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moment of the 
21st century

The COVID-19 pandemic 
has led to one of  the 
toughest times in 

history which has shuttered 
many businesses all over 
the world. The humanitar-
ian crisis is extraordinary 
and fierce. Employers’ stress 
and worry have risen to a 
record high. Organizations 
are choosing furloughs and 
hiring freezes over outright 
layoffs. Online retail and 
grocery have had to increase 
hiring substantially, while 
travel and hospitality have 
had to massively slash their 
workforces.

The catastrophe, thus, 
brings to fore one of  the 
greatest challenges for 
leaders in their lifetimes.  

Research shows that lead-
ership makes the greatest 
difference when the world 
around us is uncertain, and 
we are unsure about what 
lies ahead. So how do you 
make the right decisions for 
your business in the present, 
while anticipating the future, 
while being compassion-
ate to the many people who 
have helped your company 
become successful – all while 
knowing nearly everyone 
is feeling a sense of  uncer-
tainty? 

Global business leaders 
are confronted with a heavy 
set of  concerns: how to keep 
their firms operating, how 
to keep their employees' 
welfare in mind, and how 
to contribute to the global 
economy. This is certainly 
the time for leaders to step 
up and make solid deci-
sions, with all consequences 
thought through.

So where do you start 
from? First, it is important to 
understand that there is no 
way to overcome COVID-19 
by operating with business 
as usual. Businesses have to 
change, but exactly how to 
change is different for each 
company. Start with review-
ing what’s most essential  – 
communicating persuasively, 
and acting decisively.

How organizations treat 
employees today will have a 
big effect on whether employ-
ees want to join them in the 
future – when attracting 
stars will again be more diffi-
cult and the job market will 
become more competitive, 

especially with the return of  
furloughed and laid-off  work-
ers. It is crucially overriding 
to both consider the current 
state of  employee well-being 
and to manage what employ-
ers and employees can control.  

As studies find, the best 
way to cope with an unprece-
dented crisis is to react swiftly 
and then keep adapting. The 
need of  the hour is the ulti-
mate agile response – a kind 
of  highly flexible, collabora-
tive, iterative approach that 
technology organizations have 
been developing for years. 
This will help frontline busi-
ness honchos to tide over this 
pandemic – and think about 
what the future may hold for 
their business. Executives 
need to not only think about 
digital transformation, but 
also the workforce transfor-
mation that they can achieve 
over this period.

While businesses must have 
considered cutting all forms 
of  non-essential costs, work-
force-related costs should be 
among the last to be cut. Busi-
nesses must look at govern-
ment stimulus that is avail-
able and look at how they can 
reduce salaries with business 
leaders taking on most of  
the wage cuts to mitigate the 
effects felt by lower-earning 
employees. If  it does come 
down to the point where costs 
have been managed, but an 
organization still needs to go 
down a retrenchment exer-
cise, communication is vital. 
This needs to be done in a 
transparent and objective 
manner without any form of  
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bias to the process but with a 
lot of  care and empathy.

The role of  a leader during 
this time of  crisis is to take 
their people and organization 
to a better place. We also need 
to communicate things that we 
don't know, such as when this 
pandemic will end. As lead-
ers continue to communicate 
internally and act on the vari-
ous permutations and combi-
nations of  the business oper-
ations, they also need to be 
honest with employees about 
uncertainties during this time 
of  crisis. 

The cover story in this issue 
talks in detail about the lead-
ership mantras to tide through 
the epidemic – from workforce 
alignment to retaining top 
employees to complying with 
the legal aspects of  retrench-
ments to carving out new ways 
of  compensation rewards.

For the Big Interview in this 
issue, we have Donna Kimmel, 
Executive Vice President and 
Chief  People Officer, Citrix, 
who shares her views on the 
current COVID-19 crisis, the 
disruptions in HR and talent 
operations and what they 
mean for top HR leaders.

This issue also features 
several other interviews 
including Mohammad Naciri, 
Regional Director, UN Women, 
Saw Ken Wye, the CEO, Crim-
sonLogic, Sindhu Gangad-
haran, SVP and Managing 
Director, SAP Labs India, and 
many more.

We have a special story 
in this issue which takes 
a look at why EX is a top 
priority for business lead-

ers across the world, trends 
shaping employee experi-
ence in 2020, and more. In an 
attempt to help businesses 
design employee experience 
thoughtfully in the times of  
turbulence, People Matters 
in partnership with SAP 
SuccessFactors brings to you 
an insightful research titled 
“Mind the gap: 2020 Outlook 
for Employee Experience”. 
While 88% of  respondents 
shared that they have the 
buy-in from the leadership 
team to invest in EX, only 
53% of  organizations claim 
to have the right skills and 
competencies to design and 
execute an EX program. 

To that extent, People 
Matters has launched People 
Matters EX Conference digi-
tally on June 19, 2020. Mini-
mum Fee to attend People 
Matters EX Virtual Confer-
ence is 1 USD. All delegate 
registration proceeds will be 
donated to UNICEF COVID-19 
appeal. Join us, enhance your 
EX and do your bit to contrib-
ute too!

Like the April 2020 issue, 
the May 2020 will also be 
complimentary for all our 
readers.

As always, we would be 
happy to hear your views, 
comments, and suggestions 
regarding our stories.

Happy Reading!
Esther Martinez Hernandez

Editor-in-Chief
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COVID-19: Impact on 
compensation and 
benefits
I resonated with the capacity 
to pay vs need to pay aspect of  
this piece. Very well brought 
out. Also, the aspect around 
transparent communication, 
no matter how difficult or 
challenging the decision is. 
Every organization has its own 
liabilities and responsibilities to 
take care of. What one shouldn’t 
lose sight of  is striking a balance 
between talent and business 
needs. The fact that every 
organization works around a 
different financial year indicates 
that each one of  them will have 
different fires to put out amid 
this crisis. There is certainly 
no one size fits all approach 
here. With the prolonged impact 
of  the pandemic here to stay, 
ensuring timely communication 
of  measures, both short-
term and long-term must be 
communicated to employees, 
giving them time to make 
adjustments to their life as well.
- Anjali Batra

Letters of the month

april 2020 issue

COVID-19: A checklist for 
employers
A very interesting and resourceful piece on an 
employer’s checklist. The fact that even now only 
a mere 38% of employers rate themselves as being 
prepared to tackle the scenario poses a threat to 
both the short-term as well as long-term wellbeing 
of employees and businesses. There is no doubt 
that the outbreak was something no one could have 
foreseen or been prepared for and that organizations 
have been busy with sustaining both people and 
business amid COVID-19, however, there might be a 
need to widen that lens. It might be worth consider-
ing to look at things from a broader perspective of 
the economy than looking at one company. Identify 
what the economy needs to survive, see what role 
you and your organization can play and simulta-
neously determine what needs to be done for the 
organization to stay afloat. Become indispensable 
to the survival of the global economy, thereby safe-
guarding your business and employees.
- Anurag Avantkar

Employee experience is the next 
big differentiator
With the bouquet of benefits that companies 

today work toward to both retain talent as well as attract 
talent, it is no surprise that employee experience will be 
the sole differentiator for employees, or at least a key deal 
breaker. As the workforce today comprises a majority 
of  millennials along with Gen-Z stepping in, employee 
experience broken down into purpose and growth journey 
will matter a lot more than competitive compensation and 
other perks. Employees seek value, both in what they do 
and how they are treated. If  a firm falls behind in either, 
it can very well make a dent in the employee’s sentiment 
about the organization.
- Antony Tharakan
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Prof. @VineetaDwivedi article in HR mag  
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@SBILife
Mrs. Manjula Kalyanasundaram, EVP and 
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about steps SBI Life has taken to manage 
employee experience during a crisis like 
COVID-19. Read more here - https://bit.
ly/A-pm @PeopleMatters2
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APAC HR Director shares her thoughts 
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continuous learning is fundamentally a 
focus on people," said @RosieCairnes  
@SkillsoftANZ VP APAC. Read more in  
@PeopleMatters2

@TCS_News
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how value-based leadership can help drive 
#inclusion. Read: https://bit.ly/2ynoVZa 
#UniquelyTogether #Diversity @People-
Matters2

{WRITE TO US NOW BY  
SCANNING THIS CODE}

follow

M > @PeopleMatters2

LGBTQ employees 
are not yet openly 
out at work
It is appalling to know that 50% 
of  the LGBTQ community even 
today has to live in shadows. 
On the flip side though, it is 
encouraging to read that at 
least 50% of  the community 
has been able to find its place 
in the workplace, after years 
of  advocacy, awareness, pride 
campaigns and speaking 
up. While there remains a 
significant half  of  the LGBTQ 
community to still come 
forward and conquer what they 
are capable of  professionally, 
it is reassuring to see how 
emerging economies across 
the globe are working towards 
building inclusive workplaces, 
and breaking myths around the 
backlash of  being inclusive.
- ashu bhatia

Helping the under-
banked move their 
money
Such an interesting story on 
a result-oriented mindset to 
help the community. It is great 
to see how entrepreneurs 
are taking to addressing 
real-world problems and 
identifying mechanisms and 
processes to not only make it 
streamlined but also benefit 
those who continue to be at 
a disadvantage despite the 
amount of  commitment and 
skilled work they 
perform.
- ruhan dey

People Matters values your feedback. 
Write to us with your suggestions and 
ideas at editorial@peoplematters.in

Interact with People Matters

Creating a commu-
nity culture for 
better workplaces
While I don’t quite agree 
with the author on his choice 
of  words to call LGBTQ 
fashionable when speaking 
for diversity, as it is about 
basic human rights for people 
belonging to the community 
and not an agenda to flaunt, 
I do agree on the need to 
create a community culture 
for better workplaces. Culture 
is probably among the most 
overused words, however, 
it is more truly among the 
most exploited terms in the 
dictionary of  an organization.
- vania sharma
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Integrate mental 
wellbeing into busi-
ness continuity 
planning
BCP (Business Continuity 
Plan) has been the talk of  
the town of  late. What we 
also need is a WCP (Wellness 
Continuity Plan). Several 
reports have been published in 
recent times highlighting the 
negative impact of  the current 
global scenario and working 
conditions on the mental 
health of  the workforce. While 
the no commute time has been 
a respite for many, what has 
not been a respite is excessive 
working hours with blurry 
lines between personal and 
professional time. There is no 
leaving office for the 
day anymore. 
- saandra sk
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C-Suite

COVID-19: Twitter CEO 
pledges $1 Bn
Twitter CEO and Square founder Jack Dorsey 
has pledged $1 billion of  his stake in Square 
Inc, the payments processor that he co-founded 
and heads, to help fund relief  efforts related to 
the coronavirus pandemic. The amount which 
constitutes his 28 percent of  his wealth, will 
be donated to his charity fund, Start Small 
LLC, which would later focus its attention to 
universal basic income and girls’ health and 
education, mentioned Dorsey.

Recruitment
Covid-19 will wipe out 
195 million jobs: ILO
The International Labour 
Organization (ILO) has 
warned of  job losses in the 
hundreds of  millions as the 
COVID-19 pandemic stretches 
out over the coming months. 
The ILO said that 6.7 percent 

Leadership
Sundar Pichai indi-
cates a ‘significant’ 
slow hiring in 2020
Alphabet, the parent compa-
ny of  Google, is pulling back 
on some of  its investments 
amidst the pandemic and it 
is starting from hiring. In an 
email to Google employees, 
Google CEO Sundar Pichai 
highlighted other areas 
of  cost-cutting, saying the 

company will be "recalibrat-
ing the focus and pace of  our 
investments in areas like 
data centers and machines, 
and non-business essential 
marketing and travel."

Pichai took the reference 
of  the 2008 recession saying 
preparing early is key to 
weathering the storm and 
emerging in a position to 
continue long-term growth, 
as the company has done 
over the past decade.

of  working hours globally 
are likely to be lost in the 
second quarter of  2020 
—the equivalent of  195 
million full-time jobs. The 
bulk of  the losses will be 
borne by the Asia Pacific 
region, which is estimated 
to lose the equivalent of  
125 million full-time jobs.
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Employee Relations
Labour ministry to 
fetch data on layoffs, 
pay cuts
The Employees Provident 
Fund Organisation (EPFO) 
and Employees State Insur-
ance Corporation (ESIC) will 
call up employees to collect 
details about their salary 
clearance, jobs. After collat-
ing data on job losses, salary 
cuts and delayed payment, a 

Skilling
Salaries of analytics 
professionals grew by 
14.3%
According to the sixth edi-
tion of  the annual study 
report by Analytics India 
Magazine and Jigsaw Acad-
emy, the salaries in the 
mid-senior and senior-level 
have registered the high-

Talent Acquisition
Talent demand in 
India down by 5% in 
March 2020: Report
India’s nation-wide lock-
down to curb the COVID-19 
spread has brought most 
economic activities – includ-
ing the talent demand – to a 
screeching stop. India Inc’s 
talent demand in March 2020 
recorded a dip of  five per-
cent M-o-M and two percent 

report will be presented to 
the Prime Minister’s Office 
(PMO). After Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi’s repeated 
appeals to employers to be 

considerate to employees 
and ministry’s advisory to 
employers asking them to not 
cut salaries or fire employ-
ees, the government is now 
looking to further deep dive 
into the matter. According to 
the report, the exercise has 
already begun and particular 
attention will be paid on the 
last day of  April and May 7 – 
as salaries are usually paid 
on a month’s last day or the 
7th of  the next month.

demand. Barring these, all 
other sectors saw a dip in 
talent demand.

Y-o-Y, as per TimesJobsRe-
cruiteX report.

An in-depth analysis of  
talent demand in March 2020 
showed that only three sec-
tors - Retail, Accounting and 
IT/Telecom - saw improve-
ments in the M-o-M study. 
The Retail sector noted six 
percent rise, Accounting 
sector registered five per-
cent growth and IT/Telecom 
sector witnessed two per-
cent uptick in M-o-M talent 

commands higher salaries 
with 45.4 percent of  all the 
analytics professionals fall 
under the higher income 
level. In terms of  the salary 
trends across cities, Mumbai 
emerges as the destination 
for highest salaries for ana-
lytics employees at Rs. 15.6 
Lakhs per annum as median 
salary, followed by Bengalu-
ru at Rs.14.7 Lakhs.

est median figure over the 
last four years. In terms of  
salary distribution across 
various brackets, there has 
been a shift to an estab-
lished analytics market that 
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newsmaker of the monthnewsmaker of the month

Zooming into the future of 
remote work

Among the many shifts 
that the ongoing COVID-
19 pandemic has led to, 

there’s one application that has 
become critical for both work 
and life – the video confer-
encing tool Zoom. In just the 
month of  March 2020, the user 
base of  the application grew 
from 10 million daily active 
users to 200 million users. 

Thanks to the lockdown in 
countries around the world, 
businesses that can pivot to a 
“work from home” model had 
to quickly leverage digital tools 
to support their businesses. 
And Zoom came out to be one 
of  the top go-to tool options.

Zoom’s appeal and wide 
spread adoption could be 
attributed to the ease of  use 

and simplicity of  the platform. 
But amid its meteoric rise, 
there’s been increased scrutiny 
of  the security and privacy 
apparatus that the application 
is based on. There have been a 
range of  issues that security 
researches have pointed out 
in the last month –from the 
ability to track a participant’s 
attentiveness, to hijacking of  
video conferences to stream 
porn, to secretly sending data 
to Facebook. The lack of  end-
to-end encryption has also 
added to the apprehensions. 

The CEO, Eric Yuan, admit-
ted to the lapses, apologized, 
and wrote a lengthy blogpost 
detailing the steps that the 
company is taking to ensure 
a better user experience. The 

company froze all feature 
development activities for 90 
days with the goal of  enhanc-
ing security on the platform. 

The issues that were 
brought to light with Zoom 
and the subsequent scrutiny 
of  it could not have come 
at a better time. Only those 
companies that already lever-
aged some form of  digital 
technology tools could deliver 
a seamless workplace expe-
rience to their employees. 
They were better prepared to 
manage, support and deliver 
on employee issues than 
traditional companies that 
had not made the shift. In this 
context, the Zoom episode 
reminds us of  the need to not 
just digitize, but to make sure 
that employee needs are met, 
and that their privacy and 
security issues are taken  
care of.

At a time when access to 
digital tools is important to 
the seamless functioning of  
the HR organization, it is 
necessary to ensure that there 
are no bargains made while 
delivering a great workplace 
experience. As the future 
of  work becomes increas-
ingly digital-enabled, it is the 
prerogative of  talent lead-
ers to play close attention to 
developments in information 
technology and security. 
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IBM Singapore announces new 
Managing Director
IBM announced the appoint-
ment of  Martin Chee as the 
new Managing Director of  IBM 

Singapore. Martin will harness his 
experience in spearheading IBM's digital 
transformation initiatives in Singapore. 
He will be responsible for business growth 
and strengthening IBM’s partnership with 
clients for a cloud and cognitive-led digi-
tal transformation of  their businesses. 
Martin will report to Patricia Yim, General 
Manager, IBM ASEAN.

Walmart COO joins eBay as 
their new CEO
eBay Inc. has announced the 
appointment of  Jamie Iannone 

as Chief  Executive Officer, effec-
tive April 27, 2020. He has also been 

elected to the Company's Board of  Direc-
tors. Most recently Iannone was Chief  
Operating Officer of  Walmart eCommerce. 
Before being promoted to COO of  Walmart 
eCommerce, he served as CEO of  SamsClub.
com, the eCommerce unit for the $57 billion 
Sam's Club.

SAP elevates Eileen Chua to 
Managing Director Singa-
pore
Eileen Chua has been named 

Managing Director for Singapore 
by German enterprise software 

giant SAP. She takes over from Khor Chern 
Chuen, who held the role for about three 
years, and is now the Singapore-based Chief  
Operating Officer for SAP Southeast Asia. 
The newly appointed MD for Singapore, 
Chua, will report directly to Rachel Barger, 
President and Managing Director of  SAP 
Southeast Asia.

Fuji Xerox Singapore appoints 
new CEO
Fuji Xerox Singapore has 
appointed Koh Ching Hong as 

CEO effective April 1, taking over 
from Sara Cheng. Koh has a long 

and distinguished history with FXS, having 
spent 16 years with the company from 1991 
to 2007, during the last decade of  which he 
served as Managing Director. During that 
period, which coincided with the growth 
of  digital solutions in the print space, he 
headed the transformation of  the compa-
ny’s business model from a photocopy 
firm to a provider of  document and print 
management services.

Uber’s Co-founder steps down 
The Canadian billionaire, Garrett 
Camp who co-founded the ride-
hailing giant, Uber has decided 
to step down from the board of  

directors. The announcement came 
in yesterday through a post by him on 
Medium. As per the post, he will be switch-
ing to the board observer's role where he 
will be spearheading the product strategy 
for Uber.

IFFCO Tokio General Insurance 
appoints CEO & MD India
Anamika Roy Rashtrawar takes 
over from Warendra Sinha, who 
retired from the company after 

leading IFFCO Tokio successfully 
for the last three years. Rashtrawar had 
joined IFFCO Tokio General Insurance as 
a whole-time director on 1st June 2018. She 
led the company’s business transformation 
project and expanded the company’s opera-
tions in tier 2, 3, 4 towns.

Group CEO & MD of Viacom 18 
steps down
Sudhanshu Vats, Group Chief  
Executive Officer and Managing 
Director of  media and entertain-

ment conglomerate Viacom18, a 
subsidiary of  Network18, has decided to 
quit the company after a stint of  eight 
years. He has also been appointed as an 
additional director of  the company effective 
from 16 April 2020. In his new role at Essel 
Propack, he has also been designated as 
key managerial personnel pursuant to the 
Companies Act 2013.

may 2020 | 13



q
u

i
c

k
 

r
e

a
d

s

L&T names a new HR head as 
Yogi Sriram retires
Yogi Sriram, Senior Vice 
President – Corporate Human 
Resources and Member of  the 

Executive Committee, Larsen & 
Toubro, has superannuated from the 
services of  the company effective from 
1st April 2020, after an illustrious career 
of  43 years in HR. One of  the senior most 
HR persons in the country in service, Yogi 
headed the Group HR function in L&T for 
eight years in his last role.

