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The HR Executive’s Strategic Agenda for the Blended Workforce
“As the world of work continues to evolve, and as more businesses place the utmost emphasis on
the depth and quality of their talent, the continued value of the “blended workforce” shines as a
critical means to get work done.” – Ardent Partners
Executive Summary

The Impact of the “Agile Workforce”

Business agility, which Ardent Partners defines as the ability for
businesses to respond dynamically to real-time pressures and
challenges, in its rawest form has dominated business discourse
for several years. Put another way, business agility is the power to
harness talent, operations, and systems to overcome the obstacles
that arise in an increasingly globalized business world. Agility also
enables businesses to quickly take advantage of opportunities
that present themselves. As today’s business leaders pursue agility,
they realize that leveraging a blended workforce enables greater
agility in how they execute their plans and achieve their objectives.

Non-employee talent currently represents 43% of the average
enterprise’s worker population according to Ardent Partners
research, and that percentage is expected to grow in the months
and years ahead. The growing size and strategic impact of the
contingent workforce are a critical reason why the human resources
(HR) and finance functions require better tools and processes for
managing the workforce. As the world of work continues to evolve,
and as more businesses place the utmost emphasis on the depth
and quality of their talent, the continued value of the “blended
workforce,” which includes both non-employees and full-time
equivalents (FTEs) shines as a critical means to get work done. This
Ardent Partners research report examines how the HR function
can enhance its control and management of the non-employee
workforce, why “total visibility” is a significant advantage in an
age of multiple systems, and, how to better manage the blended
workforce in a fast-evolving world of work.

A company’s talent is what most often sets it apart from the
competition. The enterprises with the sharpest brainpower and
most robust and innovative voices are the ones that will ultimately
succeed and, more importantly, thrive. The continued growth of
the contingent workforce (which includes traditional temporary
workers, “gig” workers, freelancers, independent contractors, and
professional services) translates into more businesses blending

3

© Ardent Partners 2020

The HR Executive’s Strategic Agenda for the Blended Workforce

Ardent Partners’ recent State of Contingent Workforce
Management 2020 research study, which captured the intentions
and views of nearly 300 HR and procurement professionals,
discovered that 78% of HR leaders state that their businesses have
experienced a moderate-to-significant increase in the utilization of
non-employee talent over the past 12 months. With such a large,
growing chunk of the total workforce comprised of non-employee
talent, it is critical that HR executives prioritize how they approach
and manage contingent labor. Too, nearly 70% of HR executives
express that having access to top-tier skillsets and expertise is the
core reason for this growth and consumption, pointing towards
the blended workforce as a top priority.

various sources of talent to address critical projects and initiatives,
while developing an culture that promotes more fluid and
dynamic measures regarding its total workforce. Combining the
power of the contingent workforce with in-house experts expands
innovation and brainpower in a more efficient and agile manner.

The Blended Workforce: A Critical HR Priority

Before the Great Recession of 2008-2009, a mere 15% (or less) of
the average enterprise’s total workforce was considered “nonemployee” (temporary worker, professional service, “gig” worker,
freelancer, or independent contractor). As a “perfect storm”
unraveled as a result of that economic downturn, with 1) businesses
realizing the value of contingent labor (flexibility, depth of skillsets,
etc.) and 2) talented professionals adopting the “gig” workstyle to
eschew more traditional employment structures, this percentage
of non-employee workers began to increase dramatically.

Visibility into the total talent pool is what enables organizations
with the ability to react dynamically to real-world challenges (and
opportunities) in an adept fashion. As businesses reconfigure their
workforce options amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, those that
have clearer visibility into the structure of their workforce (both
contingent and FTE) are the ones that can better understand
how to address critical shortfalls and knowledge gaps, and, most
crucially, how to react to volatility in the global market due to the
pandemic’s economic impact.
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HR’s Perspective on CWM and the Future of Work

The Future of Work movement, as defined by Ardent Partners,
follows three major principles: talent, technology, and progressive
business thinking. The human resources function has long been
an advocate of “people” and the skillsets, expertise, and value
that they bring to the organization; this group understands that
a business’ top competitive differentiator is its talent pool. A
third (33%) of HR executives (according to new Ardent Partners
research) fully embrace both an agile, flexible culture and the
agile workforce, proving that this function plays a pivotal role in
helping the overall organization achieve its work optimization
goals through the utilization of blended talent, with another 54%
building towards this goal.

