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Academic Point of View
Empirical studies have confirmed that a selected group 
of employees – hereafter referred to as top talents –  
contribute a disproportionate amount to the total orga-
nisational output, in contrast to the more typical linear 
employee function. They "have greater potential to occupy 
key leadership positions in the future, are more difficult 
and more costly to replace, and diminish an organisa-
tion’s status when they leave". In line with these state-
ments, as found in cross-industry research, top talents 
are consistently more valuable than lower-performing 
employees. In research on the performance of software 
designers, top talents are also thought to increase group 
productivity. Especially for organisations that use techno-
logical applications and operate in the service sector, top 
talents can make or break performances. It is important 
to bear in mind how such exclusive definitions of top 
talent build on a comparative notion of performance, i.e. 
relative to a peer group of other employees. Depending 
on how well performance can be measured, as well as on 
where the statistical boundaries are drawn, scarcity of 
top talents is an inherent characteristic of its definition. 

WHAT ARE 
TOP TALENTS?
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 Employers’ Performance 
Expectations
Over 90% of respondents expect top talent to be self- 
motivated and to go the extra mile when required. This 
survey finding reinforces what the desk research iden-
tified: self-motivation (intrinsic) is ranked number one 
of all personal traits required to qualify for top talent, 
whereby many of the interview respondents commented 
that top talent can be found at any hierarchical level of 
an organisation. 

A minority of survey respondents (30%) expect top talents 
to work harder and longer and to be ready to make sacri-
fices in their personal lives. It could be argued that top 
talents should have such a strong self-motivation that 
they will fulfil this higher expectation voluntarily without 
any extra external incentive. 

“Top talents are people with extraor-
dinary abilities, strong character 
traits and a certain emotional  
maturity. They have  
mastered the ability to call 
these up at the right time and 
at the right dose and balance. 
But the power only comes when 
you have the right task for it. 
Otherwise the effect fizzles out.”

Talents are self-motivated

Talents go that extra mile when needed

Talents are ready to make sacrifices in their personal life

Talents work harder and longer

91.7%

91.7%

27.8%

27.8%

Employers’ Point of View 
The digitalswitzerland study interviewees distinguish a 
top talent from any another employee in terms of per-
formance and potential. A top talent is someone who 
performs better than his or her peers and possesses the 
ambition to further develop his or her accompanying skill 
set. Top talents are able to quickly process and critically 
engage with complex information. They have the social 
and emotional skills to collaborate, communicate and 
negotiate in a diverse and unpredictable environment. 
Top talents possess at least a basic understanding of 
technological innovations in fields such as data analytics 
and artificial intelligence, which allows them to locate 
the strategic position of their organisation in a rapidly 
changing business landscape.    

“Top talents differentiate themselves from the 
rest through their behavioural competencies.”

WHAT EMPLOYERS EXPECT OF TOP TALENT
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Relationship between talent  
and success
Technological innovation has been long recognised 
as the distinctive determinant of sustainable econo-
mic growth. Technological innovation is predominant-
ly driven by human capital, in particular since our  
economic system has shifted from one whose added 
value was determined by physical goods to one rooted 
in intellectual assets, information, and the talent that 
develops them. It is estimated that intangible assets, 
which largely consist of knowhow, unique intellectual 
property and patent rights, drive more than 80% of the 
valuations of contemporary publicly traded companies. 
In today’s economy, talent is therefore the most strate-
gic asset, and people are the greatest creator of value. 
As Klaus Schwab, founder of the World Economic Forum 
(WEF), remarked: "talent, not capital, will be the key factor 
linking innovation, competitiveness and growth in the 
21st century". 

WHY ARE TOP TALENTS 
RELEVANT FOR  
SWITZERLAND?
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With the increasing application of digital technologies, 
talented employees are expected to become an even more 
important component of successful business model. Evi-
dence suggests how in complex occupations, the pro-
ductivity differences between high and average perfor-
mers increase dramatically. For example, the impact of 
talented software engineers, data analysts and creative 
designers on a company’s success will likely increase with 
the amount of data it has at its disposal as the result of 
using digital applications. Technological innovation and 
talent are therefore connected through a mutually reinfor-
cing relationship: where talent increases the application 
of technological innovation, those technologies in effect 
disproportionally contribute to the importance of the 
highly talented in a company’s success. 

Recognising this relationship, private and public actors 
have adopted talent management policies to attract and 
develop human talent; either by investments in their 
current and future local workforce, or by creating a com-
petitive environment to attract foreign talents. Indicators 
such as the Global Talent Index Report and the Global 
Talent Competitiveness Index (from the Adecco Group, 
Insead and Tata Communication) suggest how talent 
policies can have a significant impact on a country’s 
talent environment ranking and, ultimately, on its ability 
to foster technological innovation and economic growth. 
Because of the inevitable time-lag between implemen-
tation and result, and because of the rapidly changing 
working environment, a talent management programme 
needs to be forward-looking and offer a set of policies 
that are compatible with the working environment of 
tomorrow. They require an understanding of what the 
future of work could look like, what skills are needed, and 
also what preferences towards their working environment 
future employees might have.

“Financial Services, Life Sciences,  
Infrastructure and Technology are 
the important streams in  
Switzerland where we need top  
talents. Switzerland cannot po-
sition itself without talents.”
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Switzerland’s competitiveness  
in 2018
The 2018 Global Talent Competitiveness Index ranks both 
Switzerland and Zurich 1st. Switzerland was ranked 1st 
for the fifth time. However, Switzerland has slipped down 
to 4th place in the 2018 WEF Global Competitiveness 
ranking (140 countries) due to market size, macroeco-
nomic stability, slow adoption of ICT, product market and 
business dynamism. Switzerland is ranked among the 
top 5 countries in all other pillars including skills, labour 
market and innovation capability. Both rankings state 
similar points of improvement. To stay ahead of global 
competition in these areas, Switzerland needs to address 
pain points related to the development and attraction of 
top talent: internal labour mobility (69th), ease of hiring 
foreign labour (49th), cost of starting a business (46th), 
female participation in the labour force (31st), attitude 
towards entrepreneurial risk (24th) and research insti-
tution quality (20th). 

SHOULD SWITZERLAND 
BE CONCERNED?

