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In this series of Raise
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can do to take the
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podcast on
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If you’re a leader, it’s
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to work every day
and improvise around
the latest crisis or
email flurry or
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every day with a
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action about how
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finance director at
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talent acceleration
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Talent Management In The Digital Age
4 competencies you need to navigate a liquid workforce

By LAURA YEE
laura.yee@leaderonomics.com
“It’s like walking on a tight-rope.
You’re always balancing time, money,
and resources. But it’s fulfilling and I feel
that the work I choose to do reflects who
I truly am and what I am passionate
about.”

T

HAT’S how my best friend Alison
Seow, 32, responded when asked to
describe her work in the three years
since she opted out of a traditional
workforce to set out on her own.
Joshua, my Grab driver, shared that besides
being a part-time driver, he also earns extra
income by offering to buy groceries for people
living close to his home by signing up for parttime errands on an application like GoGet.
Both Seow and Joshua are part of an evergrowing segment of the workforce loosely
known as the gig economy.
It isn’t just a buzzword. It’s an accurate
description of the state of the modern workforce.
The gig economy gets its name from each
piece of work being akin to an individual ‘gig’
– although, such work can fall under multiple
names.
It’s a term that refers to the increased
trend for organisations to hire independent
contractors or freelancers, and the increased
availability of these workers for these specific
short-term arrangements.
Workers (particularly millennials) are
expressing an increasing demand for flexible
and autonomous work, prompting many to
engage in freelancing.
Although this younger generation is the
driving force behind flexible work demands,
older workers also want to set their own
schedules, choose their tasks, and work in an
environment that suits them.
Globalisation and technology have somewhat redefined how we work, resulting in the
diminishing appeal of long-term employment.
Part-time jobs are nothing new though.
People have been supplementing their income
through different means like selling insurance products, tutoring, or even dabbling in
e-commerce stores.
These days, however, 24/7 mobile internet
connectivity and social media platforms are
providing even more avenues for earning
extra income.
Global workforce solutions provider Kelly
Services Inc says 31% of the global workforce
are gig workers.
According to its From Workforce to Workfit
2017 report, 84% of talent managers in
Asia-Pacific hire or use gig workers, higher
compared to those in Europe, the Middle East,
and Africa (80%), the Americas (53%), and
the United States (47%). The high statistic is
indicative that the gig economy is booming in
this region.

What about Malaysia?

In Malaysia, crowdsourcing platforms such
as freelancing.my, maukerja.my, and truelancer.com make it easier for organisations to contract with independent workers for short-term
projects.
Government-owned Malaysia Digital
Economy Corporation (MDEC), previously known as Multimedia Development
Corporation, initiated eRezeki.my to provide
additional income for households that generate less than RM4,000 per month.
With increasing opportunities for work and
availability of workers, two things are clear:
The gig economy is here, and it’s continuing
to grow.
Deloitte predicts that in 2020, 40% of the
entire workforce will consist of freelancers.

By SANDY CLARKE
and DR EUGENE YJ TEE
editor@leaderonomics.com
HOW many times has a new email notification disrupted your flow, causing you to
spend a little bit more time getting back to
meeting that urgent deadline?
How about that time you forgot your
car keys because you were trying to pack in
your lunch and grab your house keys, while
arranging a time to pick your kids up from
sports practice?
Our busy, frantic lives don’t afford us many
opportunities to pause and take stock of how
splintered our attention has become.
Consequently, we end the day feeling frazzled, stressed, and most likely forgetting a
few things along the way.
The sensory assault that accompanies our
personal and professional lives never ends
in a restless world, one in which we assume
multiple roles that are necessary to deal with
the demands we encounter.
Living in an environment that overloads
our senses presents challenges not just
because of the sheer amount of information
we need to filter, categorise and make sense
of.
We are also forced to decide which bits of
information we need to attend to.
Often, however, when we pay superficial
attention to the world around us, we act
mindlessly towards what is presented to us.
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The Myth Of Multitasking
3 ways to strengthen your focus

Multitasking: A myth

How then can organisations prepare and
ensure that they not only have the right talent
but more importantly the right managers to
manage these talents?
As the future of work changes, this means
that the way we manage is also changing.
Managing a team has never been easy, but
throw together a combination of full-time
employees, gig workers, and ever-evolving
technology – you’re in for a nightmare!
What does this mean for managers and
organisations? How can they keep up with
what seems to be a constantly changing landscape?
***
Let’s look at the competencies that are
needed to succeed in this emerging environment.

