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Introduction

The Queen’s University Industrial Relations
Centre (IRC) is Canada’s leading provider of
professional development for human resource
management, labour relations, and organizational development practitioners. The IRC is
committed to applied and practitioner-oriented
research, which helps ensure that our professional development programs are relevant and
topical. One particular research priority aims to
better understand the human resource (HR) profession in Canada. To do so, the IRC launched a
53 question survey in February 2011 titled “An
Inquiry into the State of HR in Canada.” The
purpose of this survey was to quantitatively and
qualitatively explore the current and changing
state of the HR profession in Canada, according
to the perspectives of practitioners. A report
based on this survey is available free of charge
on the IRC website (http://irc.queensu.ca/articles/state-hr-canada-2011-survey-results).

Due to the high response rates of practitioners
and the wealth of knowledge generated by the
2011 report, the IRC launched a follow-up survey on February 2013 titled “An Inquiry into the
State of HR in Canada in 2013.” This report summarizes and examines the results of the 2013
survey, and compares them with the 2011 survey. The 2013 survey included 47 questions and
was divided into two sections. The ﬁrst section
consisted of 33 questions, and sought to create a
comprehensive proﬁle of HR practitioners in
Canada. The second section consisted of 13
questions, and sought individual perspectives
on the contemporary HR profession. An additional question required by the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at Queen’s
University was also included. A total of 407 respondents submitted complete responses between February 27th and April 5th, 2013.
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Section 1 – Demographics, Job and
Organizational Characteristics, and
Career Development
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The 33 questions in the ﬁrst section of the survey
were designed to better understand 1) the demographic characteristics of HR practitioners, 2)
their roles and responsibilities, 3) the characteristics of the organizations for which they work,
and 4) the career development strategies of HR
practitioners. This section of the survey plays an
extremely important role in determining who is
practicing HR, where HR practitioners ﬁt into
contemporary organizations, and the strategies
used by HR practitioners and their organizational sponsors to develop and advance individual careers and the profession as a whole.
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Figure 2. Age

Those under the age of 46 made up 47% of respondents. This is slightly higher than the 2011
survey, where 45% of respondents were under
the age of 46. Just over one quarter of respondents were between the ages of 35 and 45, and
nearly 22% were under the age of 35. Females
were overrepresented in the under 35 (26%,
compared to 22% overall) and 35 to 45 (29%,
compared to 25% overall) age categories (Figure
3). Conversely, females were underrepresented
in the 56 to 65 (14%, compared to 20% overall)
and over 65 (1%, compared to 3% overall) age
categories.

Demographics
The majority of survey respondents (69%) were
female (Figure 1). This represents a slight
change from the 2011 survey, where 73% of respondents identiﬁed as female. The age range of
respondents was reasonably well balanced: 20%
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Figure 1. Gender

of respondents were between the ages of 56 and
65, while 30% of respondents were between the
ages of 46 and 55 (Figure 2). The latter category
represents the largest group of HR practitioners.
Only 3% of respondents were over the age of 65.
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Figure 3. Female Respondents by Age

Respondents’ years of experience in the HR profession was reasonably well distributed (Figure
4). Over 18% had more than twenty-ﬁve years of
experience, 12% had between twenty-one and
twenty-ﬁve years of experience, 14% had be-
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Figure 4. Years of Experience
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sultants (5%) and Administrative Support (2%).
Furthermore, a signiﬁcant number of respondents held senior leadership positions, including
Director (19%) and Vice-President (10%). This
represents an increase when compared to the
2011 survey, where 18% of respondents held the
title of Director and 7% held the title of Vice!
President.
Slightly over 3% of respondents idenF/G.0.-1+=1.H,!BECC<+1!
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tween sixteen and twenty years of experience,
!
20% had between eleven and ﬁfteen years of experience, 23% had between ﬁve and ten years of
experience, and 13% had fewer than ﬁve years of
experience. This is similar to the distribution of
years of experience in the 2011 survey.
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Job Characteristics
Respondents held a diverse array of job titles
(Figure 5). Many identiﬁed as Managers (25%),
HR Generalists (20%), and HR Specialists (15%).
A small number identiﬁed as External HR Con-
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The distribution of HR practitioners based on
age and experience is well balanced. This suggests that there is an adequate foundation with
which organizations can plan for succession in
their HR departments when faced with retirement and attrition. Furthermore, and unlike
many other sectors or professions that seem perpetually concerned with replacing talent and
knowledge lost due to an aging workforce, the
survey results suggest that contemporary organizations are able to attract, recruit, and retain
younger HR practitioners into entry-level positions. This bodes well for the continued development of HR as a profession and for aspiring HR
practitioners seeking opportunities for growth
and advancement.
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Figure 5. Job Titles

