
INSTITUTE INSIGHT BRIEF #3

WHAT WORKFORCE

METRICS SEE TOO LATE

Why the workforce outcome may appear after the human response has already begun

The metric may be new information to the organization.

The change behind it may not be new at all.

For employers, workforce organizations, executives, HR leaders, managers, and people leaders
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THE CENTRAL IDEA

The number may move after the person already has

Organizations track workforce numbers for a reason. Turnover tells us who left. Productivity tells us how much work is 

getting done. Engagement tells us something about how employees are experiencing the work. Time-to-productivity tells 

us how long it takes someone to get up to speed. Those numbers matter because they help leaders see patterns across 

a workforce.

But here is the problem.

By the time the number changes, the person may have already been changing for a while.

A new employee may stop asking questions weeks before their productivity becomes a concern. A manager may start 

making every decision alone before anyone notices a change in team participation. An employee may become quieter, 

start rushing, slow down, avoid asking for help, or change the way they communicate long before a workforce report 

shows that something is different.

That does not mean every behavior is a warning sign. It does not mean pressure caused the outcome. And it does not 

mean leaders should start guessing what employees are going through.

It means the number may be late.

The organization may first notice the problem when productivity drops, when engagement falls, when someone starts 

missing expectations, or when an employee resigns. But the thing worth asking is whether something was already 

changing before the outcome became easy to see.

The metric may be where the organization sees the problem. It may not be where the problem 

started.

That is the question behind this brief.

What happened before the number moved?
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THE WORKFORCE MEASUREMENT SHIFT

Workforce measurement is getting closer to what people 

actually experience

In September 2026, members of the Forbes Human Resources Council identified 20 workforce measures they believe 

deserve greater executive attention. The list included measures such as change readiness, time-to-productivity, decision 

velocity, behavior change, employee confidence, workforce readiness, manager effectiveness, internal mobility, and 

voluntary turnover by tenure cohort.

That list matters because it moves the conversation past only counting people, tracking vacancies, or measuring how 

long it takes to hire someone. It pushes leaders to look more closely at whether people are adapting, making decisions, 

applying what they know, staying productive, and responding to change.

That gets closer to the real experience of work.

A person may still be employed but struggling to adjust. A team may still be hitting numbers while decision-making is 

becoming more difficult. An employee may look productive while becoming less willing to ask for help. A manager may 

appear effective until the environment becomes more demanding.

Those things may not immediately show up in a traditional workforce report.

That is why the Forbes discussion raises an important question for The Pressure Institute.

If organizations are getting better at measuring readiness, behavior, productivity, confidence, and 

decision-making, how early do those measures actually show us that something is changing?

A readiness score may tell us whether employees appear prepared. A productivity measure may tell us how long 

someone took to get up to speed. A behavior measure may tell us whether expected actions are showing up. A decision 

measure may tell us whether decisions are moving faster or slower.

But something may have already been changing before any of those numbers moved.

That is the part worth looking at.

External source: Forbes Human Resources Council, “20 Workforce Metrics Executives Should Be Tracking In 2026,” September 18, 2026.
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THE VISIBILITY PROBLEM

Organizations can see the outcome and still miss what 

led to it

Organizations have more workforce data than ever. They can track attendance, productivity, turnover, engagement, 

learning, performance, readiness, internal mobility, employee sentiment, and much more.

The challenge is not always whether the organization has information.

Sometimes the challenge is when the information becomes visible.

Take productivity.

A report may show that an employee's output has slowed down. That is useful. But the number does not tell us 

everything that happened before the slowdown became measurable.

•  Maybe the role changed. •  Maybe the workload increased.

•  Maybe a new system was introduced. •  Maybe the employee stopped asking questions.

•  Maybe communication with the manager changed. •  Maybe the person started second-guessing decisions.

•  Maybe they began trying to handle more things alone.

Any one of those things could mean several different things. None of them automatically tells us why productivity 

changed.

But they may tell us that the change did not begin with the productivity number.

That is the visibility problem.

The organization often sees the outcome once it becomes clear enough to measure. The employee may have been 

responding to changing demands for days or weeks before the organization had a number that showed something was 

different.

