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Taking Stock of Crisis, Culture & New Ways of Working
Claire Pointing

In many ways, the pandemic has accelerated Future of Work trends i, opening up different
avenues of working, notably remote working and the adoption of technology, and emphasising
skills such as adaptability, resilience, problem solving and creativity. However, it has also
generated challenges and fears as people struggle to stay connected and keep pace with the
changes.
This session invited participants to (1) take stock and identify how their organisations have been
approaching bringing in new ways of working and (2) imagine ahead and reflect on how their
organisation can support their people to adapt to new ways of working.

Where are we now?
The onset of the pandemic and impact on work has led to different reactions and actions. A
number of themes emerged:

•

Virtual working. The pandemic has accelerated future of work trends such as increased
freedom and flexibility through remote working, at times fast tracking the
implementation of innovations that were part of future strategic plans.

•

Maintaining connection. The pandemic has also highlighted the importance of
connection and empathy. Companies with more positive impact focus on
communication, building trust, and showing care and concern for their people.
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•

Difference. The benefits of the pandemic, however, do not apply evenly. Instead, it has
created divergence in experiences and mindsets: some thrive (entrepreneurial mindset,
new set of skills and emerging leaders) and others may (blue collar workers, parents of
young children, carers of sick or vulnerable relatives); some desire certainty and the
return to status quo while others are more comfortable with the emergence and
discovery of a new normal.

•

Leveraging learning. There is also a desire to retain the positive habits acquired during
this period and to leverage them for future competitive advantage.

Another emerging theme is the human implications of the crisis, specifically on wellbeing. While
opening up opportunities, prolonged remote working (especially with a second wave of
lockdowns in some countries) can take a toll. The pace of change and adoption of new ways of
working also carry the risks of increasing disconnection, exhaustion and burnout, which can
erode the goodwill, trust and cohesion generated from the initial response to crisis. This leads to
the question of whether organisations and leaders have the resources and empathy to support
their people through the continued pace and demands of change.
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Where should we be going?
As we are currently still in the midst of crisis, it is not surprising that most organisations are still
in short-term tactical mode, reacting to immediate demands and pressures rather than
proactively strategising about the type of culture needed to sustain healthy and effective ways
of working.
Shifting the focus to the future, group discussion on how organisations can support their people
to adapt to new ways of working revolved around the following themes:

Most of the comments centred on the human-organisation interface, with recurring words such
as “people”, “work”, “organisation”, “build”, “trust”, “adapting” and “team”. A number of practical
recommendations emerged:
•

Creating reflective space: Providing opportunities, face to face and virtually, for people
to connect, be present with others, reflect and discuss as well as think forward.

•

Team development opportunities: Bring the team together to reinforce trust, cohesion
and learning from one another.

•

Practicing empathy: Empathy is now being pushed to the top of the competencies list
for leaders as a critical skill to manage through crisis and its aftermath.

•

Encouraging vulnerability, transparency and fair process: Leaders show vulnerability by
asking for help and acknowledging that they do not have all the answers but are working
through them; they also role model conversely to ask their people if they need help, to
demonstrate empathy.

•

Adopting a hybrid approach going forward: With diverging experiences magnified
through the crisis, there isn’t a one size fits all approach but different pathways
according to individual needs and preferences.

•

Learning from mistakes: In particular, acknowledge mistakes where trust has been
eroded and focus on ways to rebuild it.
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Creating a forward-looking culture: psychological safety and reflection spaces
When we look at where we are now, through a short-term lens, we can see a lot of benefits and
opportunities arise out of this crisis, but this period of disruptive change has been exhausting.
Learning has accelerated, wellbeing challenged, and there is increasing divergence in
experiences, mindsets and expectations on how and why we work. Culture is also starting to
show cracks and organisations may be running out of capacity to support their people through
the prolonged crisis.
Psychological safety can be a powerful connector in the organisation-human interface. Coined
by Amy Edmundson, and defined as “a shared belief held by members of a team that the team
is safe for interpersonal risk-taking,” ii psychological safety is the foundation of high learning
organisations where people can be creative and innovative, make and learn from mistakes, and
think forward. When leaders role model trust, curiosity, confidence and inspiration, they
propagate a growth (rather than reactive) mindset, which in turn enables their people to be
more motivated, resilient, persistent and engaged.
Reflection spaces is also another important connector, giving people an opportunity to engage
with one another, to take stock and think through the lessons learned from the crisis, to identify
the real drivers of change and how to proactively create the right kind of culture and leadership
for sustainable work going forward.

Sources:
i The Future of Jobs Report 2020, WEF. https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-future-of-jobs-report2020#:~:text=It%20aims%20to%20shed%20light,in%20the%20next%20five%20years.

Edmondson, Amy C. The Fearless Organization: Creating Psychological Safety in the Workplace for Learning,
Innovation, and Growth. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2018.
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