1

Big-picture and joining the dots
For managers, gaining a big-picture
understanding of where the organisation is at,
what the gaps are, and the resources needed
to meet its target is a necessary first step.
It’s important to have a clear picture of how
you want to use gig workers for specific projects which are often short-term.
Maybe you’re deploying a new enterprise
software system and you need skills and
experience that your information technology
department doesn’t have, or you need to hire
100 more people to work in Baskin Robbins
during its 31st of the month ice cream promotion.
Managers have to join the dots to clearly
define what organisations need in the short
term. This may require organisations to take a
serious look at their strategic workforce planning capabilities.
Organisations will need to assess what
competencies they have now, what they will
need in the future, and what category of
workers is best suited for those needs.
Your chance of a happily-ever-after ending
to a freelance engagement improves if both

parties understand a project’s entire scope
from the get-go.
Don’t hire a gig worker for a job that could
be done by a current employee.
Have the creativity to hire specific skills
on a contract basis, but also to discover and
develop the hidden talents of those already in
your organisation.
It boils down to understanding your needs.
By plotting out exactly what has to happen
and being flexible as to who will handle various tasks, you’ll be able to find the right combination of workers for any project.

well as maximum operational flexibility to
properly integrate freelancers into the workforce.
Influencing skills and agility to adapt
respective internal systems and processes to
ensure these workers are included, are vital.
Teamwork is a crucial part of any company
culture. Developing an environment where
current employees and independent contractors work in alignment while collaborating
and do not step on each other’s toes is vital to
improving productivity in the workplace.

2

Embrace technology and mobility
Bill Gates once said, “Information technology and business are becoming inextricably interwoven. I don’t think anybody can talk
meaningfully about one without the talking
about the other.”
Technology has made communication and
collaboration across space and time virtually
effortless.
When working with freelancers, communication must always play a guiding role.
Without clear, consistent communication and regular feedback, expectations and
accountability can be misaligned.
Using technology to create open lines of
communication through different messaging
platforms is able to mitigate that.
For freelancers, the world is their office.
It’s no secret that they are increasingly
mobile, often by choice. Technology plays a
key role to help them stay connected and
efficient.
Organisations should also develop new
workforce and automation models that focus
on increasing employee engagement which
ultimately improve the quality, meaning, and
value of the work of their employees – fulltime or not.

3

Agility to adapt
A PwC report highlighted the importance of efficient systems and processes as

Managing a team has
never been easy, but throw
together a combination of
full-time employees, gig
workers, and ever-evolving
technology – you’re in for a
nightmare!
Managers have to ensure that independent
contractors don’t feel like they are simply just
a resource being shipped in and shipped out
again when the job is done.
Instead, integrating them into the existing
team and including them in any organised
staff events will likely make your workforce
happier and avoid any potential workplace
clashes and maximise your company’s efficiency.
Partner to include and collaborate with
people rather than making them feel like a
resource or an outsider.

4

Able to assess productivity
and performance
As technology continues to develop, this
will enable the collection of more relevant
data on gig workers including their work pat-

terns, needs, and preferences.
These modern algorithms will help organisations source talent that is aligned to the
organisation’s culture and needs, and this will
enable your people to work in the most efficient way.
An efficient output-based performance
management system will need to be introduced that will help you understand what’s
working well, or not, and will help you identify
which freelancers you want to continue working with.
However, there is also a growing importance for freelancers to be managed on both a
performance and a developmental mindset.
As continuous learning becomes a core
competency in the future of work, coaching
and effective feedback are instrumental in
development.
Managers must be courageous to have
open, honest conversations about people’s
aspirations for the future.
Top talent needs to be retained by moving
to more challenging assignments, i.e. not to
let go at the end of the gig.
Each time these people do something
of genuine value, they must be rewarded
through tangible or intangible means.

In summary

Tapping into the benefits of the gig economy certainly requires new strategies from
organisations, and as the freelancing industry
continues to grow, leaders need to adjust traditional structures.
This requires reframing careers, and designing new ways of working and learning – both
in organisations and as individuals.
The gig economy isn’t going anywhere anytime soon.
It is important that managers and organisations understand the benefits of this workforce and learn how to best integrate them.
This allows managers to build the strongest
workforce they can for each individual project
they undertake.