tiﬁed as CEO/President/General Manager, a
small increase from 2011. These results suggest
that contemporary organizations are increasingly willing to place HR practitioners in senior
leadership roles, another positive sign for the
development of the profession. However, females, who made up 69% of respondents, held
only 64% of all Directorships, 42% of Vice-Presidents, and 53% of all President/CEO/General
Manager positions. This is perhaps related to
overrepresentation of females under the age of
45, an age group from which senior leaders are
less likely to be drawn.
A related question probed the primary role of
HR practitioners within their organization (Figure 6). Just over 26% identiﬁed as senior leadership. This is roughly equivalent to proportion of
respondents who held titles commonly associated with senior leadership positions (e.g. CEO,
Director, Vice-President). Just over 32% of re-
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their current role for over 10 years. Those in senior leadership positions were overrepresented
amongst respondents who had held their current role for 5 years or less, suggesting recent
promotions. Respondents with university undergraduate degrees were also overrepresented
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Figure 6. Primary Role

spondents identiﬁed as generalists. This represents an increase compared to the 2011 survey,
where 31% of respondents identiﬁed as such.
Respondents’ primary roles also included labour
relations (9%), recruitment and selection (5%),
employee relations (5%), organizational development (4%), compensation (4%), talent management (4%), and health and safety (1%). The
proportion of respondents who selected organizational development as their primary role is
half of what it was in 2011. At the same time, the
proportion of respondents who selected talent
management, compensation, and recruitment
and selection have nearly doubled when compared to the 2011 survey. Just over 10% of respondents selected “other.” Several of those who
selected this option were involved in learning,
education, and career development. Others focused on activities related to strategy, policy development, and change management. HR
practitioners perform a variety of interesting
and important roles and are increasingly critical
to the leadership and strategic direction of
today’s organizations.
A slight majority of respondents (51%) had held
their current role for between 1 to 5 years (Figure 7). Nineteen percent had held their current
role for less than 1 year, and 17% had held their
current role for 6 to 10 years. Only 13% had held
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Figure 7. Years in Current Role

among this group. However, those with university graduate degrees were more likely to have
held their current role for longer than 5 years.
HR practitioners deal with change on a regular
basis. Nearly 47% of all respondents noted substantive changes in their role within their organization in the past two years (Figure 8). Change
was not concentrated in any particular industry
or sector, and was experienced similarly in the
private, public, and not-for-proﬁt sectors and in
organizations of all sizes. Moreover, the majority
of respondents faced increased workloads (76%),
increased levels of responsibility (79%), and
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Figure 8. Has Your Role in the Organization Changed
In the Past 2 Years?
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were increasingly involved in organizational
strategy (55%) (Figure 9). Furthermore, many
anticipated that these trends would continue
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(5%) reported working less than 35 hours a
week, and only 14% worked more than 50 hours
a week (Figure 11). On average, respondents ex-
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Figure 11. On Average, How Many Hours
do You Work Each Week?

