassment in the 
workplace rather than speaking up. In a recent 
controversy at Vogue, a fashion magazine that has 
been criticized for promoting Eurocentric beauty 
standards, several Black journalists have said 
they felt the need to create a white alter ego or 
“doppelgänger” just to get through the workday.3 
This issue is not endemic to Vogue, but reflects 
the experience of Black Americans and other 
diverse employees at many U.S. organizations.

Employees who feel the need to present the image 
of the “modified square” are clearly unable to 
safely bring their whole selves to work. To promote 
genuine inclusion instead of conformity, HR 
leaders must appreciate the unique experiences of 
underrepresented talent and develop a foundation 
of trust in their working relationships.

Case in Point:
AT&T’s Manager-Enabled Advancement Strategy
Observing that high-performing racially and 
ethnically diverse women were not promoted 
at the same rate as other talent (including white 
women as well as racially and ethnically diverse 
men), AT&T held a listening session to better 
understand the barriers hindering advancement.4 
During this session, AT&T realized that despite 
the organization’s best efforts, racially and 
ethnically diverse women did not always have 
a positive employee experience and often felt 
their managers were not advocating for their 
advancement. Because managers are central to 
both employee experience and advancement, 
AT&T designed a career development program 
that helped build managers’ awareness 
of racially and ethnically diverse women’s 
experience as well as trust between managers 
and underrepresented employees.

First, to build awareness of the employee 
experience, AT&T educates managers on the 
employee experience of racially and ethnically 
diverse women using research and personal 
stories. The company asks managers to reflect 
on these stories and consider how they can 
improve their leadership moving forward.
Next, to broker trust between managers and 
employees, AT&T asks both to complete an 
internally developed trust survey and discuss 
the results. The trust survey helps managers 
and employees understand how much or 
little they trust one another. The resulting 
candid conversations help them build the 
groundwork for a healthy relationship and 
advocacy for advancement.
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Case in Point:
Upfront Cross-Role  
Assessments (Red Bull)
Red Bull shifted candidate assessments to 
the front of the hiring process to prioritize 
candidates with the most potential to 
succeed.5 Its assessment, Wingfinder, 
helps recruiting leaders focus on success 
indicators that show potential in any role, 
in any company. To screen for cross-role 
success indicators, Red Bull leverages 
scientific research to focus on four basic 
areas needed for success in any knowledge-
based role. This helps Red Bull prioritize 
high-quality candidates across a more 
diverse set of backgrounds.

Next, Red Bull provides all candidates with 
free and personalized feedback based 
on their assessment results, regardless 
of hiring process outcomes. This gives 
candidates value and helps them become 
better candidates.

Finally, Red Bull uses assessment results 
to tailor onboarding plans to candidate 
strengths. This helps new hires perform to 
their full potential by aligning their strengths 
to the role’s requirements.

Redesign Processes to 
Mitigate Bias
Too often, DEI efforts are misaligned to the 
root causes of poor employee experience for 
underrepresented talent: In terms of our puzzle 
analogy, they are not recognizing the systemic 
biases that arise from the grid pattern. These 
biases underpin many organizational barriers 
to advancement. Organizations create their 
cultures and processes and develop stakeholder 
expectations for majority groups, making it 
more difficult to hire, promote and advance 
underrepresented talent. 
For instance, organizations have historically viewed 
a gap in a candidate’s work history as a liability. 
However, this paradigm causes them to overlook 
millions of experienced, high-potential candidates 
(most of them women) who are trying to reenter 
the workforce after taking a career hiatus to raise 
children or provide care for aging relatives. To avoid 
overlooking qualified diverse talent, organizations 
must change the way they assess candidates.

Conclusion
For DEI efforts to be truly effective, business leaders 
should examine how they might be inadvertently 
undermining their good intentions through their 
own limited paradigms. Don’t treat employees 
like “modified squares” who must conform to 
rigid standards of cultural fit. Modify the talent 
processes that reinforce those unnecessary 
standards and perpetuate systemic bias.

1 2020 Gartner Shifting Skills Survey for Employees.
2 Survey: 84% of U.S. Workers Blame Bad Managers for Creating 

Unnecessary Stress, Society for Human Resource Management.
3 The White Issue: Has Anna Wintour’s Diversity Push Come Too Late? 

New York Times.
4 AT&T Case Study, 2020.
5 Red Bull Case Study, 2020.
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By Ben Szuhaj

How to Overcome 
4 Key Goal 
Challenges in 2021

The disruptions of 2020 have forced organizations to respond 
in new and different ways, creating change across the business, 
including in performance management. Read this research 
to learn more about the four main goal-setting challenges HR 
leaders face in 2021. 

Effectively setting goals is a critical component 
of performance management. In fact, setting 
goals that align individuals’ work and the 
organization’s strategy can boost performance 
by up to 58%. However, doing so is difficult; 
only 55% of employees are aware of how their 
day-to-day work contributes to the organization’s 
strategic priorities.1 Because of this, HR leaders 
have been thinking of ways to improve the goal-
setting process — and performance management 
more broadly — for years. 

The atypicality of the previous year means 2021 
presents HR leaders with a great opportunity to 
evolve old processes and refine their approaches 
to goal setting — and performance management 
more broadly — to better align with new 
business and employee needs. Furthermore, HR 
leaders can learn from what worked and what 
didn’t in 2020 as they forge new strategies and 
techniques moving forward. To this end, HR 
leaders must address four main goal-setting 
challenges this year.
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Challenge 1: Setting 
Appropriate Goals Given  
the Abnormality of 2020  
and Uncertainty of 2021
Goals tend to be based on prior goals and results. 
But for some employees, their final results from 
2020 may represent significant overperformance 
as those employees rose to the challenge posed 
by the pandemic. For other employees, goals may 
have been adjusted significantly downward as the 
pandemic and resulting business landscape made 
it difficult to achieve goals set at the beginning of 
2020. In either case, 2020 goals provide a poor 
benchmark on which to base 2021 goals. 
HR leaders must also help managers and employees 
resist the temptation to simply revert back to goals 
set in January 2020. It is unlikely things are the 
same today as they were prepandemic, and even 
if they are, it’s unlikely they’ll stay that way for long. 
Instead, managers and employees should start with 
where they are today, spending more time crafting 
meaningful goals that make sense given the context 
of 2021. To this end, before setting goals, managers 
and employees should spend time answering key 
questions such as:
1. How was the employee performing before 

COVID-19? Have the performance levels 
suddenly dropped due to COVID-19?

