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Introduction
The year of 2020 will certainly be remembered as one of the most challenging 
for the HR profession, as employers faced the COVID-19 pandemic, a severe 
recession, and widespread social justice protests. Seemingly overnight, employers 
had to re-think many aspects of their relationship with their workers. It is clear 
that HR professionals will continue to face many of the issues raised this year, 
even after 2020 draws to a close. In this survey report, XpertHR explores several 
challenges for HR in the year ahead such as COVID-19, diversity and inclusion, 
recruiting and hiring, and paid leave.

Executive Summary
• Responding HR professionals view recruiting and hiring as the most challenging issue for 2021.

• Concerning recruiting and hiring-specific issues, respondents view attracting top talent as the 
most challenging for 2021.

• The survey found that about one-half of companies expect to increase their workforce next year, 
with only one in 10 predicting a reduction in staff.

• Concerning COVID-19-related benefits planned for 2021, the survey found that flexible work 
schedules to allow for caregiving or homeschooling is the most popular option.

• While paid leave received a lot of attention in 2020, only about one in seven organizations 
intend to add or increase their paid leave offerings in 2021. However, one-quarter are not sure, 
potentially evidence of the uncertainty the pandemic poses for employers.

• Among the responding organizations that intend to add or increase paid leave in 2021, paid sick 
leave is the top choice.

• Also among the organizations that intend to add or increase paid leave in 2021, a majority will 
make these changes permanent.

• Among all survey participants, communicating to the workforce about diversity and inclusion is 
the most popular way to increase diversity and inclusion at their organizations in the new year.

• One in 10 organizations have slated Juneteenth as a paid, company-wide holiday in 2021.
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About This Survey Report 

The Survey Sample

XpertHR’s Survey of HR Challenges for 2021 was conducted from September 15, 2020, to 
October 2, 2020, using a self-administered online survey. The survey sample includes 563 
employers from across the US. The total estimated number of employees of the responding 
organizations is 950,696.

Survey Sample by Industry
• Manufacturing: 20%

• Services: 52% (e.g., business and personal services, construction, engineering, finance, 
restaurants, information technology, insurance, legal services, real estate, retail, 
telecommunications, transportation, utilities, warehousing)

• Non-business: 28% (e.g., government, education, health care, membership organizations, 
and social services)

Survey Sample by Workforce Size 
• Fewer than 250 employees: 64%

• 250 to 999 employees: 18%

• 1,000 or more employees: 18%

Survey Sample by Union Status
• Non-union employers: 84%

• Union employers: 16% (i.e., organization employs at least some union-represented workers)

• Not sure: 1%

Survey Sample by Single/Multistate Employer Status 
• Single state: 42% (i.e., employees work in only one state)

• Multiple states: 58% (i.e., employees work in more than one state)

Report Terms

For readability, employers who responded to this survey are referred to interchangeably as 
employers, organizations, companies, and firms.
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Chart 1: HR Issues for 2021, Rated "Somewhat" Or "Very" Challenging 
Percent of Employers

N: Percentages based on all 563 responding organizations.
Source: XpertHR's Survey of HR Challenges for 2021.

Top Challenges for HR in 2021
The survey asked responding HR representatives to rate how challenging 12 major workplace issues 
might be in 2021 and found that recruiting and hiring is viewed as the most challenging issue. 

As Chart 1 shows, 66% of respondents said recruiting and hiring will be either “somewhat” or 
“very” challenging for their HR function in 2021, followed by workforce planning (59%), workplace 
health/safety/security (55%), employee leaves (54%), remote workforce (53%), state and local 
compliance (51%), diversity and inclusion (48%), employee benefits (41%), data privacy (31%), 
employee handbooks (29%), immigration (16%), and sexual harassment (16%). 

The survey also found some differences by certain organizational demographics. For instance, 
multi-state employers are more likely than their single-state counterparts to say state and local 
compliance will be “somewhat” or “very” challenging in 2021 (57% vs. 43%). This difference may be 
expected, as multi-state employers have to juggle employment law for more than one jurisdiction. 
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The results also show that diversity and inclusion is viewed as more challenging as organization size 
increases. While 42% of responding HR professionals at organizations with fewer than 250 workers 
believe diversity and inclusion will be “somewhat” or “very” challenging in the new year, this 
percentage increases to 51% for companies with 250 to 999 employees, and to 69% for employers 
with a staff of 1,000 or more. 

Recruiting and Hiring
In order to dive deeper into the issue of recruiting and hiring in 2021, the survey asked how 
challenging nine recruiting and hiring issues would be next year and found that attracting top 
talent is seen as the most challenging issue. 