Figure 9. Substantive Changes to Role in Last 2 Years

over the next two years: 59% believed their
workload would increase, 55% believed their
level of responsibility would increase, and 46%
believed that they would become more involved
in organizational strategy (Figure 10). All of
these trends are consistent with a profession that
is taking a more central role in the leadership
and strategic direction of contemporary organizations.
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pected to work slightly fewer hours each week
in the next two years (Figure 12). A small number (3%) expected to retire in the immediate future.
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Figure 12. How Many Hours do You
Anticipate Working Over the Next 2 Years?
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Figure 10. Substantive Changes Anticipated
in the Next 2 Years

Almost half of all respondents reported working
between 41 and 50 hours a week (46%), while
just over one-third (35%) reported working between 35 and 40 hours a week. A small number

Just over three quarters of respondents (75%) reported a healthy work-life balance (Figure 13).
Over 92% of those who worked between 35 and
40 hours a week and 93% of those who worked
less than 35 hours a week had a healthy worklife balance. Conversely, only 68% of those who
worked between 41 and 50 hours a week and
56% of those who worked more than 50 hours a
week reported a healthy work-life balance.
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public sector, 66% worked for provincial or territorial governments or agencies, 24% for municipal governments, and 10% for the federal
government or agencies (Figure 15). Almost 60%

()!
*&'!

"#$!!
%&'!

&&#'%!

Figure 13. Do You Have a Healthy Work-Life Balance?
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Those who worked more than 50 hours a week
were also three times as likely to anticipate retirement in the next two years when compared
to those who worked 50 hours a week or less.
Not surprisingly, there appears to be an inverse
relationship between the number of weekly
hours worked and healthy work-life balance.
Moreover, it does not appear that a large number of HR practitioners plan on retiring in the
near future, lending to some stability in leadership, knowledge, and skills at what appears to
be a critical time for the development of the profession.
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Figure 15. Private Sector by Level of Government

of respondents were employed in six speciﬁc
sectors: public administration (15%), education
(10%), professional services (11%), health care
(9%), resource extraction (7%), and manufacturing (7%) (Figure 16). The remaining 40% were
employed across fourteen other sectors. Just
under half of all respondents worked in Alberta
and just over a quarter worked in Ontario. The

Organizational Characteristics
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Approximately 50% of respondents were employed in the private sector, 40% were employed
in the public sector, and 10% in the not-for-proﬁt
sector (Figure 14). Of those employed in the
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Figure 14. Sector
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Figure 16. Industry
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remainder worked across all of the remaining
provinces and territories, except for Nunavut
(Figure 17).
M:A9=!
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Many of the organizations for which respondents worked had at least some unionized employees (Figure 19). Nearly 22% of respondents
indicated that between 81 and 100% of non-man-
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in the private sector worked were more likely to
be medium sized (500-999 FTEs and 1000-2499
FTEs) than the average.
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Figure 17. In which Province do You Work?
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The size of the organizations (according to the
number of full-time equivalent employees, or
FTEs) for which respondents worked varied
(Figure 18). Almost 25% worked for smaller organizations with fewer than 100 FTEs. At the
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Figure 18. Size of Organization by FTE

same time, 20% of respondents worked for very
large organizations with over 5,000 FTEs. Respondents working in not-for-proﬁt organizations were twice as likely to work in very small
(fewer than 100 FTEs) organizations, while public sector organizations were overrepresented in
the 2,500-4,999 FTEs and over 5,000 FTEs categories. The organizations for which respondents
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Figure 19. Proportion of Unionized Employees
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agerial employees in their organization were
unionized. An additional 14% indicated that between 61 and 80% were unionized. At the same
time, 32% of respondents indicated that only between 0 and 20% of non-managerial employees
in their organization were unionized and 21%
selected the “Not Applicable” option, likely indicating that no unionized employers are present within their organization. Unionization rates
were highest in public sector organizations,
where 73% of respondents indicated that between 61 and 80% or 81 to 100% of non-managerial employees were unionized. This exceeded
unionization rates in the private sector or in notfor-proﬁt organizations. Interestingly, male HR
practitioners were slightly overrepresented in
environments with higher rates of unionization
than females, while females were overrepresented in the not-for-proﬁt sector.
The HR function was represented at the
executive level in over 80% of organizations
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(Figure 20). This is consistent with the trend towards increased involvement of HR practitioners in the leadership of organizations. However,
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Figure 22. Educational Attainment
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held a graduate degree, 48% held an undergraduate degree, and over 23% held a college
diploma. The proportion of HR practitioners
with graduate degrees and undergraduate degrees has increased somewhat since the 2011
survey, in which 23% and 43% of respondents
(respectively) noted that they had attained such
levels of education. Respondents above the age
of 45 were more likely to hold a graduate degree
(34%) than those aged 45 and under (17%).
There were no signiﬁcant diﬀerences in educational attainment based on gender.

