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WHY THIS FRAMEWORK
EXISTS

A Headcount Plan Only
Works If It Holds Up To
Reality.

Every organization has a hiring plan. Great orgs
have one that’s still accurate in six months.

The 5F Workforce Planning & Headcount Forecasting
Framework was created to close the gap between the
headcount leadership approves and the headcount the
business actually ends up needing — the drift where

budgets and hiring plans quietly stop matching reality.

Too often, workforce plans are built once a year in
isolation from Finance, then treated as fixed even as
growth, attrition, and priorities shift underneath them.
The 5F Framework treats the forecast as something to
maintain, not file away.

Whether planning for a single team or an entire
organization, a credible headcount plan begins with a
disciplined process — grounding the numbers in real
business drivers, funding them deliberately, and
revisiting them as conditions change.

Frame the scope. Forecast the need. Fund
what’s approved. Fill against the plan. Flex
as things shift.
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Workforce Planning Impact

Frame, Forecast & Fund

To keep headcount decisions grounded, planning must be built with
discipline — tied to real business drivers, reconciled against budget, and
revisited on a set cadence, not treated as fixed once approved.
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Introduction

Why disciplined workforce planning matters

The 5S Framework

The five stages at a glance

Stage Deep-Dives

Frame, Forecast, Fund, Fill, Flex

Roles & Responsibilities

Who owns what across the process

Implementation Roadmap

A phased planning-to-execution timeline

Tools & Worksheets

Demand driver scorecard, forecasting methods, plan components

Pitfalls & Metrics

What derails forecasts, and how to measure accuracy

Quick-Reference Checklist

A one-page summary for ongoing use
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Why Workforce Planning Matters

Workforce planning is how an organization translates its business strategy into the people it will
need to deliver on it. Done well, it gives Finance a defensible headcount budget, gives Talent
Acquisition a clear pipeline to build against, and gives leadership an early warning system for
gaps before they become urgent. Done poorly — or not at all — hiring becomes reactive,

headcount spend drifts from budget, and teams scramble to backfill roles no one saw coming.

61% 19% 3x

of finance leaders say of organizations formally re- faster time-to-fill when roles
headcount is their least forecast headcount more are planned ahead versus
predictable cost line than once a year requested reactively

The 5F Workforce Planning & Headcount Forecasting Framework gives HR and Finance a shared

structure for building the plan — from defining scope to keeping the forecast honest as conditions change.
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THE FRAMEWORK

The 5F Framework At A Glance

Frame
Define the planning scope, time horizon, and the business drivers behind it.

Forecast
Project headcount needs by role and department across multiple scenarios.

Fund
Reconcile the forecast against budget and secure formal approval.

Fill
Execute recruiting against the funded plan, sequenced by priority.

Flex
Track actuals against the plan and reforecast as conditions change.
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STAGE ONE: FRAME ‘)ﬁ
, 1

Identify Action Plan

Define what’s being planned, over what time horizon, and why — before modeling any numbers.

Key Actions

= Review the business strategy and growth targets driving workforce needs.
= Define the planning scope: departments, roles, and time horizon (e.g., 12-18 months).
= Identify key business drivers affecting headcount — revenue growth, expansion, attrition.

= Secure alignment from Finance and business leaders on planning assumptions.

CAPACITY VISIBILITY
HEADCOUNT VISIBILITY o
Who we have

Limited  Developing  Proficient

now!
Customer
Problem Solving
Data
Governance

Stronger skills. Smarter capacity
Better decisions.
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STAGE TWO: FORECAST 00O

Plan for Possible Figurative Outcomes

Turn business drivers into a headcount projection, tested across multiple scenarios.

Key Actions

= Build demand-based models — e.g., revenue-per-headcount, span-of-control ratios.
* Layer in attrition projections and internal mobility assumptions.

= Model multiple scenarios: baseline, growth, and conservative cases.

= Validate the forecast with department heads for reasonableness.
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STAGE THREE: FUND o —

Cost Consciousness

Align the forecast to what the business can actually afford, and get it formally approved.

Key Actions

= Translate the headcount forecast into a fully loaded cost model.
= Reconcile the forecast against the approved budget and identify any gaps.

= Prioritize roles when demand exceeds budget, using documented business-
impact criteria.