2. Is the employee showing signs of isolation, 
anxiety or depression? How is this 
impacting performance?

3. If the performance levels have suddenly 
increased post-COVID-19, is the employee 
resorting to any unfair means or unethical 
standards to achieve goals out of job insecurity?

Furthermore, managers and employees should 
consider that even if employee goals didn’t change 
in 2020, business strategy may well have. Aligning 
employee goals to business strategy given the 
uncertainty of 2021 and potential future changes 
to business strategy poses an additional challenge 
to HR leaders as they seek to enable managers and 
employees to set appropriate goals.
Answer: Recalibrate expectations given where 
employees and the business are today, and 
clearly communicate how goals and priorities  
will continue to change.

Case in Point:
JetBlue’s “Reset  
the Jet” Messaging
JetBlue, a major American airline, uses a 
framework to help employees understand the 
direction in which the organization is heading 
and how goals and expectations may need 
to change to support that growth. Through 
its “Reset the Jet” messaging, JetBlue defines 
three key stages:
1. Stabilize — In the first phase, the 

organization identifies key functions, 
critical priorities and resources that will 
enable business continuity.

2. Recover/Rebuild — In the second 
phase, the organization establishes and 
communicates a strategy aligned with its 
postpandemic plans.

3. Transform — In the third and final phase, the 
organization defines the cost structure and 
success metrics for 2021. It also determines 
the resources and projects that would 
support its strategy in 2021 and beyond.

Importantly, JetBlue is transparent about these 
stages, sharing the framework with leaders and 
employees. Leaders explain to crewmembers 
how traditional behaviors and objectives 
need to change to support the business’s 
vision during the transform stage. Doing so 
enables employees to effectively understand 
the context in which they are setting goals, 
effectively recalibrating expectations after an 
anomalous 2020 and into an uncertain 2021.
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Table 1. Five Types of Triggers to Adjust Goals

Source: Gartner

Challenge 2: Determining 
When and How to Update 
Goals After They Have  
Been Set
Many organizations (63%) prescribe that goal 
setting should happen once or twice per year, 
but such a static goal-setting process does 
not account for rapid changes in employee 
roles or organization strategy.2 In 2020, many 
organizations asked employees to adjust their 
goals multiple times across the year. Going 
back to once-a-year goal setting in 2021 will 
be exceptionally difficult because employees 
will have lost confidence in long-term plans. 
Not only that, but the business environment in 
2021 is still uncertain for most. This means that 

although it’s unlikely organizations will face the 
same disruptions in 2021 as they did in 2020, 
they will still face changes. Organizations will 
need to adjust and readjust goals to remain 
sensitive to the demands of a highly disruptive 
business environment. 
To ensure goals remain relevant after they 
have been set, HR leaders should define the 
events that could necessite updating goals and 
communicate those triggers — as well as the 
corresponding actions to take — to managers 
and employees. To this end, we have identified 
five types of triggers HR leaders can use when 
deciding whether to adjust goals (see Table 1).
Answer: Define triggers that would 
necessitate adjusting goals and the actions 
each trigger would require employees and 
managers to take.

Type of 
Trigger

Strategic 
or Financial 
Triggers

Human 
Capital 
Triggers

Environment 
Triggers

Workflow 
Triggers

Personal 
Triggers

Example Excellent or 
poor financial 
performance, 
change in 
market share 
relative to 
competitors’

Change 
in staffing 
composition, 
and overuse or 
underuse  
of PTO

Changes in 
legislation or 
regulations, 
customer 
behavior and 
technology

Reshuffling 
of business 
units or 
modifying 
business unit 
expectations

Changes in 
work settings 
and family 
dynamics (e.g., 
taking care of 
a sick family 
member)

Action 
Step

Discuss 
how the 
organization’s 
financial health 
or strategy 
change affects 
the employees’ 
roles and 
expectations.

Discuss how 
employee 
performance 
and 
productivity 
may change, 
thus 
warranting a 
change in the 
employees’ 
roles and 
expectations.

Discuss 
how the 
organization 
must adapt to 
such change 
and potential 
resulting 
changes to the 
employees’ 
roles and 
expectations.

Discuss how 
restructuring 
may 
affect the 
employees’ 
roles and 
expectations.

Discuss 
attainability of 
performance 
expectation, 
and strike 
a balance 
between the 
employees’ 
personal and 
professional 
priorities.
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Challenge 3: Accounting 
for Changes to Goals in 
Performance Conversations 
and Ratings
Although performance reviews may seem 
far away, HR leaders know from 2020 how 
challenging accounting for changing goals at 
year-end can be when evaluating employee 
performance. Shifting business priorities, and 
therefore shifting goals, will continue making it 
hard to collate a year’s worth of an employee’s 
work into a single rating and conversation. 
Organizations had a taste of this in 2020 as many 
adapted year-end review processes because of 
the pandemic. The good news is HR leaders have 
more time to prepare this time around and can 
learn from what worked and what didn’t in 2020.

To prepare for year-end performance reviews, 
HR should encourage managers and employees 
to begin having frequent, informal manager-
employee performance conversations now. Such 
action can increase performance management 
utility by up to 19%.1 Managers should emphasize 
successes, as fully remote employees are 
almost twice as likely to receive corrective 
feedback (i.e., feedback focused on unsuccessful 
behaviors) than employees who are never 
remote.3 Furthermore, emphasizing performance 
strengths has a 36.4% impact on employee 
performance, while emphasizing performance 
weaknesses has a −26.8% impact.4

Managers should focus on the future — areas of 
growth, career interests and more — as opposed 
to past actions, as focusing on the future is much 
more useful to employees.1 Additionally, given 
that the virtual environment limits manager 
visibility into employees’ work, managers should 
ensure they understand employees’ needs by 
asking questions such as:
• What did you accomplish this past week, 

month or quarter?
• What do you feel most proud of?
• What was your biggest challenge?