“We need an ecosystem of firms in  
Switzerland which employ top talents,  
so that when a top talent leaves firm A,  
he/she mustn’t also leave the country.”
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In a different register, in 2018 the IMD ranks Switzerland 
5th out of 63 countries in global digital competitiveness. 
Although according to the OECD Switzerland has an above 
average per capita expenditure on education, it only ranks 
15th in the training and education criterion. This low rank 
is affected by three main factors: the lower number of gra-
duates in science (24th), the lower number of women with 
degrees overall (30th) and the total public expenditure 
as a percentage of GDP on training and education (25th). 
It is likely that if Switzerland tackles these three areas, it 
can improve its overall digital competitiveness ranking.

PUBLISHED PREDICTIONS OF SKILL SHORTAGE 

Because adjustments to changing skill demands require 
time, it is argued that technological innovation is leading 
to skill shortages. For example, using a robot for surgery 
implies training surgeons on the robot prior to its use; 
surgeons will each have their own usual techniques and 
thus have to learn new skills to be able to operate the 
robot. Skill shortages occur when companies are unable 
to find the employees with the skills they are looking for 
on the labour market. Skill shortages can act as a barrier 
to the introduction of new technologies and reduce a 
nation’s economic competitiveness. 

Studies on the existence of such skill shortages provide 
mixed results. According to the Adecco 2018 Swiss Skills 
Shortage Index, "Companies find themselves unable to fill 
vacancies. Studies predict that in 2030, Switzerland will 
lack around half a million workers." Meanwhile, the top 
five current shortages, defined as the number of vacan-
cies per unemployed person, are Fiduciary, Technicians, 
Engineers, Medicine and pharmaceutical, and Informa-
tion technology (IT) according to the same study. 

Future outlook

A survey from ManpowerGroup found that 45% of global 
employers are currently experiencing a shortage of talent 
due to shifting skill demands. Others argue that "worries 
of a skills gap crisis are overblown" and point out how 
unemployment is still largely determined by underperfor-
ming demand, rather than by a mismatch of skills. Auto-
mation and technological innovation indisputably affect 
the job skills needed in the future. The WEF suggests that 
more than one-third of the required skill sets for most 
jobs will include skills not yet considered important today. 
ManpowerGroup reports that 33% of Swiss companies have 
difficulty recruiting due to lack of required hard skills, lack 
of applicants and lack of experience.  

Further, the Adecco and Boston Consulting Group (BCG) 
2018 Future Skilling report shows that Swiss workers seem 
to be slightly behind their global peers in the acquisition of 
digital skills (e.g. artificial intelligence, machine learning, 
data analytics, data mining, design thinking, digital design, 
digital marketing, programming, data analysis), and are 
more focused on job-specific and technical skills. There is 
a current skills mismatch that will grow with the departure 
of the Baby Boomers from the job market. 

Fiduciary

Technicians

Engineers

Medicine and pharmaceutical

Information technology (IT)

TOP 5 JOBS WITH SKILLS SHORTAGE  
IN SWITZERLAND

1

2

3

4

5

“In 2030 Switzerland will lack around 500,000 workers”
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“You have to look for people who 
are able to stay on a subject and go 
deeper. Top talent are people who 
are interested in funny strange 
things. This ability to be able to 
discover and look at little things.”

UNCERTAINTIES AT COMPANY LEVEL 

Interestingly, and contrary to what might be expec-
ted, the individual interviews revealed that hardly any 
company has analysed or "planned" what skills they 
need in the future. It could be argued that many leaders 
currently see no urgency to investigate on this matter 
and/or simply find it difficult to imagine how their  
business model (and the world) will look in five/ten years 
from now. 

In order to confirm or challenge this uncertainty 
around current and future demand, in our online  
survey, we asked leaders to assess the talent shor-
tage. In line with previous insights, the overall trend  
indeed indicates that many respondents are uncertain 
about being able to define requirements for top talents 
and how to attract and retain top talents, and such  
uncertainty grows the further away in time the projection 
of need is. 

As the labour market changes along with technological 
evolution, occupational skill requirements are changing. 
Rather than whole occupations, automation is likely to 
replace certain job activities. For example, whereas certain 
legal tasks will be automated, such as reviewing stan-
dard contracts, lawyers will still be needed to analyse the 
provided data and litigate the case in front of a judge. To 
understand the effects of automation on the future working 
environment, work tasks, rather than occupations, the-
refore provide a more useful starting point. Unbundling 
occupations can be done by distinguishing between co-
gnitive and manual tasks on the one hand, and routine 
and non-routine tasks on the other. The difference between 
routine and non-routine lies in the possibility of translating 
a task into a well-defined problem with a set of explicit 
rules that can be followed. 

TODAY IN 5 YEARS IN 10 YEARS

YES 33.3% ↓ 16% ↓ 11.1%

UNCERTAIN 38.9% ↑ 72.2% ↑75%

NO 27.8% ↓ 11.1% ↑ 13.9%

CAN EMPLOYERS DEFINE FUTURE REQUIREMENTS?

Skills required in the future
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Both task categories can use manual and/or cogni-
tive labour. Based on the European Key Competence 
Framework and the European Qualifications Framework 
(EQF), this report defines an occupational skill as the 
ability to use acquired knowledge, as well as personal, 
social and/or methodological abilities, in work or study 
situations and in professional and personal development. 
The definition of skill used in this document therefore 
distinguishes skills from generic knowledge, which is 
understood as a prerequisite for the successful applica-
tion of an employee’s broader set of skills. We will refer 
to the combination of generic knowledge and a set of 
occupational skills as an employee's competency. Cor-
responding with the previously mentioned categorisation 
of occupations, a first distinction can be made between 
cognitive and manual skills.

Research has shown that the concepts of tacit knowledge 
and situational adaptability are relevant to defining what 
comprise skill sets, as well as a number of social, perso-
nal and cognitive skills. Tacit knowledge refers to skills, 
ideas and experiences that are not codified and diffi-
cult to express or transfer to another person. Humans 
perform tasks such as walking stairs or recognising a 
face without having a set of rules or procedures to follow. 
We simply do it, without being able to explain how. Si-
tuational adaptability on the other hand refers to the 
faculty of responding to unique circumstances that 
cannot be anticipated beforehand. The combined effects 
of machine learning innovations and the availability of 
big data drastically increase the potential of automa-
tion, precisely because they allow machines to mimic 
tacit knowledge. Learning algorithms circumvent the 
absence of procedural rules by using data to inductively 
formulate estimations or "best practices". Such algo-
rithms allow software to recognise faces, navigate a car 
or enable robots to open a door. Despite these develop-
ments, the extent to which machine learning algorithms 
will take over tasks is constrained by a number of factors.  

