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1. INTRODUCTION

SUMMARY

Every organization, company, your boss, colleague 
or probably even your neighbour talks about Artifi-
cial Intelligence, Big Data, newest technologies, its 
possibilities and limits. We all hear, read and think 
about how it will change the way we live and work. 
It influences all aspects of our lives and businesses, 
whether we want it or not. HR departments are not 
an exception.

HR is in the forefront for this process for two reasons: 
first, central tasks of HR like recruiting, onboarding, 
talent management, and career planning are pre-
destined to use Big Data, robotics and A.I., starting 
from chatbots, workforce analytics, or real-time 
digital learning systems. Technologies could make 
HR more human by automizing all manual work 
and giving HR experts more time to concentrate on 
strategy, creativity and human contact. Second, HR 
is responsible for designing a workplace with open 
collaboration, knowledge sharing and ongoing 
upskilling possibilities. HR is in charge of creating 
an environment of meaningful work, employee 
commitment and an effective symbiosis between 
humans and machines.
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2. DIGITALIZATION  
 AND THE INCREASING  
 PERMEATION OF  
 TECHNOLOGY

We have gathered and analyzed more than 120,000 HR-specific job postings from nine 
countries to examine how far HR has adapted to the changing business environment. In 
contrast to other focus countries in our investigation, we observe a decrease in the de-
mand for IT skills for HR jobs in Germany. This indicates that German HR departments still 
do not sufficiently exploit the potentials from advanced technologies and hence, may 
lack the capabilities to help lead the digital transformation.

2 .1 .  B AC KG R O U N D

In a business landscape where digitization changes 
both society and the economy at an ever-acceler-
ating pace, the effective use and application of big 
data, robotics, AI and Internet-of-Things (IoT) have 
become the key challenge for companies to drive 
sustainable and profitable growth. 
Hence, it is important to rethink the work architec-
ture and reorganize existing work processes in order 
to exploit the potentials from digitization and create 
an environment where humans and machines strive 
together. In this new world of work, HR is in the fore-
front for two reasons: first, central functional areas of 
HR like recruiting, onboarding, talent management, 
and career planning are in a state of flux due to 
big data, robotics and AI which calls for innovative 
solutions to use the vast potential arising from gam-
ification, chatbots, workforce analytics, or real-time 
digital learning systems. Second, HR is responsible 

for designing a workplace where open collabora-
tion, knowledge sharing, ongoing development, 
and reskilling is reinforced to create an environment 

of meaningful work, employee commitment and an 
effective complementarity between humans and 
machines.

»IT IS IMPORTANT TO  
RETHINK THE WORK  
ARCHITECTURE AND  

REORGANIZE EXISTING  
WORK PROCESSES«
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Figure 1: Future readiness score 

Source: Own calculations
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We clustered different skill groups in order to re-
trace the demand growth for different skills listed in 
job postings for HR positions in Germany (see Figure 
2). An impressive and striking observation is the de-
cline in the demand for IT skills by 4 percent points 
between 2017 and 2018. This does not align with 

the necessity to invest in advanced technologies 
to develop an effective digital strategy. It requires 
advanced IT skills for optimizing and connecting 
business processes, forecasting skill shortages, 
building a meaningful data architecture, and inte-
grating robotics into the workflows. 

Figure 2: Skill demand growth of different skill clusters (only Germany, 2017-2018)

Skill demand growth 2017 - 2018 (%-points)

Source: Own calculations
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2 . 2 .  I N S I G H TS

In today’s networked organizations, this can only be 
realized by a combination of consequent techno-
logical permeation, reasonable space design, new 
leadership approaches and innovative work practic-
es (cf. Deloitte, 2018). Hence, the question is: how 
far has HR advanced in translating these conditions 
into action? In order to understand the current state 

of HR we analyzed more than 120,000 job postings 
in nine focus countries (see figure 1) across various 
seniority levels. In the following we discuss our find-
ings to see how tech-savvy German HR departments 
are in comparison to the other focus countries. 
Afterwards, we identify key technologies and their 
impact on HR.
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Overall, according to this data HR departments in 
Germany lack behind the expectations and do not 
seem to be properly prepared for the upcoming 
challenges. This is even more striking as the demand 
for IT skills is increasing in many other countries. 
In Figure 3, results for all nine focus countries are 
combined and offer a different picture; the demand 
for IT skills in advertised HR positions grew by 1.3 
percent between 2017 and 2018. 

This signals a growing emphasis on technical exper-
tise in order to enable HR to step up as a business 
partners and make use of process-optimizing tech-
nologies. Surprisingly, HR departments in Germany 

do not seem to follow this trend and two possible 
reasons could help to explain this divergence: com-
panies operating in Germany may have anticipated 
the technological advancement in HR quickly and 
reacted sufficiently in previous years which are not 
covered by the data. 
The other possible explanation is that many HR de-
partments in Germany have not yet realized the po-
tentials of big data, predictive analytics and AI and 
may mostly perform administrative tasks rather than 
progressing as strategic business partners provid-
ing data-based decision making. While we cannot 
clarify what really explains our results based on the 
data, we emphasize that the potentials arising from 
technological progress reflect an ongoing and even 
accelerating process. In other words, a good under-
standing on the potential of different technologies 
would have most likely induced an even higher 
investment in and demand for IT skills, which runs 
contrary to our findings.

