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Leveraging the Digital 
Workplace to Create a 
Total Employee 
Experience 
Early on, when organizations were migrating from largely manual HR functions to 
new HR technologies and automated HR service delivery, they focused mainly on 
gaining efficiencies, improving processes and cutting costs to improve business 
outcomes.  In particular, moving “transactional” work to low-wage countries was a 
key driver of, and contributor to, these cost efficiencies.  The implementation of 
shared-service delivery models also enabled companies to shift transactional HR 
functions to automated, self-service systems, which resulted in improved HR 
process standardization and measurement.  

Employee (vs. ‘user’) experience 

But as the transformation to a digital workplace has unfolded over the last decade 
or more, additional priorities have emerged.  Initially, the emphasis was on the 
“user experience,” which focused on things like screen configuration and mobile 
technology applications.  The user experience became a key measure for the 
success of HR service delivery. 

But more recently, an important distinction between the more narrow “user 
experience” and the much broader—and all-encompassing—“employee 
experience” has emerged.  Although it includes the user experience, or self-service 
technology, the employee experience comprises every touchpoint between 
employee and employer—interaction with a contact center, the speed of issue 
resolution and direct interaction with HR, among many others.  

Creating a rich, total employee experience is rapidly ascending the list of 
organizational priorities. That’s because to an even greater degree than the more 
narrow user experience, it drives engagement with the organization, and 
engagement raises performance and productivity.   

Designing experience 

One certainly can’t help but draw parallels between CRM, or Customer 
Relationship Management, and how employee experiences are created and 
managed—or aren’t.  Marketers the world over focus endlessly on how to design 
and manage every touchpoint between their organizations and customers, with the 
goal of enhancing the customer’s total experience with their brands.   
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At the heart of CRM is “design thinking,” the discipline of making the end user front 
and center in process development and problem-solving.  In this case, CRM yields 
better results by meeting customers’ needs in technologically and strategically 
viable ways.  

The employee experience, on the other hand, has traditionally been viewed, not 
holistically but in terms of individual touchpoints that have been developed largely 
on an ad hoc basis.  Even so, the same opportunities exist when design thinking is 
applied to the employee experience, as it currently is with CRM.  Every employer-
employee touchpoint can be mapped out and actively managed, with the end goal 
of designing and delivering the best possible experience to employees.  (Further 
discussion appears later on in this piece.)  

Digital technology is the key 

As Gartner has suggested (Digital Workplaces Create New Demands for HR 
Service Delivery, 21 August 2014), the digital workplace itself presents both new 
demands and opportunities for the deployment of HR technologies and delivery of 
HR services.  There is demand for an enhanced employee experience; for 
employee involvement in the design of the experience; and for more parity 
between employees’ experiences with technology in the workplace and as 
consumers.   Likewise, there are new opportunities for building loyalty and 
increasing engagement, satisfaction and productivity.  

But these outcomes are all predicated on optimizing the employee experience; 
embracing the larger context of the seamless and ubiquitous use of technology 
generally; and by being flexible and adaptable to evolving HR technologies and 
service delivery models. 

One of the biggest drivers of this workplace evolution and the new focus on 
employee experience is employees themselves.  Because younger workers have 
grown up with technology and use it in all aspects of their lives, they can easily 
distinguish between “good” and “bad” interactions with technology.  When this is 
coupled this with the growing trend to work remotely, employees’ experience with 
technology becomes a critical component of their productivity. 

Digital technology is the key to creating an employee experience that is at once 
well organized and integrated and at the same time, unique and personal to the 
individual employee. Digital technology has ushered in nearly limitless 
opportunities to deliver an employee experience that includes personalized 
communication, customized services and multichannel access. In other words, 
what employees now expect.  

Additionally, for many companies, the workforce consists of various groups, with 
not only permanent and temporary employees, but also with freelance staff and 
contingent workers, as well.  Of course, all of these  generate information and have 
different interactions with the organization.  Here, getting the employee experience 
right  becomes even more of an imperative.  Providing accurate communication 
and the right touchpoints for members of each group becomes a matter not just of 
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providing an acceptable experience but also one of risk and compliance for the 
organization.  HR processes must be agile and transparent, which the digital 
workplace also facilitates. 

Putting it all together 

What should HR managers and senior management be aware of—and doing—
now, to realize the maximum benefit for employees, as well as for the organization 
as a whole?  Simply, they must begin to marry the idea of an employee experience 
based on “design thinking,” or creating experiences with  employees central to the 
process, with that of “digitalization,” or putting digital technology at the heart of the 
business.  When these two concepts are combined, the path is cleared for 
mapping out the most effective and most advanced HR delivery model for your 
organization. 

Three big ideas for HR 

Within this scenario, we see three big ideas that every CHRO (Chief HR Officer) 
and HR manager should be exploring:  

 How can a better employee experience be proactively defined and 
designed? 

 What does it mean to become truly digital in HR service delivery? 

 How can key stakeholders—the CHRO and the CDO (Chief Digital 
Officer)—be brought together to deliver the best possible (digital) 
employee experience? 