As Chart 2 shows, 83% of responding HR professionals said they feel attracting top talent will be 
either “somewhat” or “very” challenging in 2021, followed by ensuring applicants feel safe to 
work on-site in the COVID-19 pandemic (61%), eliminating unconscious bias (53%), hiring a 
diverse workforce (50%), virtual recruiting/hiring/onboarding practices (50%), managing a high 
volume of applicants (40%), salary history inquiry laws (20%), ban the box/criminal history laws 
(17%), and background checks (15%). 

Chart 2: Recruiting and Hiring Issues for 2021, Rated "Somewhat" 
Or "Very" Challenging 
Percent of Employers
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N: Percentages based on all 563 responding organizations.
Source: XpertHR's Survey of HR Challenges for 2021.
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Expected Change in Size of Workforce
This survey sought to shed some light on employers’ expectations for the size of their workforce in 
2021. The COVID-19 recession has caused many organizations to reduce their staff, and it is unclear 
what a potential recovery may look like in 2021. With this economic backdrop, the survey found that 
about one-half (48%) of responding companies expect to increase their workforce next year, with 
only 10% predicting that their number of employees will shrink. Three in 10 employers expect no 
change in their workforce size in 2021, and 12% were not sure. (See Chart 3.)

These results vary by industry sector. As Chart 4 shows, 58% of manufacturers expect to increase 
the size of their workforce in 2021, compared with 49% of services companies, and 39% of non-
business organizations.

30%

12%

48%

10%N: Percentages based on all 563 responding organizations.
Source: XpertHR's Survey of HR Challenges for 2021.
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Chart 3: Expected Change in Size of 
Organization's Workforce in 2021 
Percent of Employers

Chart 4: Expected Change in Size of Organization's Workforce in 2021 
By Industry
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Source: XpertHR's Survey of HR Challenges for 2021.
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Chart 5: COVID-19-Related Benefits Planned for 2021 
Percent of Employers

N: Percentages based on all 563 responding organizations.
Note: Respondents could choose more than one option.
Source: XpertHR's Survey of HR Challenges for 2021.

COVID-19-Related Benefits in 2021
Considering COVID-19-related benefits that might be on offer for employees in 2021, the survey 
found that flexible work schedules to allow for caregiving or homeschooling is the most popular 
option. 

As Chart 5 shows, 54% of organizations intend to provide flexible work schedules to allow for 
caregiving or homeschooling in 2021, followed by wellness programs (40%), increased flexibility 
with vacation/PTO annual rollover (30%), insurance coverage or discounts for telemedicine (28%), 
free COVID-19 testing (25%), insurance coverage or discounts on mental health services (22%), and 
free COVID-19 vaccination (if a vaccine becomes available) (17%). 
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Some benefits are less common, with fewer than one in 10 organizations intending to provide 
discounts on office equipment for remote workers (9%), reduced-cost COVID-19 vaccination (if 
a vaccine becomes available) (7%), increased insurance coverage/employer contributions for 
COVID-19 hospitalization (4%), reduced-cost COVID-19 testing (4%), discounts on homeschooling 
resources for parents (2%), reducing spousal surcharges for health insurance coverage (2%), 
and some sort of “other” write-in option (e.g., childcare subsidy, PTO donation pool) (2%). 
(Respondents could choose more than one COVID-19-related benefit.)

Paid Leave
While paid leave has been a hot topic in the working world for the past few years, COVID-19 has 
thrust it into the limelight like never before. In 2020, employees may have had to take leave 
for a variety of pandemic-related reasons, such as increased family care responsibilities, 
homeschooling, and being ill with the disease itself. Given the increased use of leave due to 
the pandemic, this survey asked employers if they intend to add or increase paid leave for any 
employees in 2021. As Chart 6 highlights, a majority (61%) of employers said no, while 14% said yes. 
However, one-quarter were not sure, indicating that the unclear path of the pandemic may be 
creating uncertainty among organizations’ plans for next year.

While relatively few organizations intend to add or increase paid leave next year, the largest 
organizations are somewhat more likely to make this change than their smaller counterparts. Just 
over one in 10 organizations with fewer than 250 workers (12%) and 250 to 999 employees (14%) 
plan on adding or increasing paid leave in 2021, compared with 22% of companies with a staff of 
1,000 or more.

25%
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61%

N: Percentages based on all 563 responding organizations.
Source: XpertHR's Survey of HR Challenges for 2021.
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Chart 6: Intend to Add Or Increase 
Paid Leave for Any Employees in 2021 
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Among the 79 responding organizations that intend to add or increase paid leave in 2021, paid sick 
leave was the top choice. As Chart 7 shows, 52% of employers that are planning to add or increase 
paid leave next year indicated they are going to add or increase paid sick leave, followed by PTO 
(paid time off) (37%), paid parental/family leave (33%), paid personal days/floating holidays (20%), 
paid bereavement leave (20%), paid vacation leave (18%), paid public health emergency leave (e.g., 
quarantine/isolation) (15%), paid voting leave (11%), paid leave for jury duty (11%), paid military 
leave (10%), paid leave for volunteering (10%), and some sort of “other” write-in option (e.g., 
“emotional agility paid time off”) (6%). (Respondents could choose more than one option.)
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Chart 7: Type of Paid Leave Intending to Add Or Increase in 2021 
Percent of Employers

