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Better technology, widespread connectivity, 
and rising uncertainty mean that business 
leaders are struggling to catch up, and keep up, 
with the changes demanded by the modern 
marketplace. Meanwhile, employees are 
hindered by an approach to work that relies on 
legacy management styles. In order for their 
organizations to emerge successfully (and 
not as failed Harvard Business School cases), 
leaders must answer three crucial questions 
that will determine the future of work:

 

How will you react to a 
culture, a consumer, and  
a market when rapid change is 
the only constant?

How will you engage and 
empower your employees?

How will you approach  
an explosion of new tools  
and technologies focused  
on work itself?

Executive Summary
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At the root of these questions is  
the fact that companies can’t move 
as quickly as the culture around 
them. They know they must listen 
to the customer and iterate quickly 
to meet their needs, but haven’t 
adapted a similar test-and-learn 
approach for their teams. As a result, 
micromanagement rules the day yet 
sees diminishing returns; mandates 
for greater collaboration lead to 
more meetings but fewer results. 
Meanwhile, leaders get stuck in a 
constant planning loop in an attempt 
to stay on top of market changes, 
resulting only in a false sense of 
security (and unread 100-slide 
decks). In short, there’s lots of 
talking about doing, but not so  
much being done.

Executive Summary
Cont’d

At the root of  
these decisions 
is that fact that 
companies can’t move 
as quickly as the 
culture around them.
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Leaders are as hungry for change as 
the teams they manage. To prepare 
organizations for the future of work, 
leaders must bridge the gap between 
how quickly the market moves and 
how quickly their teams respond.  
three areas in particular—Processes 
and Policies, Employee Engagement, 
and Enterprise Technology—will 
determine their success.

Executive Summary
Cont’d

I'd like to work 
somewhere in which  
the team is rewarded  
for team success... 
Where we are 
collectively invested in 
each other—and the 
customer's—success. 
––SURVEY RESPONDENT

“
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In an effort to attract top talent, organizations are confusing perks 
and parties for what truly motivates employees: the opportunity  
(and the conditions) to do the defining work of their career. 
 
SOUNDS LIKE:

Organizations are trying to match the increased speed of  
the marketplace by overworking their teams rather than prioritizing  
work and streamlining processes. 
 
SOUNDS LIKE: 

As software becomes more intrinsic to the enterprise, organizations 
are focused on where automation can replace jobs (and cut costs) 
rather than where it can enhance workers to better serve their 
customers and grow the business. 
 
SOUNDS LIKE:

Processes 
& Policies

Employee  
Engagement

Enterprise 
Technology

65% of team leaders feel they need help 
with company culture and team design.

Only 17% of team leaders strongly agreed 
that their team was able to move fast enough 
to meet customer needs in a dynamic market.

Just 14% strongly agreed that they were 
satisfied with the existing software used  
to manage employee workload.

“We recruit really smart people, and we  
  discourage their intelligence at every turn.”

“We're moving too slowly compared to our market  
  and our customers' increasing expectations.”

“I spend so much time filling out timesheets and  
  process reports, it’s hard to get my real work done.”

The Three Critical Questions
Facing Leaders Today

Executive
Summary
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We all know things are much faster 
than they used to be—in fact, just 
writing that down feels old and tired. 
But there’s a difference between 
knowing it and doing something 
about it. 

Teams feel like the world is speeding 
up, but corporations aren’t speeding 
up to match it, and this “Fear of 
Becoming Obsolete” (FOBO) means 
that 81% of workers worry about 
being left behind as technology 
evolves faster than they can adapt. 
There’s a mismatch between the 
increasing pressure of external 
demand and the business reality,  
and it’s leaving teams overwhelmed. 

MORE Speed,  
Less Haste

Processes & Policies
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Everyone wants to innovate, but pressure  
and stress makes us more, not less risk-averse. 
In fact, 57% of executives have confirmed they 
prefer “safer,” more incremental innovation. 
Meanwhile, team members are taking on more 
responsibilities without pay increases, leading 
to burnout. We’re not machines, and shouldn’t 
try to be.

Processes &
Policies

Constant Reinvention  
Has Its Risks

57% of executives 
have confirmed they 
prefer “safer,” 
more incremental 
innovation.

Speeding Up Slowing Down

"Adoption Lag" of technology has 
decreased from over 100 years  (the 
spindle) to 13 years (mobile phones).

Rate of new consumer product  
launches is declining.

Indicators of External Demand vs. Corporate Agility Credit: Economist

Ecommerce may have increased 
frequency of grocery shopping.

