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A PRACTICAL PLANNING CHECKLIST FOR HR & BUSINESS LEADERS 
 

Beyond Headcount 
10 Questions for Q4 Talent Planning and Next-Year Budgeting 
 

A budgeted headcount plan is not the same thing as a talent plan. As HR and business leaders plan for the year ahead, use 
these questions to identify where a talent gap could put the business plan at risk—before budgets, organization plans, and 
hiring decisions are final. 

 

1. What business priorities must the organization deliver next year? 
Start with the plan, not requisitions. Consider growth, operational changes, customer commitments, financial goals, 
and organizational shifts. 

Consider: What will need to be true about our people and leadership capacity for these priorities to succeed? 
 

2. Which roles are most pivotal to executing those priorities? 
Identify positions where a vacancy, weak fit, or delayed hire would create disproportionate operational, customer, 
financial, or cultural risk. 

Consider: If this role remained unfilled for six months, what would be affected? 
 

3. Where do we have limited succession coverage? 
Look beyond planned retirements to leaders, experts, and relationship-critical contributors whose departure would be 
difficult to absorb. 

Consider: For each pivotal role, who could realistically step in—and how ready are they? 
 

4. Which roles will require different capabilities next year? 
Business changes may require a different mix of skills, experience, leadership behaviors, or strategic perspective, 
not simply a replacement for today’s job description. 

Consider: What will this role need next year that it does not need today? 
 

5. Where are we relying too heavily on one person or a small group? 
Look for single points of failure in technical expertise, customer relationships, institutional knowledge, leadership 
decisions, and revenue-producing work. 

Consider: What knowledge or responsibility is concentrated in too few hands? 
 

6. What retention risks deserve proactive attention? 
Focus on key performers, future leaders, and hard-to-replace contributors, not only broad turnover numbers. 

Consider: Who would be most difficult to lose, and what might cause them to reconsider staying? 
 

7. Which needs can be met through development, succession, or internal mobility? 
Clarify where development, stretch assignments, cross-training, or planned transitions can build capability and 
strengthen retention. 

Consider: Which future needs could be addressed by preparing someone already on the team? 
 

8. Where will external hiring still be essential? 
Some needs require specialized experience, a proven leadership track record, a fresh perspective, or capacity that 
cannot be built internally in time. 

Consider: Which roles or capabilities must be sourced externally to protect the business plan? 
 

9. What is the true cost of waiting? 
The cost of a vacancy is rarely limited to salary savings. Delays can affect revenue, client service, workload, 
execution speed, leadership capacity, and morale. 

Consider: What happens if this decision or search begins only after the need becomes urgent? 
 

10. What talent investments need to be visible in the budget? 
Make critical hiring, development, succession, retention, assessment, onboarding, and capability-building decisions 
explicit. 

Consider: Which investments are necessary, not merely nice to have, to deliver next year’s plan? 
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A Practical Next Step 
After working through the questions, place each issue into one of three categories: 

 

CATEGORY MEANING PLANNING RESPONSE 

Protect A critical role, capability, or 
contributor creates material risk 
today. 

Address retention, coverage, or hiring 
needs now. 

Build A needed capability can be 
developed internally with adequate 
time and support. 

Define development actions, ownership, 
and timing. 

Acquire The organization needs external 
experience or capacity to execute 
the plan. 

Clarify the target profile, business case, 
budget, and search timeline. 

 

 

Strong talent plans do more than account for headcount. They anticipate the leadership, capabilities, and talent risks 
that will determine whether the business plan can be delivered. 
 
This checklist is intended as a conversation starter for HR and business leaders planning for the year ahead. 
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