We mentioned earlier that the user experience has tended to be defined in fairly 
narrow terms, limited to the employee’s interaction with HR staff or the HR service 
delivery system itself—an HR portal, self-service and a call center.  We would 
suggest to HR managers that, to significantly improve satisfaction, engagement 
and ultimately, productivity, the employee experience must be approached more 
holistically. It must be expanded to include every touchpoint and viewed as the 
collective effect of every interaction between the HR function and employees.   

Of course, organizations all “touch” their employees in a variety of ways now.  But 
how many of these touchpoints are processes or systems or interactions that were 
created by and for the benefit of the organization, first and foremost? That’s the 
story of where we’ve been.  

In contrast, a holistic approach to employee experience would mean taking a fresh, 
new look at its many touchpoints.  It would mean taking a big step back from the 
status quo and yes, even discarding it. It would mean proactively “defining and 
designing” those touchpoint experiences from an entirely different perspective—
that of employees and managers.  Creating an integrated, holistic experience 
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requires not only a new perspective, but empathy and recognition of optimal 
outcomes, as well.  

Changing perspective in this way allows for “design thinking” to be applied to 
everything from the smallest interaction to the most impactful—from onboarding to 
pay slips to performance reviews to all forms of communication.  HR managers 
should be continually asking the fundamental question:  What is the total employee 
experience we want all of these touchpoints to create together? And further:  How 
do we reimagine—and redesign--these touchpoints into an employee experience 
that is integrated, seamless and satisfying? 

The employee experience: Think CRM 

This brings us back to the notion of Customer Relationship Management (CRM), or 
the ways marketing creates and manages a total customer experience through its 
many customer interactions, or touchpoints.  It is important to note that in a highly-
developed CRM environment, very little is left to chance.  Even in after-sales 
service and digital marketing, every touchpoint is orchestrated, evaluated and 
measured to optimize the customer experience and maximize return to the 
company.  

Ideally, this same kind of thinking should be applied by organizations to employee 
touchpoints.  But the reality is, this happens too little, or not at all, in HR. 

Of course, businesses are built on customers.  Although employees are valued 
resources for any organization, realistically the dollars invested internally just aren’t 
going to match those spent externally.  But there’s no reason that CRM principles 
cannot be applied to the employee experience. The rationale behind them applies 
just as much to employees as to customers. 

Consequently, we encourage HR managers to borrow from their marketing 
counterparts.  Learnings from external, customer-facing activities should inform 
and be applied to the delivery of HR services.  As CRM is to customers, adopting 
an “ERM,” or Employee Relationship Management, mindset would mean actively 
defining, designing, organizing, managing and measuring a total employee 
experience.  Even bridging the gap between externally and internally focused 
thinking would in and of itself be productive.  And it would further the process of 
satisfying employee demand for having technology and experiences in the 
workplace that are consistent with those outside work. 

Becoming truly digital 

As the phrase “digital workplace” becomes increasingly common, some 
misconceptions persist in terms of what it means to be truly “digital.”  What digital 
isn’t is just automating paper or adding technology to the ways things have always 
done.  Instead, digital tools are the keys to actually reimagining how to more 
effectively organize and manage a holistic employee experience across many 
different touchpoints.   
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For instance, advanced business applications can now integrate employee data 
once it is collected to build a holistic employee profile. This allows pay information, 
reports, pay slips to be created and changed  all in one place.  For employees, this 
means a single sign-on and a rich user experience.  

If the pay slip, another touchpoint, were reimagined digitally, the data included on 
them could be presented in ways that are more visual, interesting and useful to 
employees. Charts and graphs might show trending in deductions or year-over-
year salary comparisons.  

Obviously, there are scores of employee-employer interactions, or touchpoints, to 
be digitally reimagined. But these two examples offer a glimpse into the potential 
that digital technology holds for enriching the employee experience. 

The CHRO-CDO partnership  

It may seem obvious but is so critical it bears emphasizing nonetheless.  A working 
partnership between the Chief HR Officer and the Chief Digital Officer is an 
absolute must to effectively delivering digital HR services—and foundational to 
successfully creating a total employee experience.  How are these two brought 
together and their individual perspectives harnessed in optimal ways?  We believe 
that CHROs and CDOs who share a vision and philosophy for what the employee 
experience can and should be are more likely to function as true partners and 
ultimately, to bring that vision to fruition.  The days of siloed functions are (or 
should be) gone, replaced by integrated disciplines focused on achieving the same 
goals. Nowhere is this more true than in creating an employee experience that 
crosses all touchpoints. 

Understanding—and meeting—expectations 

Employees are letting organizations know, loud and clear, why they should be 
moving more quickly in this direction.  With the “consumerization” of technology  
and HR, employees (and managers, too) expect to use the same technology and 
functionality in the workplace that they use everywhere else —user-friendly, 
accessible, multichannel, mobile and social. But at work, their expectations for the 
delivery of HR services as a “people function” are even higher than for other kinds 
of services.  