Figure 20. Is HR Represented at the Executive Level
in Your Organization?

only 37% of respondents indicated that the HR
function was represented at the board level of
their organization (Figure 21). This may indicate
that, unlike executive bodies, boards of directors
have been slower to accept HR practitioners. It
may also be because many organizations – particularly in the public sector – are not run or advised by boards of directors, but rather by
politicians and senior bureaucrats.

The educational requirements of the positions
held by respondents were also high (Figure 23).
While only 9% of positions required a university
graduate degree, 57% required a university undergraduate degree and 29% required a college
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Figure 21. Is HR Represented at the Board Level
in Your Organization?
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Education and Career Development
HR practitioners are very well educated on average (Figure 22). Over one quarter of respondents
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Figure 23. Minimum Educational Requirements
for Current Position
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diploma. Only a small number of positions required only a high school diploma. When comparing the level of education attained by
respondents with that required for their positions, there is a small mismatch, and practitioners are on average slightly overqualiﬁed. This
suggests that the skills and training necessary to
take on positions of higher responsibility exist
within the current practitioner base. Interestingly, this echoes the ﬁndings of the IRC’s recent
survey of HR practitioners in the Caribbean
(http://irc.queensu.ca/sites/default/ﬁles/articles/a
n-inquiry-into-the-state-of-hr-in-thecaribbean.pdf).

surprisingly, respondents with higher levels of
experience were much more likely to hold a
CHRP designation than those with lower levels
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Figure 24. HR Designations Currently Held

held other designations. Several held designations from the British-based Chartered Institute
of Personnel and Development (CIPD). Others
still held designations or professional certiﬁcations related to coaching, education, and social
work. An additional 22% of respondents were
working towards a CHRP designation, and a
small number were working towards designations oﬀered by SHRM or IPMA (Figure 25). Un-
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of experience. A large number of respondents –
almost one third – held no designation, nor were
they currently working towards one. This suggests that they had either attained their desired
or necessary level of certiﬁcation or were not required to attain any HR-speciﬁc designation or
certiﬁcation in their current or anticipated roles.
However, the CHRP designation remains of the
upmost importance to HR practitioners, and was
either held or actively pursued by nearly threequarters of respondents.
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Figure 25. Which HR Designations are You Currently
Working Towards?

Half of all respondents held a CHRP designation
(or equivalent). A small number held International Personnel Management Association
(IPMA) designations or held the SHRP designation (Figure 24). Just over 12% of respondents
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Almost 83% of respondents belonged to at least
one HR-focused professional association (Figure
26). Over 75% of respondents belonged to their
provincial professional HR association. This rep"#$%&!
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Figure 26. Membership in HR Associations
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resents a slight increase from the 2011 survey,
where 76% of respondents indicated that they
belong to their provincial or territorial association. Furthermore, 6% belong to WorldatWork, a
slight increase from 5% in 2011. However, only
7% of respondents belonged to the International
Personnel Management Association (IPMA), a
decrease from 10% in 2011. Several respondents
also indicated that they were members of the
CIPD or the US-based Society of Human Resource Management (SHRM). Slightly less than
11% of respondents did not belong to any professional association. Most HR practitioners continue to value membership in professional
associations, particularly within their home
provinces and territories.
Career advancement and professional development is valued by HR practitioners and supported by most organizations. Just under 40% of
respondents had a written career or learning
plan (Figure 27). This is slightly higher than in
the 2011 survey. Moreover, of those who had no
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ganization (Figure 28). Therefore, while most
HR practitioners are conscientious of their career
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Figure 28. If You do not have a Written Career and/or
Learning Plan, Why Not?

