
Setting Annual HR Goals: Metrics That
Matter in 2026

Every January, HR teams across Canada go through the same ritual. 

Budgets are finalized. Business plans are approved. Leaders ask for goals. Dashboards
are refreshed. Metrics are copied forward from last year with minor tweaks. Headcount
targets, engagement scores, time to hire, training completion rates. 

On paper, it all looks reasonable. 

But many HR leaders feel an uncomfortable truth beneath the surface. The metrics they
are reporting do not always reflect the risks they are managing, the pressures their
workforce is under, or the scrutiny regulators, insurers, and executives are
applying. 

In 2026, that gap matters more than ever. 

Canadian HR is operating in a tighter labour market, under expanding regulatory
expectations, with rising psychological injury claims, greater privacy risk, and more
executive focus on workforce cost and performance. At the same time, boards and
senior leaders increasingly expect HR to explain not just what happened, but why it
happened and what it means for the business. 

This article explores how HR leaders should think about setting annual goals in 2026,
which metrics actually matter in the current environment, and how to move beyond
vanity metrics toward indicators that support compliance, resilience, and
credibility. 

Why Traditional HR Metrics Are No Longer Enough 

For years, HR success was often measured by activity rather than impact. Did we fill
roles quickly. Did employees complete training. Did engagement scores go up. Did
turnover stay within acceptable ranges. These metrics still have value, but they tell
an incomplete story. 

A low time to hire may hide poor quality of hire or high early turnover. High
engagement scores may mask burnout or accommodation failures. Training completion
does not guarantee competence or compliance. Low reported incidents may reflect
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underreporting rather than safety. 

In Canada, regulators and courts are increasingly uninterested in surface level
indicators. They look for evidence that systems work in practice. HR metrics must
evolve accordingly. 

The 2026 Context HR Goals Must Reflect 

Before choosing metrics, HR leaders must ground goals in reality. Several forces
define the Canadian HR landscape heading into 2026. 

Labour markets remain constrained, particularly in skilled trades, healthcare, and
technical roles. Immigration moderation increases pressure on retention and internal
mobility. Mental health related disability claims continue to rise, representing one
of the fastest growing cost categories for employers. Privacy scrutiny around digital
monitoring and data use is intensifying. Harassment, violence, and accommodation
standards are being enforced more aggressively. 

At the same time, organizations are under cost pressure. Wage inflation has slowed
but has not reversed. Productivity expectations are rising. Executives want proof
that HR investments deliver value. 

Annual HR goals must reflect this complexity. Metrics chosen in isolation will fail
to tell the story leaders need to hear. 

Shifting from Activity Metrics to Risk and Outcome Metrics 

One of the most important mindset shifts for HR in 2026 is moving from activity
tracking to risk and outcome measurement. 

Activity metrics answer the question "Did we do something?" 

Outcome metrics answer the question "Did it work?" 

Risk metrics answer the question "Where are we exposed?" 

For example, tracking harassment training completion is an activity metric. Tracking
time to resolution of complaints, repeat complaints by department, or legal outcomes
is an outcome and risk lens. 

Tracking absenteeism is an activity metric. Tracking disability duration, return to
work sustainability, and relapse rates provides insight into system
effectiveness. Executives increasingly expect HR to speak in this language. 

Talent Metrics That Matter in 2026 

Talent remains a core HR mandate, but the emphasis is shifting. 

In 2026, hiring speed matters less than hiring stability. Organizations cannot afford
constant churn, especially where pipelines are constrained. 

Time to hire remains relevant, but it should be paired with early turnover rates and
performance indicators. A hire who leaves within twelve months often costs more than
a longer vacancy. Retention metrics must also mature. Overall turnover hides
important signals. Regretted turnover, turnover in critical roles, and turnover
within the first two years provide much more actionable insight. 

Internal mobility metrics are becoming increasingly important. Tracking internal fill



rates for key roles, time to productivity for internal moves, and participation in
reskilling programs reveals whether the organization is reducing reliance on external
labour. 

Statistics Canada data shows that job tenure has been declining for younger workers,
while older workers remain longer. HR goals that ignore tenure distribution miss
future risk. 

Workforce Health and Safety Metrics Are Now HR Metrics 

Health and safety data can no longer sit entirely outside HR
dashboards. Psychological injury claims, accommodation requests, and absenteeism
trends often originate in HR processes long before they appear as formal safety
incidents. 

In 2026, HR leaders should pay close attention to mental health related disability
incidence and duration. According to Mental Health Research Canada, mental health
claims account for roughly 30% of disability costs and are increasing in frequency. 

Tracking average duration of disability claims, recurrence rates, and successful
return to work outcomes provides insight into whether accommodations and supports are
effective. 

From a safety perspective, low incident rates should be interpreted cautiously.
Underreporting remains a known issue in Canadian workplaces. HR can add value by
correlating incident data with turnover, engagement, and absenteeism by department. 

These integrated metrics help identify hidden risk. 

Compliance Metrics That Go Beyond Checklists 

Compliance remains a core HR responsibility, but the definition of compliance has
expanded. In 2026, regulators expect systems, not just policies. Tracking whether
policies exist is no longer sufficient. HR goals should include metrics
that demonstrate implementation and effectiveness. 