It is important to note that the Future of Work movement is not
founded on technology and innovation alone, but rather the
convergence of talent evolution, the transformation of business
strategy, and the progression of enterprise technology. Since
talent sits at the center of true work optimization, the blended
workforce is the keystone to the Future of Work. Businesses that
are moving closer to true workforce agility are enabled with the
ability to tap into top-tier talent when and where it is needed,
understanding that productivity and value are typical benefits from
the agile workforce. The HR function is beginning to truly embrace
the agile workforce, and, as revealed in Figure 1, this workforce is
only expected to grow significantly.

Total Workforce Management: Reality, Not Theory

Figure 1: Building the Agile Workforce (HR Function)

13%

For nearly a decade, the idea of “total workforce management”
(also known as “total talent management”) has been a polarizing
concept: some procurement leaders are slow to integrate core
human capital principles into their management of non-employee
talent, while some HR executives will always favor a talent-led
focus over a commodity-led one. Today, however, more businesses
realize that talent in and of itself is valuable no matter the source,
the very idea of total workforce management has become reality.

33%

54%

The fundamental principles of total workforce management
include integrated procurement and HR competencies and
systems, prioritization of visibility into the total talent pool (FTEs,
contingent workers, gig workers, freelancers, independent

Fully embrace an agile culture/agile workforce
Building towards an agile culture/agile workforce
Not ready for transformation
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allowing HR leaders to help make determinations on critical safety
issues (and also to move these workers to a remote or virtual
setting, if necessary, to reduce further risks).

contractors, professional services, etc.), and streamlined and
standardized means for engaging and acquiring all types of talent.
As the contingent workforce continues to rise (43% of all talent
today is considered non-employee or contingent, according to
new Ardent Partners research), total workforce management
initiatives become more critical.

Overcoming Total Workforce Challenges in 2020

Ardent Partners has championed the effectiveness of total
workforce management for years and validated its impact: “The
very simple argument for building or developing a total workforce
management program can be stripped down to a primary
advantage: the contemporary talent supply chain is diverse,
multifaceted, and spread across numerous sources (both legacy
and fresh), and the businesses that can effectively find, engage,
source, and ultimately manage this talent under a centralized
program will be awarded with the visibility to execute far superior
business decisions in a real-time manner.”

A core benefit of total workforce management is to guide
enhanced talent-based decision-making by harnessing the total
talent visibility of both shared acquisition strategies and total
talent data gleaned from contingent workforce and HR systems.
Ardent’s research validates this talent-led approach, as the top
two market shifts expected to transform how work is done are the
need to plan for unpredictable skills needs (72%) and the need to
reskill/upskill the workforce (68%). These skills-based shifts prove
that HR (and other functions) require the knowledge afforded by
total workforce management to better plan for the workforce of
the future.

Total workforce management as a viable enterprise strategy is
certainly a reality, however, the innerworkings (capabilities and
competencies) of such a program are deep and complex. The
underlying structure of such an initiative is usually wrought with
functional, technological (i.e. integration), cultural, and strategic
shifts, which all contribute to a development plan that is near
impossible to implement within a short time span.

Too, total talent intelligence is not just a boon for greater workforce
planning. When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, many human
resources executives were burdened with the task of
understanding where workers were located, what they were
working on, and their overall healthy and safety. Total talent
intelligence is actively leveraged in today’s evolving business
climate to effectively pinpoint if all types of workers (both FTEs
and non-employees) are currently in “hotspots” around the globe,

The reason that today’s “blended workforce” is more of a reality
than ever before is because the contingent workforce is a valued,
high-impact cross-section of talent that can drive incredible
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results for businesses that tap into these on-demand, top-tier
skillsets to get work done. As the average contingent workforce
utilization rate approaches half of the total workforce, the need for
a total workforce program becomes both more critical and more
obvious. But, building a program is far from an overnight process;
businesses require talent acquisition acumen, access to the
proper tools, willingness to “blend” both contingent workforce
and traditional human capital management approaches, and,
most critically, access to total talent data to enable more informed
workforce decision-making.

The majority of HR leaders are currently leveraging consistent and
standardized processes for both onboarding (72%) and offboarding
(64%) all types of talent, fundamental pieces of total workforce
management. With traditional and non-employee workers so
prevalently “mixed” on short- and long-term (as well as critical
and non-critical) projects and initiatives, it is crucial that businesses
enact the proper processes to bring all workers onboard, up-tospeed, and offboarded correctly when assignments end (removing
access to systems, keeping engagement options open for the
future, etc.).

HR’s Path to TWM, Part I: Current Competencies

HR’s Path to TWM, Part II: Advanced Competencies

The HR function is well-positioned to implement the core strategies
and capabilities inherent in a total workforce management
program. In fact, the majority of HR functions today already have
some of the core tenets in place (see Figure 2 below).