Patent registrations have increased  
11% per year for past five years, 
compared to 6% long-term.

Factories' production speed has  
slowed down over the past ten years.

Inventory levels have  
remained static since the 2000's.
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Organizations are struggling to streamline 
their processes and prioritize areas of focus, 
and are hampered by their own unwieldy 
internal structures. Meetings are still 
dominated by talk rather than action.  
Some estimates suggest that the number of 
meetings in the US has doubled since 1999 
to around 25 million. Managers can spend 
anywhere between a third and three quarters 
of their day in the conference room. Our 
conversations with frustrated employees 
about “way too many unproductive meetings” 
supports this data. 

Processes &
Policies

All Talk, 
Little Action

There’s a mismatch 
between the 
increasing pressure 
of external demand 
and the business 
reality, and it’s 
leaving teams 
overwhelmed.
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And this is controversial, but even insisting  
on collaboration might be slowing people 
down. Academic research suggests that the 
impetus to always be available to others 
and make decisions as a group gets in the 
way of deeply focused work, which is a vital 
component of keeping knowledge workers 
productive and happy. 
 
Because today’s talent is both resourceful and 
entrepreneurial, they’ll often do what they 
can to hack the system in small but significant 
ways, whether using their own devices to get 
the job done more quickly, reaching out to 
personal networks, or asking for forgiveness 
rather than permission when skipping a chain 
of (ineffective) command. There’s no malice 
here; they just want to work smarter. 

Better to Beg 
Forgiveness

Processes &
Policies

The #1 reason 
companies work with 
Management & Team 
Design Consultants  
is they want to do 
newer things, faster.
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57% 57% 49%

Organizations must streamline work 
in order to keep up the the evolving 
marketplace.

Female leaders, more so than male leaders, felt 
their teams were able to adapt to changing market 
conditions: 28% vs. 12% strongly agreed.

Despite the availability of communication tools, 
physical presence matters: teams who strongly 
agreed they were able to move quickly were far 
more likely to have all team members in one 
location, as opposed to having some or all  
remote workers.

The top three issues slowing down 
their organization or team were:

Not enough time to  
do everything they  
want or need to.

Unclear or  
conflicting  
strategies.

The organizational  
structure acts as  
an obstacle.

Our survey found 
that only:

Survey Results

Processes &
Policies

Strongly agreed that their 
team was able to move fast 
enough to meet customer  
needs in a dynamic market.
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NOBL partnered with the Taco Bell Innovation 
team to create a prototyping process and 
culture within the legacy organization.  
Over the course of two workshops and four  
weeks of training, NOBL shared lean product 
development practices and taught the team 
how to validate ideas cheaply and quickly. 
“What we spent years talking about, we were 
able to accomplish in one week thanks to 
NOBL,” said Tressie Lieberman, former VP  
of Digital at Taco Bell. 

Taco Bell Institutes 
Prototyping

Processes &
Policies

Leading Companies

“ What we spent years 
talking about, we were 
able to accomplish  
in one week thanks  
to NOBL.
–– TRESSIE LIEBERMAN,  
    TACO BELL, 
    FORMER VP OF DIGITAL
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Asana Implements 
No-Meetings 
Wednesdays

Leading Companies

Processes &
Policies

Unless in exceptional circumstances, the 
innovative project management software 
company bans meetings midweek to allow 
workers to get some valuable deep thinking 
and doing time. This gives everyone, including 
managers, a day to be makers, and has 
energized the team. Ironically, the scourge of 
endless meetings has happened because we 
can have endless meetings. Impose scarcity, 
and you’ll spend those meetings more wisely.
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Remember working for the same 
company for 30 years and retiring 
with a pension? Oh wait—that 
doesn’t happen anymore, and 
especially not for Millennials, who 
will make up an estimated 75% of the 
workforce by 2025. According to the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics in the US, 
the median tenure for workers over 
25 years old was 5.5 years, dropping 
to less than 16 months for those aged 
between 20 and 24. For organizations 
trying to attract the best talent, 
this means costly recruitment and 
retention processes which don’t 
always work out. 

GIVE Teams 
a Purpose

Employee Engagement
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People now want more from their employers, 
and 39% of HR professionals say that keeping 
teams enthusiastic and committed is their 
number one challenge. Silicon Valley has 
grabbed numerous headlines with quirky 
perks like free food and doggy daycare, but 
these have less of an impact long-term in 
keeping teams motivated than autonomy 
and the ability to contribute beyond a set 
of checkboxes or routine tasks. Ultimately, 
employees want to know that their work is 
making a real difference: almost half of today’s 
workforce would take a paycut to work for an 
organization with an inspiring purpose.

