
“The HR job market is finally 
starting to bounce back after 
taking a big hit in 2009 and 
2010, but it is still down, and 
most HR departments are 
still starved for resources.”

•	 Is the nation’s high unemployment more a function of demand or 
structure, and why?

It’s structural. The nation has people with the wrong skills in the wrong places, 
hoping their jobs will come back—but they won’t. In a hot job market like D.C., 
we have lots of great jobs staying vacant because unemployment is near zero 
for many, many skill sets. Relocating people is very hard because the damaged 
housing market has made relocation unthinkable for some job seekers and out 
of reach for others. Education is critical. Somehow we have to train people to 
qualify for the jobs that are being created. 

The HR job market is finally starting to bounce back after taking a big hit in 
2009 and 2010, but it is still down, and most HR departments are still starved for 
resources.  

In this economy, opportunities will lag for people who need rules, structure and 
predictable work. Dealing with uncertainty and ambiguity is the new reality. 

Expert Q&A: 
Bob Corlett, president, Staffing Advisors

Interviewed	by	Joseph	Coombs,	workplace	trends	and	forecasting	specialist,	SHRM



“Beyond offering challenging, 
career-advancing work, real 
work schedule flexibility 
and telecommuting are the 
single smartest things any 
employer can offer—and 
still remarkably rare.”

•	Even with high levels of unemployment, are job seekers getting pickier 
and looking for a specific type of perks/conditions when applying for 
work?

People with in-demand skills are always able to dictate the terms of their 
employment. For some, that means a flexible work schedule or a hot project to 
work on, for others it’s their title, salary or other perks. When you have multiple 
job offers, you have considerable leverage.   

But employers need to realize that the negotiating starts way before the inter-
view. To get in-demand people to even apply, employers need to offer financial 
stability and career-advancing work—without that, they won’t even talk with 
you. Employers need to answer the questions, “why is this job important?” and 
“how is working here is going to make me even more marketable next year?” 
It’s less expensive to address those questions than to spend more on benefits.

•	Do you see more companies offering flexible work schedules, 
telecommuting options and other benefits that relate to workers’ 
schedules as of late?

Beyond offering challenging, career-advancing work, real work schedule 
flexibility and telecommuting are the single smartest things any employer can 
offer—and still remarkably rare. The evidence is overwhelming that it improves 
productivity, it’s powerfully attractive to many candidates, and it is great for the 
environment. It’s also not expensive. 

We are 100% virtual and always have been. It allows you to attract and retain 
unbelievably qualified people.   

Expert Q&A: 
Paul Anton, chief economist, 
Anton Economics

Interviewed	by	Joseph	Coombs,	workplace	trends	and	
forecasting	specialist,	SHRM

•	The U.S. economy has posted several consecutive quarters of 
productivity gains, albeit at low levels. Despite the progress, what 
should we still be concerned about going forward?

Economists measure productivity as the ratio of output to employment, and it 
usually rises rapidly in the early stages of economic recovery because output 
grows quickly and employment more slowly, often with a lag. In the current 
recovery, both output and employment have grown more slowly than we are 
accustomed to, with the ratio creeping up rather than rebounding sharply.

I believe economic growth will continue but at a pace that continues to be 
slower than hoped for. It is important, I think, not to expect the pace of this 
recovery to match previous ones and to remember that we are coming out 
of the most serious economic dislocation since the Great Depression. The 
aftermath of the Great Recession will continue to have consequences that weigh 
on current growth, especially the need to work through the stock of distressed 



“I expect non-federal public 
employment to fall as 
almost all states are forced 
to deal with their unresolved 
budget problems.”

housing and caution by both households and corporations in the use of debt 
and leverage. While much attention has focused on the reduced supply of 
credit as lenders have tightened standards, I believe there is also a greatly 
reduced demand for credit at present, and that this will constrain the overall 
demand for goods and services in the economy.

•	What will be the key factors for the U.S. economy to produce substantial 
growth in the coming months/years?

