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New challenges for leaders of people 
 

Covid and Brexit may create the perfect storm of business and operational difficulties; it is not just 

that shopping habits have changed and supply chains are re-balancing and reviewing their 

relationships. The situation is also exacerbated by the high degree of uncertainty in the current 

climate. 

The McKinsey Global Institute (MGI) estimates that more than 20 percent of the global workforce 

(most of them in high-skilled jobs in sectors such as finance, insurance, and IT) could work the majority 

of its time away from the office—and be just as effective. Not everyone who can, will; even so, that is 

a once-in-several-generations change. It’s happening not just because of the COVID-19 crisis but also 

because advances in automation and digitization made it possible; the use of those technologies has 

accelerated during the pandemic. Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella noted in April 2020 that “we’ve seen 

two years’ worth of digital transformation in two months.” 

Different employment models have already emerged. The most obvious examples are the gig 

economy and zero hours contracts. This continues at pace, particularly as working from home 

becomes more prevalent. 

There is an understandable desire to return to a level of normality. Perhaps it is more appropriate to 

call it the ‘new abnormal’ and we have previously written about this at workhorizons.com. 

Productivity and engagement 
Organisations may well have fewer employees but need greater output. Is it a matter of staff working 

harder? Should anyone in a job be grateful, keep their head down and do everything asked of them? 

Even now, the latest research from Gallup revealed 70% of employed people are ‘actively disengaged’. 

There is a shift to a more discerning kind of employee - especially younger people, who want a more 

considered approach to the world of work. Although there is growing unemployment, we need to 

keep our talent. The cost of losing good people can be excessive and damaging. 

Environmental requirements, both legal and the preferences of our clients, will multiply. To retain our 

best people, we may have to be overtly and energetically pursuing greener credentials in line with 

their values.  Innovative organisations (and many are) need the creativity and productivity of their 

staff.  These employees have to be motivated and thus the environment needs to be inspirational. 

So what are the key ‘people themes’ for 2021 and beyond? 
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Considering the role of “Human Resources” 
In the title of this paper, we are consciously using the now unfashionable term “Human Resources”. 

Irrespective of terminology, we believe that now is the time to think and describe our function in a 

better, more accurate way. 

For many in our organisations, particularly in Finance, the term “Human Resources” suggests that 

people are a commodity which can be considered in a similar manner to stock/inventory/materials. 

People are different - and not just to stock. Everyone is an individual with different needs, 

perspectives, ambitions and talent and organisations need to ensure that the people they have are 

available, skilled and motivated - that’s when we see success. 

Through the coming year, and for the foreseeable future, the contribution of people at all levels in 

every organisation is going to be critical as the breadth and depth of the challenges are going to exceed 

anything we have experienced before.  

Building from a clear, principled purpose 
The whole organisation needs to know why they are there and the way that translates into a business 

plan; what is their part in it; how they will contribute; and by when it must be done.  

● Ever fewer people accept that their reason to work in a business is just to make money for the 

owner. They know there is a contract and they get paid but they want to feel that their work 

is worthwhile and satisfying. 

● There needs to be a culture of trust. The context of the operation must be equity and fairness 

towards customers, suppliers, funders, the community and employees. 

● People’s talent must be released for the benefit of the organisation and the development of 

the individual. 

The purpose of Human Resources is tightly aligned to the corporate strategy. HR cannot operate for 

its own interests. 
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An ethical context for business 
An ethical business strategy is based on the people’s potential. HR takes a strategic rather than 

reactive approach, recognising people as the source of innovation, creativity and productivity. 

The conscience of the business 
HR needs to lead in driving the values that enable the business to thrive through its people. 

Relationships are key in all of this: 

● A moral compass. Providing a set of values and direction which is understood by everyone 

and embodied by senior management. 

● A purpose and meaning. Clarifying why the business exists, what is it trying to achieve, and 

how will it go about doing it. 

● A sense of mutual ownership. Only occasionally will this be true in a literal sense, but if 

members of an organisation feel a strong connection to the business, progress will be faster 

and more embedded. 

Green HR 
HR can lead aspects of the Green Agenda: home working, travel policies, health and safety, 

communications, online training, company car policy, automated payroll, green benefits, healthy 

environment and lean processes, for example. 

Social impact 
Forget CSR. The conversation has moved on. Corporate and social responsibility is seen as little more 

than PR spin. How we behave in the community matters: our environmental credentials, our 

employment practices, how we create jobs and so much more. 

