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Executive Summary
The impact of COVID-19 and the events of 2020 on the employee experience – namely the mass-scale shift 
to remote work during required quarantines – has been well established. In our 451 Research Voice of the 
Enterprise: Workforce Productivity & Collaboration, Employee Lifecycle & HR 2021 survey, some 45% of non-HR 
respondents listed the ability to work remotely as the work change that had the most positive impact on them 
over the past year. However, less attention has been paid to potential impacts this shift will have on the business 
functions that serve these employees – HR being at the forefront of managing this shift.

We recognize that remote work often refers to employees who work in an area other than an office but also have 
access to an office, while distributed workers typically work in a geographic area with no access to a formal 
office. For the sake of this paper, we will largely use the term distributed work to represent both remote and 
distributed workforces.

Distributed work is not a new concept; our data shows it was prevalent before the outbreak of COVID-19. 
However, the mass-scale adoption of distributed work options has deeper implications for how HR operates, 
and HR teams have had to shift their priorities to accommodate it. Maintaining compliance (e.g., workplace 
safety, labor standards, employee data privacy/security, anti-discrimination) in the new normal is HR’s biggest 
priority shift in light of COVID-19, according to 46% of respondents, followed by placing a stronger focus on 
supporting remote work, at 43%. Distributed work is clearly here to stay, and it will have a significant impact on 
HR across its roles, responsibilities and processes.

Along with compliance, distributed work will impact recruiting, onboarding and 
talent management. Talent acquisition specifically has moved to the forefront of 
HR’s strategic investments; 42% of HR respondents cited more full-time employee 
hiring as the top change they anticipate for their organization. At the same time, we 
see priorities and investments shifting toward distributed work; the identity of HR 
is evolving to address talent acquisition more directly as a primary role.

Diversity and inclusion have become a strategic focus of employee experience 
conversations as organizations look to HR (among others) to create and promote 
equity. It’s clear that HR will not only have to help employees manage the transition 
to distributed work, but HR teams will also have to manage the impact that 
distributed work models have on their own core processes and procedures as 
they examine their priorities. This is placing pressure on HR to rethink how it 
operates and provides value to the business, but it also creates an opportunity 
for HR to evolve into a more strategic function that serves the business in new 
ways. Organizations that still view HR as a non-strategic cost center will feel this 
pressure more directly because they will need to evolve in multiple ways to meet 
the needs of their stakeholders. 
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Distributed Work Is Here  
to Stay
At this point, the massive rise in distributed work across 2020 and beyond is well documented. To provide some 
context, 64% of respondents to 451 Research’s Voice of the Enterprise: Digital Pulse, Coronavirus Flash Survey 
October 2020 said they have made a significant increase in remote work a permanent change in response to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. That’s nearly two-thirds of companies that have permanently altered their working 
environments to be more geographically distributed. 

Doubling down on this is the impact on operating expenses – namely building leases 
and utilities. One-third (33%) of respondents said their organization has made a 
permanent reduction in their office footprint in response to the outbreak. In addition, 
27% said they have made a permanent shift toward digital delivery of products, 
services or the customer experience. In short, some businesses are closing a portion 
of their offices and focusing on the digital experience for both customers and 
employees.

For many employees, the shift to distributed work has been welcome. Nearly half 
(45%) of respondents said that the ability to work remotely was the workplace 
change that had the most positive impact on them last year, according to our Voice 
of the Enterprise: Workforce Productivity & Collaboration, Employee Lifecycle & HR 
2021 survey. This backs up our previous research on trending preferences for remote 
work options. 

Figure 1: Remote Work Trends and Preferences

Q: Before the coronavirus outbreak, how often did you work from home or remotely from another fixed location that wasn’t your 
organization’s office? Base: All respondents (n=563)

Q: Once the circumstances around the coronavirus outbreak have passed, how often would you prefer to work from home or remotely from 
another fixed location that isn’t your company’s office? All respondents (n=562)

Source: 451 Research’s Voice of the Enterprise: Workforce Productivity & Collaboration, Employee Engagement 2020

As Figure 1 shows, remote work existed in a variety of structures before the COVID-19 pandemic. However, 
preference for working remotely after the COVID-19 pandemic outstrips the pre-pandemic reality for all of our 
respondents. Additionally, some 69% of our Coronavirus Flash Survey October 2020 respondents said only 
0-25% of their workforce is unable to effectively work remotely. With these data points in mind, we expect 
distributed work to become a larger part of the employee experience and company culture as organizations look 
to attract talent. And companies will have an increasingly difficult time selling any reason for not supporting 
distributed work as long as remote employees in their industry can be effective. 
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HR’s Priority and Focus Shifts
As the primary architect of the employee experience, HR is acutely aware of the shift to distributed work and is 
organizing its own priorities for supporting it. A consequence of this disruption is that HR has emerged as one 
of the primary stakeholders directing the work experience evolution. Nearly half (48%) of respondents to the 
Employee Lifecycle & HR study said they’re thinking more deeply about flexible work while 43% said they’re 
focusing more strongly on supporting distributed work. 