The necessary data might be unavailable, unattainable, 
imperfect or reproduce undesirable human biases (such 
as discrimination). Apart from such technical and norma-
tive considerations, a number of skills that require tacit 
knowledge can be identified within both cognitive and 
manual labour. For the category of cognitive labour, this 
group of automation-resistant tasks will relate to skills 
such as complex problem-solving, curiosity, creativity, 
and communication/negotiation. Digital literacy will be a 
requirement for each and every worker. 

Top talents share certain characteristics that make them 
stand out from the rest. This report identifies three com-
petency groups that explain why and how top talents are 
able to contribute a disproportionate amount to the total 
organisational output: cognitive, personal and social com-
petencies.

Complex cognitive competencies refer to those higher-level 
mental activities that are applied in the act of processing, 
structuring, analysing, interpreting and the creation of 
information. They reflect skills that are typically required 
within executive functions, for example within the area 
of strategic management to make decisions in complex 
conditions with high levels of uncertainty. 
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Personal competencies encompass performance-contri-
buting skills that are rooted in someone's character traits; 
emotional qualities and ways of behaving that distingui-
sh a person from someone else. A key skill within this 
category is someone's drive. A primary explanation for 
why and how top talents excel is found in their motiva-
tion, their ambition to perform and willingness to work 
hard: "They are more than willing to go that extra mile 
and realise they may have to make sacrifices in their 
personal lives in order to advance". Personal motivation, 
or intrinsic self-motivation, is understood as the decisive 
factor for why top talents can outperform peer groups with 
similar levels of emotional and cognitive skills: "Ability 
and social skill may be considered talent; but potential 
is talent multiplied by drive as this will determine how 
much ability and social skills get put to use". 90% of the 
respondents in our survey selected self-motivation as 
the most important criterion for top talent. 

Social competencies include all skills necessary for the 
interaction and communication with others: formulating 
and sharing of ideas and emotions, possessing a service 
orientation, the ability to understand and predict market 
demands, management skills among others. The latter 
give top talents the "ability to establish and maintain 
cooperative working relationships, build a broad network 
of contacts and form alliances, and be influential and 
persuasive with a range of different stakeholders". Top 
talents know how "to develop trust among a team of em-
ployees, and how to create a sense of commitment to a 
firm’s success". Top talents possess the emotional intel-
ligence to steer and lead others. They understand how the 
"powerful role of emotions in the workplace sets the best 
leaders apart from the rest—not just in tangibles such 
as better business results and the retention of talent, 
but also in the all-important intangibles, such as higher 
morale, motivation, and commitment".
 

The interviewees express a strong belief in top talent’s 
ability to acquire skills, in particular since knowledge 
has become more accessible via learning platforms 
and online courses. One respondent believes the latter 
will disrupt the higher educational system altogether. 
Others suggest that universities should pay more atten-
tion to a student's ability to translate and apply formal 
knowledge in business contexts. More and closer colla-
boration between business and education could help to 
bridge this gap.

The 2018 Future Skilling Study found that in relation to 
international workers, 69% of Swiss workers would like 
their employer to take care of developing training oppor-
tunities. Only 19% of workers have acquired digital skills 
recently, but 48% have acquired technical or job-specific 
skills. Finally, 61% of Swiss workers see themselves as 
responsible for acquiring new skills.
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Cognitive
Top talents

Cognitive

Personal

Social

Manual

GENERAL SKILLS 
CLASSIFICATION FORECAST FILLER FUTURE OCCUPATIONS COMPETENCIES SKILLS

Agility

Creativity

Conceptual thinking

Learning ability

Adaptabillity

Curiosity

Communication

Leadership

Drive

Self-management

Emotional intelligence

Willingness to fail

TOP TALENTS: 
KEY COMPETENCIES AND SKILLS

Situational 
Adaptability 

/ 
Tacit 

Knowledge

source : W.I.R.E
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If self-motivation ranks highest on the list of desired per-
sonality traits that include complex cognitive, personal 
and social competencies, curiosity, creativity, agility and 
adaptability are among the top five personal traits desired 
from top talents. All these traits relate to openness to learn 
or to change. One key offer that companies desirous to 
attract and retain top talent must develop is Learning and 
Development (L&D), in the context of lifelong learning.

“Talent does not relate to age. Younger  
workers often still lack the "street smartness" 
older employers have gained over the years.”

“The world is becoming increasingly 
complex and one ability we need to have 
is the ability to reduce complexity”
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When asked what competencies differentiate normal 
employees from top talents, respondents mentioned all 
competency types (cognitive, personal and social); in 
almost all interviews, a set of behavioural competencies 
was first on the list. We then asked the broader audience 
in the online survey to select the most important personal 
traits from the interviewees’ top fifteen. This led to the 
ranking on the right.

In most interviews, technical and functional compe-
tencies were the least important, as it is surmised that 
these can be acquired through training and experience. 
Digitalisation will further change skill requirements as 
employers will seek agility, adaptability, flexibility, ability 
to learn lifelong and social skills in their top talents.

“Have time to find the subject, to search, 
to want to explore a question, to question 
something. We must let people experiment, 
which does not necessarily lead to success.”

EMPLOYERS’ LIST OF DESIRED TOP TALENT PERSONAL TRAITS

DESIRED PERSONAL TRAIT RANK RESPONDENTS %

Self-motivation 1 66.7%

Curiosity 1 66.7%

Creativity 3 50.0%

Agility 3 50.0%

Adaptability 3 50.0%

Critical Thinking 6 44.4%

Resilience/Endurance 6 44.4%

Empathy 6 44.4%

Courage 9 41.7%

Ambition 9 41.7%

Self-awareness 9 41.7%

Readiness to fail 12 36.1%

Big picture view 13 33.3%

Charisma 14 19.4%

Capacity to suffer 15 2.8%
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Switzerland’s attractiveness for 
foreign talents

DEVELOPMENT, 
 ATTRACTION AND  

RETENTION OF  
TOP TALENTS 

Since top talents operate on a global labour market, an 
important additional feature in their decision-making 
process is the country of residence. When deciding upon 
a destination, matters such as the quality of life, the ease 
of settling in and family-related topics such as housing 
availability, child care and ability of spouse to find work, 
are typically mentioned as important parameters. 
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“It can be totally different things. When 
you look for top talent, you don't look for a 
graduate with a linear career. Sometimes 
they are defectors who come from another 
planet, who may have failed in one field and 
come from elsewhere. Surprising charac-
ters who can be catalysts for change.”