Reputation 
The business can easily lose its hard-earned reputation through one careless action or inaction. In the 

age of social media, actions are in the spotlight; you can no longer get away with treating any of your 

staff poorly. As Mark Twain said “A lie can travel around the world and back again whilst the truth is 

lacing up its boots” and this is absolutely the case in the age of Glassdoor reviews, Facebook, Twitter 

and LinkedIn.  
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Practical considerations 
Being a thoughtful company 
The working environment must be healthy and safe as a minimum level. For the organisation to be 

successful, the ergonomics need to be user friendly and reflect the requirements of the different 

disciplines. 

The thoughts of the leadership have to be people-centric. Everything delivered by all organisations is 

predicated on the efforts of our people. The staff need to know the leaders are really focused on their 

wellbeing and helping them to achieve their goals. 

The personal wellbeing, both mental and physical, is fundamental to productivity. Anyone unable to 

attend or is overly concerned about other issues is not capable of performing well.  

A balanced life of work, family and interests will keep the employees fresh and stimulated. The 

workaholic may be in the workplace more hours but without being able to function anywhere near to 

their full potential.  

Personal growth and development isn’t an add on and nice-to-do, it is a key element of creating a 

talented staff. There is an investment but the payback of high-quality training and education is up to 

£10 for every £1 spent. 

The organisation renewal 
Restructuring caused by the economic effects will be even more intense. Beyond the simple cost 

cutting, it is essential the processes are understood to be and seen to be fair. The structure has to 

reflect the principles of the operation and meet the functional requirements. In doing this there may 

be a move from hierarchies to a more agile and responsive alignment. To truly release the talents in 

the employees, the traditional command and order approach has to be left behind.  

 Redundancies and redeployments may occur. Are we retaining the correct people for skill, aptitude 

and attitude? Could the affected people be fully utilised elsewhere? A good engineer may be able to 

make a big impact in purchasing, for example. 

Outplacements and coaching for the impacted staff will be invaluable for them. It is the right thing to 

do and sends a message to the survivors that the organisation hasn’t abandoned its values.  

As lockdown eases, there will be a return, perhaps gradual, to the functioning operation. Some people 

will have been at work, some working from home and some on furlough. It will take responsive 

leadership to bring everyone back together. Re-booting the organisation to effective working and then 

to move from surviving to thriving, will be the next stage. 

Change leadership 
Nothing is static and nobody can deny the improvements and response to the changing world. That 

isn’t to say change is imposed, it should be well-led as people’s enthusiasm for new ways of operating 

is absolutely key to the success of any change. 
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Finders and developers of diverse thinking 
A diverse and inclusive workplace is an absolute prerequisite. Critically, the overt commitments must 

also be observed to ensure its application. Beyond that, any organisation needs people who look at 

issues differently. For example, a recruitment process where new staff are engaged just because they 

are like the rest of the team and will ‘fit in’ must be avoided. Diverse backgrounds will bring different 

perspectives, but it is also vital that any contrasting views are listened to and implemented. 

Talent availability 
Resourcing. This will be complicated by applicant volumes, but new technologies can help businesses 

manage the whole process in a way that works better for themselves and for the candidates 

experience, optimising the chances of engaging and appointing the most appropriate people. 

Constant upskilling. Accelerating the rate of upskilling and re-skilling and the acquisition of the 

technology to achieve it. If people become detached from new ways of working or even exhausted by 

the sheer scale and continuity of change, it is increasingly difficult to recover. 

Motivation to use it. Having the knowledge and skills is only half of the issue. We need our staff to be 

keen to use them. 

Connectivity, beyond communication 
Too often, managers think that if they say some words or write an email they have communicated. 

Job done. The reality is however, that they have to a limited degree transmitted some information, 

but it does not ensure the message has been received and understood.  This is such a challenge in the 

world of constant contact, emails, texts and WhatsApps 24/7.  

Whilst certain skills do need to be refined and improved, a crucial aspect is the desire and commitment 

to making deep and enduring connections. Staff will be far more effective if they understand the 

context of their actions (why), the requirements (what), the manner of its execution (how), the 

timescales (when) and the people involved (who). 

Career management 
Talent attraction and motivation. A pressing challenge is the constant struggle to find the appropriate 

talent for the immediate need and for the future and then inspiring excellent performance. 

Peak performance. Few people reach optimum levels of productivity, so we must aim to get the best 

we can. This includes people behaving in a positive manner and being supportive towards other team 

members. 

Accepting that the role is finite for many and ensuring a supported and planned release. For some 

staff, a point will be reached when their skills and aspirations are totally out of kilter with the needs 

of the organisation. They must be treated with dignity and compassion when such a time arises; this 

will allow for a smooth transition to another role within the organisation or even leaving. 