= Secure sign-off from Finance and executive leadership on the funded plan.

The 5F Workforce Planning & Headcount Forecasting Framework 9



STAGE FOUR: FILL

E—-)o

=)o

Establish Talent Pipeline

Turn the funded plan into an active recruiting pipeline, sequenced by priority.

Key Actions

* Translate the funded plan into a recruiting pipeline and hiring targets.
= Sequence requisitions by priority and time-to-fill expectations.

= Partner with Talent Acquisition on sourcing strategy for hard-to-fill roles.

= Track open, filled, and backfill requisitions against the plan on a regular cadence.
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STAGE FIVE: FLEX

Flexibility is Key

Keep the plan honest by checking it against reality and adjusting when reality changes.

Key Actions
= Compare actual headcount and spend to forecast on a recurring cadence.

= Investigate variances: unplanned attrition, hiring delays, or shifting priorities.

Reforecast when business conditions materially change.

Report headcount health to leadership with clear variance explanations.

The 5F Workforce Planning & Headcount Forecasting Framework
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Roles & Responsibilities

Ensure the job descriptions are accurate, comprehensive, and reflect the exact responsibilities and

expectations of the role.

Executive Sponsor /
CFO

HR / People
Analytics

Finance / FP&A

Department / Hiring
Manager

Talent Acquisition

Primary Responsibility

Approves planning scope and final funded headcount plan.

Owns the framework, builds forecast models, and tracks actuals
against plan.

Validates cost assumptions and reconciles the forecast against
budget.

Provides input on team needs and prioritizes roles within their
budget.

Builds the recruiting pipeline and reports time-to-fill against the
plan.

The 5F Workforce Planning & Headcount Forecasting Framework
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Implementation Roadmap

Phase 1

Weeks 1-2

Phase 2

Weeks 3-5

Phase 3

Weeks 6-9

Phase 4

Ongoing

Frame
Define scope, time horizon, and business drivers with leadership.

Forecast

Build demand models and scenario-test the headcount projection.

Fund
Reconcile against budget, prioritize, and secure approval.

Fill & Flex
Recruit against the plan; track actuals and reforecast as needed.

The 5F Workforce Planning & Headcount Forecasting Framework
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Demand Driver Scorecard

Use the criteria below to score how strongly each driver should influence the forecast, from 1 (low) to 5

(high).

How much is projected revenue growth expected to

Revenue Growth Rate drive new headcount?

How much of the forecast is backfill driven by

Attrition Rate expected turnover?

Are management ratios within target, or do they

Span of Control justify more/fewer roles?

How critical is this initiative to the organization's

Strategic Priority fop priorities?

How long will these roles realistically take to source

Time-to-Fill Risk and fill?

The 5F Workforce Planning & Headcount Forecasting Framework
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Forecasting Methods At A Glance

Most mature forecasts blend multiple methods rather than relying on a single approach.

Ratio-Based

Headcount tied to a business ratio, like revenue per employee or span of control.

Trend-Based

Projects forward from historical headcount growth and seasonality patterns.

Scenario-Based
Models baseline, growth, and conservative cases against different assumptions.

Zero-Based
Rebuilds the plan from actual role needs, without assuming prior headcount as a floor.
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Headcount Plan Components

Role & Level

Business Justification
The driver behind the request — growth, backfill, or strategic initiative.

Target Start Quarter
When the role needs to be filled and productive.

Budget Impact
The fully loaded cost of the role, including benefits and overhead.

Backfill vs. Net-New
Whether the role replaces existing headcount or adds to it.

The 5F Workforce Planning & Headcount Forecasting Framework
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Common Pitfalls & How to Avoid Them

PITFALL

Forecasting headcount without Finance at the table

Fix: Partner with FP&A from the start so plan and budget stay aligned.

PITFALL

Treating the forecast as fixed once approved

Fix: Build a re-forecasting cadence into the plan from day one.

PITFALL

Ignoring attrition in demand models

Fix: Layer historical attrition data into every forecast scenario.

PITFALL

No prioritization when demand exceeds budget

Fix: Use documented business-impact criteria to rank requests before conflict arises.

PITFALL

Plan disconnected from real recruiting capacity

Fix: Validate time-to-fill assumptions with Talent Acquisition before finalizing.
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Metrics & KPIs to Track

Forecast Accuracy

How closely actual headcount

matched the forecast, by period.