Philips appoints Vishpala 
Reddy as new HR head
Philips has appointed Vish-
pala Reddy as its new human 

resources head for the Indian 
subcontinent, replacing Armaan 

Seth who had been associated with Philips 
for more than 8 years. Reddy will be join-
ing in the coming few weeks. Prior to 
this, Reddy was serving as the regional 
HR director for APAC with Uber. She had 
joined Uber in 2017 as the Chief  People 
Officer for India and South Asia region.

Christy Lake joins Twilio as 
Chief People Officer
Cloud communications platform 
Twilio announced that Christy 
Lake is joining the company as 

its Chief  People Officer. Lake will 
be responsible for leading Twilio’s global 
People team, driving the company’s talent 
development and acquisition strategy and 
fostering belonging, diversity and inclu-
sion across Twilio. She will report directly 
to Twilio’s Co-Founder and CEO, Jeff  
Lawson.

 
Root Insurance appoints first 

Chief People Officer
Root Inc., the parent company of  
Root Insurance, has announced 

that Annette Reavis joined the 

company as its first Chief  People 
Officer. Reavis joined after spending a 
decade at Facebook, serving as a stra-
tegic HR leader for Facebook’s product, 
marketing, growth/integrity, commu-
nity operations, and partnerships 
organizations.

Qualcomm appoints Heather 
Ace as Executive, VP, HR
Qualcomm Incorporated 
announced the appointment of  
Heather Ace as Executive Vice 

President of  Human Resources. 
She will join Qualcomm’s executive 
committee and report to Qualcomm 
CEO, Steven Mollenkopf. Michelle Ster-
ling, Executive Vice President of  Human 
Resources who has worked at Qualcomm 
for 25 years, is retiring.

Lowe’s HR Director calls it 
quits
Jennifer Weber, the HR leader 
at Lowes, has quit 'effective 
immediately', reportedly netting 

$2.5 million just months after 
selling off  $1.4 million in shares. Weber, 
who had been Executive Vice President 
of  Human Resources since 2016, sold 
12,589 shares at $112.62 per share for 
a total of  $1.42 million in September. 
Weber’s resignation comes at a time 
when Lowes workers have hit out at 
what they say is "profit coming before 
safety" as the stores remain open.

Cashfree names new HR Head
Payment gateway firm Cash-
free has appointed Sapna 
Sukumar as the Head of  

Human Resources. Sapna 
comes with over 15 years in the 

field of  Human Resources. Prior to this 
announcement, she was actively work-
ing with Medlife as the HR Business 
Partner since June 2015.
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Learn about the 
business, so that you 

can connect your 
HR work to support 

business goals

Rapid-Fire

1
One thing that makes you 

passionate about HR?
Being able to make a positive 
contribution to the business, 

while growing personally.

2
What was the turning 

point of your life as an HR 
professional?

When I switched from public 
sector to work in corporate 

world.

3
One tech/innovation that 

will transform HR?
Increasing use of data and AI 
would alleviate manual work 

and improve people  
decisions.

4
One perception you wish 
to change about the HR 

function?
That HR is a backend support 

function. 

5
What's your learning 

mantra?
Be open to learning about 

new diverse topics and trying 
out new experiences.

Wing Git Chan
Group Head, Talent & Excitement, Luxasia

By Neelanjana Mazumdar

TWELVE Questions interview
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6
HR as a business partner or 

HR as a business driver?
Business driver.

7
How do you make decisions 
when you don’t have all the 

necessary information? 
Combination of intuition (from 
experience) and consultation 

with peers and team.

8
Next big HR deployment 

Luxasia is working around?
Global cloud-based payroll 
system that would facilitate 
centralized payroll and cost 

reporting, and employee self-
service.

9
Best career advice you've 

ever got?
“Luck favors the prepared” – 

so always be prepared to take 
on new opportunities.

10
In the fast-paced world 
full of disruptions and 

challenges, what keeps  
you going?

My team working alongside 
me, toward shared goals.

11
One leader you closely 

follow and one hallmark of 
that leader

Elon Musk. He dreams big and 
is relentless in pursuing them.

12
What do you think about 
when you’re alone in your 

car?
Usually random matters.
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To enable their employees to sail through 
the tough times brought about by COVID-19, 
companies across the globe have come up with 
a slew of measures to keep costs in check and 
employees on the payroll
By Bhavna Sarin

Keeping cost in check and 
employees on the payroll 
amid COVID-19

T
he beginning of  
2020 has been 
anything but what 
it was expected to 

be. With the universe being 
thrown a curveball, that 
goes by the name coronavi-
rus, the world of  work has 
witnessed disruption across 
all domains and functions. 
Triggered by COVID-19, 
resulting in a threat to both 
life and business, companies 
are finding furlough as the 
first way out to maintain 
business stability. However, 
in deciding who gets to stay 
and who is asked to leave, 

the question remains - is 
there a way out of  furlough?

Hospitality sector, 
airlines, retailers, and 
daily wage earners, among 
others around the world, 
face tumbling sales driven 
by COVID-19 social distanc-
ing efforts. Specific to indus-
try, retail workers make 
up a substantial portion of  
the US labor force, Febru-
ary numbers from the US 
Bureau of  Labor Statistics 
put seasonally adjusted 
retail employees at 15.7 
million, or about 9.8 percent 
of  all civilians employed. 

Does that mean that 9.8 
percent of  all employed 
civilians in the US, in addi-
tion to employees from other 
at-risk sectors, stay exposed 
to losing their job?

The relevance of  cost and 
importance of  cost-cutting 
has grown multifold in the 
recent times, as a result of  
the widespread coronavi-
rus, that has not only led 
to forced lockdowns, social 
distancing and the biggest 
global remote working 
experiment, but also poses 
a threat to the very exist-
ence of  both mankind and 
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business. There has been 
a significant loss in global 
revenue already, and by 
further laying off  employ-
ees, it will only contribute 
to loss of  talent with no one 
to count on once the situa-
tion stabilizes and it’s time 
to pull the gears, put on the 
blinders and fast forward 
out of  the slump. So keep-
ing retrenchment as the last 
resort to stay afloat, organi-
zations continue to explore 
other avenues to control 
costs and keep the business 
running. 

What’s happening 
across the globe
As an obvious next step to 
ensure business sustain-
ability, several firms took 
to ensuring they minimize 
costs as much as possible, 
while also working on meas-
ures to minimize the impact 

on talent. However, in this 
war of  talent and cost, for 
some organizations, mini-
mizing costs led to letting 
go of  talent. In an effort to 
curtail this practice, govern-
ments, organizations and 
unions, across geographies 
are working towards build-
ing alternatives to retrench-
ment and furloughs, safe-
guarding the interest of  
both the economy as well as 
people.

Singapore’s National 
Trades Union Congress 
President Mary Liew shared 
in a statement with the 
media, “I think it’s impor-
tant that during this time 
the employers step forward 
and also show their appre-
ciation and work together 
closely with the workers and 
also reward them fairly and 
accordingly as well. And 
moving on when the econ-
omy turns around, they will 
need the workers as well to 

continue on with their jour-
ney.”

Among global initiatives, 
Singapore appears to be at 
the forefront to tackle the 
impact and help bring back 
its economy to stability. 
Singapore’s National Wages 
Council (NWC) and Minis-
ters have come up with cost-
cutting alternatives and 
guidelines for companies, 
emphasizing that retrench-
ment should be the last 
resort. While wage freeze 
and increment delays are 
among the most commonly 
adopted measures to navi-
gate costs, the Council has 
also recommended employ-
ers to be open to employees 
seeking part-time jobs to 
supplement their income. 
As some organizations 
implement shorter work 
weeks to save costs, Coun-
cil Member Aubeck Kem 
suggests that employers 
should be “encouraging and 

With a majority 
of global 

organizations 
being quick to 

adapt to new 
working models, 

a similar agility 
is required to 

strengthen their 
financial position 

as well to secure 
their standing as 

an employer
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facilitating” employees in 
this direction. NWC also 
suggests leveraging training 
opportunities, introducing 
new job roles, and creating a 
time bank where employees 
are fully paid despite work-
ing for lesser hours now, in 
agreement to utilize those 
hours for work in the future. 
Instilling a positive outlook 
in people, Robert Yap, Presi-
dent, Singapore National 
Employers Federation 
shared, “We should look at 
how we can use this oppor-
tunity to do a lot of  things 
that we’ve been trying to do. 
For example, flexible work, 
productivity, innovation, 
how do we cut costs, how do 
we create that kind of  habit 
that we work actually in a 
more digital manner.” 

Companies like Grab, 
Gojek, Temasek, Singtel, 
CapitaLand, BreadTalk, 
Singapore Airlines, Certis, 

Sats and Singapore Press 
Holdings announced pay 
cuts for senior management, 
with some also implement-
ing wage freezes. Beyond 
the corporate world, Singa-
pore’s Prime Minister, Cabi-
net ministers and other 
political office-holders, and 
the President will be taking 
a three-month pay cut. In 
order to keep layoffs at bay, 
organizations are taking 
diligent decisions and real-
locating company cash flow 
towards those who are the 
most impacted. Several 
consulting firms, airlines, 
travel platforms and others 
have also announced such 
measures where cuts in 
Executive and Director level 
salaries are accompanied 
with increment delays, wage 
freeze and CEOs letting go 
off  salaries. From hospital-
ity giant Marriott Interna-
tional’s CEO Arne Morris 

Sorenson to retailer Macy’s 
CEO Jeff  Gennette and 
Chairman of  the Mahin-
dra Group in India, Anand 
Mahindra, among others, 
leaders are letting go off  
their salaries for a said 
period and stepping up to 
avoid any impact on jobs. 

Cutting costs, not 
talent
Organizations are being 
cognizant of  the impact 
of  the global pandemic on 
both the professional as 
well as personal lives of  the 
workforce, and in an effort 
to enable their employees 
to sail through the tough 
times, companies across the 
globe have come up with a 
slew of  measures to keep 
cost in check and employees 
on the payroll.

While the hospitality and 
travel industries have expe-
rienced the biggest impact, 
other industries have been 

With the 
pandemic 
putting the global 
economy through 
unprecedented 
losses, cost-
cutting is the need 
of the hour, and it 
does not have to 
be a precursor of 
retrenchment
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feeling the weight as well. 
With the pandemic putting 
the global economy through 
unprecedented losses, cost-
cutting is the need of  the 
hour, and it does not have to 
be a precursor of  retrench-
ment. Here are some global 
practices on cost-cutting 
that are helping organiza-
tions reduce costs and retain 
talent. Read on to find out 
what works for you.

Unpaid time-off: With 
operations and production 
coming to a standstill, busi-
ness continuity is of  the 

week unpaid leave across 
our global workforce in 
the second quarter.” The 
company aims to pull off  
the two-week unpaid leave 
through April and May on 
a rotation basis to ensure 
continuity in operations, in 
accordance with local laws 
of  respective geographies.

Shorter work weeks 
and time banks: If  
anything, the swift adoption 
of  remote working globally 
has demonstrated the capa-
bility of  organizations to 
not let work stop, at least for 

staff  can work a four-day 
week rather than five days 
with their salary reflec-
tive of  this change. Speak-
ing of  shorter work-weeks, 
Andrew Barnes, the CEO 
of  Perpetual Guardian, an 
Estate planning company in 
New Zealand shared, “Many 
businesses are considering 
or implementing reduced 
hours and reducing pay as 
well,” further adding, “The 
methodology of  the four-day 
week trial is to have a safe, 
renewed focus on productiv-
ity. The process eliminates 

With operations and production coming to a standstill, 
business continuity is of the essence. Balancing out the 
amount of work, existing manpower and budgeting for 
the times ahead, asking employees to take an unpaid 
leave of absence is among the most common measures 
that companies are pursuing

those where work does not 
require physical presence 
of  employees in the office 
premises. Such flexibility 
and agility only goes to say 
that if  need be, leaders are 
courageous enough to take 
unorthodox decisions to 
keep employees safe, and 
business going. Adhering to 
this nature, there are organi-
zations that are experiment-
ing with shorter working 
weeks in exchange for a pay 
cut. 

Australian travel company 
Flight centre circulated an 
email to its staff  of  10,000 
members that said that 

much of  the unproductive 
busyness whilst reinforc-
ing trust between employ-
ers and employees. Busi-
nesses who do this will have 
a better chance of  surviving 
this temporary crisis and 
maintaining employment 
for their people.”

An extension of  the 
concept of  shorter work-
weeks is time baking. Under 
time banking, employees 
work for lesser hours with-
out any impact on pay in the 
short term, in agreement 
with fulfilling those unuti-
lized working hours at a 
future date. This will result 

essence. Balancing out the 
amount of  work, existing 
manpower and budgeting 
for the times ahead, asking 
employees to take an unpaid 
leave of  absence is among 
the most common measures 
that companies are pursu-
ing. Urging employees to 
make use of  the same, in an 
internal memo to employ-
ees, Honeywell stated, 
“Because it is necessary to 
execute further cost reduc-
tions that are commen-
surate with deteriorating 
economic conditions, we 
have made the difficult deci-
sion to implement a two-
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in more funds for work to be 
done in the future.

Revising compensation 
structure and delaying 
increments: As mentioned 
earlier, leaders across the 
globe, across the Board in 
companies are taking pay 
cuts to help sustain and 
leverage funds towards 
current critical require-
ments. For some companies, 
these pay cuts are also being 
implemented for specific 
segments of  the workforce. 
Sabre, a leading software 
and technology company 
that powers the global travel 

industry, has implemented 
a temporary reduction in 
base compensation pay for 
its US-based salaried work-
force, including a 25% reduc-
tion for its CEO. 

Emirates, a Dubai-based 
airline, has also introduced 
a temporary reduction in 
basic salary for the major-
ity of  Emirates Group 
employees (excluding junior 
level) for a period of  three 
months, ranging from 25% 
to 50%. Presidents of  Emir-
ates and dnata, Sir Tim 
Clark and Gary Chapman, 
will be taking a 100% basic 

salary cut for three months. 
Expressing his take on 
the same, Emirates Chair-
man and Chief  Executive, 
HH Sheikh Ahmed bin 
Saeed Al Maktoum said, 
“Rather than ask employ-
ees to leave the business, 
we chose to implement a 
temporary basic salary 
cut as we want to protect 
our workforce and keep 
our talented and skilled 
people, as much as possible. 
We want to avoid cutting 
jobs. When demand picks 
up again, we also want to 
be able to quickly ramp up 
and resume services for 
our customers.” Among 
other companies to follow 
suit are Air India Honey-
well, Lemon Tree, Spicejet, 
MakemyTrip. In addition 
to revising compensation 
structure, companies also 
need to cut down on all 
discretionary expenditure 
including non-essential 
travel, vendor costs, hiring 
and consultant costs. 

Seek government 
support/ funds: Find out 
what measures are your 
local and national govern-
ments taking to soften the 
blow on the economy. Iden-
tify avenues that are appli-
cable to your business and 
seek possible monetary 
respite before you lean 
towards laying off  the 
workforce to save on costs. 
Several governments are 
also creating fiscal rule-
books and exploring alter-
natives to furlough in an 

A statement by the Government read, 
“In the backdrop of such a challenging 
situation, all the employers of public/
private establishments are advised 
to extend their coordination by not 
terminating their employees, particu-
larly casual or contractual workers 
from the job or reduce their wages” 
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With a majority of global organizations being quick 
to adapt to new working models, a similar agility is 
required to strengthen their financial position as well 
secure their standing as an employer

effort to safeguard business 
and jobs. 

While businesses still 
might have to let go a 
percentage of  the workforce, 
the UK is providing grants 
that cover 80% of  wages 
for a furloughed employee, 
subject to a monthly cap 
of  £2,500. The US is provid-
ing loans of  up to $10 Mn to 
companies with employee 
strength under 500, covering 
payroll and essential over-
heads. The Indian Govern-
ment has also advised 
employers not to sack 
employees. A statement by 
the Government read, “In 
the backdrop of  such a chal-
lenging situation, all the 
employers of  public/private 
establishments are advised 

to extend their coordination 
by not terminating their 
employees, particularly 
casual or contractual work-
ers from the job or reduce 
their wages.”  

New job roles: Look for 
the needle in the haystack. 
With all the attention drawn 
towards controlling costs, 
the emphasis on perfor-
mance and productivity 
has taken a backseat. Look 
for the enthusiastic talent 
internally, identify pros-
pects who can contribute 
across projects and voila. 
You aren’t bearing overhead 
costs, you are optimizing 
talent at a much lesser cost. 
Another advantage - keep-
ing your employees moti-
vated, engaged and instilling 

a sense of  contribution in 
times like the present. 

With a majority of  global 
organizations being quick 
to adapt to new working 
models, a similar agility is 
required to strengthen their 
financial position as well 
secure their standing as 
an employer. How long will 
COVID-19 and its impact 
last? That remains to be 
ascertained, making it more 
crucial to convert challenges 
into opportunities and not 
letting the circumstances 
hold you down. The strength 
you show as a business, as a 
leader, as an employee now, 
will determine how success-
ful you will be in navigat-
ing the uncertainties that lie 
ahead. 
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Helping employees tide 
over the Covid-19 crisis
COVID-19 has put all the companies on the edge and has impacted 
the world of work significantly. Millions of jobs are at risk and many 
businesses are on the verge of shutting shop. Amid all this chaos, many 
organizations are giving financial aids, organizing learning programs and 
also keeping track of the mental wellbeing of their employees
By Abid Hasan

W
hat is common 
between 
Amazon, Face-
book, Walmart, 

Reliance, PepsiCo, and 
Paytm? At the time of  
COVID-19, all these compa-
nies are standing with their 
employees, and they have got 
their back. These corporate 
giants are hiring, support-
ing their employees with 

financial aids, and working 
towards the safety of  the 
employees.

The founder of  Paytm 
Vijay Shekhar Sharma, for 
instance, has announced 
that he will not take a salary 
for the next two months, and 
he committed the money 
to the needs of  Paytm staff  
amid the pandemic. Sharma 
was inspired by Marriott 

International President and 
CEO Arne Sorenson, who 
will not be taking a salary for 
the rest of  2020. In this time 
of  crisis, companies around 
the world across multiple 
sectors are also providing 
financial aid, giving bonuses, 
paid leaves, and leaders are 
stretching themselves by 
not drawing salaries for the 
coming months.
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Employers stand for 
their employees
In a letter to the employ-
ees, Amazon Founder, Jeff  
Bezos, said, "Across the 
world, people are feeling 
the economic effects of  this 
crisis, and I'm sad to tell you 
I predict things are going 
to get worse before they 
get better. We're hiring for 
100,000 new roles and rais-
ing wages for our hourly 
workers who are fulfilling 
orders and delivering to 
customers during this period 
of  stress and turmoil. At 
the same time, other busi-
nesses like restaurants and 
bars are being forced to shut 
their doors. We hope people 
who've been laid off  will 
come work with us until 
they're able to go back to the 
jobs they had." 

As the COVID-19 pandemic 
continues, the company is 
hiring more workers, and 
employees diagnosed with 
COVID-19 or placed into 
quarantine will receive up 
to two weeks of  pay. PepsiCo 
will also pay 100 percent of  
their pay to those employees 
who are in quarantine. The 
company announced that 
it would provide enhanced 
benefits to all US-based 
employees and additional 
compensation to US frontline 
employees – the women and 
men who make, move and 
sell products – amidst the 
novel coronavirus (COVID-
19) pandemic.

