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Workforce planning is not a headcount exercise. When done well, it is a 
strategic discipline that aligns talent, work, and future business needs – and 
it is a core component of organizational redesign. Organizations that rely on 
incremental staffing decisions often miss emerging skill gaps, leadership 
risk, and opportunities to redesign work in response to AI and changing 
strategy. Strategic workforce planning helps leaders move from reactive 
hiring to intentional readiness.

Most organizations say they are “doing workforce planning,” but what 
they usually mean is that they are projecting headcount. That distinction 
matters – because headcount planning does not prepare an organization 
for what’s coming next.

In a recent article, we explored organizational redesign as a response to 
compounded change – shifting strategies, evolving operating models, 
and accelerating technology adoption. Organizational redesign sets the 
direction, but workforce planning is the critical next step that makes it 
operational. Without workforce planning, organizations may redesign 
structures without ensuring they have the capabilities required to 
execute.
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https://orangegroveconsulting.com/organizational-redesign/
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Workforce planning, when done well, is the intentional process of ensuring 
you have the right talent, in the right roles, at the right time, for the right 
cost. That sounds straightforward. In practice, it requires a very different 
mindset than incremental budgeting or department-by-department 
staffing requests.

In our recent conversations at Orange Grove Consulting, we see the same 
pattern repeatedly: organizations build their future workforce by adding to 
what exists today, rather than redesigning for what the business will 
actually need three to five years from now.

That gap – between where you are and where strategy is taking you – is 
where workforce risk quietly accumulates.

Why Traditional Workforce Planning Falls Short
Most workforce planning efforts fail for three predictable reasons:
• They are reactive instead of strategic.

Planning happens after retirements, resignations, or restructuring – not 
before.

• They focus on roles, not work.
Leaders ask, “How many people do you need?” instead of “What work 
must be done – and how should it be done in the future?”

• They avoid difficult talent decisions.
Underperformance lingers. High-potential employees are not 
developed intentionally. Institutional knowledge walks out the door 
without a plan.

https://www.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/topics/talent/future-of-workforce-planning/planning-work-outcomes.html
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The result is an organization with misaligned skills, leadership gaps, and 
rising labor costs – even when headcount appears adequate.

What Strategic Workforce Planning Actually Looks Like
Effective workforce planning starts with a different question: If we were 
designing this organization for the future – not for today – what would it 
need to look like?

At Orange Grove Consulting, we typically anchor workforce planning to a 
three- to five-year strategic outlook, not the next annual budget cycle. 
From there, the work unfolds across four integrated steps.

1. Clarify the Future Direction. Before planning talent, organizations must 
be clear about strategy. What markets, services, capabilities, and 
technologies will matter most? What may become less relevant?
Without this clarity, workforce planning simply reinforces the status quo.

2. Assess Current Talent – Honestly. 
This step requires discipline and candor. Organizations must evaluate:
• Current skills and capabilities
• High-potential talent that warrants targeted investment
• Roles vulnerable to retirement or attrition
• Persistent performance gaps
Avoiding these conversations only delays the consequences.
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3. Redesign Work Before Redesigning Roles. 
This is where workforce planning directly intersects with organizational 
redesign.

In our earlier work on redesign, we emphasized the importance of 
stepping back and examining how work actually gets done – not just how 
teams are structured. Workforce planning operationalizes that thinking.

Instead of assuming today’s processes must continue unchanged, leaders 
should ask:
• Which processes could be automated or simplified?
• Which work no longer aligns with strategic priorities?
• Where does AI meaningfully change how work is performed?

By redesigning work first, organizations often discover they need 
different capabilities, not simply more people. This approach creates 
flexibility and avoids locking future talent decisions into outdated 
operating models.

4. Close the Gap Between Future Demand and Talent Supply
Only after demand and supply are clearly understood should 
organizations design solutions:
• Targeted hiring for emerging roles
• Development pathways for high-potential employees
• Succession plans for critical leadership positions
• Intentional transitions for roles that may no longer exist
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Where AI Fits – and Where It Often Goes Wrong
AI is already influencing workforce planning, whether organizations 
acknowledge it or not.

The most common mistake is treating AI as a technology initiative, rather 
than a work design decision. AI changes tasks, workflows, and skill 
requirements – which means it must be considered during workforce 
planning, not bolted on afterward.

Organizations that succeed do not ask, “How do we add AI?” They ask, 
“What work should people no longer be doing – and what new capabilities 
does that create demand for?”

That shift alone significantly improves workforce readiness. 

Why Workforce Planning Feels Overwhelming – and How to Make It 
Manageable
For leaders who have never gone through true workforce planning, the 
process can feel daunting. The scope is broad, the implications are real, and 
the decisions are consequential.

This is where structure matters. With a clear framework, defined steps, and 
the right facilitation, workforce planning becomes manageable, actionable, 
and clarifying. It creates shared understanding across HR, finance, and 
executive leadership – and replaces reactive staffing decisions with 
intentional design.

https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/the-critical-role-of-strategic-workforce-planning-in-the-age-of-ai
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A Final Thought for HR and Executive Leaders
If your workforce plan is primarily a spreadsheet of projected headcount, 
you are planning for yesterday.

If it is grounded in strategy, redesigned work, honest talent assessment, 
and future skill demand – you are building organizational readiness. And 
that is the real objective.

If you are unsure where to start – or suspect your current approach is 
more reactive than strategic – we are happy to have an initial 
conversation. Workforce planning does not require a massive 
transformation to begin, but it does require intention.

https://calendly.com/orangegrove2/meet-with-keely?month=2023-12
https://calendly.com/orangegrove2/meet-with-keely?month=2023-12


Learn More

Thought Leadership 
Our Solutions & Approach
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Organizations today struggle with low engagement, uneven 
leadership skills, and unclear expectations — all of which make it 
harder for people to succeed.

We help you build stronger leaders, healthier cultures, and more 
effective talent systems through research-based consulting and 
training.

As a women-owned, research-driven firm with deep expertise and 
proven tools, we make developing people and culture clear, 
actionable, and achievable.

About Orange 
Grove Consulting

Services
Searching for new ways to reach your talent 
management & organizational goals? Let us 
help! We offer a range of solutions including 
Leadership Development Programs, 
Assessment & Survey tools, Strategy & 
Planning Options, Compensation & Pay 
Studies, Facilitation & Process Optimization, 
and Data Analytics & Reporting Solutions.

https://orangegroveconsulting.com/blog/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/leadershipdevelopment/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/solutions-assessment/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/solutions-strategy-2/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/solutions-strategy-2/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/analytics-and-reporting/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/analytics-and-reporting/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/analytics-and-reporting/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/solutions-strategy-2/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/analytics-and-reporting/
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