In terms of quality of life, Switzerland has been consistent-
ly ranked among the most attractive locations to live 
worldwide. Three of its cities (Zürich, Basel, Geneva) are 
ranked within the top 10 of Mercer's Quality of Living City 
Ranking. In an extensive study on the quality of life, the 
OECD concluded that Switzerland is one of the very few 
countries worldwide (alongside Sweden and Norway) that 
ranks high for both material conditions and quality of 
life. Material conditions cover indicators such as income, 
housing and employment opportunities, whereas the 
category "quality of life" includes parameters such as the 
work-life balance, health, education and environmental 
quality.

Over 42% of Swiss employees indicated they were 
confronted with job demands that exceeded their perso-
nal resources. Despite their motivation and willingness to 
work hard, this figure (well above the OECD average) could 
compromise the desire for a healthy work-life balance 
that top talents also possess. However, Swiss society is 
relatively unattractive in the "family" category, which ty-
pically covers indicators such as the quality of social life, 
the level of tolerance and the ease of meeting new people. 
According to the HSBC Expat Country Guide, Switzerland 
ranks 35th on this family category, with the subcategory 
"social life" in the 44th place. A recent poll among expats 
in Switzerland confirmed this picture: almost half of all 
respondents complained about the difficulties they ex-
perience with integrating into Swiss society. 

The Swiss mentality is an asset, according to the 
Schweizer Kader Organisation which recently published 
a study on the Swiss leadership style. Swiss leaders are 
claimed to be service-oriented, quality-conscious, re-
silient, loyal, tolerant and honourable. Referring to the 
traits required in the future, room for development was 
identified regarding readiness for risk and confrontation, 
flexibility and creativity, among others. Top talent may 
be put off by what is seen as a culture that is not agile. 

Finally, Swiss recruiters look for linear career paths rather 
than original profiles with multi-faceted competencies. 
This clearly limits the possible talent pool and will need 
to change in future.

The question of work permits inevitably arises when dis-
cussing attracting top talents from abroad to Switzerland, 
particularly for non-EU/EFTA citizens. The online survey 
showed that 52.8% of the companies surveyed experience 
no problems, while 47.2% do indeed experience problems. 
When asked whether work permits are an obstacle to 
retain or attract talent, the interviewees responded in a 
nuanced manner: currently not, but in the foreseeable 
future work permits may well be an obstacle, even if one 
respondent said that "there is still wiggle room". 
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However, from the qualitative interviews, the unknown 
outcome of the process to obtain permits is problematic, 
as are the administrative costs and the duration of the 
process. The limit on the number of permits delivered 
does not appear to be an issue, although some compa-
nies have a problem when recruiting new staff, while 
others have problems transferring staff from another 
country. Obtaining work permits is a problem area for 
some, mainly internationally operating, firms. The prac-
tical issues mentioned vary widely. Several interviewees 
criticised the administrative effort put on employers, a 
few complained about the process length (time to deci-
sion/permit) or the uncertainty of outcomes. The greatest 
concern is permits to work more than 120 days for can-
didates who are not EU/EFTA citizens (in which case the 
quotas currently apply), whereby the candidates are not 
necessarily new hires; they may be internal company 
transfers from outside Europe. 

Almost all interviewees agree that it is a shame that 
some citizens graduating from top universities in Swit-
zerland, who are potential top talents, cannot be employed 
because of permit limits.  Indeed, in Switzerland the cost 
per student for a basic degree sits between CHF 9,200 
and CHF 49,000 depending on the subject matter; Swiss 
universities comprise 30% of foreigners, while 19% are in 
higher specialised institutions (HES), part of whom will 
not be able to stay due to restricted permits once their 
studies are finished. This represents an opportunity cost 
for the Swiss labour market given the investment in po-
tential foreign top talent, which a larger permit contingen-
cy might help resolve.

Swiss economic promotion offices put forward the 
country’s flexible labour laws when trying to attract 
foreign companies to settle in in the country. Yet the WEF 
classifies Switzerland as 49th in terms of ease of hiring 
foreign labour. In the sphere of labour legislation, law-ma-
king power rests mainly with the Confederation. Amongst 
other things, this encompasses protection of workers, 
relations between employers and workers, placement 
services and the determination the scope of application of 
collective labour agreements (Art. 110.1 Const.). The Swiss 
Constitution prohibits all forms of discrimination (Art. 
8.2 Const.). It specifically prescribes equal treatment of 
men and women and equal pay for work of equal value 
(Art. 8.3 Const.). Companies face few constraints regar-
ding their hiring or dismissal procedures, wage setting 
and working schedules. The authority to set rules for the 
labour market is largely decentralised and delegated to its 
social partners (companies or employer’s organisations 
on the one hand, unions or employee’s organisations on 
the other). For women notably, short maternity leave, the 
ability of the employer to terminate the contract 16 weeks 
after the birth and salary inequalities in Switzerland can 
be disincentives to engage in the workforce.

Current Swiss labour laws
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The growing macro-trend of flexibilisation indicates a 
rising preference for employment on a short-term and 
non-permanent basis. Associated with this trend, top 
talents are less willing to accept hierarchical organi-
sations and demand more flexibility in terms of where 
and when they work. A preference for independence is, 
amongst others, reflected in the increased frequency with 
which top talents change the employers they work for. Tra-
ditionally, such job hopping was assumed to have a nega-
tive impact on how employers are perceived by potential 
employers, because it can be associated with a lack of 
stability or opportunistic behaviour. Instead, changing 
employer is perceived by top talents as an indicator of 
personal market value, a sign "to external parties that you 
have your own brand equity". Top talents are continuously 
on the lookout for new positions and opportunities, not 
necessarily driven by dissatisfaction with their current 
position, but rather to get a sense of their value and to 
check how this corresponds with their income level. What 
do top talents look for in their new position? A Gallup poll 
among "star employees" identified some of the important 
features they look for in a new position:  

1            the ability to do what they do best

2           greater work-life balance and better personal  
well-being

3            a significant increase in income

4            the opportunity to work for a company 
with a great brand or reputation.