For harassment and violence, this includes time to investigate, consistency of
outcomes, training coverage by role, and corrective action follow through. For
employment standards, metrics might include audit findings, retroactive pay
corrections, or complaint trends. 

For privacy, HR should track the number of privacy complaints, data access requests,
and incidents related to employee information. These metrics are uncomfortable for
some organizations, but they are far more defensible than silence. 

Performance and Productivity Metrics HR Can Influence 

HR is often asked to support productivity without being given clear levers. 

In 2026, HR goals should focus on metrics it can influence meaningfully. Absence
rates, overtime usage, vacancy duration, and span of control all affect productivity.
HR involvement in workforce design, scheduling policies, and workload management can
influence these outcomes. 

Training effectiveness metrics are also evolving. Rather than tracking completion, HR
can track post training incident rates, error rates, or performance improvements tied
to training interventions. Executives increasingly want to understand the return on
people investments. HR metrics must help answer that question. 



Equity, Fairness, and Trust Metrics 

Equity and fairness remain prominent issues, but measurement must mature. 

Pay equity audits, where applicable, provide concrete data rather than perception-
based indicators. Tracking pay compression, promotion rates by demographic group, and
access to development opportunities reveals structural issues. 

Trust metrics are harder to quantify, but complaint rates, whistleblower usage, and
exit interview themes offer insight. Canadian courts and tribunals increasingly
consider whether employers act in good faith. HR metrics that demonstrate fairness
and consistency support that narrative. 

The Role of Leading Versus Lagging Indicators 

Many HR dashboards rely heavily on lagging indicators. Turnover after it happens.
Claims after they are filed. Complaints after they escalate. 

In 2026, HR leaders should consciously include leading indicators. 

Rising absenteeism in a department often precedes turnover. Increased accommodation
requests may signal workload or management issues. Declining internal mobility
participation may foreshadow external hiring challenges. 

Leading indicators allow HR to act before issues become costly. 

Regional and Regulatory Differences HR Must Reflect 

Canadian HR goals cannot be entirely standardized across regions. 

Employment standards, privacy obligations, workers' compensation systems, and labour
markets differ by province. HR metrics must reflect these realities. The table below
illustrates how regulatory context influences which metrics deserve attention. 

Regulatory and Regional Considerations for HR Metrics in Canada 

Area Key Regulatory Influence Metrics HR Should Track 
Harassment and
Violence OHS legislation Complaint resolution time, repeat

incidents 

Mental Health Workers’ compensation Disability duration, return to work
success 

Privacy Federal and provincial
privacy laws 

Complaints, access requests,
incidents 

Employment
Standards Provincial standards Audit findings, retro pay

adjustments 
Immigration Federal programs Retention of newcomers, time to PR 
Pay Equity Provincial statutes Wage gaps, remediation progress 

This table highlights why HR metrics must be contextual, not generic. 

Aligning HR Goals with Executive Expectations 

One of the biggest challenges HR faces is misalignment with executive
priorities. Executives care about risk, cost, and performance. HR metrics often focus
on engagement and process. In 2026, HR leaders who frame goals in business terms will



gain influence. 

Reducing disability duration lowers benefit costs. Improving retention in critical
roles protects revenue. Faster internal mobility reduces recruitment spend. Strong
compliance metrics reduce legal exposure. When HR goals are explicitly tied to these
outcomes, conversations change. 

Avoiding Metric Overload 

A common mistake in annual planning is adding metrics without removing old
ones. Dashboards become cluttered. Focus is lost. Teams spend time reporting rather
than improving. In 2026, fewer metrics done well will outperform broad dashboards. 

Each HR goal should have a clear purpose. What decision will this metric inform. What
action will it trigger. What risk does it monitor. If a metric does not answer those
questions, it likely does not belong in the annual plan. 

Making Metrics Meaningful for Managers 

HR metrics are only useful if they influence behaviour. Managers should understand
which metrics matter, why they matter, and how they can influence them. HR goals that
live only at the corporate level miss this opportunity. 

For example, managers can influence absenteeism, turnover, accommodation success, and
training effectiveness. Providing them with relevant, timely data supports
accountability. In Canada, courts increasingly examine supervisory conduct. HR
metrics that support manager development reduce risk. 

Preparing HR Teams for Data Maturity 

Setting better goals requires better data literacy. 

HR teams must be able to interpret trends, explain correlations, and identify root
causes. This does not require advanced analytics, but it does require curiosity and
confidence. Investing in HR capability to use data effectively is itself a strategic
goal for 2026. 

Setting Goals That Stand Up to Scrutiny 

Annual HR goals are no longer internal housekeeping tools. They are
evidence. Evidence for regulators assessing due diligence. Evidence for insurers
evaluating risk. Evidence for executives making investment decisions. 

In 2026, HR metrics must stand up to scrutiny beyond the department. This means clear
definitions, consistent tracking, and honest reporting. It also means acknowledging
where performance is not where it should be and showing how it will be addressed. 

Final Thoughts 

Setting annual HR goals in 2026 is not about chasing trends or copying dashboards. It
is about choosing metrics that reflect reality. Reality includes tighter labour
markets, rising psychological health costs, expanding privacy expectations, and
higher accountability for how people are treated. 

HR leaders who align goals with these realities will be better positioned to
influence decisions, manage risk, and demonstrate value. The metrics that matter are
the ones that help HR move from reporting activity to shaping outcomes. 