N: Percentages based on 79 responding organizations that intend to add or increase paid leave for any employees in 2021.
Note: Respondents could choose more than one option.
Source: XpertHR's Survey of HR Challenges for 2021.
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The survey found that among the organizations that intend to add or increase paid leave in 2021, 
a majority (57%) will make these changes permanent, compared with 22% that reported the 
additions/increases will be a mixture of permanent and temporary changes, and 6% who are 
implementing only temporary additions/increases. Fifteen percent were not sure. (See Chart 8.)

Diversity and Inclusion
Given the widespread social justice protests in the summer of 2020 this survey set out to determine 
what organizations are planning, if anything, for next year to increase diversity and inclusion at 
their organization, and found that communications to the workforce about diversity and inclusion 
is the most popular option. As Chart 9 illustrates, a slight majority of employers (52%) intend to 
communicate to their workers about diversity and inclusion, followed by employee surveys (45%), 
unconscious bias training (39%), analysis of recruiting and hiring practices to determine any 
potential biases (39%), employee resource groups (ERGs) to discuss diversity and inclusion (25%), 
floating holidays for religious/cultural reasons (14%), celebrating Juneteenth as a paid company-
wide holiday (10%), requirements for board member diversity (9%), relaxing/eliminating higher 
education requirements for certain positions (8%), and some sort of “other” write-in option (4%). 
(Respondents could choose more than one option.)

22%

6%

57%

15%

N: Percentages based on 79 responding organizations that 
intend to add or increase paid leave for any employees in 2021.
Source: XpertHR's Survey of HR Challenges for 2021.
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Respondents who wrote in an “other” option describing measures their organization plans to take 
in 2021 to increase diversity and inclusion provided a variety of examples, such as “culture lunch 
and learns,” “D&I Brave Conversation for Leaders,” “D&I committee,” “diversity considerations 
when hiring upper-level positions,” and “re-branding job ads to gender-neutral language.”

The survey found some differences in diversity and inclusion planning by industry and workforce 
size. As Chart 10 shows, the top five most popular diversity and inclusion measures slated for 
2021 – communications to the workforce, employee surveys, unconscious bias training, analysis 
of recruiting and hiring practices, and employee resource groups (ERGs) – are all more popular 
among larger organizations. 

Additionally, while the survey found that Juneteenth is set to be a paid company-wide holiday 
for 10% of all surveyed organizations in 2021, this varies by industry sector. Few manufacturing 
companies (4%) intend to provide this as a holiday, compared with somewhat more services 
employers (11%) and non-business organizations (14%).

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Other

Relaxing/eliminating higher
education requirements

Requirements for
board member diversity

Juneteenth as a paid
company-wide holiday

Floating holidays for
religious/cultural reasons

Employee resource groups (ERGs)

Unconscious bias training

Analysis of recruiting
and hiring practices

Employee surveys

Communications to workforce 52%

45%

39%

39%

25%

14%

10%

9%

8%

4%

Chart 9: Measures Planned for 2021 to Increase Diversity and Inclusion 
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N: Percentages based on all 563 responding organizations.
Note: Respondents could choose more than one option.
Source: XpertHR's Survey of HR Challenges for 2021.
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Chart 10: Measures Planned for 2021 to Increase Diversity and Inclusion 
Select Options by Workforce Size

Furthermore, planned requirements for board member diversity in 2021 also vary by industry. 
While 2% of manufacturing companies and 7% of services firms have this in their plans for next 
year, nearly one in five (19%) non-business organizations are planning to take this step in 2021.

Fewer than 250 (N = 363)

250 to 999 (N = 99)

1,000 or more (N = 101)

Note: Respondents could choose more than one option.
Source: XpertHR's Survey of HR Challenges for 2021.
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Additional Resources
How to Comply With Paid Sick Leave Laws 

How to Recruit and Hire During the Coronavirus (COVID-19) Pandemic

How to Reduce Unconscious Bias in Recruiting and Hiring

Understanding and Responding to Tragic Events, Racial Inequity and Systemic Injustice

See how XpertHR can empower your 
team and organization by signing up 

for a 7-day free trial. 

You will discover the variety and depth of 
our HR resources and understand how 
we help your team stay compliant and 

confident. 

Tell us your business goals so we can 
find the solution that best fits your 

organization's needs. 

We'll take your organization's size, state 
coverage and objectives into consideration 
to provide a custom solution that will best 

empower your HR team.

GET PRICING

Request a quoteTake XpertHR for a test drive

GET A FREE TRIAL
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