Time-to-Fill vs. Plan

Actual days to fill compared to
the assumption used in
forecasting.

Span of Control

Average direct reports per
manager, tracked against target
ratios.

Budget Variance

Difference between planned and
actual headcount spend.

Attrition vs. Forecast

Actual attrition compared to the
rate assumed in the model.

Requisition Aging

Average time an approved
requisition sits unfilled.

The 5F Workforce Planning & Headcount Forecasting Framework
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Sample Scenario

A SaaS company applies the 5F Framework to plan headcount for a new product line launching in Q3.

Leadership sets the Q3 launch goal, scoping the plan across

FRAME . .
engineering, sales, and support.

People Analytics ties headcount to projected revenue and ticket

FORECAST .
volume across 3 scenarios.

The baseline scenario is reconciled against budget; 12 of 15

FUND requested roles are approved.

Talent Acquisition prioritizes engineering roles first given longer

055 time-to-fill.

Attrition runs higher than forecast in Q1; the plan is reforecasted

FLEX with 2 added backfills.

The 5F Workforce Planning & Headcount Forecasting Framework
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CONCLUSION

Key Takeaways

A credible headcount forecast starts
with real business drivers, not last

year's numbers.

Workforce planning only works when
it's built jointly with Finance, not
handed off after the fact.

once approved.

Prioritization criteria set in advance keep hard budget conversations objective,
not political.

B A forecast is a living plan — revisit it as conditions change, don't file it away
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QUICK-REFERENCE CHECKLIST

The 5D Framework, One Page

Planning scope, time horizon, and business drivers documented and aligned

Demand-based forecast built with multiple scenarios

Forecast reconciled against budget with Finance sign-off

Roles prioritized using documented business-impact criteria

Recruiting pipeline sequenced against the funded plan

Actual headcount and spend tracked against forecast on a recurring cadence

Variances investigated and explained to leadership

Plan re-forecasted when business conditions materially change



Bring the 5F Workforce Planning &
Headcount Forecasting Framework to Your Team

Anyone can request headcount. Not every request survives contact with a budget.

= Frame - anchor the plan to real business drivers before modeling a single number
= Forecast — build more than one scenario, so leadership isn’t blindsided by the first one
» Fund - reconcile against budget and prioritize before the conflict happens, not during it
= Fill - sequence recruiting by priority, not by whoever asked first
* Flex —reforecast when conditions change instead of defending a stale number
= Determine — measure whether it actually moved the number it was built to move

Most headcount plans are built once, approved, and then quietly ignored the moment

reality diverges from the assumptions. Finance stops trusting HR's numbers. HR stops
trusting the budget. Everyone starts negotiating from scratch each time a role opens.

The 5F Framework keeps the plan alive instead of shelving it. It's built jointly with Finance
from the start, tested against more than one scenario, and revisited on a set cadence — so

the forecast still means something six months in.

A workforce plan earns trust the same way a budget does: by being accurate often enough
that people stop double-checking it.
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Bringing Structure to Complexity.
Turning Strategy into Results.

Sheila Mayoral is a strategist, author, and designer who
works at the intersection of HR, learning and
development, and organizational operations. With more
than 15 years of cross-functional experience, she partners
with leaders to simplify complexity, strengthen
performance, and build systems that scale.

Her work spans strategic operations, HR technology,
project management, organizational effectiveness, process
optimization, learning and development, and change
enablement—across industries that include commercial
real estate, healthcare, manufacturing, government,
insurance, financial services, education, and professional
services.

Sheila created the Cognitif Design Framework Series to
share practical, results-driven resources that help leaders
think clearly, make confident decisions, and create lasting
impact.

Sheila Mayoral

STRATEGIC THINKING
Aligning people, process, technology, and
strategy to move organizations forward.

PRACTICAL FRAMEWORKS
Creating simple, repeatable models that
leaders can apply immediately.

“I help organizations turn good
intentions into structured, repeatable
systems that drive clarity, alignment,

and measurable results".

EXECUTION FOCUS

Bringing structure, accountability, and clarity
to turn ideas into measurable results.

CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT
Helping teams learn, adapt, and build
better systems over time.

HOHlD

Good intentions start the conversation. Structured systems create the change.
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