The additional compen-
sation covers more than 

90,000 frontline employees 
at both PepsiCo Beverages 
North America (PBNA) and 
PepsiCo Foods North Amer-
ica (PFNA). It consists of  a 
minimum of  an incremen-
tal $100 per week for full-
time employees over the 
next month. PepsiCo also 
announced it would hire 
6,000 new, full-time, full-
benefit frontline employees 
across the US in the coming 
months.

chain, and offices. The 
bonus will be $300 for full-
time hourly associates and 
$150 for part-time hourly 
associates and will add up to 
more than $365 million.

Appreciating the effort of  
the employees, Doug McMil-
lon, President and CEO of  
Walmart, said, "Walmart 
associates have gone above 
and beyond the call of  duty 
in serving our customers 
during these unprecedented 

In this time of crisis, several 
companies around the world 
across sectors are providing 
financial aid, giving bonuses, paid 
leaves, and leaders are stretching 
themselves by not drawing sala-
ries for the coming months

Global retail chain giant, 
Walmart has responded to 
COVID-19 with more hiring 
and paying extra bonuses 
to the employees. As part of  
responding to the current 
environment, Walmart is 
also hiring 150,000 new asso-
ciates through the end of  
May to work in stores, clubs, 
distribution, and fulfillment 
centers.

The company is provid-
ing a cash bonus for hourly 
associates in the time of  
an unprecedented national 
health crisis. The bonus 
is for all US hourly associ-
ates in stores, clubs, supply 

times. We want to reward 
our associates for their hard 
work and recognize them for 
the work that is in front of  
us."

The Mukesh Ambani-
led conglomerate Reliance 
Industries issued a state-
ment where it said that all 
employees who are earning 
below Rs 30,000 per month 
would be paid twice a month 
to protect their cash flow and 
mitigate any overwhelming 
financial burden. Facebook 
is also giving $1,000 bonuses 
to its employees to support 
them during the coronavi-
rus pandemic. The company 
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announced that they are 
offering $1,000 to use for 
whatever the employees see 
fit to support themselves and 
their families in adapting 
during this period.

Other organizations from 
different sectors such as 
FMCG, Banking, and Retail 
are coming forward to take 
care of  their employees with 
all the measures they are 
capable of  doing.

The crisis is taking a toll 
on the corporates but some 
of  them are going an extra 
mile to make the situation 
normal for their employees. 
Shree Ramkrishna Exports 
paid full salary for the month 
of  March to the entire work-
force of  around 6000 employ-
ees (Including Contracted 
Workforce). The company is 
not setting off  any eligible 
paid leaves which respective 
employees are already having 
in their account. 

Mental wellness
Panasonic has come up with 
multiple virtual programs 
to engage the employees one 
of  the specific initiatives are 
HR Business Ambassadors. 
These are in regular touch 
with all employees to keep a 
check on their wellbeing and 
ensure their safety in this 
critical hour. 

Smartphone brand, itel is 
constantly driving responsi-
ble communication and inter-
nal engagement campaigns 
to help employees cope up 
through spiraling negative 
thoughts about this uncer-

tain time. The company is 
organizing comic styled 
tips & tricks to efficiently 
manage work from home. 
The mobile brand has also 
introduced fitness chal-
lenges, quiz and games to 
keep the employees fit and 
stress-free. 

In order to maintain the 
wellbeing of  the employ-
ees, ITC Hotels is maintain-
ing a personal connection 
with the employees. Each 
HR Manager calls a mini-

ship team. The committee 
is responsible for charting 
out and guiding the crisis 
strategy for the employees. 
The company has rolled 
out virtual engagement 
programs, external webi-
nars on a variety of  topics 
to learn new skills and also 
introduced mediclaim plans 
that will cover treatment 
costs arising on account of  
COVID-19. 

In the wake of  the Covid-
19 outbreak, the L&D team 

With multiple measures being put in 
place, the entire world is hoping that 
this crisis will come to an end soon. 
And when all of this will be over, 
every organization will be remem-
bered for what they did during the 
crisis for their employees

mum of  10 employees daily 
to enquire about their health 
and safety and that of  their 
family members. More than 
1200 employees have been 
reached at their homes & 
extended necessary support. 

Amway is continuing 
with the increments, promo-
tions, and recognition as per 
earlier plans. Despite the 
tough times, the employees 
have received salary correc-
tions effective 1st April 2020. 

The company has consti-
tuted a COVID-19 Crisis 
committee comprising select 
members of  the leader-

of  Clix Capital has launched 
a channel on the Learn-
ing Experience Platform, 
specifically dedicated to 
wellness. This channel is 
regularly populated with 
content like- motivational 
videos by senior leaders on 
themes like how to make 
WFH productive, articles on 
mental wellbeing by reputed 
publications etc. 

Digital software network-
ing company, Amdocs has 
taken the precautions to 
ensure a safe and healthy 
workplace at their offices 
globally while maintain-
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ing an open channel of  
communication and updates 
with the employees. To add 
another layer of  support to 
help the employees during 
these complex times, they 
launched the Virtually 
Together website, and have 
made large parts of  it avail-
able to the wider commu-
nity as it can help everyone. 
Virtually Together incorpo-
rates a wide range of  solu-
tions for working from home, 
well-being and for parents at 
home with their kids. 

Learning hour
Learning and upskilling has 
become paramount in this 
time of  crisis. All the lead-
ing companies are opting for 
virtual learning classes and 
trying to get the maximum 
leverage out of  this lock-
down. These courses give 
employees enough time to 
upskill themselves and stay 
relevant for the future. 

Hindustan Coca Cola 
Beverages has launched a 
virtual employee engage-
ment program that seeks 
to involve our colleagues 
and their family members 
online for their physical, 
and mental wellness. The 
company is also conduct-
ing virtual town halls at 
all levels of  the workforce 
to keep everyone updated 
of  the latest and seek their 
inputs on the best course of  
action, at a given time. 

McDonalds India has 
adapted many of  its class-
room training modules 

digitally, and introduced 
e-learning modules, quizzes, 
masterclasses by manag-
ers and many more creative 
learning sessions, which 
employees can access on 
their phone while in quaran-
tine at home. This initiative 
by the company is aimed 
to make sure that the team 
continues to learn and grow 
even when they are staying 
home.

Apart from ensuring 
the mental wellness of  the 
employees, ITC Hotels has 
rolled a number of  e-learn-
ing courses targeted at 
specific roles and levels 
through primary channels 
of  e-learning to provide an 
opportunity for self-learning 
which can be accentuated 
through anytime app-based 
hosting. 

Clix Capital is also host-
ing live e-sessions on their 
learning platform on topics 
such as P&L Training, 
Managing personal finances 

etc. The company is also 
encouraging employees to 
sign up for an online course 
in their domain on plat-
forms like Coursera that 
will add to their existing 
skill set. The company will 
bear the cost of  the course 
and the certification, if  
completed within the desig-
nated time frame.

With multiple measures 
being put in place, the entire 
world is hoping that this 
crisis will come to an end 
soon. And when all of  this 
will be over, every organi-
zation will be remembered 
for what they did during 
the crisis for their employ-
ees. They will be remem-
bered for how they sailed 
through the tough times 
and fought this long battle. 
This is not the only crisis 
that has occurred in history; 
such crises will come and 
go; it is about what we learn 
from this as we prepare for a 
better tomorrow. 
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In this Big Interview, Donna Kimmel, Executive Vice 
President and Chief People Officer, Citrix shares her 
views on the current COVID-19 crisis, the disruptions 
in HR and talent operations and what do they mean 
for top HR leaders. She also talks about why a better 
employee experience is equivalent to better business 
results, be it in times of crisis or otherwise
By Mastufa Ahmed

Take a people-first 
approach to navigating 
this crisis: Citrix’s Global 
Chief People Officer

D
onna Kimmel 
is the Execu-
tive Vice Presi-
dent and Chief  
People Officer 

of  Citrix. She is responsible 
for all aspects of  identifying, 
fostering and developing top 
talent as well as overseeing 
organizational strategies 
that maximize engagement 
and position the company to 
win in the marketplace.

With more than 30 years 
of  experience in creating 
and implementing success-
ful global talent programs 
that drive business results, 
Kimmel is a trusted Human 
Resources leader who 
believes in creating diverse 
and engaged teams that 
enable the extraordinary. 
Throughout her career she 

has delivered comprehen-
sive people programs, led 
large scale end-to-end busi-
ness initiatives (including 
corporate reorganizations, 
spin-offs—from public to 
private to public—and inte-
grations for global M&A 
activities), and catalyzed 
cultural transformations.

 She is an active member 
of  the community and 
serves on the Equality 
Means Business Advisory 

The global pandemic has, in essence, 
created a forced experiment. 
Organizations that may have been 
reluctant to consider remote work 
have come face-to-face with a 
situation that now requires it
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Board, the largest civil 
rights organization in Flor-
ida dedicated to ending 
discrimination based on 
sexual orientation and 
gender identity, and the 
Board of  Directors for the 
University of  Rhode Island’s 
International Engineering 
Program.

In this exclusive interac-
tion with People Matters, 
Kimmel shares her views on 
the current COVID-19 crisis, 
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the disruptions in HR and 
talent operations and what 
do they mean for top HR 
leaders. She also talks about 
why a better employee expe-
rience is equivalent to better 
business results, be it in 
times of  crisis or otherwise. 

 How do you see the 
current COVID-19 crisis and 
the disruptions in HR and 
talent operations and what 
do they mean for top HR 
leaders? 

 The global pandemic has, 
in essence, created a forced 
experiment. Organizations 

and make a difference. 
In uncertain times, the 

role of  the HR team is to 
see things through a lens 
of  empathy. To be the 
voice of  employees, and 
anticipate the challenges 
and opportunities they are 
facing, and develop plans 
and programs to overcome 
those challenges.

 What are the top chal-
lenges that organizations 
face in terms of attracting 
the right employees and 
retaining them at a crisis 
time like this?
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A recent Citrix study showed that just 
behind managers and salary as the 
top reasons people quit their jobs, was 
access to good technology

that may have been reluc-
tant to consider remote 
work have come face-to-face 
with a situation that now 
requires it. Remote work is 
not business as usual. It is 
perhaps the biggest change 
in the way businesses oper-
ate that any of  us has ever 
seen. It represents a totally 
new way of  thinking and 
operating and can be a diffi-
cult adjustment for employ-
ees and employers to make. 
When things become uncer-
tain, it becomes even harder. 

But business in a lot of  
cases must go on as usual, 
even in times of  crisis. And 
this is where HR can step up 

 It is said that if  you really 
want to know a person, 
watch them under stress. 
The same is true for an 
organization. The organiza-
tion’s response, the speed 
with which they make deci-
sions, the level of  commu-
nication, and the values 
that are demonstrated are 
communicating profound 
messages to employees and 
candidates. Even during 
a crisis, employees have 
an inner drive to use their 
strengths and do their best 
work. Even in normal times, 
one of  the biggest challenges 
to enable this drive is having 
the tools people need to be 

productive and engaged. 
With knowledge workers 
shifting to remote work at 
scale, the need for the right 
technology is clearer than 
ever. A recent Citrix study 
showed that just behind 
managers and salary as the 
top reasons people quit their 
jobs, was access to good 
technology. So, we have to 
address those things holisti-
cally, and it requires a strong 
partnership with IT. 

To set employees up for 
success, it is essential to 
provide a digital workspace 
that has all of  the tools and 
data a person needs, a physi-
cal workspace that fits indi-
vidual work styles, and a 
vibrant culture with a sense 
of  trust and community. 
And this is why the part-
nership with IT becomes so 
critical.

To attract and engage 
talent, technology must be 
an enabler that removes the 
‘noise’ of  lower value tasks 
and enables people to focus 
on the elements of  the role 
they were hired to do (and 
that they enjoy!). This is 
where human motivation 
and technology become part-
ners: workplace technolo-
gies that create space in a 
worker’s day to do what they 
love would mean organiza-
tions can see higher produc-
tivity plus greater motiva-
tion and engagement. 

 How is the larger conver-
sation between CHROs and 
CEOs changing at this crisis 
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moment, given that there 
is this increasing realiza-
tion that people are the true 
assets of a company?

 At Citrix, we know that 
our biggest asset is our 
people, and because of  that 
we have made employee 
experience the cornerstone 
of  our mission as an organi-
zation - both for ourselves 
and for our customers. The 
conversations between 
CHROs and CEOs has been 
built around a simple equa-
tion: Better employee expe-
rience = better business 
results. That’s true in times 
of  crisis and in normal 
times as well. Living in a 
technology-driven world 

means that the real change 
in the larger C-level conver-
sations is the real need 
for a third voice in the 
dialogue - the CIO. Improv-
ing employee experience 
isn’t just the province of  IT 
or HR in a silo. It requires a 
“leader of  the future” mind-
set and approach, with CIOs 
and CHROs collaborating 
with their CEOs together to 
ensure that the technologies 
in place support people’s 
needs, adhere to HR and 
security policies, and deliver 
an engaging experience.

 What sort of skills and 
competencies do lead-
ers need to possess to 
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manage crises and help 
their organizations recover 
from them? What is your 
company doing that is 
unique in this moment of 
crisis?

 During times of  uncer-
tainty, like a crisis, values 
become especially impor-
tant. Many decisions have 
never been made before 
and they need to be made 
quickly. At Citrix, our core 
values of  integrity, respect, 
curiosity, courage and 
unity, have been our north 
star. Two additional compe-
tencies are critical in crisis: 
leading with empathy and 
inspiring the ones who lead 
with empathy. No matter 
the size of  your team, it’s 
essential to view the situ-
ation through the eyes of  
your people and guide them 
with their safety and well-
being as your top priority. 
Similarly, we need people 
who can inspire others 
by connecting to a bigger 
purpose. Citrix is taking 
a people-first approach to 
navigating this crisis. Just 
a few examples:

Any Citrix employee will 
receive 100 percent of  their 
base pay if:
•	 They become ill due to 

COVID-19
•	 Their children or family 

members become ill due 
to COVID-19 and require 
care from the employee

•	 Their manager says the 
job cannot be performed 
at home, and they there-
fore cannot work

At Citrix, we know that our biggest 
asset is our people, and because of that 
we have made employee experience 
the cornerstone of our mission as an 
organization - both for ourselves and 
for our customers
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•	 They have children or 
family members at home 
due to COVID-19-related 
social distancing prac-
tices and are unable 
to find an alternate 
caregiver and fully work

In addition, we formally 
notified our vendors who 
provide labor to us, that we 
will continue to pay under 
our existing contracts, 
allowing them the ability to 
pay those workers during 
this crisis.

These are just a couple of  
examples, but hopefully they 
demonstrate how we are 
helping our people through 
this crisis.

 How do you see the talent 
crisis disrupting the tech-
nology industry given that 
a lot of C-Suite executives 
view access to talent as the 
greatest inhibitor to their 
growth aspirations? 

 While the talent crisis 
certainly could disrupt the 
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During times of 
uncertainty, like 
a crisis, values 
become espe-
cially important. 
Many decisions 
have never been 
made before and 
they need to be 
made quickly

ered to archaic models of  
thinking, collaborating and 
producing results just isn’t 
going to cut it. The technol-
ogy industry can help busi-
nesses feeling the pinch, 
especially those in more 
traditional or conservative 
industries where the talent 
crisis may be most acute. 

Once an organization 
shifts its vision beyond the 
traditional physical work-
space, with on-premises 

We have given every global 
employee a stipend to cover:
•	 Work-from-home support 

items, such as monitors, 
keyboards, headsets, surge 
protectors, ergonomic 
desks and chairs, addi-
tional wi-fi, etc.

•	 Unexpected personal and 
family expenses

•	 Helping our communities 
and local businesses in 
ways such as donations to 
local charities, purchasing 
food delivery from local 
restaurants, etc.

technology industry, I actu-
ally see the real opportunity 
for the technology industry 
to disrupt and fix the talent 
crisis. The newest genera-
tion entering the workforce 
were born into a world of  
technology — it is in their 
blood. But they are demand-
ing flexible working styles 
and expect a consumer-
like tech experience in all 
aspects of  their work. Tradi-
tional enterprise technology 
that gives them a sense of  
being locked down and teth-

datacenters and desks with 
desktops, to intelligent digi-
tal workspaces that give 
people the freedom to work 
anywhere and the guidance 
and insight to do their very 
best work, those organiza-
tions open access to new 
talent pools and deliver 
flexibility that incumbent 
employees crave. Thus, a 
single technology shift helps 
with both attraction and 
retention. 

Companies that embrace 
the concept can power a 
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smarter, better way to work 
and draw the talent they 
need to unlock innovation 
and move their business 
forward. Those that don’t 
will continue to watch as 
the talent gap widens and 
swallows their opportunity.

 Experts’ take on the 
future of work is often 
found conflicting leaving 
plenty of room for debate. 
What does the future of 
work mean for you?

I see the future of  work as 
being defined by a few key 
trends: flexible work, digital 
workspaces, people-centric 
design, upskilling/reskill-
ing talent, and data analyt-
ics. 

This means a future of  
work that is going to have to 
be agile. The pace of  change 
is only going to get faster, 
and as we can see from the 
current crisis, organiza-
tions are having to think 
through and be prepared 
for the unknown more than 
ever before. But if  we follow 
those trends, we can see 
how that future might look. 

I have talked about flex-
ible work and digital work-
spaces in helping to address 
the talent crisis — they 
will also help build a more 
powerful future of  work. 
Similarly, we have discussed 
here that people are an 
organization’s biggest asset, 
so you will see more and 
more organizations lean-
ing on people-centric frame-
works for how they design 
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their businesses — people-
centric cultures, values, 
programs, practices, and 
even physical spaces. 

The future of  work will 
require us to create a better 
system of  upskilling and 
reskilling our people. The 
talent crisis has shown us 
that it’s getting harder and 
harder to find the talent you 
need outside of  your organ-
izations. Even in a post-
COVID world, I still believe 
there will be a shortage 
of  highly-skilled workers. 
So, HR professionals more 
than ever will need to think 
about how to help people 
build new skills and learn 

new expertise while on the 
job. And finally, the future 
of  work will be data-driven. 
HR usually isn’t thought of  
as a data-driven function, 
but we can use technology 
to get insights into employee 
behaviors and motivations 
like never before.

Predicting the future isn’t 
a science. And it can’t be 
done with total accuracy. But 
when it comes to the future 
of  work, one prediction 
is certain: organizations 
that focus on their people 
and create an environment 
in which they can engage 
deeply in meaningful work, 
harness their full creativity 

The future of work will require us to 
create a better system of upskilling and 
reskilling our people. The talent crisis 
has shown us that it’s getting harder 
and harder to find the talent you need 
outside of your organizations.
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and cultivate their passions 
and special skills, will see 
their business thrive.

 Citrix is making a massive 
shift in its strategy from 
product to platform and is 
moving to a cloud-first strat-
egy. What are the implica-
tions of this big shift for you 
as the people manager of a 
large tech company?

 Making a fundamental 
shift in our business model 
starts with the talent we 
have in the organization. 
Because our workforce 
largely came from enter-
prise on-prem software 
backgrounds across sales, 
engineering, product and 
other functional teams, our 
journey has been both tech-
nical and cultural.

As is the case with all 
companies that make such 
a shift, we have had to tran-

sition to being a cloud-first 
company before we shifted 
from being a product to a 
platform company. We have 
invested in existing talent and 
hired externally to build a 
culture of  change and contin-
uous learning. One example 
of  this comes from our sales-
force. Our solutions are now 
general purpose rather than 
niche use. More end users 
within an organization can 
benefit from our Workspace 
vs. when we focused only on 
virtualization.

Overall, our business 
requires strong technical 
talent. Many are competing 
for the same talent; financial, 
automotive, healthcare, are 
all ‘technical’ these days. To 
continue to grow and support 
our business strategies, we 
need to be competitive in 
attracting and retaining this 
talent.

We have wrapped each 
of  these critical compo-
nents of  our journey in a 
culture that promotes learn-
ing and a “growth mind-
set”, and then established a 
performance, development 
and reward process that 
recognizes the values and 
behaviors that contribute 
to a culture of  progress and 
performance. 