Looking earlier does not mean guessing.

It means asking better questions before the outcome becomes the whole story.
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THE WORKFORCE VISIBILITY SEQUENCE

What may happen before the metric moves

Workforce outcomes do not happen in a vacuum.

People work inside changing systems, expectations, relationships, roles, workloads, technologies, and business demands. When those 

conditions change, people have to respond to what is now being asked of them.

Some of those responses may become visible before a workforce metric ever changes.

The Pressure Institute uses the following sequence to look at what may happen before the organization sees the outcome.

1
BUSINESS CONDITIONS CHANGE

A new manager • A new role • A new system • More work • Less staffing • 
A restructure • Different expectations • New technology • New 
performance demands • Uncertainty about what happens next

↓

2
PRESSURE INCREASES

The person begins responding to what has changed.

↓

3
THE PERSON STARTS RESPONDING DIFFERENTLY

That may become visible through changes in communication, decision-
making, help-seeking, pace, attention, participation, or behavior.

↓

4
THE WORK STARTS LOOKING DIFFERENT

The organization may begin seeing changes in productivity, reliability, 
collaboration, follow-through, manager interaction, learning application, or 
participation.

↓

5
THE METRIC MOVES

The change may eventually appear in time-to-productivity, engagement, 
readiness, behavior-change measures, performance data, or turnover.

This does not mean every workforce problem starts with pressure. It does not mean every employee follows the same path. And it does not 
mean the organization should treat every behavioral change like a warning sign.

It simply gives leaders another place to look.

The metric may be where the organization detects the change. It may not be where the change began.
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CHANGE READINESS

Saying people are ready is not the same as seeing how 

they handle the change

Change readiness asks a basic question:

Are people prepared for what is coming next?

That matters when an organization rolls out new technology, restructures teams, changes leadership, redesigns roles, or 

asks people to work differently.

But being ready before a change and adapting once the change becomes real are not always the same thing.

An employee may understand why the change is necessary and still struggle once the change reaches their daily work. 

A team may say it is ready for a new system and then discover that the system affects workload, communication, 

responsibilities, or decision-making in ways nobody expected. Another employee may seem unsure at first but adjust 

quickly once they have time to work through the new environment.

That is why readiness should not only be something organizations measure before the change begins.

There is also value in watching what happens while the change is happening.

•  Do people keep asking questions? •  Does communication change?

•  Do decisions get slower or faster? •  Do people start trying to figure things out alone?

•  Does participation increase or decrease? •  Do employees become more flexible or more rigid?

Those things do not prove whether someone is ready or unready.

But they can tell us something about how the person is adjusting.

The question becomes:

What starts changing once the new demand becomes real?

That may tell the organization more than a readiness score by itself.
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TIME-TO-PRODUCTIVITY

Ramp time tells us how long. It may not tell us what 

happened along the way.

Time-to-productivity is useful because it tells an organization how long it takes someone to get up to speed.

That matters.

But the number comes after the employee has already spent days or weeks learning how the job really works.

During that time, the employee is learning much more than the task itself.

•  They are learning whether questions are welcome. •  They are learning how mistakes are handled.

•  They are learning whether expectations stay consistent. •  They are learning who actually helps when something goes 
wrong.

•  They are learning what happens when several priorities 
compete at the same time.

•  They are learning how the manager communicates when 
pressure rises.

•  They are learning whether the job they accepted looks like the 
job they are now doing.

That is why time-to-productivity connects so closely with The First 90 Days Under Pressure.

The first 90 days are not only about the organization deciding whether the employee can do the job. 

The employee is also learning how the organization operates.

So if a new employee is taking longer than expected to become productive, the question should not automatically be, 

“What is wrong with this employee?”

It may also be worth asking:

•  What has the employee been experiencing during the ramp 
period?

•  Did support change?

•  Did questions stop? •  Did expectations become less clear?

•  Did the work become different from what was originally explained? •  Did the employee begin responding differently as the demands 
increased?

Time-to-productivity tells us how long the ramp took.