Figure 2: HR’s Post-2020 Priorities

Q. How have your priorities evolved in light of the events of 2020 and the impact of COVID-19? Please select all that apply.

Base: All HR respondents (n=98)

Source: 451 Research’s Voice of the Enterprise: Workforce Productivity & Collaboration, Employee Lifecycle and HR 2021

Sandwiched between thoughts about providing flexible and remote work is HR’s priority to maintain compliance 
in the new normal. This is one piece of evidence that the shift toward a distributed workforce will influence 
how HR sets its priorities. Of course, managing the data of distributed employees and handling their personally 
identifiable information across multiple networks is one compliance challenge; the distribution of learning and 
development content is another. However, distributed work will impact other areas of HR as well.

Consider workforce management and scheduling. Visibility is often limited in distributed workforces, which 
is likely why visibility of the entire workforce (e.g., in-office, frontline, field workers, remote) emerged as the 
top missing feature (46%) that HR respondents would like to have in their workforce management software, 
according to the same Employee Lifecycle & HR survey. As employees settle into their distributed work realities, 
they may move to different states or even different countries, necessitating a more complex payroll tool for 
managing tax issues. This will become a critical part of compliance moving forward, and a roadblock that 
organizations must address if they wish to pursue cross-border talent acquisition. 
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As HR continues to support distributed workers, it may also need to ramp up its employee engagement 
efforts. Our HR respondents have already cited employee engagement as the HR function most in need of 
improvement, and that need for improvement may continue to grow as HR seeks to understand the impact 
distributed work has on employee sentiment (good or bad). This, of course, translates into HR widening the 
lens of its benefits delivery model to include benefits that are conducive to optimizing distributed work (e.g., 
voluntary benefits for childcare or emotional well-being initiatives). 

Ultimately, a permanent shift in supporting distributed work models will significantly impact the core 
responsibilities of the HR function; practitioners must reimagine the work environment and how it supports 
both the employees who are working remotely and the business functions they serve. These changes will be 
felt across HR’s processes and tech stack, but nowhere will they be felt more heavily than in talent acquisition 
and recruitment.

Talent Acquisition Emerges as the Top HR Priority
To best understand where distributed work will impact HR the hardest, we must first track HR’s core identity 
and what it views as its critical roles. While delivering compensation and benefits has historically topped the 
list of HR’s core responsibilities, recruiting, onboarding and developing the best talent emerged as the leading 
role for HR following the COVID-19 pandemic and events of 2020. 

Figure 3: The Primary Roles of HR

Q: What are the primary roles of HR within your organization? Please select all that apply.

Base: All HR respondents (2020: n=112; 2021: n=98)

Source: 451 Research’s Voice of the Enterprise: Workforce Productivity & Collaboration, Employee Lifecycle and HR 2020 and 2021

The changes HR teams are planning to make throughout 2021 further 
illustrate the value they place on talent acquisition. The top change HR 
respondents anticipate in their organization is more full-time hiring 
at 42%, which is double the percentage of respondents who cited a 
stronger investment in remote work (21%). 
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As the world settles into its new normal post-pandemic, we expect the preemptive hiring freezes and worker 
furloughs to lift. This will make recruitment a top priority for HR departments and people functions, but their 
approach will need to accommodate distributed work to account for opex changes and appease employee 
demand for the distributed work model. For starters, this will impact the tech stack and recruitment processes.

When asked what features they’d like to see added to their 
recruitment vendor’s offering, 47% of HR respondents (top 
response) to the Employee Lifecycle and HR survey said the ability 
to support internal and external recruitment. Historically, demand 
has come more from HR than line-of-business managers, but 
it is possible that the visibility challenges of a distributed work 
model will make internal recruitment advances necessary for all 
stakeholders. The shift to more distributed work means employers 
can look for talent in more locations. If they do, their approach to 
talent acquisition has to evolve, and the hiring and payrolling of geo-
diverse employees needs to level up. The second-most-cited missing 
feature was the ability to conduct video interviews – a practical 
addition that clearly fits in with the distributed work paradigm. 
These are necessities for supporting a renewed investment in 
recruitment underpinned by a support of distributed work. 