 You lead over 9,000 
people in a global tech 
company. Can you give us a 
preview of large scale initia-
tives from people perspec-
tive that you are embarking 
on to enable the company 
move to the next level 
in the changing world of 
work?

 There are several key 
projects underway. Interest-
ingly, as we have all felt the 
world of  work transform 
rapidly underneath our feet, 
Citrix is positioned to serve 
our customers, partners 
and communities even more 
powerfully by offering our 
experience in remote work, 
building a culture of  trust 
and engagement, and under-
standing of  the critical lead-
ership skills required for 
the future.

Even prior to COVID-19, 
we have been strengthening 
our commitment and invest-
ment into a strategy and 
tools for listening to employ-
ees. We have always had a 
focus on employee round-
tables and engagement 
surveys, but in order to 



33may 2020 |

B
IG


 

I
N

TERVIEW










build organizational respon-
siveness, we are taking this 
to the next level. 

We are also deepening our 
people analytics capabili-
ties, building robust part-
nerships with other busi-
ness intelligence groups 
across the company. And, we 
are taking a deep dive into 
understanding productivity 
among remote and office-
based employee. At Citrix, 
we are also redesigning our 
reward systems to ensure 
managers have the oppor-
tunity to differentiate top 
performance. Interestingly, 
as the world becomes more 
aware of  the importance of  
the employee experience, we 
are also partnering with our 
sales and marketing team 
to discuss the technologi-
cal component of  employee 
experience. We recognize 
culture, physical space and 
technology work together to 
create the overall employee 
experience and we truly 
believe the Citrix Workspace 
can and will make a huge 
difference in helping C-level 

leaders solve for challenges 
in the technology aspect. 

Overall, HR teams are at 
the forefront of  building the 
future of  work. Whether 
it’s finding the right talent, 
developing internal talent, 
or driving efficiencies that 
make it easier for the busi-
ness to do what they were 
hired to do… HR is driving 
the health of  organizations. 
Without the right talent, 
strategy becomes very diffi-
cult to achieve.

 Who or what has shaped 
who you are, especially your 
leadership style in the digi-
tal era?

 I have had some really 
great leaders in my life. 
One in particular was a role 
model for a healthy balance 
of  high expectations and 
taking time off. She docu-
mented on one of  my perfor-
mance evaluations that I 
needed to do a better job of  
taking time to rest, recharge 
and rejuvenate. She rein-
forced that I cannot be at my 
best if  I don’t make some 
R&R time. 

In our highly connected 
world, I believe it’s getting 
harder and harder to discon-
nect and rejuvenate. Unfor-
tunately, I think the vast 
majority of  us have to be 
forced to slow down and 
make this time. A couple of  
years ago, I ended up with 
an illness that can recur 
if  I don’t take time to care 
for myself. And, as we have 
seen through the pandemic, 
we are so conditioned to 
be busy that many of  us 
have rediscovered a part of  
ourselves previously lost, 
now that we are forced to be 
home.

We have also seen it in 
crisis leadership. Leaders 
who aren’t rested are scien-
tifically less able to think at 
their highest capacity and 
offer their best, innovative 
and creative solutions. 

Taking care of  yourself  
can feel non-essential when 
we are all moving so quickly. 
It’s a tough lesson that will 
catch up with us, as it did 
with me, so I feel it is a criti-
cal lesson for everyone to 
learn. 

Leaders who 
aren’t rested are 

scientifically 
less able to think 

at their highest 
capacity and offer 
their best, innova-

tive and creative 
solutions
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The concept of VUCA (Volatile, Uncertain, 
Complex, Ambiguous) is no longer adequate as 
a framework for evaluating the world: perhaps 
it never was. Let us instead set it aside, and 
look at a more constructive, useful alternative: 
human systems dynamics
By Glenda Eoyang and Michael Jenkins

Finding simplicity in chaos: 
Beyond VUCA

V
olatile. Uncertain. 
Complex. Ambigu-
ous. VUCA. Some 
leadership pundits 

recommend that we use 
this term for anything 
we don’t understand or 
cannot control. The prob-
lem is that the tumultuous 
events in our world, and the 
concomitant domino-effects 
we are experiencing, have 
completely outgrown that 
label. In fact, VUCA as a 

handy acronym has had its 
day. When we invoke VUCA 
to explain how things are 
changing, we risk missing 
the depth and breadth of  the 
current reality. We excuse 
ourselves for inaction and 
passivity. Paradoxically, the 
term might even obfuscate 
and confuse our ability to 
make sense of  what’s going 
on right now. We need a more 
thoughtful way of  making 
sense of  our emerging chaos 

and uncertainty. In short, 
we need to understand our 
worlds and ourselves as 
complex adaptive systems. 

Why not VUCA?
VUCA is problematic as a 
framework for a number of  
reasons.

First, the terms underpin-
ning VUCA originated at the 
end of  the Cold War. Coined 
initially by the US Army 
War College, they were used 

Glenda Eoyang Michael Jenkins
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to describe the new global 
order that was emerging at 
the time. It was an attempt 
to paint a picture of  how the 
United States saw the world 
in the immediate post-Cold 
War period. From the West-
ern military point of  view, 
that picture was indeed 
volatile, uncertain, complex 
and ambiguous. It was the 
9/11 terrorist attacks that 
enabled the acronym itself  
– VUCA – to gain currency. 
Not long after, the term was 
appropriated by leadership 
scholars and practition-
ers. They used it to describe 
what they perceived as a 
business environment char-
acterised by turbulence, the 
unknown, and the uncon-
trollable. The term, and the 
models and tools it spawned, 
were a convenient way to 
package everything that was 
unfamiliar and disturbing. 
The label allowed people to 
refer to the complex reality 
without doing the hard work 
that would be necessary to 
figure out what they could 
know and might reasonably 
do about what was going on. 

Second, VUCA owes its 
genesis to an American 
perception of  a situation. 
That means events else-
where in the world were 
somehow not very VUCA. 
It implied that the societal 
upheavals and ruptures 
going on in other parts of  
the world were not signifi-
cant, but rather things that 
were just going on in other 
people’s lives and in other 

countries. For example, the 
late ‘50s marked the start 
of  what Mao Zedong called 
the “Great Leap Forward.” 
That initiative was aimed 
at an exponential, social 
and economic leapfrog-
ging which led – estimates 
vary – to between 19 and 
45 million people dying of  
starvation. Many histori-
ans take the view that this 
disaster cost more lives than 
those lost in Russia under 
Stalin (20 million or more). 
It was something that was 
happening far away from the 
United States. For the people 
who suffered and died, any 
attempt to characterise their 
experience as simply VUCA-
like would be a grave injus-
tice to those who endured an 

atic and no longer fit-for-
purpose: VUCA does not 
adequately apply to societies 
where volatility, uncertainty, 
complexity and ambiguity 
are normal aspects of  the 
world. VUCA does not fit 
as a descriptor if  you have 
grown up in Haiti, Afghani-
stan, Iraq, Syria or Yemen. 
It doesn’t fit because VUCA 
is an attempt to describe a 
deviation from an imagined 
stable, certain, simple, and 
clear norm. It is a redundant 
term because it is cultur-
ally biased and takes the 
perspective of  the West and 
of  Western experience as its 
determinant and starting 
point. 

So, for these three main 
reasons, VUCA has truly 

existence that was in reality, 
a brutally enforced normal-
ity. For as long as it lasted, 
the Great Leap Forward 
was the reality of  life for 
millions of  Chinese people. 

Third, and this is where 
VUCA is truly problem-

passed its sell-by date. 
And while we’re here, we 
would like to make a plea 
for everyone to think care-
fully about VUCA’s cousins: 
“New Normal” and “Future-
Proofing.” “New Normal” 
in its crudest form asks 
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people to accept emerging 
exceptional or horrendous 
circumstances and move 
on with their lives. If  we’re 
not careful with the term, 
we run the risk of  denying 
ourselves the opportunity 
to interrogate why we’re in 
such a situation in the first 
place. “Future-Proofing” 
is even more extreme. It is 
an oxymoron. The future is 
uncertain, and uncertainty 
carries risk. Any notion that 
the future can be made risk-
free is a delusion of  power 
and privilege. 

These terms can be both 
a distraction from and an 
obstacle to a deeper under-
standing of  what confronts 
our world right now. 
Together they can hinder 
us in our attempts to gain 
a better understanding of  
the nature of  change itself. 
So, let’s work a bit harder 
to make more sense of  
what’s truly going on. Let’s 
acknowledge the things 
that are unknowable in this 
moment but be aware and 
awake to the things we can 
know and might influence.

A true and useful alter-
native
Over the past 30 years, a new 
field of  theory and prac-
tice has developed to help 
people see, understand, and 
influence change in VUCA 
systems. This emerging 
field draws theory from the 
science of  complex adap-
tive systems. Its practice 
has developed in applica-

tions across a wide range of  
sectors and disciplines. Indi-
viduals, groups, and institu-
tions use it to find options 
for action to tame their 
wicked, complex issues. This 
body of  concepts, models, 
and methods is called 
human systems dynamics 
(HSD). 

Four principles of  HSD 
help people move past a 
description of  VUCA and 
engage effectively with 
the challenges they face in 
uncertainty. 

ing across all boundaries. 
That is why today’s complex 
issues do not fit into any one 
of  these artificial domains. 
Social determinants of  
health, chronic illness, viral 
epidemics and environmen-
tal illness all require that 
we see across symptoms 
from cells to international 
communities. HSD provides 
a suite of  models and meth-
ods that work equally well 
in any context or at any 
level of  system. One of  
HSD’s basic principles is 

The VUCA framework is way past its 
sell-by date, and no longer suitable 
for today's world—if in fact it ever was. 
We need a more thoughtful way of 
making sense of our emerging chaos 
and uncertainty. In short, we need to 
understand our worlds and ourselves 
as complex adaptive systems

Work across scales. In 
the past, experts chose their 
domains and answered ques-
tions that were relevant 
there. Nowhere was this 
pattern more pronounced 
than in the health profes-
sions: Public health, commu-
nity health, family prac-
tice, radiology, cytology, 
physical therapy, psychol-
ogy, and many more. Each 
discipline had its scope of  
practice, special jargon, and 
highly developed tools and 
methods. Complex adap-
tive systems self-organiz-

to, “Attend to the whole, 
the part, and the greater 
whole.” Complex problems 
can be caused by, diagnosed 
within, and treated at any 
scale. Treating a single 
COVID-19 patient is a totally 
insufficient response to 
our current epidemic, and 
public health pronounce-
ments are equally futile. 
Family isolation and 
community supports are 
important, but alone they 
will not cure our current 
ills. COVID-19 interventions 
must reach across scales, 
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and the work at various 
scales must relate in ways to 
make the whole greater than 
the sum of  the parts. 

Focus on patterns, not 
problems. For the last 
200 years, we have solved 
complicated problems by 
breaking them into simple 
parts. Fix the parts, put 
them back together, and 
the whole is repaired. In 
complex adaptive systems, 
the whole depends on intri-
cate relationships among the 
parts. Divide it up, and the 

distancing and increase 
unemployment claims. Stop 
health professionals from 
interacting with vulnera-
ble patients and leave disa-
bled people in chronic pain. 
When we see the challenge 
as a series of  problems, the 
solution to one generates 
more. HSD considers the 
whole problem, and each 
of  its sub-problems, to be 
patterns. Look closely at the 
pattern of  COVID-19. You 
will see that it is infinitely 
variable, though some char-

Not only is the future not 
known, but some aspects of  
it are radically unknowable. 
You may be able to predict 
broad, system-wide behav-
iours, but specific outcomes 
for specific situations 
are totally unpredictable. 
Answers are likely to change 
from place to place and time 
to time, but good questions 
are always useful. That is 
why a discipline of  inquiry 
is the path to successful 
adaptation in complex envi-
ronments. Today, we do not 
know who will contract 
COVID-19, whose disease 
will become critical, who 
will survive, or how long 
survivors will be immune. 
We can ask good ques-
tions, though. How can we 
get resources to the places 
where they are needed? 
What hidden resources—
physical, financial, or 
human—can be tapped to 
respond to urgent needs? 
How would I act if  I assume 
I am carrying the virus? 

Keep moving. Finally, 
our automatic responses to 
threat are fight, flight, or 
freeze. In complex environ-
ments, none of  these is a 
reasonable response. We are 
seeing the hopelessness of  
each of  these paths in vari-
ous responses to COVID-19 
today. This is a phenome-
non that a lot of  people are 
feeling at the moment – low 
level constant fear with 
nowhere to put it; lots of  
anxious energy when the 
primary course of  action 
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synergistic problem persists. 
Fix a part, and it is imme-
diately unfixed by prob-
lems from other parts of  the 
system. Put it back together, 
and it no longer resembles 
the whole. COVID-19 is a 
perfect example of  a chal-
lenge that is a pattern, not 
a problem. Close schools to 
reduce spread and put chil-
dren (best carriers) in the 
care of  grandparents (most 
vulnerable). Enforce social 

acteristics are common. You 
will also see that it is deter-
mined by specific, local, 
unique conditions, and that 
any action to improve must 
be drawn from and sensitive 
to those local conditions. 
You will also see that any 
action, by any person, at any 
scale, has the potential to 
shift the pattern for all. 

Stand in inquiry. 
Complex adaptive systems 
generate deep uncertainty. 
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you’re recommended to take 
is to “stay inside.” We don’t 
know exactly how to fight 
this virus, and nowhere is 
completely safe to escape it. 
In the short-term, it might 
be reasonable to freeze, but 
given the nature of  the situ-
ation, freezing is not a long-
term option. If  all of  our 
automatic responses are 
impossible or destructive, 
then what can we do? Adap-
tive Action. This three-step, 
iterative process guides indi-
vidual and collective action, 
even in the most uncertain 
and dangerous situations. It 
asks three questions: WHAT? 
SO WHAT? NOW WHAT?

•	 WHAT are the patterns 
you are seeing in the 
here-and-now? 

•	 SO WHAT is the most 
important challenge and 
what resources and influ-
ence are available to you? 

•	 NOW WHAT action will 
make a difference in this 
moment and move the 
whole pattern toward 
greater health and well-
being?

Given the dynamic nature 
of  the complex adaptive 
system, any movement 
has the potential to change 
the pattern and the next 
WHAT? emerges immedi-

Given the dynamic nature of the complex adaptive 
system, any movement has the potential to 
change the pattern and the next WHAT? emerges 
immediately from the last NOW WHAT?

ately from the last NOW 
WHAT? Another benefit 
of  Adaptive Action in the 
time of  COVID-19 is that it 
scales. Individuals, fami-
lies, communities, institu-
tions can make the Adaptive 
Action cycle work. Adaptive 
Action also flexes to respond 
to ability and urgency. Some 
cycles may take seconds, 
others last for years. 

Who will do this work?
We need new heroes in this 
time of  turbulence and 
uncertainty. The great and 
good of  our institutional 
structures cannot manage 
us into this new relation-

ship with uncertainty. Their 
power is locked in the struc-
tures and relationships 
that are failing to respond 
to the current COVID-19 
crisis. Experts, scholars and 
pundits are not up to the 
task, either. Their advice 
gives one-size-fits-all solu-
tions to the never-repeated-
in-time-or-place patterns 
that emerge in chaos. 
Complex adaptive systems 
theory and practice offer 
a new alternative to tradi-
tional power, expertise, and 
leadership. 

Individual agents deter-
mine the emerging patterns 

T
h

o
u

g
h

t
 L

e
a

d
e

r
s

h
ip



39may 2020 |

As the Founding Executive Director 
of Human Systems Dynamics 
Institute, Glenda Eoyang leads 
an international network of scholar-
practitioners who develop adaptive 
capacity in others. 	
Michael Jenkins is a co-founder 
of Expert Humans, a Singapore-based 
company working in leadership, 
organisation development and 
intercultural communication. 

in the self-organizing 
dynamics of  complex adap-
tive systems. Agents can be 
individual people, but they 
can also be groups, institu-
tions, objects, resources, 
ideas or any other influ-
ential entity. When agents 
interact, they generate 
patterns that are greater 
than the sum of  their 
parts. Common examples 
of  such patterns emerg-
ing in human systems 
include culture, trust, and 
well-being. Not all emerg-
ing patterns are positive, 
though. Other examples 
include violence, corrup-
tion, economic disparities, 
and racism. The dynamics 
are the same, whether the 
emerging patterns serve or 
damage the common good.

The difference between 
the constructive and 
destructive systemic 
patterns is driven by 
choice—individual choice. 
Every agent contributes to 
the patterns of  the whole. 
Everyone, in every moment, 
chooses to reinforce health, 
life, and collective well-
being, or they choose to 
contribute to tribal, selfish, 
destructive patterns for the 
whole. 

Expert Humans choose 
life. They cannot do it alone, 
and the practices don’t come 
naturally to all of  us. We 
must intentionally develop 
individual and collective 
capacity to see, understand, 
and influence our shared, 
emergent patterns so that 

each of  us contributes to 
and benefits from a society 
that supports us all.   

Call to action
So, in these troubled times, 
when all of  us strive to do 
our best and be our best; 
when interdependency and 
uncertainty are the rule, 
rather than the exception; 
when we are called to act 
with and for the good of  
the whole; when each of  us 
can commit to choose life, 
we must stop talking about 
VUCA. As Expert Humans, 
we can stop seeing ourselves 
as victims of  these chaotic 
times. Instead, we can find 
the will and the capacity to 
work within our complex 
systems, seeking out ways 
to dial-up our humanity 
and take full advantage of  
the altruism, compassion 
and empathy in all of  us. 
Together, we will thrive, 
when we see, understand, 

and influence patterns 
toward health and well-
being for each and for all. 

At Expert Humans and 
the Human Systems Dynam-
ics Institute, we are commit-
ted to theory and practice 
to influence patterns at all 
scales of  human existence. 
If  you would like to find 
out more about the various 
streams of  our work, or if  
you want to join us on this 
journey, you can contact us 
at info@experthumans.org 
or info@hsdinstitute.org. 
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Organizations must 
take conscious steps for 
inclusive leadership: 
UN Women’s Naciri

We are not living up to our own commitments to promote women's rights, 
and we are also harming the prospects for sustainable, inclusive, economic 
growth that research shows is within reach if we succeed in creating a 
more gender equal economy and society, says Mohammad Naciri
By Mastufa Ahmed

M
ohammad Naciri 
is the Regional 
Director of  UN 
Women for Asia 

and the Pacific. Prior to join-
ing UN Women, Mohammad 
was the Deputy Country 
Director of  UNDP in Yemen, 
where he supported the coun-
try in the formulation of  
its Gender Strategy and the 
Gender Responsive Budget-
ing process. He has worked in 
Kuwait, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon 
and Cambodia, dealing with 
issues from human traffick-
ing to ethnic cleansing.

In an exclusive interview 
with People Matters, Moham-
mad Naciri talks about the 
need to create a level playing 
field for women to succeed at 
work. Here are the excerpts 
of  the interview with 
Mohammad.

 What are some patterns 
you’ve noticed over the 
years about women at work, 
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and things they could be 
doing better to advance 
their careers?

 Rather than focus on what 
women need to do better to 
advance their careers, it is 
important that we all take 
responsibility for building 
labor markets and work-
places that allow all staff  
members, men and women, 
to thrive, learn, and ulti-
mately be as productive as 
they can be. In some cases 
this means gender specific 
actions and policies, such as 
maternity leave but it is also 
about addressing the uncon-
scious bias of  companies 
that result in, for instance, 
overrepresentation of  one 
gender in certain job func-
tions, or in inherently 
discriminatory criteria for 
promotion.

We also know that across 
the world, women take on 
more of  the unpaid care 
work at home and in their 
communities, such as taking 
care of  children, elders, 
or household tasks. So let 
us first ensure that there’s 
a level playing field, that 
women have as much time 
to focus on their work and 
career, and that they are 
given equal opportunities to 
grow and advance in their 
workplaces.