Finally, employees’ situations will continue to 
change throughout the year. Some may have 
targets significantly adjusted partway through 
the year. Others may have to pivot to help the 
business achieve a new objective. Changes such 
as these will create implications for ratings as 
well as pay. HR leaders should begin preparing 
for this by asking HRBPs and managers for 
challenges they faced and questions they had 
during performance reviews last year. Based on 
that feedback, HR leaders should start putting 
together a strategy to more consistently address 
challenges and questions about reviews in 2021.
Answer: Encourage managers to conduct 
frequent performance conversations that 
emphasize employee contribution and areas for 
future action. Talk with HRBPs and managers 
to understand the challenges and questions 
disruption created during last year’s review 
process and strategize how to consistently 
address them in 2021.
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Challenge 4: Empowering 
Employees to Perform in 
Ways Not Traditionally 
Captured in Goals
Perhaps the biggest challenge organizations 
face this year is that even if they align goals to 
business needs, adjust goals appropriately and 
frequently provide employees with effective 
feedback on performance against goals, they 
will still be missing a crucial — and increasingly 
important — piece of the performance puzzle: 
empowering employee innovation and resilience 
beyond set goals. In a world of increasing 
disruption, business complexity and talent 
shortages, organizations need employees to 
innovate and bounce back in ways they can’t 
predict well enough yet to put into goals.
One way to do this is to enable employees to set 
goals that are personally meaningful to them, that 
they are intrinsically motivated to fulfill and that 
include objectives that may be conventionally 
captured in goals. In other words, organizations 
should take advantage of the fact that they are 
adjusting performance management processes 
in 2021 and make this the year to find out what 

things their employees care about that were not 
included in their goals before. This may mean 
building more behaviors — such as inclusivity 
— into goals, or emphasizing recognition for 
employees who contribute to their colleagues’ 
innovation or resilience in ways outside their role’s 
immediate responsibilities (e.g., volunteering to 
champion mental health in the workplace). 
Another way to empower employee innovation 
and resilience is to enable employees to 
set ambitious goals that, by nature of their 
ambitiousness, would require demonstrating 
innovative or resilient behavior. To this end, 
progressive organizations such FourSpring*, a 
manufacturing company based in the United 
States, set two tiers of targets to simultaneously 
promote steady performance and radical 
improvement. Tier 1 is realistically ambitious, 
representing expected performance. Tier 2 is 
extremely ambitious, challenging the employee 
— and the business — to radically improve. 
Employees are rewarded for meeting either 
target but only penalized if they miss Tier 1 
targets (see Figure 1).
Answer: Encourage and incentivize employees 
to set meaningful, ambitious goals to drive above 
and beyond traditional performance.

Figure 1. Multiple Degrees of Success

Source: Adapted From FourSpring* 
a All target values are illustrative; values presented are not based on the actual values at the profiled company. 
* Pseudonym

Target Achievement 
Levelsa

Perception of 
Performance (if met)

Management Expectations 
for Target Achievement

Penalty for Missing 
Target

Tier 1 Target
(e.g., 13% growth)

Successful Annual 
Performance

High — Targets are possible 
and probable.

High risk if missed 
(i.e., payout deduction)

Tier 2 Target 
(e.g., 20% growth)

Exceptional Annual 
Performance

Low — Targets are possible 
but most likely require 
“breakthrough” technology 
and/or thinking.

High reward for 
achieving; however, 
no risk if missed

The highly stretched 
Tier 2 target would 
be demotivating 
without the balance 
of the Tier 1 target.

Each target is celebrated as 
a “success” in different ways, 
reducing the personal/reputational 
risks associated with trying, but 
missing the Tier 2 target.

Adjusting expectations and 
not penalizing for misses 
takes the financial sting out of 
potential failure when pursuing 
breakthrough performance.
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Conclusion
To survive and thrive in today’s environment, 
employers need rapid growth and development. 
But ensuring employees are succeeding in ways 
that collectively meet business targets is difficult, 
especially when those targets may change.  
2021 will be a year of unique and continued 
challenges when it comes to setting, adjusting, 
aligning and evaluating goals. However, the 
abnormality of 2020 and uncertainty of 2021 
mean HR leaders have a tremendous opportunity 
to update their performance management 
processes, find out what matters to employees 
that has hitherto been left out of goals and drive 
exceptional performance.

1 2019 Gartner Employee Performance Survey
2 2019 Gartner Performance Management Benchmarking Survey
3 2020 Gartner Feedback Mini Run
4 2014 Gartner Enterprise Contribution Workforce Survey
* Pseudonym
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organization in a rapidly changing environment.

https://www.gartner.com/en/insights/seven-myths-about-hybrid-future-of-work?utm_source=magazine&utm_medium=asset&utm_campaign=RM_GB_2021_HRL_NPP_IA1_HYBRID-FOW-MTHLY-MAG&utm_term=ebook


By Anushri Subramaniam

HR Can Play a Critical 
Role in Setting 
Organizational Targets

HR leaders can read this research to learn how to help their 
organizations set and operationalize ambitious targets to drive 
breakthrough performance. 

As organizations continue to navigate the 
COVID-19 disruption and postcrisis recovery, 
business leaders are looking to set ambitious 
targets aimed at dramatically improving 
performance. Leaders know aggressive 
targets can align efforts throughout the 
organization and accelerate recovery and 
growth. As stewards of their organizations’ 

most valuable assets — their people — HR 
leaders must assist their peers in setting and 
operationalizing ambitious targets. They play 
a critical role in helping leaders and their 
teams understand aggressive targets are 
achievable and in setting plans to achieve and 
measure progress in a way that incentivizes 
breakthrough performance.
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Higher degrees of stretch in targets can 
increase an organization’s performance 
potential (see Figure 1). However, in 2019, 60% 
of finance executives said their organization’s 
targets did not reflect its full potential, and 73% 
said their targets drove incremental rather than 
breakthrough performance.1 Stretch targets 
require functional leaders and their teams to 
do something qualitatively different from what 
they have done before. Setting a stretch target 
allows organizations to prioritize where the 
most employee effort is needed so business 
units and teams can organize processes and 
strategize how to overcome obstacles to 
better performance.
The intent of stretch targets is to push an 
organization to achieve its true potential. 
However, if stretch targets are improperly 
implemented, negative effects can include:
• Feeling too stretched — If business leaders 

and their teams feel too stretched, they may try 
to eliminate the discrepancy between actual 
performance and aspirations by reducing 
their stretch target to something they feel is 
more attainable.