Another practical change in the talent acquisition space will be digitizing the negotiation and employee 
contract processes. Document management has long been a part of the HR toolkit, but HR will also need digital 
document execution tools (e.g., e-signature) to adapt these critical processes to an increasingly distributed 
workforce. As HR adapts these processes, it will also have to account for any new compliance challenges 
regarding hiring distributed workers, giving careful consideration to their state or country of residence. There 
may be specific hiring regulations, standards or processes to follow for a given location. Once the candidate is 
in the pipeline, HR must also consider currency conversion rates and cross-border tax challenges that may exist 
among widely distributed workforces. When embracing a geographically diverse workforce, HR must keep these 
new considerations in mind.

It is important to note that HR’s role change extends to onboarding and development as well. When considering 
tooling investments and its approach to onboarding and learning and development, HR personnel must 
anticipate a potential lack of visibility or friction in communication as they interact with distributed workers. 
And while HR evolves its core responsibilities regarding recruitment and development to fit the distributed 
work mold, it must also prioritize a commitment to understanding its workforce makeup as diversity, equity and 
inclusion (DEI) initiatives move to the forefront of talent strategies.

The shift to more distributed 
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Diversity, Equity and Inclusion
Distributed work has both positive and negative implications for DEI initiatives. As the workforce becomes 
increasingly distributed, visibility challenges could make it more difficult to support diversity and promote an 
inclusive work environment. At the same time, distributed work knocks down some geographic barriers for hiring 
and has the potential to improve DEI at an organization by providing a larger, more diverse pool of candidates to 
hire from. 

Figure 4: DEI Commitment and Program Maturity in HR

Q: Does your organization have a formal commitment or program for increasing overall diversity and inclusion within its workforce?

Base: All HR respondents (n=95)

Source: 451 Research’s Voice of the Enterprise: Workforce Productivity & Collaboration, Employee Lifecycle and HR 2021

The prevalence of DEI initiatives – planned and in practice – is massive. As 
Figure 4 shows, only about 5% of HR respondents said their organization 
doesn’t have and is not considering a DEI commitment or program. For the 
roughly 95% that are considering, planning or currently have such a program 
or commitment, there is likely to be some evolution in thinking about diversity 
relative to distributed work. DEI initiatives often begin with race, ethnicity and 
gender diversity but could further expand into age, geography and lifestyle 
(such as working parents who need flexible hours). 

Why is workforce diversity so important? According to HR respondents 
in the same Employee Lifecycle and HR survey, diversity of workforce is 
the second most important theme (45%) when communicating corporate 
values to employees and customers, second only to employee benefits and 
wellness initiatives (55%). Diversity is core to corporate brand identity and 
company culture, so it must be out front when marketing the organization. 
With the potential value that distributed work opportunities could eventually 
present to a diverse workforce, this could help drive engagement and improve 
recruitment while leading to better decision-making due to the presence of 
diverse experiences. 
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The tooling for the DEI initiative will fall to the vendors that support compliance, auditing and controls. When 
asked about the missing features in the software they use, 43% of HR respondents (top response) said 
the ability to support diversity and inclusion audits. As organizations’ HR departments help pursue a more 
compliant approach to distributed work, they should also consider how their compliance strategy can clear 
the path for a broader approach to DEI. Beyond this, an adjacent consideration is evolving and sensitizing the 
interview/recruitment process for diversity. 

HR’s Collaboration Strategy
As HR evolves to serve the future of work and support distributed and hybrid workforces, it also needs to 
reexamine its primary collaboration partners within the enterprise. HR is typically viewed as the primary 
architect of the employee experience, but it’s critical to understand what other functions play a role. 

The working world is an increasingly digital environment, so it’s not surprising that IT is often considered the 
secondary architect of the employee experience. When asked what business function, besides HR, has the 
greatest impact on the employee experience, HR respondents to the Employee Lifecycle survey listed IT as the 
top option at 34%, followed by operations at 33%. What’s interesting is that when we asked non-HR employees 
the same question, their top response was operations at 49%, followed by IT at 25%. 

Despite this disparity in viewpoint, operations is already the function that HR collaborates with most often. With 
that in mind, it’s important that HR keep operations in mind as it thinks through its distributed work strategy, 
given the impact that operations has on the employee experience. 

Figure 5: Business Functions HR Collaborates with Most Often

Q: As an HR professional, what business function do you collaborate with most frequently?

Base: All HR respondents (n=96)

Source: 451 Research’s Voice of the Enterprise: Workforce Productivity & Collaboration, Employee Lifecycle and HR 2021
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Conclusions
For many organizations, supporting distributed work is a foregone conclusion. In situations where remote 
employees can be effective, it looks like distributed work is here to stay. However, we are only beginning 
to scratch the surface in understanding how this massive shift will impact our work environments and, 
subsequently, influence the employee experience. As the people function, HR bears the brunt of the impact 
that distributed work is likely to have on organizations, and it may face longer-lasting consequences than most 
initially realized. Concurrently, HR will have new opportunities to influence the success of the organization in 
its captaining of new workforce initiatives and new work models that will redefine how work is managed and 
executed. This, in turn, could give HR a bigger seat at the table for strategic decision-making. 