Employee
Engagement

Making a Difference, 
Not Just a Paycheck

18%
Lean/Agile

18%
PMP

39%
None

27%
Extension 
Course from  
a College

n = 139 people

What Additional Certifications 
or Training Have You Taken?
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What employees don’t want is to feel limited by 
rigid structures or work hours that—let’s face 
it—are sorely at odds with human creativity. 
Businesses are adapting to these challenges 
by offering or expanding their remote 
working options. In fact, in our survey, 52% 
of respondents had teammates who worked 
remotely at least some of the time. We’ve also 
seen the rise of the “intrapreneur” as forward-
thinking organizations give more creative 
autonomy to entrepreneurial and resourceful 
team members, allowing them to function  
in smaller self-supporting units within the 
larger structure.

Increase Employee 
Autonomy

Employee
Engagement

“ It's easy to talk about 
your process and  
employee benefits and 
make it sound like a 
dream, without actually 
walking the talk.
–– SURVEY RESPONDENT
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Companies that avoid investing in training and 
development because they think it’s wasted on 
restless talent, probably increase the likelihood 
of those people leaving in the first place. 
Research suggests that 50% of Millennials  
want training and development from their 
employers, and overall, they want more 
feedback than any previous generation in 
the workplace. Often, candid and informal 
conversations with a mentor can work as  
well as a formal structured assessment.

Invest In Employees

Employee
Engagement

An Old Chestnut:

CFO:  
What happens if we spend money 
training our people and they leave?
 
CEO:  
What happens if we don’t, and they stay?
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69% 67% 55%

Recruitment and retention need 
a shake-up to attract best in class 
Millennial talent.

Female leaders were nearly twice as likely as  
male leaders (29% vs. 16%) to strongly agree  
that their team was well-positioned to attract  
and retain top talent.

Just 6% of respondents said they were typically  
able to replace a team member within 2 weeks; 38% 
(the largest group) said it would take 1 to 3 months 
to find the right person.

The three most pressing issues facing  
their organization in the next two years 
regarding talent were:

Retaining 
Talent

Recruiting
Talent

Career 
Progression

Our survey found 
that only:

Survey Results

Employee
Engagement

Strongly believe their team 
is well positioned to attract 
and retain top talent.
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The companies that 
perform best are really 
mission-oriented.
–– LAUREN HINE,  
    ZEALIFY CO-FOUNDER

Zealify Matches 
People with Purpose

UK-based Zealify helps mid-stage startups 
make themselves attractive to ambitious young 
talent. Their mission is to spotlight companies 
you might not have heard of (yet) and reframe 
the work they do so it has enough of a purpose 
to appeal to meaning-seeking Millennials. 
“They’re looking for something that’s more 
than just a paycheck” says co-founder Lauren 
Hine. “The companies that perform best are 
really mission-oriented and try to keep people 
engaged on an individual level rather than 
making them feel like just a number.” 

Leading Companies

Employee
Engagement

“
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Leading Companies

Employee
Engagement

The drinks giant is working hard to attract 
Millennials to their teams. Late in 2015 they 
appointed a “Chief Millennial Officer,” Nim 
de Swart, to develop the next generation of 
leaders at the company, which counts 2,500 
Millennials among its workforce. De Swart will 
head up the Rising Stars program, which will 
give the most promising talent extensive access 
to mentoring from executives, opportunities 
for global travel, and business projects to 
foster a spirit of intrapreneurship within 
the company’s culture. “[Millennials] have 
quite a high expectation of themselves,” says 
De Swart, referring to their “obsession with 
self-improvement. They want leadership, 
mentoring, and responsibility.”

Bacardi Develops 
Future Leaders

“ [Millennials] have quite 
a high expectation of 
themselves... They want 
leadership, mentoring, 
and responsibility.
–– NIM DE SWART,  
    BACARDI  
    CHIEF MILLENNIAL OFFICER



Enterprise
Technology

nobl.io

The Future of Work

2016 Report
WORK Isn't
Working



24 nobl.io

Organizations tend to mandate the 
systems and tools their people can 
use in order to reduce costs and 
complexity, but—as the “Bring Your 
Own Device” policy has shown— this 
is becoming increasingly difficult 
to control. The planning cycles for 
new technologies are often slow, and 
optimize for risk mitigation to the 
business rather than benefit to the 
individual worker. IT departments, 
who tend to own this process, rarely 
measure the impact of new software 
and systems on internal team 
dynamics and satisfaction. If your 
tools are old, outdated (o hai, Internet 
Explorer 6) and you have no say in 
how they are improved or replaced, 
you may be holding back your team. 