• Long-term risk — If team members feel too 
much pressure to deliver results, decisions may 
become more focused on reaching a set target 
than ensuring the organization’s best interest in 
the long term.

• Employee burnout — If employees feel the 
organization’s stretch targets are putting too 
much of a burden on their role and day-to-day 
job, they may begin to face undue pressure 
and burn out.

Progressive organizations are revising their 
target-setting process to focus on reducing 
the likelihood of these adverse effects. They 
recognize the problems with target setting are 
not the targets themselves, but in the way the 
targets were designed, deployed or measured. 
Taking a closer look at elements such as resource 
allocation, skills gaps or employee incentives 
can help an organization establish stretch 
targets appropriate for the current ecosystem 
and identify obstacles that may jeopardize 
their achievement.
HR leaders may not be the ones setting these 
ambitious targets, but they can play three 

Figure 1. Effect of Stretch on Goals
Illustrative

Source: Gartner
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Figure 2. HR Leaders’ Role in Driving Stretch Goals

Source: Gartner

Helps business leaders 
collaborate, prioritize and 
align their highest-value-
adding activities with 
organizational objectives

Business 
Partner

Collaborates with  
business leaders on 
defining a credible path  
to achieving breakthrough 
performance

Performance
Advocate

Creates a transparent 
framework for defining  
and rewarding different 
tiers of performance

Enabler of 
Transparency

fundamental roles in the process (see Figure 2). 
Those who serve as an effective business 
partner, trusted performance advocate and 
key enabler of transparency can help their 
organizations and peers set, and ultimately 
operationalize, measurable and meaningful 
goals that drive breakthrough performance. By 
playing these roles, HR leaders not only help their 
organizations create a clear plan for the future 
but also increase their workforces’ confidence 
and ability to deliver on that plan.

Business Partner
HR leaders can help business unit leaders 
collaborate, prioritize and align their and their 
teams’ highest-value-adding activities with 
organizational objectives. For instance, leaders 
at The LEGO Group used a role charter template 
that focuses on accountabilities, collaboration 
and successful leadership behaviors to help 
leaders effectively reconsider their job roles  
to better support organizational growth.

Case in Point:
Redesigning Leadership Roles for Organizational Growth (The LEGO Group)
To achieve strong growth, The LEGO Group’s 
leaders reorient their job roles based on their 
relationships with key “co-producers,” rather 
than just their tasks and accountabilities.

Using a role charter template, The LEGO Group’s 
leaders self-assess their value to the organization 
by answering questions about how they will serve 
the organization, what they plan to prioritize and 
what is unique about their contribution. The role 
charter template also asks leaders to drive for 
mutually beneficial relationships by negotiating 
accountabilities and decision rights. This 
section of the template encourages leaders to 
brainstorm the key players they can reach out to 
to fulfill their job roles and who they will need to 
collaborate with to achieve their goals. 

Additionally, the role charter template seeks 
to emphasize behaviors that drive relationship 
quality by challenging leaders to reflect on how 
they lead and what they want to change. The last 
section of the role charter template allows leaders 
to outline the most important parameters through 
which they will be measured to help them align 
their priorities with their responsibilities. 

The main purpose of the role charter template is 
to challenge leaders to think about how they will 
contribute, collaborate and prioritize in their role. 
It encourages them to highlight areas of strength 
as well as opportunities for improvement and 
think about how they can work within the 
organization and with peers to successfully 
complete their objectives and goals.
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Performance Advocate
HR leaders can serve as performance 
advocates by collaborating with business 
leaders on defining credible paths to achieving 
breakthrough performance, especially in terms 
of talent needs. To reach ambitious targets, 
HR leaders can help other leaders answer the 
following questions:
• Has the organization provided the right 

tools and resources to support employees in 
achieving the stretch target?

• What internal and external barriers will 
this organization face in achieving the 
stretch target?

• What units or functions need to collaborate to 
achieve this target?

• How will leaders and managers help employees 
understand the roles they will play in 
achieving targets?

• How will employees be incentivized to 
improve performance?

• Are there gaps in talent or training that are 
limiting achievement of stretch targets?

Enabler of Transparency
Employees may feel more motivated to 
contribute to the organization’s stretch targets 
if they are aware of how they can personally 
benefit if the targets are met. HR leaders can 
therefore help organizations achieve stretch 
goals by being transparent with employees about 
how the success or failure to meet these goals 
will impact rewards. They can serve as an enabler 
of transparency by creating visible frameworks 
for defining and rewarding different tiers of 
performance that encourage business leaders 
and teams to take calculated risks, without 
encouraging employees to fixate on those goals, 
incentivizing poor decision making or short-term 
thinking. HR leaders at FourSpring* encouraged 
business leaders and teams to take calculated 
risks without creating perverse incentives 
through a tiered approach to target setting.
With the disruption from COVID-19, many 
organizations are looking now, more than ever, 
to set ambitious targets to drive increased 
performance. However, putting too much focus 

on what the target is versus how the target is set 
and communicated can limit an organization’s 
growth. When HR leaders shift the focus from 
deciding the right level of stretch to reducing 
the likelihood of adverse effects, they allow 
for true stretch targets. HR leaders can serve 
as a business partner, performance advocate 
and enabler of transparency to help their 
organizations set ambitious targets and big  
goals that drive breakthrough performance.