And even then, we still 
find that gender discrimi-
nation and gender stereo-
types in the world of  work 
- like everywhere else - have 
resulted in longlasting 
impact in the way we all 

perceive gender and gender 
roles. For that I have been 
pleased to see the rising 
awareness and concrete initi-
atives where women support 
and empower other women 
to grow their leadership 
ambitions and skills though 
mentorship programs and 
role modeling. Also, I am 
very optimistic about the 
increased questioning of  
stereotypes and gender 
norms when it comes to boys' 
and girls' choice of  studies 
and careers and the attention 
to the principle of  'if  you can 
see it, you can be it'.

and we are also harming the 
prospects for sustainable, 
inclusive, economic growth 
that research shows is 
within reach if  we succeed 
in creating a more gender 
equal economy and society. 
We will only achieve the 
Sustainable Development 
Goals by 2030 if  we meet the 
goals and targets of  Sustain-
able Development Goal 5 
which is setting targets 
specifically for women's 
social, economic and politi-
cal empowerment.

UN Women therefore 
continues to focus on 
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It is not for women to create the work-
life balance, it is the system that needs 
to change so that we all, men and 
women, find that balance

 Despite the fact that the 
business case for gender 
diversity is clear, the overall 
women's progress at work 
remains stalled. As a leader, 
do you think it’s time for 
corporations to take bold 
steps to balance the scale?

 The World Economic 
Forum has estimated that it 
will take about a 100 years 
to close the gender gap 
if  we continue as of  now, 
even longer in the South-
east Asian region where 
I currently work. This 
we cannot accept. We are 
not living up to our own 
commitments to promote 
and protect women's rights, 

strengthening and promoting 
the business case for gender 
equality, and we do that by 
partnering with the private 
sector such as under the 
EU-supported WeEmpowerA-
sia program, a regional initi-
ative (linked to a global move-
ment), to get more companies 
on board to actively and 
concretely integrate gender 
equality into the way they 
employ, procure, market and 
do business. 

 What work still needs to 
be done to level the playing 
field in the c-suite and board-
room? How do you see the 
future of women leadership?
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 We also need a critical 
mass to choose from to get 
more women leaders: organ-
izations must take conscious 
steps to build appropriate 
pipelines for inclusive and 
diverse leadership, and this 
takes time and effort, and 
in some cases also special 
measures, and not only to 
reach gender parity, but also 
other kinds of  diversity so 
our organizations much 
better represent the commu-
nities and societies we serve 
and work with.

 How can women employ-
ees create a great work-life 
balance for themselves?
As I mentioned before, it is 
not for women to create the 
work-life balance, it is the 
system that needs to change 
so that we all, men and 
women, find that balance. 
In Europe right now there 
is a lot of  discussion about 
parental leave and family 

leave as an expansion of  or 
addition to maternity leave, 
and to institutionalize that 
men receive their share of  
care and bonding time with 
their children for instance. 
But it is also a recognition 
of  a growing need for other 
forms of  care as populations 
are aging and social protec-
tion systems (and family 
structures) are changing. 
But we know that these 
improvements in people's so 
called private spheres bene-
fit the economy also – the 
World Economic Forum's 
Gender Gap Report every 
year shows that economies 
with a higher level of  gender 
equality are stronger econo-
mies. The business case is 
clear.  

Also, much focus right 
now is on the future of  work 
and the way technology 
increasingly impact jobs and 
the ways we work. Let us 
use technology for the good 

and ensure, for instance, 
that some of  the unpaid care 
work that are now dispropor-
tionately on women's shoul-
ders be decreased or eased 
by technology. In developing 
countries this means better 
access to drinking water and 
electricity to ease household 
chores which are still mainly 
women's work but this is 
also relevant in more tech-
nologically advanced socie-
ties: information technology 
continues to provide new 
ways of  working remotely 
or allow flexible time sched-
ules that can benefit work-
life balance for both women 
and men. So let us make sure 
that women are also part of  
designing and developing 
this new technology because 
they have different experi-
ences and see different ways 
of  use and benefits.   

 A report by McKinsey says 
there’s a positive correlation 
between a more ethnically 
and gender-diverse leader-
ship team and an increase in 
profits. But not many organi-
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It is not for 
women to create 
the work-life 
balance, it is the 
system that needs 
to change so that 
we all, men and 
women, find that 
balance
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zations have been able to 
bet on the resultant advan-
tage. What's your take on 
this?

 I think it is changing. 
We see that companies are 
very interested in doing 
their share to achieve the 
Sustainable Development 
Goals and have really taken 
them on as a way of  fram-
ing and strengthening CSR 
and ESG work. The envi-
ronmental issues may have 
been what many companies 
have focused on first but we 
see that corporations are 
increasingly interested in 
working actively with social 
and political issues such as 
gender equality. They see 
it as equally important for 
their business - for their 
business outcomes, for their 
reputation, and for their 
ability to attract and retain 
the best talent. 

 Why are companies fail-
ing to close pay gaps? 

 With the International 
Labour Organization (ILO) 
and other partners, UN 
Women runs the ‘Equal Pay 
for Equal Work’ campaign. 
Again, we see how uncon-
scious (and conscious) bias 
is unfairly impacting the 
way women are paid for 
their work. Also, the lack of  
pay transparency is making 
it very difficult to measure 
and document the gender 
pay gap. In this regard, we 
have seen some good initia-
tives from governments, 
such as the UK's policy 
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The lack of pay transparency is 
making it very difficult to measure 
and document the gender pay gap

that all employers with 250 
or more employees must 
publish and report specific 
figures on their gender pay 
gap. It is when the discrimi-
nation is clearly shown with 
data and documentation that 
we know what we are up 
against and we can plan and 
make changes.  

 How to make equality at 
the workplace a leadership 
agenda?

 Gender equality and 
leadership must be on the 
agenda everywhere in order 
to also be achieved in the 
workplace: in the household, 
in our communities, in our 
schools and universities, in 
our governments and in our 
businesses. We have enough 

evidence to show that when 
women are empowered to 
lead equally in the social, 
economic and political 
spheres, then we have equita-
ble and prosperous societies 
where no one is left behind. 
We still need to convince 
some leaders about this fact. 
We are working on this and 
we are winning: because it 
is smart when women lead 
companies that serve the 
fastest growing consumer 
group (women) in the world; 
it is smart that women are 
involved in making the poli-
cies that impact them as 
much as men, and a level 
playing field is the smart-
est thing to do to unleash the 
full potential of  both women 
and men. 
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D&I should be 
positioned as a 
business agenda, 
not as an HR 
initiative: Marico’s 
Amit Prakash

In a conversation with 
People Matters, Marico’s 
CHRO Amit Prakash talks 
about how to implement 
diversity and inclusion 
programs
By Jerry Moses

A
mit Prakash is the 
CHRO of  Marico 
Limited. He has close 
to 19 years of  experi-

ence and has been associated 
with Hindustan Coca Cola Bever-
ages prior to joining Marico. He 
has also worked with Delphi, ITC 
and LG in various roles. Over the 
years, his experience has covered 
various aspects of  human 
resources – from performance 
management & improvement, 
talent management & planning to 
career & succession development 
and organizational development.

In an exclusive interview with 
People Matters, he talks about 
the experience of  setting up D&I 
initiatives in Marico, the role 
of  multiple stakeholders in the 
process, and the right ways to 
measure the impact.

 There’s a shift in D&I programs. 
Organizations are going beyond 
the focus on gender diversity, 
and are looking at disability, 
minorities, etc. In this context, 
how should companies go about 
identifying priorities?

 Every business will have their 
own priorities and it’s entirely 
dependent on their reality and 
needs. From a business perspec-
tive, new initiatives should not 
just be seen as a ‘human resource 
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initiative’, because then it’s going 
to be short-lived and not sustaina-
ble. There are three factors which 
we consider as the pillars that we 
need to focus on: 
1)	 As a consumer sales organi-

zation, we realize that our 
consumers come from vari-
ous backgrounds and repre-
sent different parts of  the 
society. So how does that 
get reflected at work? That’s 
where we started, the need to 
represent the society that we 
are currently trying to serve. 
It helps us create an efficient 
decision making structure, 
more innovation, which will 
be relevant to the consumer.

2)	 The second pillar is to be 
aware of  the talent economy. 
If  you continue to hire from a 
small pool of  talent (it may be 
certain colleges/universities), 
you may miss out on equally 
talented candidates elsewhere. 
If  you look at the numbers, 
it’s clear that we need to 
spread the talent pool, not only 
gender, and other abilities and 
preferences that people have. 

3)	 The third pillar is to focus on 
building flexibility within 
the organization. There are 
specific requirements that 
need to be taken care of. Are 
we creating an inclusive 
culture? Are we enabling poli-
cies, processes and infrastruc-
ture to hire these people?

 How do you make the 
employee ‘feel’ like they belong 
to the company? Especially when 
they belong to a marginalized or 
minority group?

 We need to focus on building 

an inclusive culture. And having 
an inclusive culture has noth-
ing to do with access to gender, 
sexual orientation or specially 
abled talent. It is about having a 
thought process in the organiza-
tion wherein one is sensitive to 
the needs of  an individual, and 
that has been the biggest journey 
for us in the last twelve months.

As we spoke to people within 
the company, we realized a need 
to sensitize the larger organiza-
tion, and we created leadership 
buy-in around inclusive culture. 
Another thing we did is to create 
an enabling environment around 

systems, policies and infrastruc-
ture. 

We are also becoming 
extremely strong in our commu-
nication with both sets of  people 
(people who belong to these 
diverse groups and those who 
don’t) in terms of  having open 
conversations and identifying 
challenges. That’s because people 
may not always want to come and 
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talk about the issues and chal-
lenges that they are facing. We 
are also building communica-
tion around creating sensitivity 
through drama-based, theatre-
based programs.

 What is the role of employ-
ees in taking the D&I mandate 
forward?

 We have very open conver-
sations around why change is 
needed and how we should enable 
it. Sensitization is a critical 
process, since that’s how mobili-
zation will happen. 

There are three factors where 
the members will focus on –
1) 	 Being proactive in the process, 

around education, sensitiz-
ing the team, identifying the 

enablers and pushing for the 
changes in the system. 

2) 	 Being responsible and aware 
of  the fact that there are a few 
members in the team who may 
not appreciate change, but 
still be responsible for driving 
change. 

3) 	 Being alert – it's less specific, 
and about identifying issues 
with a focus on addressing 
them.

 What is the thought process on 
changing HR policies to gender 
neutral pronouns? 

 When you make D&I related 
change, you need to change every 
part of  the organization, so when 
people prefer a non-binary way of  
addressing people, it is only apt if  
we change the way we are writing 
a policy. It is about being up to date 
in a way that doesn’t antagonize 
people. The other piece of  change 
that we picked up was from a 
privacy factor – whether that’s 
continuous need of  medical treat-
ment, offering flexible benefits, 
there are other such policies we 
are reviewing which will help us 
create a more inclusive workplace. 

 What is the role of the wider 
business ecosystem? Do other 
stakeholders play a part in deliv-
ering the mandate?

 In Bangladesh, for example, 
we are focused on specially-abled 
talent, we partnered with an NGO 
that works with visually impaired 
talent in skill building and we 
hired them as our sales people, it 
was a process that started twelve 
months back. Now, we have a fair 
bit of  representation in our sales 
team. Although it will require 
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If you continue to hire from a 
small pool of talent (it may be 

certain colleges/universities), you 
may miss out on equally talented 

candidates elsewhere
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partnering with NGOs or govern-
ment agencies and some invest-
ments in building skills, you can 
create a social equilibrium in that 
particular geography. 

 How do you track all of these 
initiatives and programs?

 We track input and output 
measures. The input metrics are 
around the culture of  inclusion 
– which can be tracked through 
our annual engagement survey, 
and the Chatbot conversations. 
I keep track of  this data on how 
the culture of  the organization 
is moving. The second metric 
as an input is how many new 
candidates are we meeting who 
aren’t a reflection of  the popu-
lation within the organization. 
Our target is to have 50 percent 
of  our conversations with new 
candidates. The third thing that 
we look at is cost related cases to 
understand whether there are any 
issues we need to be aware of. 

In terms of  output metrics, we 
look at the diversity targets – for 
gender, thought and ability, and 
we are tracking it over a period 
of  three to five years. The other 
outcome metrics we track include 
retention and people growing 
internally within the organiza-
tion.

 Can you explain thought diver-
sity – What all do you track?

 It is defined by us as an organi-
zation and it’s not a global defi-
nition. What we are looking at is 
how do we create a workplace that 
is fairly representative of  people 
from different backgrounds? 

Is it possible to have lesser 
representation of  ‘Engineer/
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Having an inclusive culture has 
nothing to do with gender, sexual 
orientation or specially abled 
talent. It is about having a thought 
process in the organization 
wherein one is sensitive to the 
needs of an individual

MBA’ graduates? Can we employ 
retirees? Can we have employ-
ees who are not working full-
time? We have profiled the entire 
organization. Which then drives 
a better and a more open culture 
leading to high innovation rates 
in the organization. 

 If you had to give advice to 
any HR leader embarking on D&I 
initiatives, what would it be? 

 My suggestion is to make sure 
it is not driven as an HR agenda 
but a business agenda. And since 
D&I is a diverse and upcoming 
area, it’s important to spend time 
and learn about the area. 
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Covid-19 – one of the greatest pandemics of our 
times which has caught world leaders off-guard, has 
demonstrated that some of the powerful governments 

and their economies are ill-prepared to deal with an 
aggressive outbreak. While the world fights to mitigate 
the impacts of the Corona crisis which has unsettled lives, 
livelihoods, and businesses worldwide, the outbreak also 
accentuates the need for business leaders to be resilient.

While the top of the line leaders are already hand in 
gloves in charting the right course to successfully lead their 
business amid the crisis, leading through a crisis of this 
magnitude requires more than just a rule book and best 
practices. The cover story will take a look at the leadership 
mantras to tide through the pandemic – from workforce 
alignment to retaining top employees to complying with the 
legal aspects of retrenchments to carving out new ways of 
compensation rewards.

Leading through 
the Covid-19 crisis
The leadership moment of one of the 
worst crises of our times
By Mastufa Ahmed
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In order to navigate through this time and 
ensure that we come out the other side 
with an engaged workforce and loyal 

customers, three things are essential - 
investment in people, maintaining deep 
connections with clients, and self-care.

Leaders need to be more empathetic, 
humanistic and encouraging than ever and 
ensure that people solutions are at the 
centre of their response to the Coronavirus 
crisis.

While we have been in crisis mode 
initially, we now need to transition to a new 
normal, sooner rather than later. Sustained 
resilience is going to be key as will support 
from others, rest, a deep connection to 
values, and a commitment to learning which 
will enable them to go beyond this crisis.

Kim Schmidt
Global Leader -  

Leadership, People  
and Culture,  

Grant Thornton  
International

In many ways, the fundamental 
human need for opportunity, 
community and purpose has 

never been more important or 
– candidly – more challenged.  
Ensuring that your business is 
promoting human wellbeing and 
making a positive difference in 
society will be what sets apart 
companies that thrive over the 
long-term.

David 
A. Rodriguez

Executive Vice President, 
and Global CHRO, 

Marriott International

Top HR leaders on  
COVID-19 crisis
We connected with eight global HR leaders to find out how they see the 
COVID-19 crisis and its impact on the world of  business and work, and 
how leaders should gear up to come out stronger from the impending 
disruption to the world of  business. Here are the excerpts.
By Mastufa Ahmed
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While we are being tested on so 
many fronts in our efforts to 
preserve lives, we are also being 

literally pushed into new ways of living, 
interacting, working and collaborating.

With people and organizations alike 
more connected than ever through tech-
nological advancements, it has shown 
that this capability is no longer a “nice-to-
have” but instead a necessity and critical to 
the survival of businesses today and in future. 
Its impact has also “forced” new ways of working 
and significant mindset change to quickly adapt, 
or otherwise be left behind. One example that hit 
everyone hard is ensuring employees who find 
themselves having to work from home almost 
overnight are supported in their physiological well-
being, to be fit mentally, emotionally and physically 
while continuing to be focused and productive.

Every business should have a strong, well-
rehearsed business continuity plan. Yet 
rehearsals typically centred on bomb 

threats and power outages. Dealing with a 
pandemic? It had been a while since we’d 
thought about that one.

Yet quickly businesses have adapted. We’ve 
had to. This is business resilience testing on a 
massive scale. Whilst some organizations will, 
sadly, struggle to survive this situation, others 
will come out of it stronger and more agile. 

To be effective, leaders should focus on two 
things. Firstly, being conscious of how they 
regulate the level of anxiety of their people. 
A great leader can both incite fast-action and 
also be a calming presence who enables 
others to think clearly and act with self-confi-
dence. Secondly, to think and act strategi-
cally in a fast-changing and uncertain environ-
ment. That means being able to listen carefully 
whilst not becoming clouded by the noise of 
the short-term problems.

Brad Taylor
Director of People, 
OD & Workplace, 

CIPD
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For business leaders, it is important to understand 
that COVID-19 is first and foremost a health risk 
followed by a global economic risk. Leaders need 

to recognize the importance of safety precautions and 
ensure not just business continuity but also wellbeing 
of employees, a large number of whom are working in 
remote environments for the first time. Communication 
during this time is critical. For leaders and people 
managers, it’s critical to be available to employees and 
your teams during this time and communicate from a 
place of empathy and knowledge.

Employees need to know they’re valued and looked 
after, and leaders have a role to play in building a sense 
of confidence and calm while alleviating anxieties in 
these unsettling times. It is also important for business 
leaders to respond and not react to the situation – read, 
asses and analyze the data and information coming 
through various channels and plan ahead. The crisis is 
equally hard for leaders, but they need to quickly adapt 
to the situation and demonstrate focused leadership 
centered around people, values and empathy. Like the 
American novelist, James Lane Allen said, “Adversity 
does not build character, it reveals it.”

At its core, COVID-19 is a human crisis but it has 
highlighted the critical role that business plays 
in society. The responsibility that businesses 

and leaders have for their employees’ health and 
well-being has never been more important. Show-
ing care to employees and helping them continue to 
work in a meaningful way so they remain productive 
and feel valued is critically important. As is the focus 
businesses and leaders are putting on preserving 
jobs during this crisis-induced downturn.

 People are being impacted very deeply on a 
personal level which is re-shaping how individu-
als find value in their roles. Leaders who help their 
people see that their work is driving positive sustain-
able change, and that their organization is united 
behind a single set of values that shapes decisions 
and behavior will come out stronger. This focus on 
“purpose” and “values” is not just important to an 
organization and its people, it’s also shaping how 
organizations engage with clients, key stakeholders 
and the communities they operate in.

Nhlamu 
Dlomu

Global Head of People, 
KPMG International

Aadesh Goyal
Chief Human 

Resources Officer, 
Tata Communications
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The COVID-19 crisis has 
already transformed 
into an economic 

and labor market shock, 
impacting both supply and 
demand. The typical business 
continuity plans in managing 
crisis may not be capable 
of handling a pandemic like 
COVID-19. Businesses that 
focus and invest in long 
term strategic, operational 
and financial resilience to 
impending disruption will be 
more effective to respond and 
recover.

Leaders need to reimagine 
the next normal by instilling 
change agility and embed 
resilience in the organisation 
culture.

Farid Basir
Chief Human 

Capital Officer, 
Telekom Malaysia
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Adrian Monck is 
a member of  the 
Managing Board of  

the World Economic Forum. 
He heads the Forum’s Public 
Engagement Team, the 
Global Shapers Community, 
the Forum of  Young Global 
Leaders and the Schwab 
Foundation for Social Entre-
preneurship. Monck brings 
over 20 years of  experience 
as a news executive as well 
as professor and head of  
journalism at City Univer-
sity, London.

