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The Back Story

Ready or Not? Is HR Ready for Analytics?
By Katherine Jones, Ph.D., Bersin by Deloitte

Big data, small data, medium-sized data—your 
initiatives around talent analytics may well prove 
a challenge, no matter what size your corporate 
datasets are. The series of potential obstacles – or 
at least issues—may seem formidable, but with 
planning they can be managed. But here I pose 
a question for you – are you ready? Our 2013 
research revealed that one in five HR organiza-
tions surveyed had invested in additional analytics 
software.1 Yet in the 2015 Global Human Capital 
Trends report, only 22 percent of respondent 
organizations said that they are “ready” to leverage 
talent analytics.2 In fact, it was the area within hu-
man capital management where respondents felt 
the very least prepared (see Figure 1).

  

Figure 1. Are We Ready to Tackle Talent Analytics? Area: Self-

Assessed Degree of Readiness Source: Global Human Capital 

Trends Study 2015, Deloitte, 2015.

Perceived readiness, however low-scoring, is 
only one part of the equation. Really being “ready” 
to manage a talent analytics initiative implies that 
the skills set or capability to ask the right ques-
tions, gather the data, synthesize and analyze the 
data, and then do something intelligent with the 
results is available. This led to another interesting 
survey question: Is HR developing and using its 
analytics skillset? The response was negligible, as 
shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Little Year-over-Year Change in Analytical Use by 

HRSource: Global Human Capital Trends Study 2015, Deloitte, 

2015.

Percentages deviated little from year to year, 
with the only rise a one percent increase in respon-
dents indicating that they used HR operational 
reporting and scorecards, and the other areas actu-
ally decreasing from 2014 to 2015.

Despite the Best Intentions…
Despite the lip service given to analytics by 

many HR professionals, the reality appears to be 
a bit more dismal. And despite the widespread 
support for analytic tools in products today, they 
are generally not being used—beyond the slight 
increase in reporting, which is often spreadsheet 
based. Today’s software solutions are growing in 
sophistication; many tools that predict outcomes 
in employee retention and performance are now 
available – but the data indicates that their adop-
tion may be slow. 

Perhaps human capital managers are not see-
ing the need to become data-driven. Conflicting 
interests often result in people doing what is most 
important at the time; given that, there may be 
other HR concerns that are seen as more critical to 
the business than mastery of analytics or conquer-
ing big data. Indeed, as seen in Figure 3, this seems 
to be the case. Here we show the percentages of 
respondents who rated each trend as important or 
very important.
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Figure 3. What is Important to HR and Business 

Professionals? Source: Global Human Capital Trends 

Study 2015, Deloitte.

HR and people analytics is about three-
quarters down the list of important trends as 
perceived by survey respondents ― and the 
data issues commonly referred to as big data 
are dead last, with only 14 percent of respon-
dents indicating it is “very important.”

Technology is not the 
Issue

Over the past several years, 
HR and talent applications and 
standalone analytics solutions 
have proliferated. Rare is there 
a product that does not at 
least advertise analytic prow-
ess. Often processed “in the 
cloud,” analytics in the form 
of graphs, charts, and ban-
ners come raining down on 
the dashboards of today’s HR 
practitioners. Solutions include 
reporting tools which, while 
not moving the needle toward 
mastery of big data, may make 
standard reporting easier for 
end users. Reporting tools are 
generally included within HRIS 
applications, and increas-
ingly within the range of talent 
management applications – 
from recruiting to succession 
management—that are used in 
businesses today. Standalone 
analytics packages vary in de-

gree of sophistication required of the user; 
some present analytics that are beyond the 
skillsets of the end users to understand or 
meaningfully apply.

Predictive and prescriptive analytics do 
raise the bar. But again, the users have to 
be ready to make use of the predictions and 
prescriptions. For these more technically-
sophisticated products, an understanding 
of the algorithms that led to the prediction 
is an imperative, as well as a strategy as to 
the response to the prediction. If software 
predicts an employee will leave, is it a good 
or a bad thing? Only when the organization 
has a methodology for reading the results in 
the light of the individual employee and has 
a playbook to guide managerial responses 
to the information, will companies likely 
be ready to embrace a raft of predictive 
tools. Prescriptive analytics may be even 
further in the future; even if the prescrip-
tion is right on target; the “human” side of 
HR professionals may prefer people-made 
propositions rather than algorithmically-
derived ones.

The Dilemma of Data
Often organization data is quite a mess: 

like a sticky child eating taffy applies, your 
data will require cleansing. Here a wash-
cloth is to no avail. Issues such as errors in 
data entry, duplication of items or fields, 
and mis-matched data models all emerge, 
to name only a very few. The data cleansing 
process can be lengthy and potentially cost-
laden, if outsourced. 

Here is where the age-old adage “gar-
bage in, garbage out” likely originated. 
The best tools in the world cannot provide 
great actionable analytics without accurate 
input. The most actionable of analytics will 
also be of no avail if the HR team for whom 
they are intended is unclear how they are to 
respond or act on them. And finally—given 
HR practitioners’ priorities as reported in 
the Global Human Capital Trends Report 
2015,3 there may be many issues of greater 
concern in their organizations today than 
mastering big data.
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