Case in Point:
Using Tiered Targets  
to Drive Breakthrough  
Performance (FourSpring*)
FourSpring’s leaders recognized that a 
somewhat artificial line between success and 
failure forces employees to make suboptimal 
choices when trying to balance ambition with 
realism. To mitigate these risks, FourSpring 
created separate, transparent targets tailored 
to distinct objectives: incremental and 
breakthrough growth.
For each business area, FourSpring sets two 
tiers of annual targets, each tailored to only 
one of those objectives. The Tier 1 target is 
moderately ambitious to drive continuous 
growth. The Tier 2 target is extremely 
ambitious, with a 50% to 70% chance 
of achieving it, and is designed with the 
intent of driving exceptional performance. 
FourSpring incentivizes incremental 
performance between the two tiers using a 
transparent, exponentially increasing scale 
of bonus payouts for employees. FourSpring 
avoids risks associated with stretch targets, 
such as trade-off decision making and 
burnout, by rewarding achievements of 
either tier and only penalizing employees for 
falling short of the first tier.
This approach allowed the organization 
to motivate employees without burnout 
and poor trade-off decision making while 
consistently setting and achieving stretch 
targets each year.
* Pseudonym

1 2019 Gartner Finance Agenda Poll (n = 42)
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We need employees to sustain and create new remote networks, 
but we also know they’re tired of online meetings. This research 
shows HR leaders how to create strong connections between 
remote employees without creating meeting overload.

Business leaders, HR leaders, managers and 
employees are all concerned about the impact  
of remote work on employees’ ability to create 
and sustain connections with their colleagues. 
This is particularly concerning for would-be 
on-site employees who were hired immediately 
prior to or during the pandemic and have been 
working remotely, and therefore have not had the 
chance to build connections with their colleagues. 

This isn’t just a short-term concern: 90% 
of organizations plan to continue allowing 
employees to work remotely at least part of the 
time, even after COVID-19 vaccines are widely 
adopted.1 The challenge of how to create and 
sustain networks for remote employees will not 
go away. HR leaders must figure out how to 
operationalize community building in a remote  
or hybrid environment, creating the processes 

By Emily Rose McRae

Create Employee 
Connections Without 
Meeting Overload
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and support mechanisms necessary for 
employees to build and maintain connections 
regardless of their location. 
The traditional, prepandemic advice on building 
connections for remote employees is to hold 
more meetings, team meetings in particular,  
to ensure remote team members feel connected 
to their colleagues and in the loop. But this isn’t 
practical in the postpandemic world of meeting 
fatigue. A working paper issued in July by the 
National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) 
examined calendar data from over 20,000 
organizations in 16 metropolitan areas across 
the globe. The authors found the average 
employee had an increase of 0.8 meetings per 
day (four per week), and the average number 
of attendees increased by an average of two 
attendees per meeting.2 Calendars are full, and 
meetings have so many people that it is difficult 
for employees to build genuine connections with 
their colleagues. 
Instead of increasing meetings, HR leaders 
should encourage business leaders and 
managers to follow three key principles to build 
employee connections and networks: 
• Make the meetings you have meaningful,  

and cull the others.
• Match the medium to the message.
• Tailor connection-building strategies  

to the organization’s or team’s goals.

Make Meetings Meaningful
As the NBER data shows, many organizations 
began increasing the number of attendees at 
meetings as they moved to increased remote 
work. The goal was to make decisions and 
planning more visible to more employees. 
However, not all meetings are necessary for every 
participant. Often, being on the distribution 
list for key take-aways and meeting summaries 
would be more valuable and time-effective than 
asking everyone who might be interested to 
attend a meeting. Organizations should release 
participants from optional meeting commitments, 
inviting only attendees who are mandatory and 
likely to be more engaged. At the same time, they 
should communicate meeting activities well to 
counteract any fear of missing out from relevant 
colleagues who want to remain informed.

Organizations should also incorporate simple, 
structured practices into their meeting culture, 
such as taking five minutes at the beginning of 
every meeting to outline the goal and discussion 
topics supporting the desired meeting 
outcome. And save five minutes at the end of 
every meeting to clearly summarize and share 
decisions, commitments and next actions.
Finally, for meaningful meetings, organizations 
need to fix audio, video and workspace issues. 
HR leaders should work with IT to ensure 
employees have the technology they need to 
be successful in their meetings and that the 
technology solutions offered are compatible 
with how employees prefer to join and 
participate in meetings. This was already an 
issue prior to the pandemic: A 2019 survey 
found end users overwhelmingly preferred 
to join meetings using their personal devices 
rather than videoconference room systems, 
and workers in the Asia/Pacific region had 
the strongest dissatisfaction with their office 
meeting technology.3

HR leaders can monitor employee engagement 
and meeting participation and advocate for 
the adoption of technologies that will meet 
employee needs. HR can also help identify new 
avenues for technology investment. For example, 
the same survey showed workers want access to 
tools that make it easier to schedule and prepare 
for meetings.3 Workers also want technology to 
track follow-up actions and decisions reached 
during meetings.
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Table 1. Communication Channels to Use in Various Situations

Communication Channels Sample Situations

Team Channels on Workstream Collaboration 
Platforms (e.g., Microsoft Teams, Slack, Google Chat)

• Collaborative work
• Discussion threads
• Brainstorming
• Idea sharing
• Article and publication sharing

Special Interest Channels on Workstream 
Collaboration or Chat Platforms

• Discussion threads
• Article and publication sharing
• Coordinating volunteer projects
• Contributing to internal initiatives

Email • Nonurgent questions
• Individual or team accomplishment highlights
• Progress or status updates 

Instant Messaging or Chat • Urgent questions
• Informal discussions
• Real-time information sharing

Videoconferencing or Telephone • Sensitive discussions or conversations where tone 
could be misconstrued when put into written form

• Performance management conversations
• Mentorship or coaching conversations
• Team meetings

In-Person • Initial team meeting, if possible
• Quarterly or annual team building meetings, if possible

Match the Medium  
to the Message
Rather than relying on a single preferred 
communication channel — be it email, a  
video chat or a collaborative workspace tool — 
connection building should come through  
the most appropriate channel for the goal.  
HR leaders should match each communication 
channel to the situations for which it is most 
appropriate or relevant (see Table 1). 

Tailor Strategies  
to Goals
Organizations need to evaluate their goals for 
employee connections and plan accordingly. 
One solution isn’t going to meet all the goals, 
and trying to do everything at once will end up 
drowning out the individual change initiatives. 
Therefore, prioritize potential solutions based  
on goals and team needs.