Here are the excerpts of  
the interview.

 The rapid outbreak of the 
coronavirus presents an 
alarming health crisis that 
the world is grappling with. 
In addition to the human 

It’s time for governments, 
businesses to work together:  
WEF’s Adrian Monck

impact, there is also a signif-
icant commercial impact 
being felt globally. How do 
you see the larger impact of 
the crisis to businesses glob-
ally?

 Businesses around the 
world are grappling with the 
impact of  COVID-19. Every-
one will be impacted some-
how, the question is how 
much. The urgent need for 
medical supplies, border 
closures and the drastic 
reduction in airliner cargo 
capacity has sparked fears 

as to whether supply-chains 
can get us the goods we 
need. Beyond the immedi-
ate need for supplies, ques-
tions are being raised about 
the risk inherent in current 
supply chain structures. 
Over recent decades, supply 
chains have globalized, 
specialized and become 
leaner. They are more effi-
cient, less risky in certain 
areas, but potentially risker 
in others. Businesses now 
need to figure out how they 
can adapt to this crisis, pivot 

Battling the Covid-19 
crisis necessitates 
public-private 
cooperation more 
than ever, says 
Adrian Monck of 
World Economic 
Forum, in an 
exclusive interaction 
with People Matters
By Mastufa Ahmed

An important part of business resilience 
is scenario planning. It’s important to 
map out your supply chain and plan for 
multiple situations
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and help where needed and 
then rebound.

 How can organizations 
position their businesses 
to be resilient in the face 
of this and the next global 
threat?

 An important part of  
business resilience is 
scenario planning. It’s 
important to map out your 
supply chain and plan for 
multiple situations. If  you 
have those plans in place, 
you can move forward faster 
once the conditions are 
clearer.

 Several governments 
across the globe are coming 
up with support/ resilience/ 
stimulus package to help 
employers tide the crisis 
and employees to not go 
jobless. Will this make a 
difference given the swell-
ing number of unemploy-
ment claims and employers 
struggling to stay afloat?

 At the virtual session 
of  G20 leaders, countries 
such as China, Japan, 
South Korea, and Singa-
pore shared lessons learned 
in fighting coronavirus. 
This coordination across 
borders, labs, and commu-
nities remains essential. 
The US has just approved a 
$2 Trillion stimulus pack-
age which includes direct 
payments to individuals. 
In Germany, help for self-
employed and firms with up 
to five employees can apply 
for a one-off  grant of  up 

to €9,000 and in the UK, the 
government will pay self-
employed people, who have 
been adversely affected by 
the coronavirus, a taxable 
grant worth 80 percent of  
their average monthly prof-
its over the last three years. 
In Hong Kong and the US, 
we are seeing the implemen-
tation of  Helicopter Money 
(direct payments to citizens) 
to offset the fall of  income 
for many households and 
businesses. 

What is important right 
now is action. We need 
governments and busi-
nesses to come together and 

talk about what they need 
and how to keep moving 
forward. We are seeing 
record levels of  unemploy-
ment, so people are scared. 
These actions are one way 
of  governments trying to 
reassure people that help 
can come. It’s important 
that everyone realize we are 
all in this together. Public-
private cooperation is 
needed now more than ever.

 As countries around 
the world hunker down to 
control COVID-19, do you 
think it's right time to plan 
for the next phase and 

Latest research from the World 
Economic Forum forecasts that by 
2025, machines will perform more 
current work tasks than humans, 
compared to 71 percent being 
performed by humans today.
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prepare to respond to future 
threats, and make the world 
safer and more prosperous?

 Stakeholder capitalism 
is about: ensuring the long-
term preservation and resil-
ience of  the company, and 
embedding a company in 
society. This crisis will show 
us which companies truly 
embodied the stakeholder 
model, and which only 
paid lip service to it. It’s a 
litmus test. Some compa-
nies are standing out in how 
they are preparing now for 
a better world tomorrow. 
Unilever donated $50m in 
soap to the Covid Action 
Platform, which was set 
up by the World Economic 

We are hoping to see people commu-
nicating and working together across 
borders, labs, and industries. That is 
how we will resolve this crisis sooner 
and where the real leaders will emerge

Forum in partnership with 
the World Health Organiza-
tion. Maersk offered ships 
and cargo space to get emer-
gency supplies wherever 
they are needed. These 
kinds of  companies under-
stand this global emergency 
requires all societal actors 
to temporarily reorient 
themselves to the emergency 
response needed. They are 
the same companies that 
optimised for long-term 
prosperity.

 Thanks to the coronavi-
rus outbreak, working from 
home is no longer a privi-
lege, it’s a necessity. COVID-
19 has led to a global experi-

C
OVER





 

STORY







ment on work from home. 
How do you see in the 
context of future of work?

 We were seeing work-
places changes, but this 
crisis has accelerated the 
switch to digital. Latest 
research from the World 
Economic Forum forecasts 
that by 2025, machines 
will perform more current 
work tasks than humans, 
compared to 71 percent 
being performed by 
humans today. We have 
urgent challenges to enable 
remote work and building 
safety nets to protect at-risk 
workers and communities. 
While nearly 50 percent 
of  all companies expect 
their full-time workforce to 
shrink by 2022 as a result 
of  automation, almost 40 
percent expect to extend 
their workforce generally 
and more than a quarter 
expect automation to create 
new roles in their enter-
prise. We need to make sure 
there are safety nets and 
retraining programs in 
place so we can fill the jobs 
of  tomorrow.

 What makes a good 
leader during a crisis? 

 Public private coopera-
tion has never been needed 
more. What we are hoping 
to see is people commu-
nicating and working 
together across borders 
and across industries. That 
is how we will resolve this 
crisis sooner and where the 
real leaders will emerge. 
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Amy C. Edmondson is 
the Novartis Profes-
sor of  Leadership and 

Management at the Harvard 
Business School. She teaches 
and writes on leadership, 
teams and organizational 
learning, and is the author 
of  more than 70 academic 
articles and several dozen 
HBS case studies. Her books, 
Teaming: How Organiza-
tions Learn, Innovate and 
Compete in the Knowledge 
Economy and Teaming to 
Innovate (Jossey-Bass, 2012, 
2103) explore teamwork in 
dynamic, unpredictable 
work environments. Her 
most recent book, The Fear-
less Organization: Creat-
ing Psychological Safety in 
the Workplace for Learn-
ing, Innovation, and Growth 

Respond quickly and keep 
adapting amid COVID-19: 
Amy C. Edmondson 

(Wiley 2019) is the winner 
of  the Thinkers50 Break-
through Idea Award and 
offers practical guidance for 
teams and organizations who 
are serious about success in 
the modern economy. 

Here are the excerpts of  
the interview.

 What is it like to make 
decisions on which the 
lives of tens of thousands of 
other people depend? Isn't it 

the leadership moment for 
global stalwarts?

 I have been observing lead-
ers across both sectors and 
nations, and I recognize that 
it is emotionally and cogni-
tively challenging to make 
decisions that affect the lives 
of  thousands of  people. 

The implications of  this 
are two: 

First, it is vitally impor-
tant that organizations 
and nations choose leaders 

The Novartis Professor 
of Leadership and 
Management at the 
Harvard Business 
School Amy C. 
Edmondson talks 
about how businesses 
should adapt through 
this crisis, in an 
interaction with People 
Matters
By Mastufa Ahmed
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Dealing with this unprecedented crisis 
calls for an ultimate agile response – kind 
of highly flexible, collaborative, iterative 
approach that highly innovative organi-
zations in technology and other indus-
tries have been developing for years
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who are worthy of  these 
profound responsibilities. 
This recognition can get lost 
in times of  prosperity and 
calm, leaving people to fail 
to take their choice responsi-
bility seriously. The leaders 
who can best be trusted to 
make these kinds of  crucial 
decisions are appropriately 
humble about the limits of  
their own expertise, and 
therefore wise enough to 
draw on the input of  experts 
from different fields. They 
are also curious and sober-

 Business leaders around 
the globe are dealing with 
the unprecedented chal-
lenges that the COVID-19 
has brought to companies, 
economies, and societies. 
What’s your take on how 
should businesses adapt 
through this crisis?

 The best way to cope with 
this unprecedented crisis 
is to respond quickly and 
then keep adapting. What is 
needed is the ultimate agile 
response. Agile responses 
refer, of  course, to a kind of  

happen in businesses with 
a psychologically safe envi-
ronment, where people are 
not afraid to speak up – 
especially about the prob-
lems they face. Without this 
interpersonal environment 
of  candor, agility is impos-
sible. 

 Businesses across the 
world are struggling to 
make fast, hard deci-
sions, often serving highly 
diverse customer bases. Do 
you think leadership diver-
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 The silver lining I see in this crisis is a 
wakeup call that is making all of us more 
aware of some vital truths about our 
world. First, we are inescapably intercon-
nected and interdependent and second 
we have not been paying adequate 
attention to the fragile nature of our 
economic and natural ecosystems

highly flexible, collabora-
tive, iterative approach that 
highly innovative organi-
zations in technology and 
other industries have been 
developing for years. It is 
what I call “execution-as-
learning” – where people 
cannot simply wait to act, 
until they know what to 
do, because no plan will 
ever be accurate enough 
to work in a fast-moving 
crisis. Further, in my 
research, I have found that 
agile responses can only 

sity matters in handling 
crises like COVID-19?

 The kind of  leadership 
diversity that I have stud-
ied, and which matters for 
adapting in uncertain and 
fast-moving contexts, is 
largely focused on expertise 
diversity. And yes, diver-
sity is critical to handling 
crises, but diversity alone 
is not enough. You also 
need what I have described 
as high-quality discussion 
processes, where conflicts 
lead to better decisions. 

minded about what they 
hear, and about what they 
can and cannot do. 

Second, no one should 
make these kinds of  deci-
sions alone – they require 
diverse expertise and 
extremely high-quality 
discussion processes, made 
in an environment that 
is oriented toward learn-
ing and problem solving, 
to arrive at the best deci-
sions, which in turn must be 
subject to updating as more 
is learned.



59may 2020 |

I have written about this 
at some length in my 2012 
book, Teaming: How organi-
zations learn, innovate, and 
compete in the knowledge 
economy.

 Do you see a silver lining 
in these difficult times?

 Yes. The silver lining I 
see is that this crisis is a 
wakeup call that is making 
all of  us more aware of  
some vital truths about our 
world. First, we are ines-
capably interconnected and 
interdependent. The 20th 
century visionary futurist, 
Buckminster Fuller, pointed 
out, more than 50 years ago, 
that we are all crewmem-
bers on Spaceship Earth – 
our finite, profoundly inter-
dependent planet that is 
badly in need of  devoting its 
collective energies to work-
ing for the good of  everyone. 
No ship sails on for long if  
the starboard side is busy 
trying to sink the port side. 
We are in this together, but 
we have not been acting 
like it. Second, we have not 
been paying adequate atten-
tion to the fragile nature of  
our economic and natural 
ecosystems, and this crisis 
is bringing both to the fore-
front. 

 Do you see synergies in 
the way in which this emer-
gency is managed world-
wide?

 The synergies I see tend 
to take the form of  experts 
working across national 

borders to develop cures, 
supply urgent equipment 
and personnel, and conduct 
various relief  efforts. Scien-
tists and researchers across 
institutions and countries 
are doing a great deal of  
this work, and some of  it 
will bear fruit. Too many 
governments are still wast-
ing precious time and effort 
in blaming rather than in 
learning and leading. 

 Can you share some 
insights from your latest 
book for our readers?

 My book, The Fearless 
Organization, draws on 20 
years of  research to explain 
what psychological safety 
is (and just as important, 
what it isn’t) and why it 
matters more than ever in 
today’s workplaces. With so 
much riding on innovation, 
creativity, and engagement, 
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today’s organizational 
leaders know it’s essen-
tial to attract, cultivate and 
retain talented employees 
– but they may not always 
realize that it’s even more 
important to ensure that 
they are able to speak up. 
Ensuring performance, 
and high ethical standards, 
alike rests on the perceived 
ability – by everyone – to 
speak up with questions 
and concerns, to catch 
and correct errors and 
problems quickly. It’s full 
of  stories of  how a lack 
of  psychological safety 
contributed to preventa-
ble failures (even crises) in 
business and public sector 
organizations around the 
world – and just as many 
stories of  how the pres-
ence of  psychological 
safety enabled extraordi-
nary successes. 
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Samir has extensive 
consulting experience 
in the areas of  business 

strategies linked to people-
organization dynamics 
across Southeast Asia. His 
experience includes all areas 
of  human resources, particu-
larly in organization struc-
turing, manpower planning 
and optimization, integra-
tion of  performance, reward 
and talent programs, and HR 
process review and audit.

Here are the excerpts of  
the interview.

 Given the unprecedented 
crisis facing businesses 
across the globe in the wake 
of COVID-19 outbreak, how 
can business leaders adapt 
to this crisis?

 This is the time for leader-

COVID-19 is also an opportunity 
to transform the workforce: 
EY’s Samir Bedi

ship to think about what the 
future may hold for their busi-
ness and to adapt accordingly. 
What does recovery poten-
tially look like, and how will 
they tide over this pandemic 
when they may be faced with 
lower business performance? 
Executives need to not only 
think about digital transfor-
mation, but also the work-
force transformation that 
they can achieve over this 
period. Leaders in govern-
ment need to adapt by learn-
ing to balance the economic, 
social, and medical aspects of  
the crisis, while continuing to 
follow governance processes. 
As many countries face lock-
down, governments need to 
make sure citizens follow the 
rules to help flatten the curve 
as much as possible. 

 We are seeing an increas-
ing number of job losses 
across the globe. How can 
business leaders manage 
cost while ensuring mini-
mal retrenchments?

 Businesses need to 
answer the perennial ques-

Leaders should look at the 
situation as an opportunity 
to transform the workforce 
by teaching new skills and 
transforming the workplace 
through meaningful digital 
experiences, says Samir Bedi, 
People Advisory Services 
Partner, Ernst & Young Advisory 
Pte. Ltd., Singapore and EY Asean 
Workforce Advisory Leader
By Mastufa Ahmed

The general 
approach recom-
mended to busi-
nesses in this time 
is to cut all forms of 
non-essential costs, 
while ensuring 
workforce-related 
costs are among 
the last to be cut
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tion of  cash, cost, and credit. 
The general approach recom-
mended to businesses in this 
time is to cut all forms of  
non-essential costs, while 
ensuring workforce-related 
costs are among the last to be 
cut. 

Businesses must first look 
at government stimulus and 
relief  measures that are 
available. Then, look at how 
they can reduce salaries with 
business leaders taking on 
most of  the wage cuts to miti-
gate the effects felt by lower-
earning employees. 

If  it does come down to the 
point where costs have been 
managed, but an organiza-
tion still needs to go down 
a retrenchment exercise, 
communication is vital. This 
needs to be done in a trans-
parent and objective manner 
without any form of  bias to 
the process. This has to be 
done with a lot of  care and 
empathy, but at the same 
time needs to be handled 
very professionally. While we 
focus on the employee that 
has been retrenched, we also 
need to address the impact on 
the culture of  the organiza-
tion. Organizations may take 
the option to sacrifice profits 
in the short term, for better 
long term success in driving 
the right workplace culture. 

 
 One of the top chal-

lenges for business leaders 
at this juncture would be 
about getting their people 
to 'follow' them? How can 
leaders make decisions 

and make communications 
transparent, so everyone 
follows them? 

 The role of  a leader during 
this time of  crisis is to take 
their people and organiza-
tion to a better place. Given 
that the economy is on a 
downward spiral, it's likely 
that every business will be 
going through troubles and 
facing problems. For busi-
ness leaders to be successful, 
they need to communicate 
clearly, even to the point of  
over-communication – over-
communicate what the busi-
ness is going through, how 
the business is doing, and 
what the business strate-
gies will be. We also need to 
communicate things that we 
don't know, such as when this 
pandemic will end. As lead-

ers continue to communi-
cate internally and act on the 
various permutations and 
combinations of  the business 
operations, they also need 
to be honest with employees 
about uncertainties during 
this time of  crisis.

 Employee health and 
safety must be the foremost 
consideration of any busi-
ness during the coronavirus 
pandemic. How can leaders 
ensure well-being alongside 
business continuity?

 We see organizations 
trying to embed a couple of  
different things, such as stag-
gered working hours, more 
forms of  social distancing, 
better hygiene in offices, and 
virtual methods of  working 
and customer service deliv-

The role of a leader during this time of 
crisis is to take their people and organi-
zation to a better place
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ery to ensure business conti-
nuity. However, all changes 
should be considered from 
the perspective of  employee 
health and employee well-
being. Employees’ accept-
ance of  these changes will 
be critical for organiza-
tions in terms of  a recovery 
period. In the past, there 
may have been organiza-
tions whose cultures some-
how pressured people who 
were feeling slightly unwell 
to come into work anyway. 

us today. Things that would 
have maybe taken years for 
business leaders to accept, 
are now reality because of  
the impact of  COVID-19 on 
our lives.  Consumers’ expec-
tations of  an organization's 
product or service will also 
change. Now they're more 
concerned about whether 
the right system, methods, 
and processes have been 
adopted in order to develop 
the product or service that 
they're consuming. These 
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We need to consciously recognize that 
the new normal is now the standard 
way of doing things. The faster we real-
ize this; the faster organizations can 
transform and ensure the reskilling and 
lifelong learning of employees

(MNC), Fortune500 company 
or an SME with a single-coun-
try presence. There are a lot 
of  best practices that could be 
shared amongst sectors and 
businesses – for instance, how 
to manage if  an employee 
has COVID-19, or how to 
manage fear and uncertainty 
in the workplace – that could 
help accelerate our pace of  
adjustment and galvanise the 
strengths of  the entire indus-
try in the new normal.  

 What are your thoughts on 
how the world will be differ-
ent after COVID-19, and how 
are you moving to address 
that new world?

 Leaders should look at the 
situation as an opportunity 
to transform the workforce 
by teaching new skills and 
transforming the workplace 
through meaningful digital 
experiences with custom-
ers and partners. We need to 
consciously recognize that 
the new normal is now the 
standard way of  doing things. 
The faster we realize this; 
the faster organizations can 
transform and ensure the 
reskilling and lifelong learn-
ing of  employees. 

As the lines between work 
and home become more 
blurred, we must find some 
forms of  separation to allow 
us to connect with our fami-
lies and loved ones. Finding 
a way to draw these personal 
boundaries is vital to ensur-
ing that we can continue to 
work meaningfully and effi-
ciently. 

Post-pandemic, we antici-
pate that that will change. In 
this new normal, employee 
health and well-being must 
be front and center, more 
than ever before.

 Many organizations are 
seeing opportunities emerg-
ing in addition to challenges, 
whether it be in addressing 
new client needs or oppor-
tunities to improve your 
organization's effectiveness. 
What opportunities are you 
seeing?

 Organizations can take 
this time to improve their 
effectiveness and efficiency 
with digital means and 
mechanisms available to 

aspects will become more 
critical and will change the 
way we consume things, 
creating opportunities for 
organizations to leverage 
this change in consumer 
behaviour. 

 Do you see synergies in 
the way in which this emer-
gency is managed world-
wide?

 Nearly every country 
is in lockdown today and 
has similar safe-distancing 
measures in place. This 
means most employees 
worldwide are affected, irre-
spective of  the organization 
they're working for, be it a 
Multinational Corporation 
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Experience from past 
downturns, such as 
the global financial 

crisis, have fueled concerns 
that large corporations 
would end up benefiting 
from the situation. Very 
often, many of  the senior 
executives assume lots of  
risk in bull markets but are 
protected by government 
bailouts in bearish condi-
tions. On the contrary, the 
COVID-19 crisis this time 
is a different type of  down-
turn, one that unfolds very 
rapidly, disrupting most 
industries, economies and 
directly impacting every-
one’s lives. 