Ironically, we pride ourselves in our ability
to multitask – dividing and spreading our
attention thinly across varied and mostly
unrelated tasks.
Contrary to conventional wisdom and its
intuitive appeal, multitasking is detrimental
to overall performance.
It decreases the accuracy in tasks, lowering
recall of material presented in lectures and
decreasing overall task focus.
It’s not surprising then that much of
research on multitasking in the workplace
highlights how technology disrupts, rather
than enhances focus and attention at work.
American psychiatrist Dr Edward Hallowell
goes one step further, calling multitasking
a “mythical activity in which people believe
they can perform two or more tasks simultaneously.”

Focus on one task

To effectively direct our attention in
today’s environment, we need the ability to
focus.
In his book Focus: The Hidden Driver of
Excellence, psychologist and author Daniel
Goleman argues that we need to be skilled
in diverting our attention towards the task
at hand.
Note the singular in ‘task’ – just one task
at a time, devoting all your attention to that,
completing it as best you can, and then moving on to the next.
Goleman links the ability to focus with
self-awareness – the recognition and understanding of how one’s attention, inner voice
and sensory impressions are influencing
thoughts, emotions and actions.
It’s not an easy thing to do, given that we
are consistently confronted with situations,
circumstances and individuals that repeatedly demand a slice of our attention.
Goleman, however, suggests that we can
develop this form of self-awareness, and
sharpen our ability to focus through mindfulness by being more deliberately self-aware
and attentive about where our focus is
directed.

Be mindful

Mindfulness involves a deliberate, conscious awareness towards the present
moment, where we focus on our immediate
circumstances in a non-judgmental manner.
Shifting your attention to something new
every other minute disrupts focus.
You exert additional effort and expend
more mental resources in re-framing, reevaluating, re-appraising and revising your
attention.
Done repeatedly, this attention-hopping

leads to disrupted focus, increases the likelihood of lapses and mistakes, and increases
mental fatigue.
It’s focus that drives attention, accuracy
and performance on a task – not our tendency to give selective, quick and superficial
attention to every single detail that comes
our way.
Being mindful to when and where our
focus is interrupted pays dividends for our
performance.
Recent psychological studies also show
that it’s the quality, not the quantity, of
attention paid to tasks that determines quality work outcomes and improved psychological well-being.
Being mindful of how flighty and precious
our focus is helps us optimise our attention
and navigate the demands of an attentiondeficient world in a calmer manner.
Being mindful, being in the present,
enhances organisational attention – we pay
more attention towards how we are processing information presented to us.
It allows us greater mental flexibility and
accuracy in coping with demands that are
placed upon us.

Being mindful to when and
where our focus is interrupted
pays dividends for our
performance.

Valuable Tips
on one
thing at a time.
1 Focus

Effective multitasking is a myth. Devote
your attention and concentration to doing
one task well, completing that task as best
you can, and then moving on to the next
task.

Pay attention to
distractions in your
2
environment.

Recognise distractions in your environment that draw you away from the task at
hand.
For instance, do your email notification
and mobile phone messages prompt (or per-

haps tempt) you away from what it is that
you are currently working on?

yourself time to get
into a focused mindset.
3 Give

Focusing intently on a task does not happen immediately upon starting a task – it can
take between 10–15 minutes.
Give yourself time to immerse yourself in
the task and be mindful that initial attempts
might be met with some mental resistance,
or mild levels of anxiety or frustration.
The good news is, once you hit a certain
point, you are likely to experience a deep
state of concentration, attention and focus
called ‘flow’.
n Sandy Clarke has been studying mindfulness and meditation for over 15 years and has
gained valuable insights into the practice during his stays at forest monasteries. He believes
it helps to boost focus, creativity, and wellbeing in the workplace. To connect with Sandy,
follow him on Twitter @RealSClarke.
n Dr Eugene YJ Tee is currently senior lecturer at the Department of Psychology,
HELP University. He has research interests in
emotions within organisational leadership
contexts. He occasionally writes as a form
of catharsis, and at times finds it relaxing to
engage in some video gaming and reading. He
tweets at @eugene_tee.
Whether it is sports or business, a highperformance culture is always necessary
to drive intended results. Understand
what high-performance culture is all
about and why organisations – and
individuals – need it to elevate
themselves from good to great.
Leaderonomics can help you empower
your organisation through our
customisable training programmes.
Contact info@leaderonomics.com to
express your interest today.
Ever found yourself overburdened with
work, only to have more things piled
onto your plate? Struggling to say “No”
at work for fear of it affecting your
performance? Check out this infographic
on how you can say “No” at work – and
still keep your job: bit.ly/LDRsayNo