If exchange of ideas is a priority, leverage virtual 
collaboration programs with opportunities for 
creating visual connections across ideas, such as 
whiteboards or content sharing platforms. Our 
clients tell us the loss of in-person interaction 
in offices and meeting rooms has increased 
demand for technologies to compensate. Visual 
collaboration options, such as digital whiteboards, 
are being used for asynchronous and synchronous 
work. To promote collaboration:
• Use virtual documents that can facilitate 

collaboration across time zones.
• Consider crowdsourcing new ideas from 

employees or customers, and use brackets or 
ranking competitions to evaluate these ideas.

• Beyond communication channels and techniques, 
make getting feedback on ideas and outlines an 
explicit part of the process for workflows, where 
appropriate. This requires not just recommending 
this approach but also building in the time for 
feedback and supporting team members in 
identifying people to solicit feedback from.

Source: Gartner
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1 Gartner HR Lessons From COVID-19 Webinar Poll (9 December 2020).
2 Collaborating During Coronavirus: The Impact of COVID-19 on the 

Nature of Work, National Bureau of Economic Research.
3 2019 Gartner Digital Workplace Consumer Survey.

If employee network building and professional 
development are priorities, the organization 
will need to create avenues for both lateral and 
vertical connections within the organization. 
HR leaders can establish virtual mentorship 
connection platforms, where employees can offer 
or solicit coaching on a wide range of professional 
skills. HR can also facilitate optional special 
interest groups on popular topics or development 
interests and create cohorts of employees 
participating in internal development initiatives. 
HR leaders should also encourage business 
leaders to schedule informal meetings with small 
groups of employees who do not work together, 
which offers employees the opportunity to get to 
know a senior leader as well as one another.
If employee engagement is a priority, HR can 
ensure there is explicit, intentional recognition 
of achievements by both teams and individuals, 
through multiple channels. IT may be able to help 
with automating the recognition of anniversaries 
and milestones to ensure no employee is 
neglected. Given that remote workers are not 
physically present on-site, there is a higher 
likelihood of overlooking their work contributions 
or forgetting their personal milestones. HR can 
also help set up remote volunteer activities, 
such as mentoring, virtual charity races, letter 
writing and connecting with isolated elderly 
community members. These activities, which 
became increasingly popular during the COVID-
19 pandemic, are opportunities for employees 
to feel positively about their organization and 
themselves, regardless of their location. 
If conflict resolution is a priority, HR leaders 
need to provide strong guidance to managers  

as well as facilitate access to mediators or HR for 
more significant conflicts. Misunderstandings are 
very easy when the majority of communication is 
via text. Managers should encourage employees 
to assume their colleagues have good intentions 
and use direct video chat rather than email 
to address issues that seem to be spiraling. 
Managers should also actively coach employees 
who have had issues with conflict in the past, 
or about whom they are hearing reports of 
new issues in the remote environment. Two 
incidents are enough to establish a pattern, and 
one incident is cause for active coaching and 
intervention if it is severe enough.

Preparing for the Future
Following these three principles will have a lasting 
impact on employee connections. The remote work 
tools organizations have come to depend on in the 
past year will remain part of their work environment 
culture for years to come, even as some or most 
of their employees return to the office. New digital 
behaviors that develop in the remote environment 
will carry over in the transition back to physical 
offices, especially when some collaborators will 
continue to be remote. Addressing isolation, 
virtual meeting fatigue and other remote employee 
challenges will likewise continue to be part of HR’s 
role. Organizations that find solutions to these 
challenges sooner rather than later will be better 
positioned to manage employees in the rapidly 
growing and evolving digital workplace.
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By Alexia Cambon

From Separation 
to Harmonization: 
The Evolving Work-
Life Dichotomy

Supporting work-life balance is a top priority for HR in 2021, while 
many boundaries between work and life have disappeared. In a 
new era of the work-life dichotomy, CHROs must work to ensure 
their employees’ work and personal lives are in harmony, not 
competition, with each other. 

The need for HR to act as a guardian of well-
being has never been more essential. Supporting 
work-life balance will be a top priority for HR 
leaders in 2021, with 76% of HR leaders reporting 
employees are struggling to balance work and 
life.1 As remote work becomes normalized across 
industries, so too does the blurring of boundaries 
between work and life. Whereas once we relied 
on the commute to help us transition formally 
between the two, both physically and mentally, 
remote workers are now waking up with their 
laptops on their nightstands and falling asleep 
with their Teams channels a mouse click away.
While the increasing proximity of work to life has 
allowed us many opportunities — to spend more 
time with family, to avoid the unpleasantness 
of rush hour — it also presents health risks that 
employees are ill-equipped to navigate. Only 

1% of HR leaders feel their employees are able 
to balance life and work very easily. Looking 
forward to 2021, 55% of HR leaders feel the ability 
to balance work and personal matters will be a 
necessary skill for all employees.1 
Our understanding of the role HR must play 
in ensuring the delicate balance of work and 
life has evolved alongside our understanding 
of this balance itself. As we became smarter 
about mental health, more compassionate about 
personal circumstances and more aware of 
conflicting needs, HR compelled organizations  
to adapt. These adaptations have caused the 
work-life dichotomy to evolve over the past 
several decades. By tracing this evolution and 
examining how HR’s mission has changed, we 
can better understand the mindset CHROs need 
to design the employee experience today.
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Figure 1. Evolution of the Work-Life Dichotomy
How an Employee Would Accommodate a Run in Each Era of the Work-Life Dichotomy

The Evolving Work-Life 
Dichotomy
In modern times, the work-life relationship has 
gone through three distinct phases and is now 
entering a fourth. 

The Era of Work-Life Separation
In the mid-to-late 20th century, before the advent 
of technology made it possible to bring work 
home, work and life were easily separated — and 
encouraged to remain so. Employees could 
compartmentalize their work needs and personal 
needs and focus fully on each in its dedicated 
space. HR’s role was to ensure employees 

applied themselves fully at work so they could 
live fully when they got home. Strict policies 
around work hours, lunch breaks and time off 
created clear delineation between work and life. 
In this paradigm, work and life are adversaries, 
one always interfering with the other, and HR 
must work to prevent them from conflicting.
Imagine an employee who has decided to train for 
a marathon to improve their physical and mental 
well-being (see Figure 1). In the era of work-life 
separation, the employee is expected to go running 
in their “personal time,” before or after their set 
work hours. To accommodate a 90-minute run 
on a busy day, every day, the employee decides 
to sacrifice an hour of sleep, compromising their 
well-being and work performance.

