
Swiss Human Relations Barometer
Autumn Newsletter 2021

The Swiss HR Barometer is funded by the Swiss National 
Science Foundation:

Overview

Foreword .......................................................................1
Opportunities and risks presented by digitali-
sation – the views of employees in Switzerland .......2
Are paradigms changing? The importance of 
career planning compared with previous years ......5
News...............................................................................8

Foreword

The 2020 edition of the Swiss HR Barometer focused on 
digitalisation. One of the findings was that employees 
whose work is more heavily affected by digitalisation 
are less satisfied. We take a closer look at this finding in 
the first article of the newsletter, as well as identifying 
specific opportunities and risks associated with digitali-
sation from the perspective of employees. Efficiency and 
flexibility are important opportunities, which are at 
odds with the perception of growing surveillance and 
less data protection as risks. The possibility of becoming 
superfluous as a result of technology was also viewed as 
a risk, albeit only by a small proportion of those sur-
veyed.

The second article of the newsletter concerns the im-
portance of career planning. For a long time now, care-
ers have not involved fixed career stages planned by the 
company in advance. Employees would like more flexi-
ble career paths and companies are providing career ad-
vice more than career management. Swiss HR Barome-
ter data over a period of eight years show that when 

Understanding technical and 
organisational change better

Many factors determine how people experience the world of work. Technical and organisational changes have 
consistently been important factors. This year’s Autumn newsletter from the Swiss HR Barometer provides an 
in-depth understanding of the opportunities and risks presented by digitalisation from the perspective of em-
ployees, as well as taking a closer look at the ongoing changes in career paths that organisations allow and 
employees wish for.
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companies provide greater support for individual ca-
reer planning, this is associated with lower turnover in-
tention and higher job satisfaction. Openness and 
guidance together provide employees with the support 
they need to take their career into their own hands when 
faced with constantly changing possibilities and limits.

The Swiss HR Barometer is a joint project run by ETH 
Zurich and the universities of Lucerne and Zurich. The 
project is funded by the Swiss National Science Found-
ation and has been gathering information since 2006 on 
how workers in Switzerland experience their work situ-
ation. A representative, differentiated survey of workers 
in Switzerland conducted at regular intervals is used to 
establish basic organisational/psychological principles 
for a compassionate human resources policy. We are 
pleased that we have been able to make a further contri-
bution to this with this newsletter.

Gudela Grote & Bruno Staffelbach, editors

Opportunities and risks presen-
ted by digitalisation – the views 
of employees in Switzerland
 
Digitalisation is advancing further and further into all 
kinds of different areas of work, and in doing so it is 
increasingly affecting employees as well. This global 
trend has become even stronger as a result of the coro-
navirus pandemic (Müller, Lalive and Lavanchy, 2020). 
Com-panies in Switzerland are investing more than ever 
before in technology and innovation as digitalisation 
progresses, which is rapidly changing the world of 
work. Managers are increasingly managing their emplo-
yees from a distance and using the big data available to 
their company when making decisions (Thiemann et al., 
2019). Some of the consequences of this technical pro-
gress for the day-to-day life of employees are far-re-
aching.

The 2020 edition of the Swiss HR Barometer ad-
dressed this in the main article, which focused on the 
perception of digitalisation in the workplace. Digitali-
sation can be defined as the transformation of analogue 
content and processes into a digital form or way of wor-
king (Demary et al., 2016). The core elements in this re-
spect are the increasingly close link between the physi-
cal and virtual worlds, as well as the interconnectedness 
of people, machines, objects, systems and business pro-
cesses. In a work setting, this means a realignment of 
business processes and a move away from traditional 

working. The following article expands on the findings 
of the 2020 edition of the HR Barometer, taking a more 
in-depth look at the opportunities and risks that emplo-
yees in Switzerland perceive in relation to digitalisation. 
Almost 2,000 people took part in the survey for the Swiss 
HR Barometer. Using an open response format, they 
were asked what opportunities and risks they see co-
ming in the near future for their career as a result of di-
gitalisation. The responses were categorised as part of a 
qualitative analysis and are presented below.

Opportunities presented by digitalisation
The HR Barometer 2020 found that most employees in 
Switzerland (82%) see digitalisation either more or enti-
rely as an opportunity. The 1,054 individual responses 
concerning the opportunities perceived in relation to 
digitalisation – which were included in the analysis and 
categorised – allow a more detailed look at how the em-
ployees see it as an opportunity. Figure 1 shows the as-
pects categorised in descending order as a percentage of 
how frequently they are named by respondents.
The opportunity perceived most frequently (26.5%) was 
more efficient processes and procedures, which can be 
simplified and optimised thanks to digitalisation. Flexi-
ble working is becoming increasingly possible, with the 
option to telework or work from home (14.5%) and the 
associated benefit of less travel being necessary. This 
was also viewed as an opportunity. Also mentioned 
were digital communication and collaboration (12.0%), 
faster and easier access to the latest information from 
anywhere and at any time (10.6%), and savings on mate-
rial as a result having a paperless office and resources 
available online (5.4%). Other opportunities perceived 
by participants included the different ways that the data 
available can be used. Data analyses and as part of con-
trolling (5.4%); more flexible working hours and more 
freedom in dividing up your own work (3.8%); in crea-
ting new and improving existing products and services 
(2.1%).

Teachers view the main advantages of digitalisation 
as being able to provide material online and conduct di-
stance learning, as well as expand e-learning options 
(3.2%). New professional development and learning op-
portunities in order to acquire new knowledge and 
skills are other ways in which employees see digital pro-
gress as having a positive impact on their career in the 
future (2.7%). Other advantages mentioned were the 
possibility of closer contact with customers and increa-
sing the focus on the individual customer, making it ea-
sier to cater to their needs. Thanks to social media, the 
company’s reach is increasing and recruiting customers 
is becoming easier (2.1%).
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Risks presented by digitalisation
851 individual responses were categorised concerning 
the risks perceived in relation to digitalisation. These 
risks are shown in Figure 3 in descending order as a per-
centage of how frequently they are named by respon-
dents.

The employees view the area of data security and 
protecting their privacy as the greatest risk. Specifically, 
they fear surveillance by their employer or the State 
(13.2%); hacking, theft of data and data misuse (13.9%); 
and breach of privacy (6.8%); as well as having concerns 
about other, more general aspects of data protection, for 
example the collection, storage and use of data (7.1%). 
Respondents were also concerned about the possibility 
of losing their job as a result of their skills becoming su-
perfluous and being replaced by a machine (7.6%). The 

loss of direct contact with work colleagues or customers 
and the lack of direct ways to communicate were like-
wise seen as negatives (6.8%). In addition, reliance on 
computers and the internet (8.1%), as well as on electri-
city (1.4%), represent a disadvantage of digitalisation in 
the eyes of participants. With more flexibility in terms of 
when and where employees do their work, including in 
the context of working from home, there is also a risk 
that the clear division between work and leisure time 
will be lost. One of the reasons for this is the expectation 
that the employee can be contacted at any time (6.5%).

Not only does the rapid speed at which digital tech-
nology is developing provide numerous learning op-
portunities, it also means that new skills are becoming 
necessary all the time and need to be learnt. Employees 
worry that it is happening so quickly that they will be 

Figure 2                                     Examples of responses concerning opportunities perceived in relation to digitalisation

When you think about what the near future holds for your career, what opportunities do you think that digitalisation will present?

«Annoying routine work can be replaced. More analytical data can be collected to aid the decision-making process. If everything in the office were 

to be fully digitalised, you would keep adding to your records and no data would be lost.»

«The advantages of virtual meetings are that they reduce travel times (thereby increasing productivity) and are more compatible with environ-

mental/climate change objectives (as a result of fewer car journeys being made). Working from home increases productivity and reduces distrac-

tions. This is another way that time can be saved.» 

«Improvement in my skills, digital platforms and training opportunities (…). Carrying as little material as possible around with me, i.e. having as 

much as possible in digital format.»

Figure 1                                      Illustration of the opportunities that employees think digitalisation will present for their career                                                                        
                                                      in the near future (Data from the Swiss HR Barometer 2020)
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Other opportunities mentioned: impro-
ved user-friendliness, reduced costs, 
more access and inclusion, competitive-
ness maintained, social media, more 
opportunities, work-life balance, secu-
rity aspects, more interesting work, ...
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unable to keep up (1.8%). Without appropriate support, 
they see a risk of being overworked by their employer 
(1.9%). At the same time, their existing skills (for ex-
ample handwriting and craft skills) are no longer nee-
ded and are increasingly being lost (2.5%).

Negative consequences for health are also perceived 
as a potential risk associated with digitalisation, for ex-
ample as a result of sitting down for too long and spen-
ding too much time in front of a screen, as well as 
through increased stress (1.6%).

Even if efficiency can be improved as a result of the 
advance of digitalisation, some employees feel that their 
workload has increased (1.4%). Despite the automation 
and simplification of some processes, employees also 
felt that their work was more timeconsuming at times. 
Additional documentation obligations were one reason 
for this. Other potential risks associated with digitalisa-
tion that were expressed included more distractions, 
increased complexity, less room for creativity and lo-
wer-quality work.

As well as the opportunities and risks listed above, it 
is evident from the responses that there are differences 
between the individuals questioned in terms of how 
they see the topic as being relevant to them personally. 
Employees feel that digitalisation in Switzerland has not 
progressed at the same pace in every sector and will 
therefore affect the careers of some employees more 
than others in the near future.

Confirmation of previous findings from the HR Barome-
ter data
As part of this article, a representative group of emplo-
yees in Switzerland were asked about the opportunities 
and challenges that they believe digitalisation will pre-
sent. It is the first time that this has been done. It appears 
that these perspectives coincide with the findings of 
other analyses in many respects. For example, in a re-
port published in November 2017 on the impact of digi-
talisation on employment and working conditions, the 
State Secretariat for Economic Affairs (SECO) named 

Figure 4                                     Examples of responses concerning risks perceived in relation to digitalisation

Figure 3                                     Illustration of the risks that employees think digitalisation will present for their career     
                                                     in the near future (Data from the Swiss HR Barometer 2020)

When you think about what the near future holds for your career, what risks do you think that digitalisation will present?

«Potential surveillance of employees and an increased workrate as a result of digitalisation.»

«Working with programs and equipment that represent a ‘black box’. External attacks on company data, with a particular example being in 

the area of sensitive data relating to product development and market strategies. Spying on personal data and misuse (identity theft).»
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Other risks mentioned: increased com-
plexity, system acting as a “black box”, 
mistakes owing to a lack of digital skills, 
more stress, distraction, being given dif-
ferent tasks, deterioration in quality, 
too much data ...
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Figure 5                                      Examples of responses from various industries

«As a maintenance technician in the oil industry, I have no chance.»

«Digitalisation is not a major issue in my line of work.»

«[…] does not affect me much – I am a flight attendant.»

«I have been a lorry driver for 36 years. My sat nav is in my head! If my work equipment (i.e. my lorry) goes digital, that will be it.»

data security, the fact that employees can be contacted at 
any time and changes in the skills required as just some 
of the key challenges. Even after a number of years, it 
seems that there is still room for improvement in these 
areas and that the perception of employees coincides 
with that of the SECO. Furthermore, a recent survey 
conducted by gfs-Zürich (2020) showed that a quarter of 
Swiss SMEs had already been affected by cyber attacks 
and that the number of attacks is rising. It is precisely 
work done from home that is providing potential atta-
ckers with new opportunities. The risks perceived by 
employees therefore seem to be justified and, conver-
sely, the real risks are appearing in the perception of 
employees. Companies have already identified these 
looming challenges and are taking measures to protect 
against attacks from hackers (gfs-Zürich, 2020). A (glo-
bal) analysis by LinkedIn Learning from 2020 also con-
firmed the perception of employees that numerous new 
skills need to be learnt in order to keep pace with digita-
lisation and remain attractive for the labour market. The 
half-life of these skills is becoming shorter and shorter.

Summary
On the whole, the responses from the workforce in Swit-
zerland concerning the opportunities and risks presen-
ted by digitalisation reflect the findings of existing stu-
dies. The opportunities and risks perceived are diverse. 
It is the job of HR management to prepare employees 
accordingly for the changes in relation to digitalisation 
and support them as it advances. For example, there is 
an increasing need for training and professional deve-
lopment in areas such as communication and collabora-
tion, as well as in the practical use of new tools. Compa-
nies should also carefully address other concerns that 
employees have, as it has been shown that employees 
can read a situation well and thereby provide compa-
nies with valuable insights where further action is ne-
cessary so that the opportunities presented by advan-
cing digitalisation can be exploited as much as possible.

Lena Schneider
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Digitalisierungsatlas: die Digitalisierung der Ar-
beitswelt verstehen und gestalten. ZFO -Zeitschrift 
Führung und Organisation, 88(2), S. 114–121.

Swiss HR Barometer Autumn Newsletter 2021 Page 5



Are paradigms changing? The 
importance of career planning 
compared with previous years

Guest article by Janna Ehrlich based on the publication:  Ehr-
lich, J. (2021). Stetiger Wandel oder anhaltende Bedeutung 
- Wie beeinflusst die Laufbahnplanung die Kündigungsab-
sicht? Wirtschaftspsychologie, 22(4/1).

Are career paths changing? The relevance of career pl-
anning for employees and companies has been dis-
cussed for almost 30 years. According to Arthur and 
Rousseau’s «boundaryless career» (1996), employees are 
switching more and more flexibly between different ca-
reer paths and employers, thereby taking responsibility 
for their own internal and external career paths. This 
idea signals a transformation, since individual responsi-
bility among employees is increasingly coming to the 

fore, marking a departure from the traditional career 
paradigm. This calls into question the traditional career 
paradigm, according to which responsibility for career 
planning lies with the company (Barmettler, Gubler and 
Ziltener, 2015).

Swiss Human Relations Barometer data sets from 
2012, 2014, 2016 and 2018 were compared in order to ex-
amine the extent to which the effect of career planning 
on the turnover intention of employees has changed. 
The underlying model takes the relationship between 
career planning on the one hand and job satisfaction 
and the turnover intention of employees on the other, 
and investigates whether the effect has changed or re-
mained stable over the selected period (see Figure 6). 
Career planning was measured from the perspective of 
the company with three items, for example: «My supe-
rior plans my career development with me at regular 
intervals».

Figure 6                                      The career planning model
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Figure 7                                      Annual comparison between the path coefficients
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The model was initially tested using a structural 
equation model and met the quality criteria to be tested 
in all four years (Hair et al., 2017; Hair, Risher, Sarstedt 
and Ringle, 2019). This means that it is valid not just for 
one of the survey years, but for all four. When analysing 
the path coefficients, it is evident that career planning 
has a strong effect on job satisfaction for all survey years. 
The same goes for the effect of job satisfaction on. How-
ever, the direct effect of career planning on turnover in-
tention is weak and only significant for two survey years 
(2014 and 2016), for which a complete mediation of this 
connection through job satisfaction can be assumed.

Besides testing the model, the objective of this study 
was to see whether the strength of the effect of career 
planning on job satisfaction and turnover intention has 
changed or remained stable over the years. For this, the 
data were tested for measurement model invariance in 
order to then be able to conduct a multi-group analysis 
for the comparison of path coefficients in the different 
survey years (Henseler, Ringle and Sarstedt, 2016). The 
path coefficients range between -1 and 1. Figure 7 shows 
an annual comparison between the path coefficients. It 
can clearly be seen here that the fluctuations between 
the years are only minimal. Solely for two comparison 
points of the effect of career planning and job satisfac-
tion on turnover intention (2016-2018 in each case) were 
there significant deviations. Both the model itself and 
the path coefficients can be considered to be stable over 
the six-year period. It is therefore to be assumed that no 
paradigm change took place in this period. For this rea-
son, the model can be regarded as both valid and stable.

The study shows that career planning plays a crucial 
role in job satisfaction and thereby in reducing the tur-
nover intention of employees. Career planning is seen 
mainly from the employer’s perspective here. Going for-
ward, it will be vital to bring it into line with the career 
planning of individual employees. In practice, sup-
porting employees is becoming increasingly relevant 
from both perspectives, for example through career de-
velopment measures such as coaching. This way, the 
career expectations of employees can be identified at an 
early stage and taken into account in the company’s ca-
reer planning.

The knowledge gained from this study is in the sound 
and representative findings which, as a result of the re-
petition, are less prone to coincidences. Using this broad 
knowledge base, the model can now, for example, be 
expanded to cover the perspective of employees or be 
studied for certain groups in a targeted manner.

Source:
Arthur, M. B.& Rousseau, D. M. (1996). The bounda-

ryless career: a new employment principle for a new 
organizational era. New York: Oxford University 
Press.

Hair, J. F., Hult, G. T. M., Ringle, C. M., Sarstedt, M., 
Richter, N. F. & Hauff, S. (2017). Partial Least Squares. 
Strukturgleichungsmodellierung (PLS-SEM): Eine 
anwendungsorientierte Einführung. München: Vah-
len.

Hair, J. F., Risher, J. J., Sarstedt, M., & Ringle, C. M. 
(2019). When to Use and How to Report the Results 
of PLS-SEM. European Business Review, 31 (1), 2-24. 

Henseler, J., Ringle, C. M., & Sarstedt, M. (2016). Testing 
Measurement Invariance of Composites Using Par-
tial Least Squares. International Marketing Review, 
33 (3), 405-431. 

News

• In April 2021, Laura Schärrer successfully defended 
her dissertation. Laura is leaving the Swiss HR Baro-
meter team in September 2021 to move to the private 
sector. We wish her all the best in her new job. 

• The Centre for Human Resource Management’s net-
working evening was held in May 2021. Dr. Anja Fei-
erabend reported on the topic «Digitalisation and ge-
nerations – results of the Swiss HR Barometer 2020». 
Matthias Mölleney, owner of the consultancy firm 
peopleXpert GmbH, discussed the results from a 
practical perspective.

• On 9 August 2021, Julian Pfrombeck successfully de-
fended his dissertation. His SNF Postdoc.Mobility 
stipendium in New York begins in October 2021. We 
wish Julian the best of luck with his research projects 
and look forward to working with him further.

• Delia Meyer (PhD student at the Centre for Human 
Resource Management at the Univer-sity of Lucerne) 
and Lena Schneider (PhD student at ETH Zurich - 
Chair of Work and Organisational Psychology) joi-
ned the Swiss HR Barometer team in July 2021. We 
look forward to working with them.
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Imprint

The newsletter of the Swiss Human Resources Baro-
meter is published every six months in 2021. It provi-
des information on current research projects based on 
the data of the HR Barometer. You can subscribe to 
the newsletter free of charge or download it from the 
website www.hrbarometer.ch.
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