First and foremost is the growth in consumer demand in the United States. 
Individuals and households are starting to become more confident in their 
economic futures, and recent studies show that their overriding concern with 
the job situation is being lessened by an increasing focus on the federal deficit. 
That confidence needs to translate into more aggressive spending and a 
normalization of the relationship between spending, income and interest rates. 
The extension of the Bush tax cuts and the reduction of the payroll tax in 2011 
should help by putting more income into the hands of consumers, counterbal-
anced, at least in part, by the prospect of higher energy costs.

Second, businesses need to increase their spending on capital equipment and 
software and to make use of the depreciation incentives that were extended 
recently by the Obama administration and Congress. Business investment is 
second to housing in its variation over the business cycle, slowing dramatically 
when things are bad and usually accelerating dramatically when the economy 
shows signs of improvement. The relatively slow response when the incentives 
were initially put in place is understandable given the traumatic economic 
upheaval of the last few years. In 2011 and beyond, business investment is a criti-
cal factor in building sustainable economic growth.

The third key factor is improvement in our merchandise trade balance with other 
countries. A somewhat weaker dollar is increasing the competitiveness of our 
goods in foreign markets as well as making them more attractive to American 
consumers, thus slowing the growth of our imports. Continued growth of 
demand in the Euro zone as well as in China and India will translate into more 
production and more jobs in the United States.

These three factors are all the more important because it seems inevitable 
that state and local government spending will be growing slowly or possibly 
even declining as those levels of government cope with shortfalls in revenues. 
These adjustments by states and by localities were forestalled, at least in part, 
by the payments to states that were part of the stimulus strategy of the Obama 
administration but are now hitting in full force as further federal payments are 
unlikely. I expect non-federal public employment to fall as almost all states are 
forced to deal with their unresolved budget problems.

•	Do you believe that continued high unemployment is more a function of 
demand or an actual change in the labor market’s structure?

If forced to choose between a structural explanation for continued high unem-
ployment and a cyclical, or demand-driven, explanation, I would lean toward 
the latter. Avoiding the obvious refuge of saying that events are driven by a 
combination of the two factors, my choice of a cyclical explanation is driven by a 
couple of considerations.

First, change has become, I believe, so much an ongoing process in the labor 
markets over the past 40 years that companies and economists should regard 
it as the norm if change slows and accelerates over time. Therefore, accepting 
that, I have a hard time even defining what I would consider a change in the 



“Nobel Laureate Paul Krugman 
has been saying for some time—
even before the Great Recession—
that current and future 
recessions are less like your 
father’s recessions and more like 
your grandfather’s recessions.”

structure of labor markets. By the way, a similar debate on structure versus 
cyclical forces took place during the early 1960s, and last time I looked, that one 
had not been fully resolved!

On the more constructive side, I do favor an explanation of continued high 
unemployment that is rooted in the changing nature of the business cycle. 
Nobel Laureate Paul Krugman has been saying for some time—even before the 
Great Recession—that current and future recessions are less like your father’s 
recessions and more like your grandfather’s recessions. By that he means your 
father’s recessions were sharp, V-shaped cycles engineered by Federal Reserve 
tightening, with a sharp turnaround spurred by monetary and fiscal stimulus. 
In contrast, grandfather’s recessions were drawn out, U-shaped affairs where 
economic activity cannot be jump-started by a quick kick from the government.

He reasons further that businesses understand this difference and act accord-
ingly. During the V-shaped recessions, they “hoarded labor” by hanging onto 
good workers until the downturn was quite pronounced, laying them off quickly 
once things got “bad enough” and then hiring them back quickly so as not to 
miss the boom as the economy accelerated rapidly. However, facing a U-shaped 
recession, companies feel no great urgency to hire back laid-off workers and 
take their time in increasing payrolls, relying on longer hours and other mea-
sures until adding workers is really necessary.

For business planning, the important thing is not who is right in a theoretical 
debate but rather what will happen next. I expect the pace of hiring to pick up 
over 2011 and 2012 and to come more into line with output growth. I expect an 
associated decline in the unemployment rate, but pre-Great Recession levels 
will not be reached for a couple of years, at least. That will be because demand 
for labor increased as businesses became more confident that growth was 
sustainable. The important thing will be that it happened, not ferreting out 
exactly why.

•	How will the future U.S. workplace be different from the present? 
Do you see telecommuting, flexible schedules, etc. becoming more 
ingrained in corporate culture? 

I suspect that the variety of flexible work arrangements will continue to grow 
and become more commonplace in the future. However, the use of particular 
arrangements will be sorted out by which are appropriate in different kinds of 
businesses. Thus, a wide selection of possible flexible arrangements will be 
feasible for all, or almost all, employers, but the actual adoption of them for a 
particular company will be much more a function of which make benefit-cost 
sense in a particular application rather than, say, a forward-looking manage-
ment being willing to experiment with new things. Such a sorting-out would 
increase the productivity and efficiency of the workplace of the future. 



The results indicate that perhaps 
cultural change will be needed 
more than logistical change 
if flexible work is to become 
more widespread in the U.S. 
economy. Any consideration of 
creating a flexible work policy 
starts with trust between the 
employer and the employee.

Even as technology has improved and the standard 40-hour work week has 
become dated at many companies, the number of organizations offering many 
forms of flexible working benefits has not changed much in the past five years, 
according to SHRM’s 2011 Employee Benefits Survey. Some categories, such 
as flextime and ad-hoc telecommuting, actually dropped in levels from 2007 to 
2011.

The results indicate that perhaps cultural change will be needed more than 
logistical change if flexible work is to become more widespread in the U.S. 
economy. Any consideration of creating a flexible work policy starts with trust 
between the employer and the employee. Options like telecommuting and 
compressed workweeks may go a long way toward boosting workers’ job 
satisfaction levels, but they will not succeed without executives and supervisors 
who buy into the plans. Workplace flexibility must be viewed as a strategy to 
help reach both organizational and employee goals, and this requires a cultural 
change for most organizations.

That doesn’t mean that some companies are not experimenting with nontradi-
tional work arrangements and benefits. Some respondents reported that their 
organizations offer flexible schedules and compressed workweeks—working 
longer days during the week in exchange for a day off—during the summer 
season. Others give employees time off to exercise during the day, and one 
company’s HR representative said they dole out an extra day off in December to 
give workers time for Christmas shopping.

Workplace Flexibility Comes in Many Forms
Joseph Coombs, workplace trends and forecasting specialist, SHRM



“The policy was implemented 
because our president 
believes that if you hire the 
right people, you don’t need 
policies to restrict them.”

And some employers have found success in giving employees all the time off 
they need. 

At the Cleveland-based Employer Resource Council (ERC), an HR services 
company, there is no schedule and no limit for earned vacation/leave time. The 
company’s 30 staff members simply have to ensure that their time away from the 
office does not interfere with the ongoing operations or their own performance.

“The policy was implemented because our president [Patrick Perry] believes 
that if you hire the right people, you don’t need policies to restrict them,” says 
Susan Chermonte, ERC’s senior HR research associate. “We actually operate 
with very few policies in place.”

Workers are also granted unlimited vacation and sick time at New Jersey-based 
Tricore, a payroll/benefits outsourcing company with 20 employees. When the 
company formed in 2001, it only had four workers, and the owner “felt no need 
for a handbook or vacation/sick policies,” says Bill Potter, Tricore’s HR director. 
Tricore’s management only asks that employees try not to schedule time out of 
the office during the first few weeks in January, when they are busy preparing 
various tax payments for the company’s clients.

“We are very fortunate that we have very dedicated employees who care about 
their jobs,” Potter says. “We have never had an employee abuse the policy.”

Unlimited vacation policies are not common. While SHRM’s Employee Benefits 
Survey does not track these metrics, the closest measure it follows may be 
the results-only work environment, or ROWE. In this scenario, employees are 
allowed to work wherever and whenever they wish as long as projects are 
completed on a timely basis. Like other flexible policies, it may take a while for 
ROWE to catch on—only 2% of companies offered that benefit in 2011, up from 
1% in 2010, but down from 3% in 2009.



“Building manager awareness 
of the value of flexible work 
practices and their capability 
to manage workplace flexibility 
are key factors in overcoming 
manager resistance.”

•	Do you think workplace flexibility is a high priority for companies today?