Organizations that permanently adopt a distributed work model will see an evolution in the HR function across 
the employee lifecycle, starting with recruitment and talent acquisition. New compliance standards and 
visibility challenges will move across this journey and impact all of the core HR processes in turn – from payroll 
and benefits delivery to employee communication and retention strategies. To mitigate potential friction in this 
shift, organizations must anticipate obstacles and respond with renewed investment in company culture, brand 
identity, employee engagement and the proper HR tech tools to equip practitioners for the future of work. 



Copyright © 2021 by S&P Global Market Intelligence, a division of S&P Global Inc. All rights reserved.

These materials have been prepared solely for information purposes based upon information generally available to 
the public and from sources believed to be reliable. No content (including index data, ratings, credit-related analyses 
and data, research, model, software or other application or output therefrom) or any part thereof (Content) may be 
modified, reverse engineered, reproduced or distributed in any form by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval 
system, without the prior written permission of S&P Global Market Intelligence or its affiliates (collectively, S&P Global). 
The Content shall not be used for any unlawful or unauthorized purposes. S&P Global and any third-party providers, 
(collectively S&P Global Parties) do not guarantee the accuracy, completeness, timeliness or availability of the Content. 
S&P Global Parties are not responsible for any errors or omissions, regardless of the cause, for the results obtained 
from the use of the Content. THE CONTENT IS PROVIDED ON “AS IS” BASIS. S&P GLOBAL PARTIES DISCLAIM ANY AND 
ALL EXPRESS OR IMPLIED WARRANTIES, INCLUDING, BUT NOT LIMITED TO, ANY WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY 
OR FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE OR USE, FREEDOM FROM BUGS, SOFTWARE ERRORS OR DEFECTS, THAT 
THE CONTENT’S FUNCTIONING WILL BE UNINTERRUPTED OR THAT THE CONTENT WILL OPERATE WITH ANY SOFTWARE 
OR HARDWARE CONFIGURATION. In no event shall S&P Global Parties be liable to any party for any direct, indirect, 
incidental, exemplary, compensatory, punitive, special or consequential damages, costs, expenses, legal fees, or losses 
(including, without limitation, lost income or lost profits and opportunity costs or losses caused by negligence) in 
connection with any use of the Content even if advised of the possibility of such damages.

S&P Global Market Intelligence’s opinions, quotes and credit-related and other analyses are statements of opinion as 
of the date they are expressed and not statements of fact or recommendations to purchase, hold, or sell any securities 
or to make any investment decisions, and do not address the suitability of any security. S&P Global Market Intelligence 
may provide index data. Direct investment in an index is not possible. Exposure to an asset class represented by an 
index is available through investable instruments based on that index. S&P Global Market Intelligence assumes no 
obligation to update the Content following publication in any form or format. The Content should not be relied on and is 
not a substitute for the skill, judgment and experience of the user, its management, employees, advisors and/or clients 
when making investment and other business decisions. S&P Global Market Intelligence does not endorse companies, 
technologies, products, services, or solutions.

S&P Global keeps certain activities of its divisions separate from each other in order to preserve the independence 
and objectivity of their respective activities. As a result, certain divisions of S&P Global may have information that 
is not available to other S&P Global divisions. S&P Global has established policies and procedures to maintain the 
confidentiality of certain non-public information received in connection with each analytical process.

S&P Global may receive compensation for its ratings and certain analyses, normally from issuers or underwriters of 
securities or from obligors. S&P Global reserves the right to disseminate its opinions and analyses. S&P Global’s public 
ratings and analyses are made available on its Web sites, www.standardandpoors.com (free of charge) and www.
ratingsdirect.com (subscription), and may be distributed through other means, including via S&P Global publications 
and third-party redistributors. Additional information about our ratings fees is available at  
www.standardandpoors.com/usratingsfees.

CONTACTS

The Americas
+1 877 863 1306

market.intelligence@spglobal.com

Europe, Middle East & Africa
+44 20 7176 1234

market.intelligence@spglobal.com

Asia-Pacific
+852 2533 3565

market.intelligence@spglobal.com

www.spglobal.com/marketintelligence

http://www.standardandpoors.com/usratingsfees
mailto:market.intelligence%40spglobal.com%20?subject=
mailto:market.intelligence%40spglobal.com%20?subject=
mailto:market.intelligence%40spglobal.com%20?subject=
http://www.spglobal.com/marketintelligence 