Self-employment/supplier. As we move beyond restructures and redundancies, there may be an 

opportunity for staff members to become suppliers to the business. They remain emotionally aligned, 

they know the people and the products. This has employment law considerations which must be 

addressed. 
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The new workplace and working styles 
The traditional working styles are, for many organisations and people, no longer appropriate. Indeed, 

senior leaders must contend with fundamental questions around how their businesses will operate 

moving forward. How will we organise? What do staff want? How do we ensure productivity is 

maintained? How do we ensure we represent the voice of the customer? 

What will work look like for millennials post-Covid as an example group, but one that the research 

says wants a different approach? Not only do they want to see an ethical way of working, such as for 

environmental standards and sustainability, but also a more flexible and responsive leadership. These 

are the talented and energetic people for our future and we must seek to engage and keep engaged.  

Where we work may be a hybrid, with working from home and in the traditional workplace. The 

physical environment will need to be safe and productive, and the management has to recognise its 

responsibilities even for staff using their own home. 

There could be a move from the archaic everyone works from 8 am to 5 pm. Not ignoring the needs 

of customers and clients but why not split the day 3-2-2 hours? It can be more efficient to break up 

the day into different blocks of time. 

Wellness 
Mental and physical wellbeing must be protected, even improved. Nothing says, ‘We are a good 

company’ more than overtly caring for our people. Great ergonomics and focusing on the healthy 

workplace allows for even greater productivity. 

Technology 
At the heart of the technology strategy for HR is the principle of adopting appropriate analytics to 

support business objectives. This is most apparent in areas such as onboarding and upskilling. 

Predictive hiring 
We are seeing an increase in predictive hiring analytics. These recruiting technologies use data and 

analytics to improve recruitment outcomes by recommending best-fit candidates. Done well, this not 

only saves time but also improves the hire quality.  

Organisations can use predictive analytics in various ways including making more informed decisions, 

mitigating hiring risk and making the most of opportunities made evident by complex algorithm 

analysis and processing power. Predictive hiring is the future of recruiting. 

Digital-led employer value proposition (EVP) 
Regardless of age or background, candidates have now clearly become accustomed to using multiple 

devices to take part in everyday activities and this has significant implications for the future. 

In the recruitment process, candidates now have more expectations of being engaged digitally 

throughout the selection process. For businesses, this means candidates being able to access all parts 

of the process with ease including testing, forms, interviews and beyond into on-boarding and pre-

learning.  

This has now become commonplace and provides a seamless process for candidates throughout the 

selection and joining process and clunky, paper-based processes are now viewed with scepticism, 

which reflects badly on the employer. 
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Our People in HR 
We are dealing with a unique set of circumstances, providing new issues and requiring novel solutions. 

The pressure is on and the needs of both the organisation and the individuals are intense.  

How do we cope? 

Psychological effect of disaster management 
Making friends or life-long colleagues redundant will be profoundly impactful. Spending hours with 

distraught people has a deep and lasting effect which has been likened in extreme cases to PTSD.  

Leaders should be mindful and observant of the behaviour of their direct reports; it would be 

damaging to miss the symptoms of stress, anxiety or depression (or all three) and an open, caring 

approach should be the minimum at this time. 

Support 
Going through restructures, redundancies, furlough and generally dealing with everything 2021 is 

throwing at us is tough. We can help. At Work Horizons, we have “been there and done that” and can 

empathise. Not only this; we are also skilled at helping you plan to take the affected staff through it. 

Working style 
A Boston Consulting Group study from December 2020 found that: 

● 85% of HR professionals say they can be effective working remotely.         

● 72% of office workers would like blended working – remote and office. 

● 34% say that lack of social interaction will impact their mental health. 

This underlines the wildly varying needs leaders will need to content with as they consider the “return 

to the workplace”. Is it a “return to the workplace” or is there no going back? Hybrid working or even 

fully remote brings with it new challenges which require a review of leadership and team working style 

if the “new normal” is to be successful. 
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Conclusion and next steps 
In the short-term, HR leaders will inevitably have to focus on immediate business pressures. You may 

well be occupied with activities such as restructuring, redundancies and refreshing people policies but 

at the same time, we need to set the agenda for the immediate future. For your organisation to thrive, 

it is essential that HR propagates an understanding of the exceptional contribution that your people 

can make once we find the right ways to release their potential. 

 

Work Horizons 
At Work Horizons we are highly experienced in HR strategy, helping organisations to address profound 

challenges and make the shift to a more purposeful, productive working culture. If you would like to 

discuss any of these ideas, we would be delighted to hear from you. 

Please visit workhorizons.com or call 0121 663 1710. 

Alternatively, please email Jo Carr or Rob Ball: 

jo.carr@workhorizons.com 

rob.ball@workhorizons.com  
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