One would have never 
thought that an unknown 
virus could become the 
Black Swan of  2020 affecting 

8 Principles to manage 
executive compensation 
during COVID-19 crisis

how we work, play and inter-
act with one another. Nota-
bly, COVID-19 has become 
a human capital crisis, 
completely changing the 
way organizations manage 
their human capital within 
a short period of  time.

In this context, corporate 
boards should look at execu-
tive compensation plans as 
an important tool to focus 
management’s efforts on 
surviving the crisis, and 
protecting the health and 

wellbeing of  all its stake-
holders, including employ-
ees, customers, supply-chain 
partners and shareholders.

What can companies do 
in the short, medium and 
longer-term during this 
downturn?
The following outlines some 
of  the immediate actions 
corporate boards and 
management teams have 
adopted in refining their 
executive compensation 

Corporate boards should look 
at executive compensation 
plans as an important tool 
to focus management’s 
efforts on surviving the 
crisis, and protecting the 
health and wellbeing of all 
its stakeholders - including 
employees, customers, 
supply-chain partners and 
shareholders
By Shai Ganu and Tan Yong Fei
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To help companies get past the survival 
phase, it is important to channel manage-
ment’s efforts on crisis management. 
This may lead to some non-conventional 
approaches in the short term
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programs to response to the 
crisis:

1. Year of  two halves: 
The crisis has necessi-
tated immediate and deci-
sive action by management 
teams as they focus on 
well-being of  the business, 
employees and supply chain 
partners. To help companies 
get past the survival phase, 
it is important to channel 
management’s efforts on 
crisis management. This 
may lead to some non-
conventional approaches in 
the short term. For example, 
linking management’s KPIs 
to percentage of  workforce 
who are protected from the 
COVID-19 infection, or to 
healthcare and recuperation 
spending, or preventing job 
losses, or encouraging social 
distancing and working 
from home protocols. Once 
the business operations 
stabilize and companies 
have better understanding 
of  market conditions, then 
they can resume normal 
performance measures and 
targets.

2. Show solidarity:  This 
should apply to all busi-
nesses regardless of  the 
significance of  the impact. 
Some Board of  Directors 
have voluntarily taken a fee 
reduction in the range of  
5 to 20 percent. For highly 
impacted industries, top 
executives have volunteered 
to take up to 100 percent cuts 
in their fixed salary while 
maintaining some form of  

target variable incentive. 
This could still be moti-
vating to executives espe-
cially if  the right amount 
of  equity is granted at low 
prices. For less impacted 
industries, salary incre-
ments of  top executives 
have largely been frozen. 
These actions can be seen 
as gesture to preserve cash. 
More importantly, they 
can make a positive impact 
if  the funds are set aside 
for COVID-19 / CSR / ESG 
efforts. Leaders of  leading 
organizations have shown to 
take the lead on this and we 
applaud them.

3. Wait and see: This 
might be the only time that 
a “wait and see” approach 
is deemed reasonable and 
appropriate. Rather than 
spending time and energy 
reviewing incentive plans, 
forecasting financial 

outcomes and setting perfor-
mance goals, Boards and 
management should focus 
their attention on human 
capital management. For 
example:
•	 Review severance provi-

sions to understand cost 
implications of  poten-
tial headcount reduction 
proposals.

•	 Ensure the company is 
protected against poten-
tial takeover actions.

•	 Review change-in-control 
provisions to motivate 
executives to seek out and 
collaborate on potential 
M&A transactions that 
are in the best interests of  
shareholders.

4. Trust the Board: As 
the result of  the above, the 
2020 financial year’s short 
and long-term incentive 
plans are likely to be in a 
state of  limbo. With annual C
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increments delayed, the 
short-term incentive (STI) 
and long-term incentive 
(LTI) targets based on budg-
ets approved before COVID-
19 would not make sense 
now. However, what should 
remain clear is the articula-
tion of  the plan’s principles 
as well as key metrics under-
lying those principles. As 
for the actual targets, it is 
best to revisit them at a later 
stage, the earliest possibly in 
July or for some companies 
even after FY2020 has ended. 
We foresee many Boards 
exercising, in unprece-
dented ways, their right to 
absolute discretion. Need-
less to say, the level of  trust 
between Board and manage-
ment is crucial during this 
time.

In the medium to longer 
term, companies could 
focus on these actions 
to restore stability and 
return their business 
back to the ‘new normal’:

5. Focus on few key 
things: Employees, espe-
cially their wellbeing includ-
ing physical, mental, social 
and financial, should be the 
focus. It is critical to under-
stand managements’ actions 
taken for the broader work-
force and assess alignment. 
Boards should remain 
briefed on broader work-
force actions, for example:
•	 Continuing pay and bene-

fits for workers impacted 
by store or factory shut-
downs

•	 Providing paid time-off  
for hourly associates diag-
nosed with coronavirus or 
being quarantined

•	 Paying hourly workers 
who cannot work due to 
office closures or remote 
work policies

•	 Providing stipends to 
support work-from-
home arrangements for 
impacted staff

•	 Providing additional pay 
(hourly increases, special 
bonuses) for essential/
front-line workers.

sions made in 2020. Proac-
tive and effective commu-
nication, and engagement 
with shareholders, employ-
ees and the public to 
manage optics is para-
mount given the significant 
changes. We expect on-going 
communication and imple-
mentation of  human capi-
tal management metrics 
into incentive plans and/
or governance oversight to 
progress. It is important 
to document and analyze 
the learnings from the 

While longstanding compensation 
principles still apply, this may be a great 
opportunity for Boards to consider shift-
ing the focus of its executive compen-
sation plans to take a more balanced 
perspective, such as the increased focus 
on ESG measures and on all stakeholders
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In addition, board should 
consider ways to conserve 
cash, particularly for those 
seeking government assis-
tance, and/or those deploy-
ing cash flow and cost 
containment initiatives. 
These could be reduced 
dividend, furloughs and/or 
employee pay reductions.

6. On-going enhanced 
communication: During 
this period, investors, along 
with other stakeholder 
groups such as customers 
and the media, are more 
likely to scrutinize pay deci-

outcomes of  the pandemic 
and adjust the longer term 
executive compensation 
strategies for companies to 
build resilience. 

7. Retention: In times 
of  crisis, business oppor-
tunities and talent pool 
becomes available, and at 
times, at a bargain. Devel-
opment and/or enhance-
ment of  existing talent 
retention programme 
therefore becomes crucial. 
A simple gesture of  annual 
pay increment for selected 
few in a potentially zero 



66 | may 2020

Shai Ganu is the MD and 
Global Practice Leader, Executive 
Compensation, and Tan Yong Fei is 
the Executive Compensation Leader, 
South Asia, Willis Towers Watson.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

C
OVER





 

STORY







percent market increment 
environment could go a long 
way. On the other hand, 
Boards could consider more 
sophisticated longer term 
retention plans as well. 
Furthermore, increasing 
share ownership require-
ments for CXOs could signal 
greater alignment of  inter-
est with shareholders. From 
a talent attraction perspec-
tive, a well thought-out and 
well tenured incentive plan 
can be modified to include 
change-in-control provision 
to facilitate potential M&A 
activities.

Crises force commonal-
ity of  purpose. The post 
COVID-19 world may 
provide an opportunity for 
companies to thoroughly 
review their executive 
compensation plans and 
make changes that other-
wise would have been diffi-
cult to implement before the 
pandemic crisis. 

8. Restructuring prior-
ities: While longstand-
ing compensation princi-
ples (align, attract, retain, 
incent, and hold account-
able) still apply, this may 
be a great opportunity for 

The COVID-19 crisis presents many 
important human-capital lessons for 
companies to reflect – the investment in 
employees, engagement with multiple 
stakeholders and adoption of a purpose-
driven management systems, including 
its executive compensation plans

Boards to consider shift-
ing the focus of  its execu-
tive compensation plans 
to take a more balanced 
perspective, such as the 
increased focus on ESG 
measures and on all stake-
holders.

The COVID-19 crisis 
presents many important 
human-capital lessons for 
companies to reflect – the 
investment in employees, 
engagement with multiple 
stakeholders and adop-
tion of  a purpose-driven 
management systems, 
including its executive 
compensation plans. 
Rather than trying to 
find a balance between a 
shareholder group on one 
side of  the equation and 
the rest on the other side, 
companies should focus on 
all stakeholders equally. 
Such a balanced model 
will lead to the long term 
betterment of  employees, 
consumers, companies 
and the society. 
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What an extraordi-
nary and terrify-
ing moment for us 

all. The remorseless expan-
sion of  COVID-19 across the 
U.S. and abroad – India and 
Russia have shut down – has 
made the daily routines of  
hundreds of  millions virtu-
ally unrecognizable. We are 
victims of  one of  the most 
dreadful and far-reaching 
disasters of  our lifetimes.

When hurricanes, wild-
fires, and now the Coro-
navirus upend our way of  
life, they call for everybody, 
literally every individual, 
to step into the breach. Not 
just first responders or care 
givers, not only state gover-
nors or national leaders, but 
all of  us.

We of  course still hunger 
for leadership from the top 
– would our wartime presi-
dent please ramp-up ventila-
tors and coordinate clamp-

It’s your leadership moment

downs, for heaven’s sake 
– but we also want leadership 
from throughout our ranks. 
Don’t we all bear a personal 
duty to step forward now, 
to make a difference when 
we can make a difference, 
however modest our scope 
for doing so?

Of  course, and here’s 
why. We know from ample 
research that leadership 
makes the greatest differ-
ence when the world around 
us is uncertain, when we 
are unsure about what lies 
ahead. We also know that 
the impact will be great-

est when it comes not only 
from the apex but also from 
the middle ranks and front 
lines. Not just from public 
officials and chief  execu-
tives, but also from those 
who help run restaurants, 
service hospitals, and 
direct schools or just about 
anything.

Think, communicate 
and decide
For exercising our own 
leadership, let’s start with 
reviewing what’s most 
essential. At the top of  my 
checklist from teaching 

Ample research shows 
that leadership makes 
the greatest difference 
when the world around 
us is uncertain, and we 
are unsure about what 
lies ahead
By Michael Useem
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For exercising our own leadership, let’s 
start by reviewing what’s most essential. 
At the top of my checklist from teaching 
and researching the subject are thinking 
strategically, communicating persua-
sively, and acting decisively



68 | may 2020

and researching the subject 
are thinking strategically, 
communicating persua-
sively, and acting decisively.

As a case in point on 
thinking strategically: When 
Vanguard Group faced the 
economy’s near total melt-
down after the failure of  
Lehman in 2008, its chief  
executive slashed salaries 
but laid nobody off. He theo-
rized that when the equity 
market eventually came 
back — and it did, of  course 
— he would need all his 
people to service the return-

weather the financial crisis, 
and they all said: Connect 
with others. “If  in doubt,” 
reported the CEO of  aero-
space company Northrop 
Grumman, “communicate.” 
Explained the top execu-
tive of  Travelers insurance: 
“transparency in troubled 
times really matters!”

Consider the near daily 
briefings by New York gover-
nor Andrew Cuomo during 
the COVID-19 crisis. His 
deft combination of  facts, 
empathy, and humility make 
for memorable messaging. 

If in doubt, communi-
cate
Acting decisively: The 
owner of  three crowded 
pizza stores in Johnson City, 
Tennessee, shut them down 
in mid-March, not because 
they were empty but because 
they were jammed. Patrons 
were not distancing them-
selves, so for their own sake, 
the owner sent them pack-
ing. And he did the same for 
his workers. “[If] I’m uncom-
fortable in my own spaces, 
how can I ask my employees 
to come in?”
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 There’s the ques-
tion of where to 
act. The closer to 
home, the research 
confirms, the 
better, since that’s 
the place that we 
have the most 
immediate, best 
informed, and 
greatest impact

ing clients. Vanguard is now 
one of  the largest invest-
ment companies on earth, 
with $6.2 trillion in assets 
under management. (In 2005, 
before the financial crisis, 
that number was less than 
$1 trillion.)

Communicating persua-
sively: We interviewed 14 
corporate CEOs in 2009 on 
what they were doing to 

What a contrast against 
White House briefings with 
their non-facts (advocating a 
malaria antidote against the 
virus), non-empathy (gover-
nors “should get vital equip-
ment to treat coronavirus 
patients on their own”), and 
non-humility (“Every one 
of  these doctors says, ‘How 
do you know so much about 
this?’).

Less than a day later, a 
nearby restaurant shuttered 
itself  for the same reason, 
with special thanks to the 
first mover. “As hard as it is,” 
said the second owner, “it is 
beyond the right thing to do.” 
He credited the first owner 
as a kind of  catalyst or force 
multiplier, making his own 
decision that much easier, as 
The New York Times reported.
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Then there’s the question 
of  where to act. The closer to 
home, the research confirms, 
the better, since that’s the 
place that we have the most 
immediate, best informed, 
and greatest impact. 
Intensive-care nurses can 
strengthen patient safety on 
their floors; grocery stockers 
can ensure safe produce is 
on their shelves; auto compa-
nies can assemble life-saving 
respirators in their plants.

Another corollary is to act 
even when others around us 
are not doing so at first, as 
in Johnson City. Our neigh-
bors and colleagues could 
be dealing at the moment 
with a sick child or isolated 
parents. Stepping forward 
quickly can thus be addition-
ally significant, whatever 
our status or responsibili-
ties, since early exemplars 
at all levels can help inspire 
subsequent movers at each 
of  those levels.

Hundreds of  volunteers, 
including survivors of  the 
Andes air crash of  1972 
(featured in the book and 
film, Alive), streamed into 
Chile’s northern desert in 
2010 to help rescue 33 miners 
trapped a half-mile down. 
And some of  the latter in 
turn traveled to northern 
Thailand in 2018 to help 
retrieve a soccer team from a 
remote, water-filled cave.

A personal checklist
Here’s a personal checklist 
for exercising your own lead-
ership, whatever your rank 
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or role in life, when we all 
need it:
•	 I can help prevent the 

spread of  the Coronavirus 
in my own neighborhood 
or workplace if  I act now. 
Check.

•	 Here, as I see it, is a short 
list of  my actions that will 
likely help most. Check.

•	 Let’s make sure that noth-
ing on my list can worsen 
the health or safety of  
those around me. Check.

•	 I will take at least one 
of  those actions today. 
Double check.

Most of  us are not fully 
or formally in charge of  
a whole lot, but if  we can 

Most of us are not fully or formally 
in charge of a whole lot, but if we can 
make a difference, now is the time 
to step forward to do so, and to do so 
close to home

make a difference, now is 
the time to step forward to 
do so, and to do so close to 
home. In good times, we can 
rely more on our boss or 
others to get things done, 
but that’s no longer enough.

It is our own leadership 
moment too. We are all in 
charge. 
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Sureish Nathan, the 
Managing Director 
of  leadership devel-

opment consultancy DDI 
Singapore, has spent over 
25 years in leadership devel-
opment, executive educa-
tion, and HR across the Asia 
Pacific, including running 
his own consultancy. People 
Matters asked Sureish for 
his thoughts about how lead-
ership is changing in today's 
world, and what traits they 
will need to lead effectively 
during this period of  crisis. 

Here are the highlights of  
the conversation.

 We are in the middle of an 
unprecedented global crisis 
today. What are some lead-
ership strategies that work 

Battling Corona crisis warrants 
effective communication 
across levels

well for managing this situa-
tion?

 One critical thing is to 
ensure that you have lead-
ership at every level of  the 
organization. You need that 
in order to get your message 
out and keep reinforcing it. 
Communication is essential. 
And in times like this, you 
have to over-communicate, 
and keep communicating. You 
have to mobilize the people, 
go right down to the grass-
roots and ensure that people 
are able to self-manage. The 
only way to do that is through 
communication.

Individual leaders need 
to conduct themselves with 
authenticity. The way you 
communicate has to reso-
nate with people. You can’t 
say one thing and do another. 

The leaders of today need 
empathy and agility to guide 
their organizations through 
crisis, says leadership 
development expert  
Sureish Nathan, the managing 
director of DDI Singapore. 
And moving into the future, 
they must accept the concept 
of collective leadership and 
creating new commonalities
By Mint Kang

COVID-19 is accel-
erating changes 
in the world of 
work, and lead-
ers must evolve 
their approach to 
effectively guide 
their organiza-
tions through this 
crisis and into the 
changed landscape 
that will follow

And that authenticity has 
to be physically displayed: 
symbols are very impor-
tant in managing a crisis, 
because people are paying 
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a lot of  attention to the 
imagery. They also need to 
be transparent. It’s impor-
tant that people know what’s 
going on, both the good 
and the bad. And, the speed 
of  response is important. 
It lends to authenticity if  
you’re able to step forward 
swiftly, be vulnerable, and 
say truthfully: "This is 
what’s really happening."

 What are some traits that 
will make leaders more 
effective during this period?

 They must have empathy. 
I cannot stress this enough. 
You might be trying to 
manage collective safety, but 
you also need to balance this 
with individual concerns. 
Your decisions must be 
made with empathy. In situ-
ations of  crisis, you have 
to look at the grey areas, 
because you’re dealing with 
perceptions and emotions. 
Not everything is black and 
white; you have to manage 
both the broad and narrow 
views, the whole range of  
reactions that people may 
have. That’s where empathy 
is critical.

Agility is another thing. 
Leaders must have the agil-
ity to understand that a 
crisis is contextual. The 
policy you follow may be a 
good guide, but it may also 
have been set at a different 
time, in a different context, 
and you must be able to step 
away from that and see what 
is needed for the here and 
now.

 The crisis is accelerating 
some major changes in the 
world of work. What do you 
think leaders today need to 
be most cognizant of?

 Two things to look out for:
1. People are going to be 

working longer. The retire-
ment age is being pushed 
further and further back. 
And this means a huge 
range of  demographics in 
the workforce. You'll have 
some people in their 20s, 
some people in their 60s, all 
the other ages in between. 
And all these generations 
will have had completely 

who will step out of  the 
company, maybe right out of  
the industry, and then come 
back. This challenges the 
entire concept of  employee 
loyalty, employee retention. 
You have to reframe it as: 
how can we keep in touch 
with this talent and bring 
them back when we need 
them?

 What can leaders do to 
prepare themselves for 
managing this workforce of 
the future?

 It's important to under-
stand the idea of  connected 

Certain leadership traits and strate-
gies will emerge as more effective 
during this period of crisis, and once it 
is past, the same approach will serve 
leaders well in managing the work-
forces of the future

different experiences in life. 
They will have completely 
different expectations. 
And the question becomes: 
how do you lead across 
these generations? How do 
you give people a shared 
purpose? How do you give 
them a shared vision of  the 
company?

2. People are going to have 
multiple careers spanning 
multiple industries. The 
concept of  staying in one 
place for your entire career 
has changed. Instead, you 
are going to have people 

leadership and collective 
leadership, which comes 
down to how you make deci-
sions. Today's leaders are 
operating in an ecosystem, 
not a hierarchy, and ecosys-
tems need more leadership. 
It's not just centralized in 
one particular function or 
role, but it's drawn from 
across the ecosystem as a 
whole. Where the knowl-
edge comes from, who the 
ideas are bounced off—these 
things have to be reframed. 
We have moved towards 
working in teams and 
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co-creation, the idea that no 
one person has the solution 
to anything.

Because of  this, leaders 
have to be able to accept that 
they don't hold all the keys to 
decision-making any more. 
They might be the ultimate 
decision-maker, but the deci-
sion-making process has to 
involve multiple stakehold-
ers, multiple perspectives, 
multiple sources of  data. In 
an increasingly data-driven 
world, you have to rely on 
different points of  view. 
You have to look at differ-
ent perspectives, different 
sources of  data. And your 
people are a very important 

source of  information. If  you 
want to understand what's 
new and emerging, you might 
go to your front-line leaders 
and ask: what's happening 
on the ground? If  you want 
to understand historical data 
and draw on institutional 
memory, you might go to the 
people who have been there 
for years. When you have a 
diverse workforce, you must 
leverage the experience that 
everyone brings. You have to 
be able to tap this collective 
wisdom.