As the economy begins to improve, employment growth is re-emerging in 
many industries. For an industry like higher education, which cannot compete 
for talent based merely on base salary, workplace flexibility has been and 
will continue to be a recruitment and retention tool and a means to improve 
employee engagement and productivity. Other industries are beginning to real-
ize the benefits of flexible work practices as they assess the work/life needs of a 
multi-generational workforce. However, for many companies, either due to their 
size, business process constraints or management resistance, some forms of 
workplace flexibility are not an option. Building manager awareness of the value 
of flexible work practices and their capability to manage workplace flexibility are 
key factors in overcoming manager resistance.

•	What are the true benefits of offering some form of workplace 
flexibility, and can its value be measured?

Some of the benefits of offering flexible work practices include improvements in 
productivity, employee commitment and engagement, as well as reduced em-
ployee stress (which can accent health care costs). For organizations like Bryant 
University, flexible work practices are an attractive element of our total rewards 

Expert Q&A: 
Linda Lulli, associate vice president 
for HR, Bryant University

Interviewed	by	Joseph	Coombs,	workplace	trends	and	forecasting	specialist,	SHRM



“Many companies that have 
had reductions in their 
workforce due to the recession 
can no longer provide flexible 
scheduling due to staffing levels.”

package for recruitment and retention purposes. Employee retention can be 
improved through benefits like flexible schedules or compressed workweeks to 
address work/life needs of employees, or return-to-work/transition programs 
for new or adoptive parents, employees who would like to phase into retirement 
or those pursuing a college degree. Our organizational assessment survey, 
which is conducted every other year to measure the level of employee engage-
ment, is one of the means by which Bryant measures the value of its workplace 
flexibility benefits. 

•	What are some of the workplace benefits that have been changed or 
eliminated in many workplaces due to the recent recession?

Many companies that have had reductions in their workforce due to the reces-
sion can no longer provide flexible scheduling due to staffing levels. Many 
companies saw a drop in voluntary retirement patterns or had to reduce or 
eliminate educational assistance benefits that might have included flexible 
scheduling options prior to the recession. 

•	Will the new challenges brought about as a result of the health care 
reform come at the expense of other efforts to reform workplace 
flexibility?

While there will definitely be new challenges to address as a result of the health 
care reform, workplace flexibility will continue to be an important factor in 
improving employee productivity and reducing absenteeism and “presentee-
ism” (the act of attending work while sick), which are strategic priorities for 
business growth.



In February 2011 SHRM announced Moving Work Forward, a partnership with 
the Families and Work Institute (FWI). This partnership is designed to help 
organizations be more successful by transforming the way businesses view and 
adopt flexible workplace practices. The partnership’s mission is to share the 
research on how effective and flexible workplaces can benefit employers and 
employees, to share best practices, and to help employers develop workplace 
cultures that fully embrace and implement strategies that will “move work 
forward.”

Here are just a few of the benefits that will come out of the partnership:

•	Premier conference: Together, SHRM and FWI organizations will host an 
unprecedented annual work-life conference to engage leading thought 
leaders and senior HR practitioners on strategies and solutions to help 
organizations increase productivity and engagement, lower turnover costs 
and be more innovative. The conference is scheduled for Nov. 7-9, 2011, in 
Washington, D.C., at the Capital Hilton.

•	Practical tools: The partnership will develop educational materials and 
practical tools to help practitioners and employers implement and advocate 
flexible workplaces and related policies.

•	Research: SHRM and FWI will share research on how flexible and effective 
workplaces can benefit employers and employees alike.

Moving Work Forward

Together, SHRM and FWI 
organizations will host an 
unprecedented annual work-life 
conference to engage leading 
thought leaders and senior HR 
practitioners on strategies and 
solutions to help organizations 
increase productivity and 
engagement, lower turnover 
costs and be more innovative.



•	Awards: The partnership will co-brand FWI’s “When Work Works” initiative, 
which brings relevant research directly into community and business practice. 
The initiative also recognizes exemplary employers through the Alfred P. 
Sloan Awards for Business Excellence in Workplace Flexibility.

•	Training: SHRM and FWI will work together to educate and train HR 
professionals around the world, so they can make the case for effective 
workplace strategies within their organizations. 

For more information, go to www.movingworkforward.org.

For more information, go to 
www.movingworkforward.org.
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