The Future: Work-Life Harmonization; “Running is part of work because it is essential to my mental health.”

Rise of employee-led work design
Source: Gartner

2010s to 2020s: Work-Life Integration; “I’ll integrate my run into my work hours.”

Rise of real estate adaptation 
(showers to accommodate lunch/commute runs, etc.)

1950s to 1970s: Work-Life Separation; “I’ll fit in my run after work.”

Sleep is reduced to accommodate 
run, putting well-being at risk

1980s to 2000s: Work-Life Balance; “I’ll tweak my working hours to fit in my run.”

Rise of flex hours

Personal Time Commute Work Run Sleep
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The Era of Work-Life Balance
As email and mobile phones revolutionized 
communication in the 1990s, it became easier 
for employees to take work home, and the pace 
of business accelerated substantially. Home 
computers became standard in most households, 
and employees could now reply to emails from 
home late in the evening if they wanted to wake 
up to a clear inbox. The need for balance quickly 
became apparent, as the “always on” mindset 
threatened to burn employees out.  
HR responded with the introduction of flexible 
hours: the ability for employees to flex when they 
worked to compensate for the times when work 
ate into their personal time. It became normal for 
an employee to leave early on a Friday and make 
up the lost hours on a Monday. HR’s role evolved 
toward helping employees manage the delicate 
balance between work and life so one did not 
overwhelm the other.
In an era of work-life balance, the employee 
training for a marathon takes advantage of flex 
hours. They might end their workday early to run 
and make up the time by either coming in earlier 
in the morning or working on weekends.

The Era of Work-Life Integration
As technology continued to expand the possibilities 
for how, where and when to work, employers began 
reimagining the office as a space that could meet 
some of their employees’ personal needs as well as 
their professional needs. As employees sought to 
integrate their personal and professional lives so 
neither had to be sacrificed to accommodate the 
other, organizations reconfigured real estate to make 
that integration possible. Technology companies led 
the way in designing immersive corporate campuses 
that offered employees a place to eat, exercise and 
socialize as well as to work. Offices added features 
such as showers to facilitate lunchtime workouts and 
kitchens to encourage healthy eating. With these 
changes, HR sought to enhance employees’ well-
being, while also moving away from the idea that 
separation and balance between work and life must 
always be maintained — or was ever achievable.
In an era of work-life integration, the employee 
training for a marathon works in an office with an 
on-site exercise facility. The employee keeps their 
running clothes in a locker at the office, goes on 
their run during their lunch break, then showers  
at the office and returns to work.

Virtual Events

Gartner regularly hosts 
virtual events across a 
variety of human resources 
topics. These webinars 
present an opportunity for 
you to gain insights from our 
research experts on setting 
and achieving organizational 
goals in a time of uncertainty 
and disruption.

Government DEI, HR Leaders: Build a 
Sustainable Diversity & Inclusion Strategy

Panel: What the COVID-19 Vaccine  
Rollout Means for Your Enterprise 

Build a More Agile and Strategic  
HR Function in 2021

The Top Gartner Strategy for HR Leaders  
to Measure Culture Through Change

The Top Priorities for HR Leaders in 2021
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1 Gartner HR in 2021 Webinar Poll (9 October 2020)
2 Gartner HR Lessons From COVID-19 Webinar Poll (9 December 2020)

The Era of Work-Life 
Harmonization
Going into 2020, remote work was already 
becoming more common. When the COVID-
19 pandemic struck, it became an everyday 
reality for the majority of the workforce, and 
90% of organizations plan to continue allowing 
employees to work remotely at least part of the 
time even after vaccines are widely adopted.2 
The normalization of working from home 
eliminated the remaining boundaries between 
work and life, with both positive and negative 
consequences. Commutes disappeared, and 
dress codes became less formal. Employees 
can manage home and work responsibilities 
simultaneously: doing laundry while on a work 
call or emptying the dishwasher when a meeting 
gets canceled.
From the employee perspective, these time savings 
are among the most attractive features of remote 
work. But this transition also has costs: With no 
more boundaries between work and life, how do 
employees manage their time to avoid the “always 
on” problem and maximize their well-being?
Navigating this new, borderless world is one of 
HR’s key challenges going forward. Our research 
suggests HR’s goal in this new era must be the 
harmonization of work and life. Rather than 
considering work and life to be two separate 
entities, forever in competition, HR leaders 
must shift to a more inclusive, empathetic 
mindset that accepts work as a part of life 
and understands how employee needs and 
outcomes are all interdependent, regardless  
of what category they fall in.
In this new era, the marathoner’s daily run is 
essential to work because it allows them to 
maintain their mental health, develop ideas 
or have time during the day when they are 
not sitting down and staring at a screen. The 
run, which would once have been thought of 
as “personal time,” is now understood as part 
of work, because it enables the employee to 
perform at their best.

A New Role for HR
Just as HR has progressed and risen to the 
occasion in previous phases of the evolution 
of the work-life dichotomy, so it must do in this 
new era. Life can no longer be considered a 
separate entity that must be accommodated by 
work. In our new world, life is work; work is life. 
Instead, HR must encourage the mindset shift 
that allows managers and leaders to recognize 
this interdependence and act on it. Enabling 
employees to design their own work patterns 
based on the idea of work-life harmonization will 
produce greater returns for employers.
HR must take steps to analyze the links between 
needs and outcomes, whether life or work, 
and support the systems that help harmonize 
these — management, individual work design 
and team norms.
From developing policy, to instituting flex 
hours, to reconfiguring real estate, HR has 
played an important role over the last several 
decades in protecting employees’ well-being by 
adapting to the evolution of how we perceive 
and respond to work and personal needs. The 
latest evolution HR leaders find themselves in is 
perhaps the most challenging one yet, because it 
requires a mindset shift on the part of the entire 
organization. Employers need to think of work 
and life no longer as separate, but rather (when 
accommodated successfully) as in harmony, 
and empower their employees to design their 
work patterns accordingly. HR leaders who rise 
to the occasion will see outsized impact on their 
employees’ well-being.
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Christiane Lemieux 
Founder of The Inside
Christiane Lemieux is a serial 
entrepreneur, former executive 
creative director at Wayfair and 
author of three books. She operates 
and designs her lifestyle brand, 
Lemieux et Cie, and is a frequent 
contributor to Architectural Digest 
and other design media. She is a 
graduate of Parsons School of Design 
and Queen’s University in Canada.