And in order to do that, 
leaders need to be vulner-
able enough to say: "I don't 
know what I don't know". 

C
OVER





 

STORY







The concept of  continuous 
learning applies to leaders 
more than anyone else. They 
must be able to continuously 
adapt. This kind of  leader-
ship isn't a skill that can be 
learned. It's more of  a mind-
set that must be embraced.

 Going back to what you 
said about shared purpose: 
how can leaders create 
that?

 You can't fix the differ-
ences, so you have to find 
the commonalities. And 
what I think we're going to 
increasingly see is a shift 
towards finding meaning in 
your contribution, in what 
you do. That's the equalizing 
factor. If  two people of  very 
different age can agree that 
the meaning of  their work 
and the quality of  their 
performance is connected 
to what they do, that thread 
can be enough to bring them 
together.

And this goes back to the 
reason why an organiza-
tion exists. It goes to the 
fundamentals of  what the 
organization is about, what 
is really needed from the 
people inside. It requires 
leaders to have a different 
mindset around what value 
each person can bring. It 
requires you to rethink what 
it actually means to have 
good employees. That's why, 
when companies talk about 
transformation today, it's 
larger than just business 
transformation. It's cultural 
transformation as well. 

Today's leaders are operating in an 
ecosystem, not a hierarchy, and ecosys-
tems need more leadership. It's not just 
centralized in one particular function 
or role, but it's drawn from across the 
ecosystem as a whole
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Leadership in the time of 
pandemic
Asking for help is a powerful interpersonal tool that 
leaders and individuals can use effectively, leveraging 
on existing inter-personal equations

Nitasha Devasar

A
s the COVID-19 
crisis deepens, the 
dependence on good 
leadership and lead-

ers grows. In a prolonged 
crisis and one of  pandemic 
proportions we continue to 
need presence, visibility and 
clarity from our leaders. But 
there are other traits which 
also come into focus. 

Prime Minister Modi’s 
first address to the nation 
displayed the kind of  leader-
ship that is the need of  this 
time. Not only was he visible 
and present to 1.35 billion 
Indians, he engaged with citi-
zens at a personal level. As 
behove a leader in crises, he 
was clear and concise in his 
message and call to action. 
However, by appealing to 
each one of  us directly and 
individually, he went beyond 
and displayed other neces-
sary leadership traits that 
leaders at every level can 
learn from. He asked for help 
from his citizens, directly, 
simply and personally. 
Asking for help is a power-
ful interpersonal tool that 
leaders and individuals can 

use effectively, leveraging on 
existing inter-personal equa-
tions.

A one-day voluntary 
curfew was the first ask. He 
called it a “practice drill” 
indicating more would come. 
An individual act of  all citi-
zens, by all citizens and for 
all citizens. The next ask, a 
week later was again person-
ally made, “I said I needed a 
few weeks of  your time and 
now I ask you for 21-days of  
your life to save all lives.” 
He went on to say that if  we 
are healthy, the whole world 

is our oyster. And to save 
lives we need to stay home 
in complete lockdown, for 
the next three weeks. Like a 
seasoned leader he painted 
the big picture and show-
cased collective good as a 
positive outcome of  individ-
ual actions.

In the first address he 
called for “Resolve” and 
“Restraint” by every citi-
zen, asking them to pay it 
forward and take on a lead-
ership role individually. 
Resolve to self-protect and 
alongside protect others; 

L
e

a
d

e
r

s
h

i
p



74 | may 2020

L
e

a
d

e
r

s
h

i
p

and use restraint to do so 
by practicing social distanc-
ing and staying within the 
confines of  our homes. If  in 
pandemic times each of  us 
can be a leader, then this is 
the time to stand up and be 
counted by displaying such 
behavior.

In the second address call-
ing for a 21-day full lock-
down, initially self-driven 
and implemented, he again 
called for this leadership in 
every citizen. Like all inclu-
sive leaders he put the onus 
of  his team, his people and 
he emphasised our collec-
tive responsibility. How long 
this crisis lasts and how 
sever it is will depend on 
what we do so the ask is to 
be responsible individually 
and collectively or the conse-
quences will be both unim-
aginable and devastating. 
Resilience therefore is the 
need of  this time, not panic, 
not irresponsibility, not 
ignorance, not fake news or 
fear. Sign posting cause and 
effect, individual responsi-
bility and collective action, 
is another good leadership 
practice on display.

A few days later, not 
taking his citizens or their 
efforts for granted, the 
PM, apologized, for hard-
ships caused, especially 
to the urban poor who are 
displaced and disenfran-
chised further due to the 
loss of  livelihoods and 
homes, by the sudden lock-
down. He thanked both 
health workers and citizens 

Crises bring out 
the truth about 
us and others, 
about individu-
als and societies

for doing their bit and more. 
And then again, in recent 
video message he both moti-
vated and prescribed what 
citizens need to keep doing. 
In between, he reached out 
to all Chief  Ministers (other 
leaders) and got their buy 
in for the current and urged 
them to think beyond the 
lockdown to exit strategies 
and contingency planning. 
He called upon religious 
leaders and other social 
influencers including celeb-
rities, to spread this message 
amongst their followers, 
exhorting people to stay 
home and follow guidelines. 

In other words, he 
displayed textbook leader-

the President and Gover-
nors of  states, took a volun-
tary pay cut, leading from 
the front in the march to save 
both lives and livelihoods.

For positive reinforcement, 
so necessary in this time of  
uncertainty and anxiety, he 
asked for a collective and 
symbolic gesture of  light-
ing a billion lamps on 5th 
April to dispel the darkness 
and reaffirm our faith that 
together we will overcome.

Crises it is said bring 
out the truth about us and 
others, about individuals and 
societies. What is this crisis 
going to say about India 
and Indians? What will we 
learn about ourselves, our 
organizations, our teams, our 
friends and family, through 
this? How will we judge our 
leaders, their actions, their 
foresight or lack of  it? How 
tall will we stand on the 
other side of  this pandemic 
war? For on the other side 
we will be, one day, someday, 
depending on what we do 
and whether we all share the 
accountability. Can we find 
our better selves in this jour-
ney? A stronger, healthier 
more united world, nation, 
society, family, organization? 
Only time will tell. But in 
the interim we have a clear 
path to walk on and a billion 
lamps to light. 

ship behaviors in times of  
crises. He made it personal 
and each person account-
able. Alongside, he made it 
about all citizens: “there is 
no force greater than our 
collective enthusiasm and 
contribution”. Leaving noth-
ing to chance he got the buy 
in of  other leaders of  the 
Union of  India as well as 
reached out to the influenc-
ers, to use their influence to 
good effect. Most recently, he 
and his cabinet along with 

Nitasha Devasar is MD, Taylor 
& Francis India and South Asia and 
President, Association of Publishers 
in India. A publishing professional of 
25 years, she is the editor of Publishers 
on Publishing: Inside India’s Book 
Business (2018). 
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The glass ceiling for 
women is breaking 
down: Founder, VLCC 
Vandana Luthra, the Founder of VLCC Institute of 
Beauty & Nutrition, talks about entrepreneurship, and  
women leadership
By Abid Hasan

What are some 
patterns you’ve 
noticed over the 

years about women at work, 
and things they could be 
doing better to advance 
their careers?

 When I started VLCC in 
1989, one of  the challenges 
I faced was to find qualified 
talent and subject matter 
experts who were women 

 How do you achieve 
work/life balance? What 
tips do you have for 
fellow women in business 
struggling in this area?

 Maintaining a 
consistently healthy work-
life balance isn't always easy, 
but you have to keep at it 
till you get it right. And the 
effort to achieve this balance 
has to come from not just 
you but those around you. 
When I am at work, my 
attention is wholly focused 
on the job at hand. Likewise, 
time at home is reserved 
for family and friends, and 
my colleagues at work have 
come to respect that.

 How do you see the future 
of work?

 Future of  work, 
from a human resource 
perspective, will be all about 
how quickly job-holders 
can adapt to an increasing 
technology dependent 
workplace environment 
and thereby remain 
relevant to their respective 
organizations. 

Maintaining a 
consistently 
healthy work-
life balance isn't 
always easy, 
but you have to 
keep at it till you 
get it right

and wanted to make 
careers from what they had 
qualified in. That has since 
dramatically changed. I am 
gratified to see that women 
are actively seeking careers 
and not just jobs. 

 What work still needs to 
be done to level the playing 
field in the C-suite and 
boardroom? How do you 
see the future of women 
leadership? 

 We certainly need to see 
more women in leadership 
positions and boardrooms. 
It is happening, but it is not 
widespread enough. 
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Create a 
digital open 
door: Sindhu 
Gangadharan, 
MD, SAP Labs 
India
Sindhu Gangadharan, SVP and 
MD, SAP Labs India, discusses 
with People Matters the need for 
a digital open door, translating 
organizational culture into a 
digital culture, and more
By Bhavan Sarin

S
indhu Gangadharan, Senior Vice 
President and Managing Direc-
tor, SAP Labs India, is responsible 
for SAP’s development facilities in 

Bangalore, Pune, Mumbai and Gurgaon. 
Sindhu joined SAP two decades ago, when 
SAP Labs India had just set up its opera-
tions in Bangalore. She later moved to 
SAP’s headquarters in Walldorf, Germany, 
working on various products, technology 
and innovation platforms, and has held 
several strategic and leadership positions 
managing global teams.

Her deep technical expertise and busi-
ness knowledge led her to head the criti-
cal integration function in SAP's Technol-
ogy and Innovation organization in the 

i
n

t
e

r
v

i
e

w



77may 2020 |

Office of  the CTO. Sindhu 
is a strong advocate of  
using technology to benefit 
customers and the society. 
She is also a strong believer 
in diversity being key for 
any successful organiza-
tion and has been actively 
contributing towards SAP’s 
drive for Women in Tech-
nology. As a proud mother 
of  two, she believes the 
best way to seek work-life 
balance is to treat them as a 
continuum and have fun in 
the process.

Here are excerpts of  the 
interview

 With over two decades 
of experience with SAP, 
what has been the best 
experience for you as an 
employee? Which is that 
one experience that stands 
out for you?

 There have been several 
moments or highlights in 
my two decades with SAP 
that I cherish and picking 
anyone would be difficult. 
However, I would like to 
highlight that when I was 
tasked to head SAP’s stra-
tegic and global Intelligent 
Enterprise Program report-
ing into SAP’s Executive 
Board, it was an exhilarating 
moment. This role put me in 
the lead position of  bring-
ing to life SAP’s vision and 
strategy of  the Intelligent 
Enterprise by orchestrat-
ing the end-to-end process 
delivery roadmaps to rapidly 
transform data into valuable 
insights for customers. 

we get the buy-in from our 
employees. Over the years, 
we have put in a lot of  effort 
to ensure that all our initia-
tives and policies have a 
business sponsor. 

 Can you share an exam-
ple of an employee expe-
rience issue that you 
encountered? How did you 
approach it, what were the 
measures you undertook 
and what was the outcome?

 There are quite a few 
examples, but the recent one 
I can relate to is that during 
this COVID-19 time where 
every employee is work-
ing from home, we have to 
make sure that they have 
adequate support to do their 
work effectively and their 
concerns are addressed. 
Much before the lockdown 
by the government we took 
proactive measures to safe-
guard the health and safety 
of  our employees and moved 

i
n

t
e

r
v

i
e

w

 What according to you is 
more rewarding to build a 
great employee experience 
- consistency or scale? In 
other words, do little things 
everyday make a bigger 
difference or large-scale 
initiatives every once in a 
while?

 Putting employees at the 
center of  everything we 
do is a practice at SAP and 
many companies under-
stand the importance of  
doing this. Several studies 
have proved that employee 
experience contributes to 
organizational success. 
Right from the time an 
employee joins the organi-
zation until the time they 
exit, employee experience 
counts, and therefore it is 
important that the initiative 
that companies put in place 
should be consistent and 
continuous. At SAP, employ-
ees grow together through 
mutual respect and collabo-

Right from the time an employee joins 
the organization until the time they 
exit, employee experience counts, 
and therefore it is important that the 
initiative that companies put in place 
should be consistent and continuous

ration in tune with one of  
our core values of  build-
ing bridges and not silos. 
We don’t create policies or 
start any initiative because 
it is a trend, but do it only if  

all our events and initia-
tives to virtual platforms, 
including engaging virtu-
ally with them and their 
families on health and well-
being sessions. We opened 
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opportunities for learning 
through innovative & inter-
active educational content 
to support our employees, 
students, professionals and 
anyone wishing to continue 
to learn during this time of  
crisis. To meet the desire of  
our employees to participate 
in giving back to the society, 
we opened up opportunities 
for them to contribute and 
participate virtually. 

 The workforce today is 
a multi-generational work-
force with significantly 
contrasting expectations 
from their employees. 
What is your approach to 
employee experience with 
such divergent demands?

the ‘command and control’ 
does not apply because every 
individual irrespective of  
their age and experience 
brings value to the organiza-
tion. To retain and motivate 
different sets of  employ-
ees, it is important to get 
a better understanding of  
what makes each generation 
tick so that their needs can 
be met. The ‘one shoe fits all’ 
rule in creating policies and 
initiatives will not work and 
therefore it is vital to tailor 
make policies specific to 
each generation. 

To cite an example, at SAP 
we introduced FlexBen, a 
flexible benefit plan which 
aims to grant employees the 
freedom to choose benefits 

ees. We also have openSAP, 
which is SAP’s massive open 
online course which delivers 
free courses on technology 
and soft skills catering to 
different age groups. Addi-
tionally, in-house initiatives 
like fitness classes, crèche 
and volunteering programs 
caters to needs of  different 
people.

 With the entire world 
and the way it works being 
shaken up by the outbreak 
of COVID-19, what can 
organizations do to trans-
late the organizational 
culture into a digital culture, 
as they are forced to under-
take the biggest remote 

Leaders in organizations can use a wide range of 
employee listening mechanisms across a variety of 
engagement channels to create a “digital open door”. By 
collecting feedback and insights from employees at key 
touchpoints during the employment lifecycle, leaders can 
act with precision and in real-time to drive improvement

 The workforce of  today 
is multi-generational, and 
each generation has vary-
ing traits, needs and aspira-
tions. In SAP, for example, 
we have a workforce that 
spans across five genera-
tions, with each generation 
bringing with them different 
skill sets, passions, commit-
ments, expectations, life 
experiences and challenges. 
In the workplace of  today 

based on their individual 
needs. FlexBen has 4 pillars 
that employees, as per their 
priority, can choose from - 
Health & Wellness, Lifestyle, 
Diversity & Inclusion and 
Personal Development. Like-
wise, we have unique leave 
policies including entrepre-
neurship sabbatical leave, 
surrogacy leave, compas-
sionate leave, etc. to help 
different sets of  employ-

working experiment of all 
time?

 The COVID-19 pandemic 
has dramatically changed 
the world and our way of  
life. Never in the recent past 
has there been a situation 
as serious and as disturbing 
as this. While the health and 
safety of  our employees is 
our top priority, we also have 
our professional commit-
ments to fulfill. With social 
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and group sessions to keep 
their mood positive. At SAP, 
we’re leveraging this time 
to connect with our employ-
ees by providing learning 
and development solutions, 
communicating consistently 
to build a bond that will 
further strengthen at the 
end of  this crisis. 

 As a leader, what have 
you observed as some of the 
biggest challenges in repli-
cating successful employee 
experience practices?

 Employee experiences is 
a cumulation of  moments 
that matter, from the first 
interaction as a candidate 
until the time they exit or 
retire. Organizations that 
put employees at the center 
of  whatever they do will not 
find it a challenge to repli-
cate successful employee 
experience practices. That 
said, we cannot discount 
the challenge in replicat-
ing successful employee 
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distancing and remote work 
being the need of  the hour, 
below are some of  the things 
that organizations can do 
to translate the organiza-
tional culture into a digital 
culture: 
•	 Equip employees with 

the best of  the communi-
cation and collaboration 
tools to work remotely

•	 Ensure that the level of  
business continuity and 
engagement with custom-
ers is not lowered

•	 Keep the lines of  commu-
nication open to provide 
transparent communica-
tion and encourage feed-
back 

•	 Help employees get a 
sense of  control and help 
them get productive

•	 Ensure that technol-
ogy operates with as less 
glitch as possible and 
complains are addressed 
quickly and effectively 

•	 Facilitate online learn-
ing, self-development and 
social interactions 

•	 Keep an updated knowl-
edge repository on 
COVID-19 that employees 
can access at any time

•	 Motivate employees 
to spend time on their 
emotional, mental and 
physical wellness during 
this time

 With agility and design 
thinking being the need of 
the hour, how are you work-
ing towards redesigning 
employee experience in a 
virtual setup?

 SAP has always fostered a 
flexible work culture as part 
of  our policy and hence, 
the transition was smooth. 
However, this being a 
prolonged situation, we have 
taken measure to ensure 
business is as usual and 
work is not hampered. All 
our employees are equipped 
to work from home and have 
all the required connectivity 
and mobility tools. We have 
made a free online resource 
called Remote Work Pulse 
by Qualtrics available which 
will help us understand how 
our employees are doing, 
what support they need as 
they adapt to new work envi-
ronments and enables them 
to stay connected. We’re also 
sharing the best practices 
of  work from home with 
employees through videos 
and photos. We’re constantly 
communicating with our 
employees via emails, video 
calls, conducting virtual 
entertainment programs 
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experience practice as the 
workforce of  today is highly 
dynamic, with ever-chang-
ing needs and expectations. 
Constantly relooking at the 
benefits and initiatives has 
become mandatory. As said 
earlier, in organizations like 
SAP where five generations 
of  employees work together, 
benefits and policies need 
to be regularly tweaked to 
meet the needs of  different 
demographics. As an exam-
ple, we recently announced 
a new policy under which 
employees could avail leave 
to take care of  their family 
members in times of  illness 
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or need. Family members 
under this policy include 
spouse, partner, children, 
parents, parent-In-laws, 
siblings, grandparents 
and also pets. Technology 
also helps here. Leaders in 
organizations can use a wide 
range of  employee listening 
mechanisms across a vari-
ety of  engagement chan-
nels to create a “digital open 
door.” By collecting feedback 
and insights from employees 
at key touchpoints during 
the employment lifecycle, 
leaders can act with preci-
sion and in real-time to drive 
improvement.

 What are some of the key 
factors organizations must 
keep in mind to ensure a 
seamless experience for 
employees as they work 
remotely?

 During these unprec-
edented times, organiza-
tions should keep in mind 
few factors like the safety 
and wellbeing of  their 
employees, ensuring busi-
ness continuity and protect-
ing client confidentiality 
and data privacy. Everyone 
is equally responsible to do 
their best to protect teams, 
clients and their organiza-
tion at large. Prior to the 
COVID situation many 
organizations that had not 
accepted the concept of  
working from home, will 
now realize the importance 
of  embracing it. 

 2020 began with a lot of 
enthusiasm towards trends 
that were predicted to rule 
the world of work this year. 
However, the last three 
months have been nothing 
short of disruption, shocks 
and finding ways to sustain 
both business and life. 
What are you doing at SAP, 
both across the globe and at 
regional levels to stabilize 
the situation for business 
and employees?

 At SAP, ensuring the 
safety of  our employees 
while being committed to 
our clients is of  utmost 
importance for us. We have 
asked all the employees to 

We’re leveraging this time to connect 
with our employees by providing 
learning and development solutions, 
communicating consistently to build 
a bond that will further strengthen at 
the end of this crisis
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work remotely as much as 
possible. We are in contact 
with our large family of  
suppliers continuously to 
maintain service levels with 
precautions. We have devel-
oped Business Continuity 
Plans to respond to disrup-
tive incidents, such as 
COVID-19, while minimiz-
ing the impact of  services 
provided. