Workforce planning: choosing the right B
A decision guide for closing the gap between the workforce you will have and the workforce you need
The Bs are the options available at the action-planning stage, once demand and supply have been forecast and the gaps identified. Treat them as a portfolio, not a single choice: organisations often default to Buy by habit when Build or Borrow may be faster, cheaper or more durable.
1. The Bs at a glance
	B
	What it means
	Typical examples

	Build
	Develop your own people
	Training, upskilling, reskilling, progression, succession planning

	Buy
	Recruit external talent
	Graduates, apprentices, experienced hires

	Borrow
	Bring in short-term or specialist capacity
	Contractors, agency staff, consultants, secondments, outsourcing

	Bind
	Retain critical people and capabilities
	Market supplements, benefits, flexible working, flexible retirement

	Bot
	Automate or augment work with technology
	AI, robotics, process redesign

	Bounce
	Refocus or move people on
	Retraining, redeployment, performance management; redundancy as a last resort


Versions vary by source: 3Bs (Build, Buy, Borrow), 4Bs, 6Bs (as above), and 7Bs (adds Balance). Some sources use Bridge (redeploy or redesign) in place of Bounce. Check which version your organisation or syllabus uses.
2. Define the gap first
1. What: which skill or capability is missing, not just which role?
1. How much and where: scale, location and teams affected.
1. How long: one-off project, seasonal peak, or permanent need?
1. How critical: does it drive strategy, or is it support work?
3. Screen the options
	Option
	Best when
	Watch out for

	Build
	Need is ongoing, not urgent, and the skill is reachable from where your people already are
	Slow to start; needs learning capacity and manager time; trained staff may leave

	Buy
	Skill is urgent, not available internally, and core to strategy long term
	Expensive in a tight market; slow to land; new hires need induction

	Borrow
	Need is immediate, specialised or temporary, or demand is uncertain
	Cost per day; knowledge leaves with the contractor; supplier dependence

	Bind
	Critical people or capabilities are at risk of leaving
	Pay and equity issues; spend on people who would have stayed anyway

	Bot
	Work is stable, repeatable and rules-based, and redesign improves consistency
	Upfront cost; change management; work may be more judgement-based than it looks

	Bounce
	Skills are obsolete, roles are shrinking, or there is a genuine performance issue
	Legal and employee relations risk; morale and reputation; try retraining and redeployment first


4. Ask the deciding questions (roughly in this order)
1. Can the work be automated or redesigned? If yes, test Bot first, as it changes the demand side.
1. Is the need temporary or uncertain? Lean to Borrow rather than creating permanent commitments.
1. Is it urgent? Borrow or Buy will be quickest. With time, Build becomes viable.
1. Is the skill core and long term? Favour Build or Buy, so the capability sits inside the organisation.
1. Can existing people realistically reach it? If adjacent skills are absent, Build will be slow and risky.
1. How competitive is the external market? If thin or expensive, Buy is harder; Build and Borrow gain appeal.
1. Who is at risk of leaving? Whatever you choose, check whether Bind is needed to protect current capability.
1. Are any roles surplus or declining? Consider Bounce, but only after redeployment and retraining, with the legal process built in.
5. Combine rather than choose one
For most significant gaps the answer is a blend, sequenced over time:
1. Now: Borrow to cover the immediate need.
1. Next 6 to 18 months: Build the durable internal capability.
1. Throughout: Bind the people who hold critical knowledge.
1. Where unavailable: Buy selectively for skills you cannot grow.
1. Ongoing: Bot where tasks can be automated, freeing capacity.
Worked example: data analysis skills in a local authority
A new performance reporting requirement creates demand for data analysis skills.
	Bot
	Part of the reporting can be automated with dashboards, so demand falls.

	Borrow
	An interim analyst or consultancy covers set-up for the first few months.

	Build
	Upskill two business support staff who already know the service data.

	Buy
	Recruit one senior analyst, because the external market has the expertise and the need is permanent.

	Bind
	Retain the officer who understands the legacy systems, for example through flexible working or a market supplement.


6. Test and review
1. Cost and timeline: estimate cost, time to impact and probability of success for each option.
1. Risk: what happens if the plan fails, and what is the fallback?
1. Review point: set a date to reassess, because labour markets and business needs change.
Keep the process light. The value is in forcing an honest comparison instead of defaulting to recruitment. This guide is a structured aid to judgement, not a formula.
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