Design a Frictionless 
Experience With 
Christiane Lemieux

Interview

By Tommy Sullivan

In highlights from her 
interview with Gartner’s 
Talent Angle podcast, 
Christiane Lemieux, 
author of “Frictionless: 
Why the Future of 
Everything Will Be Fast, 
Fluid, and Made Just for 
You,” explains how HR 
leaders can identify and 
reduce friction in the 
business to improve the 
employee experience.
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When designing the employee experience, 
HR leaders often aim for a consumer-grade 
experience. According to our research, 56% of 
employees expect their quality of work to align 
with their consumer expectations.1 Yet despite 
growing investments in employee experience, only 
13% of employees’ expectations are fully met at 
work.2 HR leaders don’t always know how to create 
an experience that is satisfying to employees and 
aligned with the goals of the business.
One way to improve the employee experience, 
according to author and entrepreneur Christiane 
Lemieux, is by reducing friction. In her new 
book, Frictionless: Why the Future of Everything 
Will Be Fast, Fluid, and Made Just for You, 
Christiane argues that creating frictionless 
experiences for consumers, employees and other 
stakeholders is the key to competitive advantage 
in tomorrow’s business environment. Christiane 
joined Scott Engler on Gartner’s Talent Angle 
podcast in November 2020 to share how she 
and the organizations she profiles in Frictionless 
strengthened their business and talent strategies. 
In these highlights from that conversation, she 
offers her insights on work design, technology 
and employee expectations.
Work design and organizational design can 
reduce friction — “[I]f people are thinking about 
the work instead of thinking about what their 
title is, it’s so much more efficient and there’s 
so much less friction. I think there’s something 
about this dispersed world that will actually 
be huge in that [regard]. … I’m experimenting 
with this all the time. I just launched a brand on 
Thursday and we launched it in COVID-19, and 
my team is completely dispersed. In some ways, 
it’s much more efficient than my office structure 
because there’s more work and less interpersonal 
drama. You can get rid of a ton of friction that 
way. It’s really about how thoughtfully you put 
your teams together. You get rid of overlap and 
what you see is a rocketship.”
Transparency and authenticity are essential — 
“Transparency and authenticity are such a 
huge part of the future of business and the 
future of everything because we expect it of 
other businesses. So, not to expect it of our 
own seems not a great choice to make. Our 
employees, our customers, everybody can feel 
when that care and authenticity isn’t there. The 
directness of things and transparency around 

It’s really about how 
thoughtfully you put 
your teams together. 
You get rid of overlap 
and what you see is a 
rocketship.



the supply chain or how quickly things get to 
you or whatever the business is based on — the 
less toll booths in your business — the better off 
you’re going to be. So, go from idea to customer 
as quickly as possible. I think that if you do that, 
and you do it authentically and you’re passionate 
about your business, you do things responsibly 
and respectfully and all the other things that are 
paramount, you can have less people, happier, 
working more efficiently.”

How technology at work can reduce friction — 
“In 10 years, organizational structures will be 
way less weighted down. So many organizational 
structures are going to get sucked right up into 
the cloud with really beautiful technology. I think 
that you have to be really thoughtful about where 
humans add value and where tech adds value. 
I think if you do that thoughtfully, everybody 
wins because your employees get a frictionless 
experience at work, you reduce overhead in a 
really thoughtful way and everybody is happy 
because they’re working the way they want to in 
the most efficient way possible. And that makes 
us all happier co-workers.”

As a senior leader, you have to approach 
leadership in a completely different way. 
First of all, we have to listen.

Listen to employees and respond with 
flexibility — “As a senior leader, you have to 
approach leadership in a completely different 
way. First of all, we have to listen. One of the 
people I interviewed in the book [is] Andrea 
Breanna, who is the CEO of a company called 
RebelMouse. She realized a long time ago, from 
way pre-COVID-19, that there was somebody on 
her team who wasn’t as happy as he could be 
and she found out they had a standing meeting 
at 3:30, which is when he wanted to pick up his 
daughter. He didn’t voice his opinion for a very 
long time. When he did, she was like, ‘Why didn’t 
you say anything before this?’ [Because] he felt 
like it would be imposing on the team. And she 
said, ‘Of course we can work around that.’
“And so I think senior leadership has to be open 
to conversations, has to let people know that 
we’re all on the same team and that we can be 
flexible to work around things, to make people’s 
lives … better because there’s always a solution 
to any structural problem. I think that in the 
old days of working in a siloed environment, 
you were scared of your boss and you never 
said anything. I think Gen Z will never let us 
behave that way as leaders. And so getting on 
board now to the open, transparent, thoughtful, 
collaborative work environment is the only way 
to grow going forward.”

1 2019 Gartner Employee Experience Panel Survey
2 2019 Gartner Modern Employee Experience Employee Survey
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Whether employees’ annual goals are already 
set or in progress, HR leaders should reiterate 
the importance of making sure goals are 
aligned to employees’ priorities and those of the 
organization. Our research shows that employees 
whose goals are aligned with their priorities 
drive performance through both individual and 
team contributions at much higher levels than 

their peers with misaligned goals. We also found 
a similar trend when employees' goals aligned 
with their managers’ work. If misalignment does 
occur, HR leaders should encourage managers 
to revisit goals with their employees to make 
adjustments. When we surveyed HR leaders in 
2019, 95% stated that goals can be changed 
throughout the year after they are set.1

Figure 1. Goal Alignment Associated With Higher Enterprise Contribution

n = 9,834
Source: 2019 Gartner Performance Management Employee Survey
1  2019 Gartner Performance Management Benchmarking Survey; n = 132
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By Josh Bittinger

Quant Corner
Employees With Aligned 
Goals Drive Performance

Less Than Agree Agree or Strongly Agree

Statement: My goals 
align to my priorities.

Statement: My manager's work-
related goals are aligned with my own.
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