It may not tell us what happened during the ramp.
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DECISION VELOCITY

A change in decision speed does not automatically tell 

us why

Organizations need decisions to move.

If decisions take too long, customers may wait, projects may slow down, and work can get stuck.

But faster is not always better either.

A decision made too quickly can create a different problem.

That is why decision velocity can be useful. It gives leaders a way to see whether decisions are moving the way they 

should.

But speed does not tell us everything.

•  A person who normally makes decisions without much trouble 
may suddenly start hesitating.

•  Another person may start making decisions too quickly.

•  Someone may begin asking for approval on things they used 
to handle themselves.

•  Someone else may stop asking for input altogether.

•  A person may keep revisiting the same decision or avoid 
making one at all.

Those behaviors can happen for many reasons.

•  Maybe the employee has less information. •  Maybe the consequences are higher.

•  Maybe authority changed. •  Maybe expectations are not as clear.

•  Maybe the work itself became more complicated. •  Maybe the person is responding differently under pressure.

The important point is not to jump to a conclusion.

The question is:

What changed before the decision behavior changed?

Decision velocity may show us that something is moving differently.

It may not tell us what changed first.
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BEHAVIOR CHANGE

Knowing what to do and doing it under pressure are not 

always the same thing

Organizations spend a lot of time teaching people what they are supposed to do.

•  Employees are trained to communicate with customers. •  Managers are trained to give feedback.

•  Teams are trained to follow procedures. •  People are taught to ask for help, make decisions, manage 
conflict, handle problems, manage priorities, and respond when 
something goes wrong.

That training matters.

But then the environment changes.

•  The deadline gets tighter. •  A customer becomes upset.

•  The team is short-staffed. •  The manager is under pressure.

•  Several things need attention at the same time. •  The employee is uncertain about what happens next.

That is where another question becomes important.

Can the person still use what they know?

A person who normally asks for help may suddenly try to handle everything alone. A manager who normally 

communicates well may become shorter or more controlling. An employee who normally works carefully may start 

rushing. Another employee may slow down and check everything several times.

That brings us back to one of the Institute's core ideas:

Pressure does not create behavior; it reveals it.

The point is not that one response is automatically good and another is bad.

The point is that behavior can change when pressure increases.

And that change may tell the organization something before a larger outcome appears.

Behavior-change measures can tell leaders whether the expected behavior is happening.

The earlier question is:

What happens to that behavior when pressure rises?
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WORKFORCE READINESS

Knowing how to do something does not always mean you 

can still do it the same way under pressure

Workforce readiness asks whether an organization has the people, skills, knowledge, leadership, and capability needed 

to do the work now and in the future.

That is an important question.

But there may be another part of readiness that deserves more attention.

A person can know what to do and still respond differently when the environment becomes more demanding.

•  A manager may know how to handle conflict. •  An employee may know the correct procedure.

•  A team member may know they are supposed to ask for help. •  A leader may know how to delegate.

But when deadlines tighten, customers are upset, staffing is short, expectations change, or several priorities hit at once, 

people do not always use what they know in the same way.

That does not mean pressure caused the problem.

It means skill and access to skill may be two different things.

THE EMPLOYEE MAY KNOW THE PROCESS
The question is whether they can still use the process when things 
get difficult.

THE MANAGER MAY KNOW HOW TO COMMUNICATE
The question is whether that communication remains available 
when pressure rises.

THE LEADER MAY KNOW HOW TO DELEGATE
The question is whether they still delegate when they feel like 
everything is on the line.

That is the part The Pressure Institute is interested in studying more closely.

We are not saying workforce readiness can be reduced to a pressure score.

We are asking whether readiness is fully understood if we only ask whether someone knows what to do.

Knowing what to do and being able to access it under pressure may be two different workforce 

questions.
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THE ORGANIZATIONAL VIEW

What the metric tells us and what it may not

The point of this brief is not to throw out workforce metrics.

Keep them.

They matter.

They help organizations see patterns, compare changes over time, and understand where attention may be needed.

The opportunity is to ask one more question alongside the metric.

WORKFORCE METRIC WHAT IT TELLS THE ORGANIZATION EARLIER QUESTION

Turnover Someone left What changed before the decision to leave?

Time-to-Productivity The ramp period was longer or shorter What happened during the ramp period?

Decision Velocity Decisions are moving faster or slower
What changed before decision behavior 
changed?

Behavior Change
Expected behaviors are appearing or not 
appearing

What happens to the behavior when pressure 
rises?

Workforce Readiness The workforce appears more or less prepared
Does what people know remain available when 
demands increase?

Turnover is one of the easiest places to see this difference.

The resignation is the event the organization records.

But the decision to leave may have been developing for a long time.

•  Maybe communication changed. •  Maybe participation changed.

•  Maybe the employee stopped asking for help. •  Maybe performance changed.

•  Maybe nothing obvious changed at all.

None of those things prove why the person left.

But the resignation may still be the last event in a much longer story.

That is why the Institute keeps coming back to the same idea:

Keep the metric. Ask an earlier question.
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EARLIER VISIBILITY

What changes when leaders can see earlier?

Seeing earlier does not mean preventing every problem.

It does not mean stopping every employee from leaving.

It does not mean every change in behavior needs an intervention.

And it does not mean managers should start guessing what people are experiencing.

What it may do is give the organization another moment to ask what changed.

A new employee stops asking questions. That may be worth noticing before productivity becomes a problem.

A team member who normally participates becomes quiet.
That may be worth asking about before the person becomes 
completely withdrawn.

A manager starts making every decision alone. That may be worth examining before the team begins slowing down.

An employee starts hesitating on decisions they once made 
comfortably.

That may be worth understanding before anyone decides the person 
is no longer capable.

The benefit of earlier visibility is not that it gives the organization an immediate answer.

It gives the organization another chance to ask a question.

•  What changed? •  What changed in the work?

•  What changed in the expectations? •  What changed in the environment?

•  What changed in the way the person began responding?

Those questions may help leaders understand more before the outcome becomes the only thing 

anyone is looking at.
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THE CLOSING QUESTION

What was already changing before the workforce metric 

changed?

Organizations are getting better at measuring what is happening across the workforce. They can track productivity, engagement, 
readiness, decision-making, turnover, behavior, performance, and many other parts of the employee experience.

That is useful.

But more data does not always mean earlier visibility.

A productivity number may show that work slowed down. A readiness measure may show that employees are struggling with change. A 
decision metric may show that decisions are taking longer. A behavior measure may show that expected actions are no longer happening. A 
turnover report may show that someone left.

All of that information matters.

But the question is whether the organization first begins paying attention at the moment the number changes, or whether something 
was already changing before that point.

•  What changed in the environment? •  What changed in the demands?

•  What changed in communication? •  What changed in decision-making?

•  What changed in help-seeking? •  What changed in participation?

•  What changed in the way the person was responding? •  And how long had those changes been happening before anyone could 
see them in a report?

The next step in workforce measurement may not simply be finding another number to track.

It may be getting better at noticing what happens before the number moves.

What was already changing before the workforce metric changed?

The metric tells us where the change became visible to the organization. The earlier question is what 

happened before that.

ABOUT THE PRESSURE INSTITUTE

The Pressure Institute studies how people respond when demands, expectations, environments, and pressure change.

We are interested in what happens before a behavior, performance issue, withdrawal, or workforce outcome becomes obvious.

The work does not replace workforce metrics. It asks organizations to look earlier.

pressureinstitute.com

EXTERNAL CONVERSATION THAT PROMPTED THIS BRIEF

This Institute Insight Brief was prompted in part by the September 18, 2026 Forbes Human Resources Council article, 20 Workforce Metrics Executives 
Should Be Tracking In 2026. The article identified workforce measures its contributors believe deserve greater executive attention, including readiness, 
productivity, decision-making, behavior, confidence, capability, and employee experience.

The Pressure Institute's question begins one step earlier:

What may already have been changing in the person before the workforce metric changed?

Source: Forbes Human Resources Council, September 18, 2026. Read the article

https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbeshumanresourcescouncil/2026/09/18/20-workforce-metrics-executives-should-be-tracking-in-2026/
https://pressureinstitute.com/