There are generational and cultural factors, too.  Millennials and GenXers have 
known only digital environments and expect access, speed and efficiency.  And 
they especially have very little use for paper-based transactions.  (This is becoming 
increasingly true more broadly.) Additionally, these younger workers are 
accustomed to (and prefer) self-service and expect 24/7 access to information.  In 
the workplace, too, they are more open to and expect accurate information for 
more complex issues to be available from shared-service centers that are as 
professional and sophisticated as today’s commercial contact centers.  
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Inviting user involvement early 

In large part because they’re more familiar with recurrent changes and upgrades to 
technology and are accustomed to providing input and feedback that actually 
impact the direction of technology, employees expect to have a voice in the 
development of digital HR delivery. Historically, HR service delivery was designed 
by HR and built by IT, then introduced to users later on. The missing link in this 
process has been getting employees and managers at the very beginning and in 
fact, making them front and center.    

Because current technology incorporates design thinking (discussed above), the 
user experience is central to the development process. This makes it easier and 
faster to run successive iterations and make adjustments as necessary.   For 
digital HR delivery, involving users—managers, as well as employees—in the 
planning, design, testing and feedback loop pays dividends not only in terms of 
being able to optimize HR service delivery systems more quickly and from a more 
informed position, but also in the long term, in user engagement and productivity.  

Getting from here to there  

Reimagining and creating a total, integrated employee experience by fully 
exploiting the many digital tools available is a tall order for HR managers.  For 
many, the solution will involve outsourcing HR administrative functions—time, 
benefits, payroll—to a specialized provider, to be able to refocus their own efforts 
on more strategic tasks.  Increasingly, organizations are adopting integrated 
technology solutions and delivery models that allow HR process standardization 
with configurable digital options.  

There are various ways to get there. Companies may have invested for years in 
customization that includes localized solutions for core HR tasks. Others migrated 
from ERP, with considerable customization, to cloud applications, which offer much 
less customization and more standardization.  Either way, “hybrid HR” solutions 
from an experienced vendor allow organizations to avoid forfeiting their 
investments while still incorporating the right amount of customization with 
standardization to meet their needs.   

In the piece referenced earlier, Gartner also points out the importance of evaluating 
potential vendors’ HR service delivery solutions road maps. We would add to this 
the importance of a vendor’s capability for providing sustained change 
management along the way.  Road maps are critical because the more limited 
choices offered by traditional HR models have now been replaced by “hybrid HR” 
that allows combining OnPremise technology with cloud solutions.  In this way, the 
past (e.g., ERP, OnPremise systems) meets the future (cloud, SaaS systems), 
providing the best of all worlds for the organization. From an employee experience 
perspective, it now becomes feasible to offer every available delivery option for HR 
services in real time and with maximum flexibility—anytime, anywhere, from any 
device.  Change management is a critical component of this evolutionary process, 
to avoid “breaking” HR functions and the overarching employee experience. 
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For most organizations, managing vast stores of data and understanding changing 
statutes and requirements across the globe is not only outside the scope of their 
core business, but is also exceedingly costly and high-risk.  Monitoring and 
responding to evolving legal and compliance requirements is becoming more and 
more complex and for many, next to impossible to manage.  

In an increasingly digital world, privacy is also a growing issue that presents 
serious risk, as more and more countries—Russia, India, China among them—
implement stringent laws and serious penalties for violations. In outsourcing to 
specialist providers that have a proven, global track record, the required 
knowledge, expertise and capacity for understanding and managing constantly 
changing country-by-country differences already exists.  

A vision for the future 

In our view, HR stands at the threshold of nothing less than transformation.  Stellar 
results—in engagement, performance and productivity—are within the grasp of 
every organization.  We see the rapidly evolving HR landscape as an opportunity 
for CHROs and HR managers to lead the way forward by injecting new thinking 
into old processes and by reimagining a holistic employee experience in which all 
touchpoints are actively organized and managed.   

As discussed earlier, for HR this means fully embracing three big ideas. First, HR 
needs to be proactive in defining and designing a better employee experience that 
crosses and incorporates all touchpoints with the organization. This means 
beginning with desired outcomes in mind and borrowing from marketing’s CRM 
best practices for managing customer relationships.  It also means applying 
“design thinking” by making employees and their perspective front and center to 
every aspect of the experience. 

Second, HR managers need to understand what becoming “truly digital” looks like 
by being aware of the boundless possibilities digital technology affords.  With 
digital technology, virtually anything is possible in terms of creating a rich and 
satisfying employee experience  that includes personalization, customization and 
multichannel access.  HR needs to ask the tough questions: Despite the ready 
availability of digital technology and all its potential, why do we get stuck in the 
ways we’ve always done things? 

Finally, as key stakeholders, CHROs and CDOs need to work in tandem to design 
and deliver the best possible (digital) employee experience.  It is our belief that the 
best CHRO-CDO partnership are based on a shared vision of a total, integrated 
employee experience; a thorough understanding of the inherent and dynamic 
demands and opportunities of the digital workplace;  and a deep commitment to 
unlocking the incredible possibilities that digital technology offers for realizing the 
vision.    
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