While the majority of HR leaders have implemented the
baseline capabilities and strategies required for total workforce
management, the future of such a program hinges on more
advanced approaches. As show in Figure 3 (on next page), within
the next two years, these competencies will be firmly implemented
in the majority of HR functions.

Figure 2: TWM Competencies, Today (2020) vs. Expected (2022)

72%

Consistent onboarding for all types of talent

24%

Consistent offboarding for all types of talent

64%

28%

Consistent compliance checks

64%

28%

Real-time resource needs assessment

Today

33%
By 2022

42%
© Ardent Partners - 2020
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Figure 3: Advanced TWM Strategies, Today (2020) vs. Expected (2022)
Integrated “total talent” data
Talent network aligned w/ engagement strategies

17%
21%

Total talent acquisition strategy

27%

Integrated procurement and HR competencies

25%

Today

By 2022

Also, “total talent acquisition” capabilities will continue to evolve
over the next two years. Many business leaders insist that total
talent acquisition is an impossible practice, given the rigorous
compliance ramifications in the contingent workforce arena.
However, at their core, the total talent acquisition strategies of 2020
should focus on ensuring that there is the best possible alignment
between a need/requirement/job/project and available talent, no
matter its source. Total talent acquisition strategies require true
collaboration between procurement and HR; they also need a
baseline integration of human capital and contingent workforce
technology to understand the best approach for a new role or
project.

75%
58%
56%
54%
© Ardent Partners - 2020

HR leaders understand that total talent data is critical over the long
haul. Visibility into total talent includes more than just surface-level
information regarding the volume of workers (and the types of
workers) in various engagements across the entire organization.
Managing a truly blended workforce requires deeper intelligence,
including data related to fully-burdened costs (which includes
application and facilities access), total pay rates, true skillset
intelligence, and much more. Over the next two years, 92% of HR
leaders expect to have access to total talent data, no doubt as a
direct result of their desire to glean information from a variety of
talent-led systems, including HRIS, VMS, ATS, and more. In an age
when the blended workforce continues to grow at an impressive
rate (and, especially as worker health and safety is of the utmost
importance from tracking perspectives), HR leaders will require
total talent data from their core workforce management systems;
solutions that can provide this data in quick and accessible fashion
will enhance the overall viability of total talent intelligence.

Today, direct sourcing remains a key focal area for both HR and
procurement executives; this strategy, which entails the power of
an employer’s brand to drive access to “known” candidates (silver
medalists, alumni, vetted contractors and freelancers, etc.) as a
means of building an on-demand “bench” of available talent that
can be engaged without rigorous recruitment or talent acquisition
processes. In essence, direct sourcing can be considered a vehicle
for total talent acquisition (or “total talent engagement”).

HR’s Impact on the Blended Workforce

Businesses today view the agility of their overall operations and
culture as inherently linked to the talent they employ, no matter
the source of that talent. After all, talent is what drives success.
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The human capital function has long been a driving force in “people
management.” As contingent workforce programs transformed
from commodity-led focus to a talent-led one, HR’s influence
could be felt in how hiring managers measured the success of their
core staffing suppliers, vendors, and agencies, and also how core
procurement leaders added additional “talent quality” metrics in
non-employee workforce management. HR is primed for this next
journey.

As shown in Figure 4 below, 62% of all HR leaders expect to
implement a total workforce management program via centralized
and standardized operations for managing all types of talent by
2022.
Figure 4: HR’s Total Workforce Future

14%

Have a total workforce
management program in place
today

8%

HR’s unique position within the enterprise allows it to influence the
workforce through its talent acquisition and recruitment acumen,
and, its level of agility. As the non-employee population continues
to grow, HR must play a pivotal role in how these workers are
managed and drive value across the greater organization.

Expect to implement a TWM
program within the next two
years

16%

62%

Expect to implement a TWM
program within the next five
years
Do not expect to implement a
TWM program

© Ardent Partners - 2020

To be clear, adoption of total workforce management today is very
low (only 8% of HR leaders currently have this type of program in
place). However, HR lives in a “high-impact” zone when it comes
to business agility; with the proper tools, systems, and thinking (as
well as executive support), it can lead the total workforce revolution
into reality.
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•

Position the HR function as a central piece of the
Future of Work movement. Talent is a fundamental
component of the Future of Work; thus, human resources
is well-positioned to influence how work is optimized. The
blended workforce is only going to grow in the months
and years ahead, especially as more and more businesses
look to the agility-laden benefits of non-employee talent.
HR must coordinate a total talent acquisition strategy that
effectively blends both traditional (staffing suppliers, classic
recruitment, etc.) and new (digital staffing, on-demand
talent networks, public and private talent pools, etc.) for
the strongest alignment of jobs, projects, and requirements
with the available talent across these various channels.