The interviews further reveal that the working environ-
ment, a culture which allows error, having fun and job 
variety are also important to top talents. Autonomy is a 
key factor which can lead to internal opportunities, 

Expectations of top talents
The talents of today (and tomorrow) are looking for more 
than income - they are looking for purpose, opportuni-
ties to grow and associated career support. Development 
practices such as training, personal coaching and clear 
performance feedback are vital tools for companies to 
meet these demands.

Work-life balance has been a perennial desire in the 
growth years of the 20th century. What has changed is the 
weighting given to work-life balance in the 21st century. 
The overall wellness trend – healthy eating, regular exer-
cising, stress reduction – is affecting the workplace too. 
Desk research has shown that top talents, amongst 
others, look for a "greater work-life balance and better 
personal well-being" when changing position or employer. 
For top talents, a better work-life balance translates in 
the possibilities that are offered to "work remotely when 
they can without compromising work quality or produc-
tivity". This includes flexibility, fairness and wellness. On 
a broader level, top talents demand personalised plans 
that allow them to take time off for executive education 
or for important moments in their private lives, such as 
paternity leave. Companies which adhere to the "no pain/
no gain" maxim must rethink their positions if they are 
to remain attractive to the coming workforce. 30% of the 
current workforce is currently either Gen X or Millennials, 
with strong work/life balance values; by 2025, Millennials 
will comprise 75% of the global workforce. Millennials are 
the largest and most educated workforce in history, one 
that is digitally native, has grown up to multitask, like to 
do "work that matters" and working in teams. According 
to one study, Millennials expect to stay less than 3 years 
in any one job.  
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Top talents expect a personalised growth plan and a com-
pensation package that rewards individual achievement. 
As Roger Martin, a leading business scholar, summarised:

"The biggest enemy for top-end talent is blocked opportunity, 
especially on the way up. If they are motivated to become top 
talent, they want to take on big challenges — and the sooner, 
the better. If they are blocked and made to wait for opportunity 
to be available, they will simply go somewhere else."

A Gallup poll found that for 41% of all respondents, a  
significant increase in income is "very important" in the 
process of choosing a new position. Income obviously 
matters, but next to offering a competitive compensation 
package, the key element for organisations here is to offer 
pay structures based on individual achievement: top 
talents want "pay and incentives based on their situation 
and contributions". 

The final feature, the brand or reputation of the organisa-
tion, can give employees a feeling of pride and purpose. 
Top talents want to work for organisations that offer a 
higher sense of purpose and "whose values are aligned 
to their own personal values". Various surveys indicate 
that for Millennials, the social impact and purpose of an 
organisation are among the most important decision 
criteria to choose among different employees.  All these 
requirements can be resumed in the table: 

EMPLOYEE SIDE EMPLOYER SIDE

Values aligned with company Clear values and mission

Flexibility Flexible working hours, place, way

Work/life balance Family friendly (e.g. paternity leave)

Recognition (pay, benefits, etc.) Fair compensation

Career opportunities Adaptive career paths

Lifelong learning Lifelong learning

Culture of success where failure is allowed

WHAT EMPLOYEES AND EMPLOYERS NEED TO OFFER TOP TALENT
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Finally, top talent is completely unrelated to gender or 
age: women and men can constitute top talents, although 
in some professions such as engineering, it is difficult 
to find female top talent. Because both top talents and 
employers have high expectations, adaptive career plan-
ning regardless of age, culture and gender needs to be 
practised by companies and organisations to remain 
attractive to this employee segment. 

The interviews revealed that many of the interviewees 
consider that top talented women accept career advance-
ment opportunities less often than men. The survey asked 
why this could be. The survey demonstrates that Swiss-
based decision-makers have firm beliefs and attitudes 
about gender differences. One third of the respondents 
do not have specific promotion track and incentives for 
women and the same proportion do not accept home 
working in higher management roles, although this would 
facilitate the integration of female top talent. Further-
more, it is also interesting to note that part-time work is 
not accepted in 60% of the companies surveyed; only one 
in three companies accepts part-time work by top talents 
in higher management positions, regardless of gender. 
Put in the light of the increasing need for flexibilisation in 
the workplace and the requirement of work/life balance of 
the coming generations, it does not augur well for women 
in the workplace.  In order to reverse this trend, all these 
points must be addressed at once by businesses. 
In Switzerland, the apparent need, that the study reveals, 
to make compromises in employees’ private life is not 
easy for parents; it is frequently the woman who makes 
the compromise and the man who pursues his career. 
Indeed, according to the respondents of the survey, >60% 
of respondents believe women will give preference to 
family when there is a conflict with career. 

Adaptive working
Another question for top talent retention is the older ge-
neration. Due to the trend of ageing demographics, and 
the massive exodus of Baby Boomers from the workforce, 
it is in the economy’s interest to retain older top talents. 
In Switzerland, 32% of the long-term unemployed po-
pulation is over 50, representing an opportunity loss in 
terms of manpower. Companies need to put into place 
adaptive career plans, that encompass women and older 
employees, and give them flexibility in career exit/re-en-
try, options that take into account the different stages 
of life these employees may be at, and consider lifelong 
education for all.

Part-time working is not accepted in higher management

When career and family plan are not compatible enough, 
women give preference to family

Women undervalue/ undersell themselves

Organisations do not have promotions tracks  
and incentives for women

Infrastructure ( canteens are not family friendly, no child 
day care, etc. )

Home-office is not accepted in higher management 

Other

61.1%

61.1%

33.3%

33.3%

30.6%

2%

58.3%

WHAT EMPLOYERS PERCEIVE OF TOP TALENT
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WHOSE JOB IS IT TO 
DO SOMETHING? EMPLOYEE 

In a world where there is a significant trend towards indi-
vidualisation, people are increasingly projecting themsel-
ves as a brand. This implies a number of things, including 
seeking "better rather than more". Surfing on this trend, 
budding and existing top talent should actively seek to be 
lifelong learners, embrace change and master new tech-
nologies. Given the wide array of opportunities afforded 
by technology (MOOCs, podcasts, mini mobile trainings, 
etc.) everyone can access learning anywhere and anytime. 

Older generations need to understand the need to 
constantly update skills and attitudes to remain com-
petitive in the market. It is no longer enough to have 
several degrees, there is a need to upskill constantly. 
Within the life cycle, older employees can consider being 
more mobile, once children have flown the nest. They 
should discuss exit plans with their employer, to define 
how best to scale down in a way that suits both employer 
and employee. 
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EMPLOYER

The multiplicity of reports on talent and talent shortages 
all have similar recommendations. Top talents look for 
alignment with values and needs so employers must 
make a compelling value proposition for employees with 
a broader set of rewards that are tailored to the employee 
(benefits, well-being, career, experiences as well as pay). 
This should include flexible time, place and way to work. 
In order to retain top talent, companies need to focus on 
the well-being, growth and diverse needs of employees. 
This is not a simple equation, and company policy may 
need to become more flexible to accommodate time-sha-
ring, flexible work hours, remote work as well as offering 
such facilities as on site childcare, well-being facilities 
and classes, and other benefits. Time off for learning and 
lifelong learning opportunities should be an integral part 
of the package. 

Traditional businesses in Switzerland may not have suf-
ficient internal mobility (upwards and sideways) to ac-
commodate top talents. If they are not already doing so, 
large companies with subsidiaries abroad should ensure 
rotation in and out of top talents, for greater exposure to 
other cultures and opportunities. As employees age, com-
panies should consider more flexible time arrangements, 
possible mentoring roles (for younger top talents as well 
as reverse mentoring for older generations). Career exit 
plans should be put into place to retain these talents 
while catering to both company and personal needs.  Spe-
cific diversity policies should be enforced, which include 
older workers and women. 

Finally, Swiss companies should put into place analytics 
and movement metrics based on data to track talents, 
so that the pool of talents is retained in Switzerland and 
remains accessible. 

ACADEMIA

An ongoing debate in the education sector is whether 
universities should remain "ivory towers" dedicated to 
instruction and thought or whether they should have 
closer ties to business enterprise and gear their pro-
grammes towards the labour market. A large majority of 
respondents to the survey (91%) answered affirmatively 
when asked the two questions: Do you believe a stronger 
cooperation between universities and the industry would 
lead to more opportunities to learn/train required perso-
nal and social skills? The question remains as to how to 
implement this in Switzerland; the apprenticeship (VET) 
model may be only part of the answer. Another way to 
approach it might be to embed practical exercises within 
companies, such as for example the HEC University of 
Lausanne offers, whereby students select a project in a 
company and base part of their studies on it. Through this 
they learn problem solving and gain a  better understan-
ding to the expectations of the professional world. 

There are very high expectations of universities within 
the interview group. According to the interviewees, uni-
versities should adapt curricula to foster responsibility 
(for tasks, deliverables etc., not just technical skills and 
specialisation). It appears clear that university education 
should provide both hard skills and soft skills – techni-
cal knowledge such as computer science, AI, encryption, 
economics for example – as well as rigour of thought and 
human interactions (e.g. team work, managing expecta-
tions). Online and offline teaching is already practised and 
flexibility should be encouraged. The list of experiences 
that students should be offered includes: social, eco-
nomic, design, Interaction design, people expectations, 
cultural knowledge, leadership, industry specific expe-
rience, entrepreneurial skills, design thinking, mobility, 
feedback loops to explain what is wrong (expression 
skills), self-marketing, contact with business (real world 
problems); collaboration. In addition, students should 

“Our dual education system 
gives younger people the op-
portunity to learn and practice 
social skills required at work. ”
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learn to work autonomously, practise collaboration, 
acquire self-assessment skills and concept creation. An 
important aspect of learning not currently inculcated in 
students is a culture of error; it is okay to fail and try again

GOVERNMENT

One of the subjects that comes out strongly in the inter-
views is the inability of the academic education system 
to bridge the gap between learning and labour market 
requirements. The interviewees were asked whether the 
public education system requires more financial support. 
Interestingly, the answers were equally balanced, with one 
statement that more investment is needed at the primary 
and secondary levels. When placed in the context of that, 
the Swiss government has defined education as its future 
strategic priority, and despite the budget cuts planned in 
education until 2020, the choice of priority implies that 
the government will have to devote more funds overall to 
education, in order to prepare for tomorrow’s labour shor-
tage. Further, within the dual education system, digital 
skills and other skills relevant to tomorrow’s workplace 
will need to be examined and included in all formal vo-
cational training. 

According to Mercer’s Global Career Trends report, orga-
nisations are in a new "learn or die" environment where 
everyone must accelerate their learning to remain rele-
vant. Technology has facilitated access to learning op-
portunities, whether external or in-company, through 
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs), Learning Manage-
ment Systems (LMS) and mobile microlearning amongst 
others. However, it is not enough to learn; employers need 
to ensure that learners can apply the learning and build 
new skills. 

Lifelong learning

Respondents stress the employee's responsibility to learn 
continuously and invest in such skills. At the same time, 
organisations should provide talented employees with a 
broad set of learning opportunities, ranging from online 
courses and secondments to business case assessments. 
Selected talents can also benefit from executive men-
torship. Lifelong learning opportunities are perceived as 
an essential tool for any organisation to attract and retain 
top talents. To achieve this, some of the respondents 
suggest the need for a shift in organisation culture: rather 
than understanding education and learning programmes 
in terms of workload loss, they should be understood 
as investments in the sustainable productivity of their 
workforce. With the availability of digital learning appli-
cations, talent development programmes are tailored 
according to the individual preferences and competen-
cies of employees. Digital applications can also help in 
the recruitment and matching process of talents, as well 
as improve the possibilities to monitor and assess em-
ployees in their development process. 

The interviewees express a strong belief in the ability to 
acquire skills, in particular since knowledge has become 
more accessible via digital learning platforms and online 
courses. One respondent believes the latter will disrupt 
the higher educational system altogether. Others suggest 
that universities should pay more attention to a student's 
ability to translate and apply formal knowledge in bu-
siness contexts. More and closer collaboration between 
business and education could help to bridge this gap.

“Without lifelong learning, one can 
only be a top talent during a  
certain life phase. So talents need 
to learn lifelong to remain a talent.”
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When asked who is responsible for lifelong education and 
the costs related to lifelong learning:

           72.2% think it is the employee’s responsibility

           72.2% also think it is the employer’s responsibility

           27.8% consider that the Swiss government should 
either invest in or incentivise lifelong education. 