»HR DEPARTMENTS IN  
GERMANY LACK BEHIND  

THE EXPECTATIONS«
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Figure 3: Skill demand growth of different skill clusters (all countries included, 2017-2018) 
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1. Big data
In order to step up as a valuable business partner, 
it is essential to make use of the huge amount of 
real-time organizational data. Big data is the basis 
for strategic decision making and indispensable for 
identifying labor shortages, trends and economic 
developments. In order to collect, process, and ana-
lyze data on a large scale, it is important to develop 
a data strategy, invest in the organizational data 
architecture and use advanced cloud technologies 
(Sivathanu & Pilai, 2018).

2. Predictive analytics
Predictive analytics function complementary to big 
data and can be understood as an evidence-based 
approach for precise decision making based on 
numbers rather than feelings (Staritz & Biemann, 
2018). The value for HR is vast and includes speed-
ing up decision making, decreasing costs, spotting 
suitable talent pools and candidates, and identifying 
unsatisfied employees and attributes of high per-
forming personnel (ibid.; Fitz-enz & Mattox, 2014). 

However, organizations 
need to address con-
cerns about data secu-
rity and transparency 
issues and hence, have 
to formulate and openly 
communicate guide-
lines, policies and limits 
of their data usage. 

In order to support companies to jump aboard the digital bandwagon, we identified 
some key areas in which the technological progress offers most potential for HR. 

3. Robotics
Robotics based on AI creates new capabilities for 
HR and frees up time by automating rule-based, 
standardized, and repetitive tasks. This enables HR 
to focus more on the strategic side of the job and 
simultaneously increase the overall performance of 
these tasks (Jesuthasan, 2017). Software based on 
machine learning and natural language processing 
is now able to recognize faces, identify moods and 
feelings, and decode video interviews (Deloitte, 
2018). Hence, software bots can help HR depart-
ments to evaluate and select candidates, identify 
employees’ career options, coach managers to im-
prove their leadership skills, conduct engagement 
surveys and interact with job candidates in form of 
chatbots (ibid.; PwC, 2017). In this sense, robotics 
can boost productivity through automation, labor 
augmentation and innovation (Platino & Purdy, 
2018).

»ROBOTICS CAN BOOST 
PRODUCTIVITY THROUGH 

AUTOMATION, LABOR  
AUGMENTATION AND  

INNOVATION«
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In this short report we examined the impact of technological progress on the role of HR and 
explored the question how fast HR is adapting to the changing conditions. On the basis of 
our data we have found indications that German HR departments may lack behind the dig-
ital trend. We are drawing this conclusion as the demand for IT skills has decreased in Ger-
many between 2017 and 2018 in contrast to the other focus countries in our investigation. 
However, advanced IT skills are indispensable for driving the digital change and encounter 
it as a valuable chance rather than a threat. The digitalization of HR bears the potential to 
incorporate technologies such as analytics, AI, or VR in order to implement new manage-
ment practices and design a working environment that enable productivity, deliver solutions 
and establish an organizational culture based on innovation, collaboration, and sharing. 
The digital shift is occurring rapidly and HR should see it as an opportunity to climb up the 
organizational ladder and help lead the digital transformation.

2 . 3 .  CO N C LU S I O N

4. Internet-of-Things (IoT)
All these trending technologies are connected by 
a network that can be understood as a digital ner-
vous system referred to as the Internet-of-Things. 
This technology architecture is fuelled by data and 
stitches together many different types of gadgets 
and technologies to perform new actions (Bersin, 
Mariani & Monahan, 2016). Apart from risks of data 
security and worries about the quantified self, HR 
can exploit the potentials from IoT by creating a 
holistic employee experience platform by incorpo-
rating digital apps, bots, AI, and case management 
to support, scale, and empower their employees 
(Deloitte, 2017).

5. Virtual reality (VR)
VR is a 3D computer-created fully immersive reality 
which can be accessed through specialized glasses. 
In this world, different situations can be simulated to 
be experienced by the user. HR can use this tech-
nology in three different ways: VR can be used in 
recruiting to facilitate the hiring process by simu-
lating different hands-on working experi-
ences which candidates have to 
pass through and cope 
with. Moreover, VR 
can support onboard-
ing by introducing the 
work environment to 
new employees in a 
safe and controlled 
setup with a high fault 
tolerance. Lastly, train-
ing and development 
can benefit from VR as 
ongoing training can be 
made more accessible to 
employees across divisions, 
countries and subsidiaries 
(Chalmers, 2018). 
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