•

HR must build and enhance a collaborative environment
between itself, procurement, IT, and finance. The
blended workforce has ramifications across several key
enterprise functions, not just HR. With human resources
positioned as the de-facto “people management”
leaders, it has an incredible opportunity to influence how
spend management (procurement), contingent workforce
management, systems access and control (IT), and related
financial operations (finance) are intertwined for the
strongest possible management of all enterprise talent. As
the blended workforce grows in size, prominence, impact,
and overall value, it is critical that HR lead a total workforce
management initiative.

With pervasive uncertainly dominating the headlines, it can be
difficult for the HR function to effective balance the competing
challenges on its current agenda. For the sake of continuity, these
leaders are in the midst of a major transition as furloughs and
layoffs become near-term reality. HR is also actively contending
with the issues that arise from natural complications inherent in
remote work and distributed teams. Ardent Partners believes that,
as HR leaders look ahead to the second half of 2020, the following
items must be on its strategic agenda:
•

•

Prioritize baseline data…for all workers. The current
challenges businesses face extend beyond traditional
measures; HR requires safety, health, and compliance
information on its entire workforce, including nonemployees, freelancers, and contractors, to truly understand
how various locations are currently staffed and how to react
should health conditions require workforce changes.
Centralize total talent intelligence for total workforce
visibility. The argument for total workforce management is
clear: harness the power of total talent intelligence (FTEs,
contingent workers, temporary staff, services, freelancers,
contractors, etc.) to enable the best possible decisionmaking for workforce and headcount planning. HR leaders
must coordinate a technological and strategic approach
towards for centralizing total talent/workforce data from
HRIS, CWM, and other systems.
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For the past 15 years, Christopher J. Dwyer
has been the world’s most prominent
contingent workforce management (CWM)
expert and Future of Work luminary. He
evangelizes the application of innovative
workforce and technology strategies to
help businesses across the globe better
optimize how work is done. Dwyer has
authored hundreds of research studies related to CWM, talent
acquisition, human resources, and supply management, and the
associated platforms and solutions enterprises can leverage to
improve how talent is engaged and ultimately managed.

Dwyer is the voice behind Contingent Workforce Weekly, the
industry’s first (and only) podcast dedicated to the contingent
workforce industry. Now in its fourth season, the podcast is one of
the top Future of Work-oriented shows across all major podcast
platforms.
Dwyer and his work have been quoted/featured in USA Today,
Staffing.com, The Christian Science Monitor, Forbes, CNBC, The
Recruitment Innovation Exchange, and other major business
publications. He has been honored multiple times by HRO Today
(2013, 2014, 2015, and 2016) as an “Analyst and Advisor Superstar”
and was twice recognized as a “Pro to Know” by Supply and
Demand Chain Executive Magazine (in 2014 and 2019). And,
in 2018, he was named as a “Top 100 Future of Recruitment
Influencer” by Onalytica. He welcomes your comments at cdwyer@
ardentpartners.com, on Twitter (@CJD_Ardent), and on LinkedIn
(www.linkedin.com/in/christopherjdwyer).

Dwyer’s work in the digital and on-demand staffing space has
revolutionized how businesses source talent and labor, and his
contributions as Ardent Partners’ Vice President of Research in both
its market and technology research has assisted tens of thousands
of organizations in evaluating and selecting the best-fit solutions
for their talent- and workforce-based requirements.
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RESEARCH WITH RESULTS
NETWORKING & BEST PRACTICES

RESEARCH

RESEARCH WITH RESULTS

SELECT THE BEST TECHNOLOGY

ADVISORY

MAKE SMARTER DECISIONS
BENCHMARK PERFORMANCE

Ardent Partners is a research and advisory firm focused on
defining, and advancing the supply management strategies,
processes, and technologies that drive business value and
accelerate organizational transformation within the enterprise.
Ardent Partners was founded by Andrew Bartolini.

Ardent Partners actively covers the supply management
marketplace and produces research to help business decisionmakers understand (1) industry best practices and how to
improve performance & (2) the technology landscape and how
to identify the best-fit solution(s) for their specific budget and
requirements.

Contact research@ardentpartners.com if you have any questions about this report or our research in general.
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