TECHNOLOGY  
Should Help, Not Hinder

Enterprise Technology
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The market for enterprise apps will grow to 
an estimated $200 billion by 2019 from $153 
billion this year. The Bring Your Own Device 
trend has created an expectation of company 
software looking and feeling the same as what 
you’d use at home. 
 
Our communication is becoming increasingly 
informal as well: the brevity of email is being 
increasingly replaced by the chatty, emoji - and 
GIF - filled messaging interface. Leading chat 
and collaboration app Slack is now valued at 
$2.7 billion and grew 500% in 2015 alone. Its 
rapid adoption speaks to the rise of what’s been 
called “conversational design,” fueling the 
digital equivalent of watercooler conversation 
to bring teams together while they’re getting 
on with their work. Relaxed, open, honest, and 
efficient, the interface allows for easy switching 
between work talk and friendly chatter, and 
suits the way we naturally communicate.

Enterprise
Technology

Changing 
Communication

HIRING:  
GapJumpers

SCHEDULING:  
Clara

COLLABORATION:  
Slack

PROJECT MANAGEMENT: 
Trello

MIND MAPPING:
Coggle

TIME TRACKING:
Harvest

Some of Our Favorite Tools
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Enterprise
Technology

Soft Skills  
On the Rise

Software is also getting better at measuring 
“softer” attributes and skills for recruitment 
and retention purposes. The top 50 HR 
technology investment deals in 2015 totalled 
over $560 million. Pomello, Career Labs and 
Good.co all seek to streamline the process of 
matching potential hires to the right company 
culture; Good.co does this with a personality-
quiz based method; and GapJumpers uses 
“blind auditions” to find the best talent.
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This focus on meaning, values, and softer skills 
suggests that rather than replacing everyone 
with robots, automation is going to help people 
do less of what they don’t want to and more 
of what they want to do (and robots can’t)—
namely, true customer service. CEOs agree that 
robotics is going to make their companies more 
efficient, with 94% of those who have already 
adopted robotics saying that it has  increased 
productivity in their business. AI scheduling 
assistant Clara removes the daily tedium of 
calendar admin; fast-growing enterprise app 
Zapier allows people to link different web 
services, and triggers events as needed—for 
example, “post X to Slack when I get a Twitter 
alert with Y”. While these technologies require 
new habits and upfront set up, over time,  
they reduce the amount of time spent on 
routine tasks. 

You can automate renewal reminders and 
confirmation emails, you can make product 
recommendations; but you can’t automate the 
value that comes from interacting with another 
human being. 

Enterprise
Technology

Augment,  
Don’t Replace

This focus on 
meaning, values, 
and softer skills 
suggests that rather 
than replacing 
everyone with robots, 
automation is going 
to help people do 
less of what they 
don’t want to and 
more of what they do...
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73% 73% 65%

Teams need fewer individual solutions  
and more ecosystems of tools to feel  
unified and useful. 

The top three issues leaders are 
facing regarding software include:

The software most likely to come under  
evaluation in the next 36 months includes:

A low  
adoption rate.

Too many  
competing  
systems.

Doesn’t capture  
the metics needed.

Our survey found 
that only:

Survey Results

Enterprise
Technology

Strongly agreed that they were 
satisfied with the existing  
software they were using to  
manage employee workload.

31% Communication34% Project
Management 28% Employee  

Training
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Business planning software Anaplan allows 
everyone from HR to marketing to model  
their business, targets and results in the cloud, 
replacing the need for multiple spreadsheets 
that sit siloed in individual teams. The software 
(now valued at $1bn) makes information visible 
to the right people and allows them to more 
easily respond to—and therefore progress—the 
different stages in the plan. 

Anaplan Supports 
Cross-functional 
Teams

Leading Companies

Enterprise
Technology
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OK, it’s a bit cheeky including ourselves as 
a case study, but we’ve spent a long time 
thinking about how technology serves the 
workforces, and Bunch is one of the ways we’re 
trying to fix it. The app tackles calendar-run 
work cultures and the tyranny of inefficient 
meetings head on. You link your team’s 
calendars, then set stringent rules around 
attendance and duration—we suggest capping 
meeting availability for starters. After that, you 
can set more filters to make the time count and 
give feedback to the rest of the team. The app 
will analyze your work week and tell you how 
you’ve done. Tweak and repeat as necessary. 