planning and learning goals, there remains a
sizeable proportion who are not. This may be
due to diﬀerences in both personal and organizational priorities, budgets, and goals.
Most organizations (57%) for which respondents
worked had at least some budget for training,
learning, and professional development (Figure
29). This decreased slightly from the 2011 survey, when 59% of organizations had such a
budget. Budgets for training, learning, and professional development remained the same in a
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Figure 27. Do You have a Written Career and/or
Learning Plan?

written career or learning plan, 45% indicated
that they had a plan, but had simply not formalized it in writing. Yet 27% of those with no written career or learning plan had not considered
the need for one, and the other 28% indicated
that such a plan was not supported by their or-
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Figure 29. Organizational Budget for Training, Learning
and Professional Development

slight majority of organizations since 2011 (54%)
(Figure 30). However, 23% of organizations for
which respondents worked had recently increased their support for these endeavours,
while only 13% decreased budgetary support.
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support for learning, training, and professional
development are also slightly more likely to
have a written career or learning plan than those
in organizations that do not provide support.
They are also somewhat more likely to report a
healthy work-life balance.
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Figure 30. How has Your Organization’s Budget for
Training, Learning and Professional Development
Changed in the Past Two Years?

A slight majority of respondents indicated that
their direct supervisor or managers were either
very involved (14%) or somewhat involved
(41%) in their career development (Figure 31).
Smaller and medium-sized organizations in the
100 to 499 FTE and 500 to 999 FTE range are
#"$!
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Figure 31. To What Extent is Your Supervisor Involved
in Your Professional Development?

more likely to provide budgetary support for
training, learning, and professional development than very small organizations (under 100
employees) or very large organizations (2,500 to
4,999 employees and over 5,000 employees). The
supervisors of respondents working in these organizations were also more likely to be involved
in the learning, training, and professional development of respondents. HR practitioners working in organizations that provide budgetary

!

Section 2 – Practitioners’
Perspectives on the HR Profession in
Canada
The second section of the survey sought practitioners’ perspectives on the HR profession in
Canada. It included questions about the extent
to which the HR function shapes organizations’
strategic directions, the importance of various
activities to the HR function, practitioners’ involvement in the same activities, the knowledge
and skills required by practitioners, the HR challenges facing organizations, practitioners’ outlook on the future of HR in Canada, and
organizational HR priorities. This section included both qualitative and quantitative questions. This mixed methodology is important in
understanding the broader trends and challenges facing HR practitioners and the profession as a whole.
Respondents were surveyed about the extent to
which the HR function is involved in shaping
their organization’s strategic direction. Nearly
30% indicated that the HR function is very involved, 47% indicated that it was somewhat involved, 7% indicated that it was neither
involved or uninvolved, 11% indicated that it
was somewhat uninvolved, and 5% indicated
that it was very uninvolved (Figure 32). Very little variation existed based on the sector in which
respondents worked, nor was there signiﬁcant
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ministration (10%). Diversity management, HR
metrics and measurement, and wellness and
work-life balance were the least likely to be
ranked ﬁrst. The activities ranked the highest on
average included employee engagement (6.86),
employee relations (7.19), and change management (7.96). Those ranked the lowest on average
were diversity management, corporate social responsibility, and wellness and work-life balance.
(Table 1)
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Figure 32. To What Extent is HR Involved in Shaping
Your Organization’s Strategic Direction?

variation based on the size of organizations.
However, there was a strong opinion amongst
respondents that the HR function should be
more involved in shaping organizations’ strategic direction (Figure 33). Over 73% believed that
the HR function should be very involved, and
21% believed that it should be somewhat involved. Only 1% believed that it should be
somewhat uninvolved and 3% believed that it
should be very uninvolved.
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Figure 33. To What Extent Should HR be Involved in
Shaping Your Organization’s Strategic Direction?

Recognizing the diverse activities and responsibilities of HR practitioners, respondents were
asked to rank 20 activities in their order of importance to the role of an HR professional (1 =
most important, 20 = least important). The activities most commonly ranked ﬁrst in importance
were change management (12%), employee relations (12%), and compensation and beneﬁts ad-

Table 1. Most Important Activities for HR Practitioners
ACTIVITY

AVErAgE

rAnk

Employee Engagement

6.86

1

Employee relations

7.19

2

Change Management

7.96

3

Training, Learning, &
Professional Development

8.31

4

Compensation &
Beneﬁts Administration

8.35

5

recruitment & Selection

8.69

6

Organizational Culture

9.59

7

Performance Management

9.88

8

Ethics

10.04

9

Talent Management

10.47

10

Organizational Eﬀectiveness

11.01

11

Organizational
Development/Design

11.07

12

Health & Safety

11.30

13

Labour relations

11.39

14

Succession Planning

11.41

15

Hr governance

12.09

16

Hr Metrics & Measurement

12.93

17

Diversity Management

13.15

18

Corporate Social
responsibility

13.99

19

Wellness & Work-Life
Balance

14.33

20
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Using a 5-point Likert scale, respondents were
also surveyed regarding the extent to which
they are involved in the same 20 activities
(Table 2). HR practitioners were most likely to
be involved in employee relations (average rating = 4.3/5), performance management (4.16/5),
recruitment and selection (4.14/5), employee engagement (4.13/5), and employee learning, training, and professional development (4.04/5).

Table 2. Involvement in HR Activities
ACTIVITY

13

Practitioners were least likely to be involved in
wellness and work-life balance (3.37/5), diversity management (3.06/5), and corporate social
responsibility (2.65/5). Furthermore, HR practitioners tended to be reasonably involved in
labour relations, a term usually used by practitioners who deal directly with union representatives and/or unionized employees (3.76/5).
However, over 105 respondents selected the not
applicable option, suggesting that they are not
involved with unions or unionized employees
in any signiﬁcant capacity. This suggests that respondents are either very involved in labour relations or not involved at all, and is most likely
determined by the presence of a union and collective agreements.

AVErAgE

rAnk

Employee relations

4.30

1

Performance Management

4.16

2

recruitment & Selection

4.14

3

Employee Engagement

4.13

4

Training, Learning &
Professional Development

4.04

5

Organizational Culture

3.93

6

Change Management

3.85

7

Talent Management

3.80

8

Labour relations

3.76

9

Hr Metrics & Measurement

3.71

10

Compensation & Beneﬁts
Administration

3.70

11

Organizational Eﬀectiveness

3.68

12
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Succession Planning

Respondents were asked what they considered
to be the top ﬁve critical pieces of knowledge required by HR professionals in today’s workplace (Figure 34). Just over half of all
respondents identiﬁed employment and labour
legislation (including human rights) as the most
L<@109!><0<=14109!
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Organizational
Development/Design

3.59

14

Ethics

3.57

15
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Health & Safety

3.56

16
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Hr governance

3.46

17

Wellness & Work-Life
Balance

3.37

18

Diversity Management

3.06

19

Corporate Social
responsibility

2.65

20
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Figure 34. Most Important Knowledge Areas for
HR Practitioners

critical piece of knowledge required by HR professionals. This is a signiﬁcant increase from the
2011 survey, where just under 12% of respondents identiﬁed employment and labour legisla-

An Inquiry into the State of HR in Canada in 2013

tion as the most critical piece of knowledge required by HR professionals. This suggests two
things. First, HR practitioners are not receiving
adequate education, training, or preparation in
the legal and regulatory environment in which
they work. Second, legislation and regulation
are increasingly pervasive in the organizations
and sectors in which HR practitioners work.
Regulations related to unions, health and safety,
and human rights play important roles in the
day-to-day work of HR practitioners, who must
be adequately prepared to manage these matters
properly.
Another critical piece of knowledge identiﬁed
by respondents included all aspects of talent
management including succession planning,
coaching, and retention. Almost one third of all
respondents identiﬁed this as a critical piece of
knowledge required by HR practitioners, an increase from the 2011 survey in which only 12%
identiﬁed it as such. Other critical pieces of
knowledge included fundamental HR skills and
knowledge (especially those related to compensation and HRIS) (27%), greater knowledge of
the business environment and the competitive
nature of the sector in which HR practitioners
work (19%), organizational design and development (18%), employee and labour relations
(15%), and change management (13%). Interestingly, only 11% of respondents identiﬁed business acumen as one of the most critical pieces of
knowledge required by HR practitioners, a decrease from the 2011 survey in which over 16%
of respondents chose this option.
Respondents were also asked to list the ﬁve
most important skills required by HR professionals in the contemporary workplace (Figure
35). Communication – which was ranked the
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Figure 35. Most Important Skills Required by
HR Practitioners

most important skill in the 2011 survey – was
once again identiﬁed as the most important skill
required by HR professionals. In fact, over 42%
of respondents identiﬁed communication as one
of the top ﬁve skills. This is almost three times
more than strategic thinking (15%), three and a
half times more than problem-solving (12%),
and approximately four and a half times more
than conﬂict resolution (9%) and coaching and
mentoring (8%). Interestingly, technical and ﬁnancial skills and acumen were identiﬁed by
only a very small number of respondents as
among the ﬁve most important skills. Therefore,
it appears that ‘soft skills’, which are seldom the
primary focus of formal post-secondary degree
and diploma programs, persist as the most important for today’s HR professionals. They tend
to develop alongside hard-earned experience,
and are the primary focus of many IRC programs.
The survey then asked respondents to rank the
most critical HR challenges facing the organizations for which they work (1 = most critical, 23 =
least critical). This is illustrated in Table 3. Respondents identiﬁed change management as the
most critical HR challenge currently facing their
organizations (average ranking = 5.53). Employee engagement (6.19), creating value propo-
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Table 3. HR Challenges
ACTIVITY

AVErAgE

rAnk

Change Management

5.53

1

Employee Engagement

6.19

2

Creating an Employee/
Organization Value
Proposition

8.52

3

Training, Learning &
Professional Development

8.63

4

Compensation & Beneﬁts
Administration

9.09

5

Organizational Culture
Creation/Maintenance

10.50

6

recruitment & Selection

10.51

7

Performance Management

11.12

8

retention

11.19

9

Succession Planning

11.62

10

Integrating & Managing
Technology

11.89

11

Health & Safety (Including
Wellness Programs)

11.91

12

Talent Management

12.34

13

global/national Economic
Conditions

12.59

14

Organizational
Development/Design

12.70

15

Diversity Management

13.16

16

Hr Metrics & Measurement

13.21

17

Labour relations

13.37

18

Hr governance

13.95

19

Managing Flexible Work
Arrangements

15.01

20

raising the Hr function’s
level of professionalism

15.61

21

Mergers & Acquisitions

18.02

22

Outsourcing

19.33

23
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sitions (8.52), and employee learning, training,
and professional development (8.63) were also
ranked as particularly critical HR challenges.
The least critical challenge according to respondents was outsourcing (19.33). Mergers and acquisitions (18.02), raising the HR function’s level
of professionalism (15.61), and managing ﬂexible work arrangements (15.01) were also among
the least critical challenges according to respondents. Respondents were also given the option
to provide an open-ended response regarding
these or any other HR challenges. Several respondents identiﬁed challenges in gaining support from senior leaders for HR initiatives, and
subsequently, challenges in gaining buy-in from
employees. In particular, they emphasized the
challenge in gaining support and buy-in on an
ongoing basis as opposed to episodic support or
support in principle. Challenges related to the
combined eﬀects of retirements and an absence
of succession planning also appear to be a concern for many of the HR practitioners who took
the survey.
Respondents were generally optimistic in their
outlook regarding the future of the HR profession in Canada. Nearly 76% were optimistic, less
than 8% were pessimistic, and only 17% were
unsure (Figure 36). This optimism was based on
several factors. In an open-ended question,
many respondents associated their optimism
with the progress made by various provincial
associations in advancing the professionalism of
HR. Several believed that HR has become so
broad and complex in its applications that contemporary organizations cannot function without it, which helps practitioners communicate
the value of HR to senior leadership. Others still
identiﬁed the relative youth of HR practitioners
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when compared to those in other functions of
their organizations. This youthfulness, they believed, brought an enthusiasm and new perspectives that are necessary to organizations moving
forward.

Participants were also asked to list the top three
long-range HR priorities of their organizations
(Figure 38). Succession planning (29%) and
training, learning, and development (23%) were
?6>0-@**!?.212*6*.5!

The survey also sought to better understand the
immediate priorities of HR departments in
Canadian organizations. To do so, participants
were asked to list the top three HR priorities of
their organization over the next twelve months
(Figure 37). Over 20% of respondents identiﬁed
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Figure 38. Long-Range HR Priorities
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Figure 37. Immediate HR priorities

recruitment as an important immediate priority,
and over 19% identiﬁed retention as such. Employee engagement (16%), training, learning,
and development (15%), succession planning
(14%), change management (12%), and talent
management (9%) were also identiﬁed as important immediate priorities. This diﬀers slightly
from the 2011 survey, where succession planning and training, learning, and development
were the top two priorities. The more recent prioritization of recruitment and retention may be
related to general improvements in Canada’s
economy since the recent recession, which will
require organizations to spend more time recruiting new employees and retaining current
ones. It may also be related to an increased number of retirements and tighter labour markets.

the overwhelming HR priorities in the organiza!
tions for which respondents worked over the
next ﬁve years. Retention (12%), talent management (12%), employee engagement (11%), recruitment (9%), and change management (9%)
were also identiﬁed as important priorities by a
large number of respondents. Succession planning was also ranked as the top long-term priority by respondents in the 2011 survey. Canadian
HR practitioners are thus expected to play a signiﬁcant role in ensuring that the immediate
staﬃng and recruiting needs of the organizations for which they work are met, and a more
strategic role in ensuring that employees receive
the experience and career development that are
necessary for the long-term success of those organizations.
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Conclusion

The results of this survey provide a great deal of
insight into the state of the HR profession in
Canada. The HR profession encompasses a wide
range of activities and thus includes a wide
range of practitioners. Among these practitioners, there appears to be a trend towards more
participation by younger women and by persons
with increasingly high levels of education. Furthermore, the age distribution of Canadian HR
practitioners and the relatively high proportion
of practitioners in the early stages of their careers should bode well for the future of HR. Unlike many other industries and professions, it
does not appear that HR will be overly aﬀected
by a wave of retirements or attrition in the near
future. The results of the survey lead us to conclude that there is an eager and well-qualiﬁed
pool of talent within the HR profession that will
permit successful succession planning moving
forward.
Another important result of the survey was the
insight gleaned into the role of Canadian HR
practitioners in the senior leadership of the organizations for which they work. It appears that
contemporary Canadian organizations are increasingly inclined to include the HR function in
their senior leadership groups, and that HR
practitioners are increasingly engaging in roles

consistent with those of senior leaders (particularly strategic planning). Based on the results of
this survey, we conclude that the value of HR
practitioners and HR as an organizational function is increasingly being recognized by Canadian organizations. This, in our opinion, is
aﬃrmation of the importance of recruiting and
managing people at all levels of an organization.
The survey results also identify particular
knowledge and skills that are important to the
work of Canadian HR practitioners. Gaining a
better understanding of employment and labour
legislation of all types appears to be a key priority for many HR practitioners. It is also apparent
than ‘soft skills’ and human interaction continue
to play an important role in the day-to-day work
of HR practitioners. This is not necessarily surprising, considering that so many are in the
‘people’ business.
The results of this survey are extremely important to the IRC. They help ensure that our programs and research are relevant and topical, and
directly meet the needs of today’s HR practitioners. We sincerely appreciate the time that respondents took out of their busy schedules to
complete the survey, and look forward to crossing paths in the future!
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