There is a perception among the interviewees that older 
employees are more reluctant to engage with lifelong 
learning. This would merit more investigation to judge 
whether it is an intuitive statement or based on fact. 
Regardless, older employees will need to ensure that they 
also keep up to date with technologies, trends and prac-
tices, to ensure that they remain employable as long as 
possible. According to the interviewees, as skills requi-
rements change in the course of digitalisation, talents 
need to invest in learning skills and leadership. 

All the companies in the interviews and survey (100%) 
believe lifelong learning is a critical success factor. In 
the qualitative interviews we heard at least three times 
that employers notice people stop learning at a certain 
age, which may indicate that companies stop investing 
in lifelong learning for older employees. One company 
stated that "we invest not only in young talent but also 
experienced workers. After the age of 45, for example, 
employees stop taking the initiative to educate further. 
It would appear that this population is hesitant to leave 
their comfort zone, change career or return to the class-
room." The question can be asked whether this is a lack 
of motivation, a lack of a sense of urgency, a lack of pers-
pective in terms of career advancement or other factors. 
What is clear, however, is that employers should motivate 
and provide resources for lifelong learning beyond the 
age of 45.

Part of the issue according to the respondents of the 
survey is that people in Switzerland do not feel the neces-
sity to keep learning throughout their lives. Employees 
would appear to be reluctant to move out of their comfort 
zones. Further, the interviewees think that there is too 
strong competition for top talents between organisations 
in what is a relatively small labour market. Notwithstan-
ding, currently 62% of the population aged 15-75 have 
attended at least one lifelong learning course. 71% of paid 
employees followed a course of some kind. However, it is 
the 25-34 year olds which are the most motivated, with a 
participation rate of 76%. This means that the 35-65 year 
olds still have a long way to go and lifelong learning has 
to move up on the Swiss education agenda. 

“Talent does NOT relate to 
age. Explicitly, digital compe-
tencies do not relate to year of 
birth. It's important to identify 
talent in all age groups. At the 
same time, employers need to 
develop talents at all ages.”

“In Switzerland people don’t feel any urgency 
to become a top talent. One can have a de-
cent career and income without being "top".”
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FIVE KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SWITZERLAND

Public education, starting from an early age, should provide opportu-
nities to learn and be trained in cognitive, personal and social skills. 
Higher education institutions and employers should collaborate 
more closely and provide opportunities to practise and learn in real 
life situations, beyond research and knowledge transfer.

#1 Teach soft and hard skills

Clear value proposition

Adaptive career plans

Plan ahead and prepare

Lifelong learning essential

Companies should define a clear value proposition to attract and 
retain top talents.  This value proposition needs to be explicit at 
all levels of the company and enforced in all company behaviours.

#2

Planned and unplanned employee life events should be integrated 
by employers, who should offer greater work flexibility (when, where, 
what, how work is done and who does it), thereby to boost the  
intrinsic motivation of each employee and attract/retain older and 
female talents.

#3

Employers should investigate which skills they will require 
long-term based on a clear vision, analytics and tracking, 
then assess their current situation and develop roadmaps 
and measures to close the gaps.

#4

Employers as well as public/private education institutions 
should support and encourage lifelong learning. Where pos-
sible, offerings should accommodate needs at different ages.

#5
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MACRO-TRENDS  
IN THE WORKING  

ENVIRONMENT

The effects of demographic, technological and socio- 
economic changes, either currently occurring or expected 
to develop, can be used as proxies for the direction in 
which our society will develop. Such trends delineate the 
bandwidth of possibilities that are likely to take place and 
provide a window of opportunities for the future. As such, 
macro-tends comprise a set of overarching developments 
that summarise long-term developments which affect all 
levels of society. This report identifies four macro-trends 
and their effects on the work environment: flexibilisation, 
automation, demographic changes and the changing 
geo-political landscape.
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The shift from an industrial towards a service- and infor-
mation-based economy is expected to continue. Driven by 
technological innovations, this shift will be accompanied 
by a growing number of flexible or contingent workers; 
employees hired on a short-term, non-permanent basis 
(the "gig" economy and "slasher careers"). Technological 
innovations such as online platforms allow people to 
offer their services to a wider set of potential customers, 
thereby increasing the opportunity to be successfully 
self-employed and independent. Moreover, online plat-
forms change the business landscape by their ability to 
transform products into services; technological innova-
tions influence the way people shape their lives and par-
tially explain the trend of flexibilisation. One consequence 
of this trend is a growing preference to be self-employed. 
In Switzerland 14.9% of the population is self-employed, 
higher than the United States at 6.3% and lower than 
the United Kingdom at 15.4%. Digital technologies have 
enabled individuals to take more direct control over their 
affairs, whether through online banking, investing, travel 
planning, or consumer purchases. The generations that 
have grown up with these technologies expect high levels 
of autonomy, control, and self-efficiency, and have the 
tendency to expect this in their professional environ-
ment too. 

The opportunity that short-term employment contracts 
create for companies to reduce risk, cut labour costs and 
increase their competitiveness is as much of a trend as 
self-employment. An on-demand workforce pool allows 
them to respond quickly to market changes and reduce 
compensation and pension costs. Over the last decades, 
governments around the world have introduced dere-
gulatory labour market reforms that promoted such 

flexibility. Whereas such reforms have had little positive 
impact on a country’s economic growth potential, they 
have increased the size of a socio-economic group of 
vulnerable and low-income employees that is sometimes 
referred to as the precariat. In addition to not having job 
and employment security, this group cannot rely on social 
guarantees such as pensions or unemployment benefits. 
The rise of the precariat can lead to social instability and 
has been connected to the rise of populist movements 
across Europe and the United States. In addition to these 
social costs, flexibilisation of the labour market can also 
be disadvantageous for companies themselves: employer 
commitment and loyalty possibly decline, training costs 
increase, and the organisation’s shared culture is possibly 
threatened.  

Flexibilisation from
employee to employer

“A preference for flexibility and temporary assignments 
can create a higher turnover of top talents. Rather than 
being committed to a single employer, talented em-
ployees are continuously on the lookout for new op-
portunities, facilitated by online tools and platforms. ”
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Even though predictions show great variability on the 
possible implications of fields such as robotics, artificial 
intelligence, and machine learning, such developments 
will indisputably change the nature and type of occu-
pations available in the near future. Automation, here 
understood as the application of technology to perform 
tasks previously performed by humans, is raising in-
creasing public attention and concern. A recent survey 
among people in China, Germany, the UK, India and the 
US has found that 37% are concerned that automation will 
jeopardise jobs. At the same time, such public concern 
is not new: technological innovation has been predicted 
to come at the expense of jobs in the past. Rather than 
whole occupations, automation is more likely to replace 
certain job activities. For example, whereas certain legal 
tasks will be automated, such as reviewing standard 
contracts, lawyers will still be needed to analyse the 
provided data and litigate the case in front of a judge. 