Bunch Rules 
the Calendar

Enterprise
Technology

Leading Companies
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We’ve come across a stack of 
innovative experiments taking place 
in the world of work, whether around 
systems and processes or team 
culture. Yet there are no definitive 
set of rules that can be universally 
bolted on, and no fast fix for deeper 
ripples of apathy throughout a team 
or organization. A fancy free buffet—
even if there’s artisan craft beers— 
won’t magically make a team feel 
valued, motivated or happy if they’ve 
been complaining about impossible 
workloads or lack of personal 
development.

What’s Next

WHO’S Leading 
The Way?
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We also know that a fair few organizations still 
struggle to walk the talk, in spite of convincing 
evidence that this is the single most important 
metric for recruiting and retaining tomorrow’s 
talent. Our survey showed that, despite the rec-
ognition that the workforce is important, train-
ing or development budgets are underfunded 
or undefined. 

What’s Next

Best Managed Companies

Talk Is Cheap

“ I must have the pessimistic view that there are few  
companies that MANAGE people well.
–– SURVEY RESPONDENT

Training Budgets Are Limited

Annual Budget for  
Size of Company

1 - 50 151-500 501-1K 1K-5K 5K-10K 10K-25K 25K+

44%

22%

5%

3%

4%

6%

19%

40%

0%

15%

4%

0%

0%

33%

7%

15%

13%

13%

30%

13%

35%

5%

5%

5%

10%

10%

0%

25%

0%

0%

26%

5%

9%

21%

17%

0%

12%

8%

28%

0%

17%

17%

$0-10K

$10K-25K

$25K-50K

$50K-100K

$100K+

None

Employees



Enterprise Technology:
Engage teams in software 
decisions and observe how 
they use their tools.

34 nobl.io

Processes and Policies:
Reprioritize the workload 
and designate time for deep, 
uninterrupted work.

What’s Next

Making the Best 
Decisions for  
Your Team

We’re here to help. In the spirit of Millennial 
transparency and good PR, we’ve shared 
everything we know at futureofwork.is.  
Think of it as a leadership school for 
generation next; collaborative, prepared to  
fail fast, and on a mission to fix the future. 

But first, our three core challenges: what can 
be done about those? Start by focusing on 
putting people at the center of the change 
process: their needs, their frustrations, and 
their behavior. 

Employee Engagement:  
Optimize for autonomy, 
training, and meaning.

27% of people we 
spoke to had a budget 
of under $10K, and 
the second largest 
group (25%) didn’t 
know what their 
budget was.



WORK Is Changing;  
Better Get Used To It.

Sign up for updates at futureofwork.is  
and learn more about us at nobl.io 

SOCIAL 
Future of Work  
@FutureOfWorkIs 

@FutureOfWorkIs  

EMAIL 
heart@nobl.io 
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Our Survey  
Respondents

Appendix

We surveyed 139 team leaders globally, 
as well as 50 consultants.

11%

14%

4%

1%

6%

29%

35%

Analyst/Associate

President or CEO

C-Level Executive

Senior Vice President

Vice President

Director

Manager/Senior Manager

Titles

Departments

6%

4%

29%

8%

19%

17%

18%

Accounting/Finance

Administration

Sales/Marketing/R&D

Human Resources

Product/Manufacturing/Operations

IT/Legal

Other

1-10

11-50

51-100

101-500

501-1K

62%

24%

9%

4%

2%

Number of People They’re Managing
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Percentage of Respondents’ Corresponding Team Experience and Salaries

Percentage of Respondents’ Corresponding Team Size and Salaries

Our Survey  
Respondents

Appendix

Years Experience  
Managing a Team

Team Size

0-25K

0-25K

25K-50K

25K-50K

50K-70K

50K-70K

75K-100K

75K-100K

100K-200K

100K-200K

200K-500K

200K-500K

500K+

500K+

20%

0

0

7%

0

0

8%

11%

0W

0

0

0-3

4-6

7-10

11-14

15-20

21+

1-10

11-50

51-100

101-500

501-1000

17%

20%

27%

15%

10%

0

20%

11%

7%

50%

0

32%

15%

9%

22%

24%

0

20%

19%

22%

0

0

16%

23%

17%

14%

29%

40%

23%

4%

7%

0

25%

13%

39%

39%

19%

13%

10%

26%

23%

15%

20%

25%

3%

4%

10%

25%

21%

50%

5%

16%

50%

30%

0

0

0

0

0

4%

0

0

0

0

0

0
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