To understand the effects of automation on the future 
working environment, work tasks, rather than occupa-
tions, therefore provide a more useful starting point. 
Unbundling occupations can be done by distinguishing 
between cognitive and manual tasks on the one hand, and 
routine and non-routine tasks on the other. The difference 
between routine and non-routine lies in the possibility of 
translating a task into a well-defined problem with a set 
of explicit rules that can be followed. Both task categories 
can use manual and/or cognitive labour. Whereas the au-
tomation of routine tasks is evident, current automation 
trends distinguish themselves by using vast quantities 
of data to automate previously non-routine tasks into 
routine ones.

The combined effects of machine learning innovations 
and the availability of big data allow for the automation 
of a potentially wide range of non-routine cognitive as-
signments, such as driving a car or medical diagnostics. 
Non-routine activities that are unlikely to be automated 
soon are those that require social and emotional skills, 
creativity and the ability to improvise. According to a 
study carried out by Deloitte, roughly 270,000 new jobs 
will be created by automation in Switzerland by 2025. 

We should remain careful not to overestimate the impact 
of automation. A significant share of the manual occu-
pations that currently exist – in particular within the 
service industry – is unlikely to be automated, despite 
the technical and economic feasibility to do so. Instead, 
the demand for labour-intensive services is growing. From 
artisans to local beer breweries and baristas, services 
that sell their accompanying human labour as "a mark of 
luxury" are experiencing increasing demand. This trend 
in the direction of "human" or "authentic" experiences is 
sometimes explained as an attempt to offset the speed at 
which technological innovations are changing our living 
environment, and the uncertainty it can evoke. 

Such a re-evaluation of artisanship is one example of 
the positive effects that automation will have on em-
ployment possibilities. The more visible consequences 
can be linked to either new complementary tasks that 
need to be performed, or new demands they enable and/
or serve. Robotic engineers, drone operators, AI program-
mers are some examples of occupations instigated by 
technological innovations. Moreover, as a consequence of 
technological innovations that reduce the labour required 
to deliver products or services, prices could drop, which 
would stimulate aggregate demand and thereby offset 
the decrease in labour.

Automation and technological change
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The world’s population is expected to grow to nearly 10 
billion by 2050. Growth is principally located in develo-
ping economic regions. Almost all areas of the world will 
experience - as a consequence of increased longevity 
and reduced fertility – a growth in their share of elderly 
citizens. The percentage of people aged 60 and over will 
thereby increase from 12.7 per cent of the global popu-
lation in 2017, to 21.3 per cent in 2050. The median age 
of the Swiss population is expected to grow from 42.4 
in 2017 to 47.5 in 2050. Ageing societies are presented 
with a number of challenges and opportunities, first and 
foremost economic. 

A declining active workforce puts pressure on the de-
pendency ratio; to sustain current standards of elderly 
support and pension schemes, societies have to facilitate 
and encourage longer participation of older employees. 
Older employees add experience and knowledge to the 
workforce and can serve as mentors for younger em-
ployees. Societies have to rethink how their older genera-
tions are valued, as well as how to better use their poten-
tial. For example, older employees are typically considered 
less mobile across sectors and less capable of adapting 
to new skills requirements, a feature that could be par-
tially offset by offering education schemes or on-the-job-
training. Employers thus have to overcome their current 
reluctance to invest in training costs for older workers. 

An ageing society will also alter its economic composition. 
The healthcare and personal service industries are expec-
ted to grow, creating a growing demand for occupations 
such as nurses, personal-care aides etc. Healthcare and 
related jobs as a result of ageing societies are estimated 
to grow by 50 million to 85 million by 2030. 

Demographic changes
“HR departments could benefit from re-evalua-
ting the potential of older employees - both within 
and outside their organisation. Top talents are not 
restricted by age. The experience and mentorship 
of older employees can be used for the educa-
tion and development of younger generations. ”
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Globalisation, here understood as the process of exten-
ding integration and interaction between private and 
non-private actors worldwide, is under pressure. Political 
populism and nationalistic sentiments have marked 
the withdrawal from international cooperative arrange-
ments (most notably exemplified by Britain’s anticipated  
withdrawal from the EU) and a growing scepticism 
towards the mutual benefits of international trade. It is not 
clear yet how these developments will progress, nor what  
impact they will have on (international) labour markets 
more in particular. Restrictive policies towards labour 
migrants are a possible option. At the same time,  
national labour markets have become more and more 
interdependent. The outer segments of the labour 
market in particular – characterised by either unskilled 
or knowledge-intensive labour - are integrating on a 
global level. This means that competition over jobs and 
workforce is increasingly taking place on a global scale. 
This trend aligns with a preference for international 
labour mobility among the future workforce: the majority 
of the Millennial generation (born between 1990 and 1995, 
also known as Generation Y) expects and aspires to work 
outside their home country at some point in their career. 

International labour mobility is also expected to diversify. 
Whereas in the past, talent predominantly moved from 
Asia and Africa to Europe and the United States, the future 
will see a much more diversified employee exchange 
between economies. Global economic development is 
shifting the political and economic power to China and 
considered emerging markets, such as Brazil, India and 
a number of African countries. For example, drawn by 
economic opportunities and a state-offered package of 
allowances, the majority of Chinese students abroad are 

A shifting geo-political and
economic landscape

“The diversification of international labour mobility increases the 
challenge of retaining and attracting top talents. With competitive 
compensation plans being offered in China and other emerging regions, 
Swiss organisations could benefit from reassessing their top talent 
value proposition, for example by placing greater emphasis on other 
indicators of well-being, beyond income, where Switzerland excels ”

now returning home after their studies. Moreover, due to 
rising wages and living standards, China is now also in 
the position to implement strategies for attracting both 
Chinese and foreign senior academics (the "Thousand 
Talents Plan"). By 2025, half of the world’s large companies 
– those with revenues of $1 billion or more – are expected 
to be housed in emerging markets. As a consequence of 
this shifting power balance, competition over talented 
employees will truly be on a global scale. 
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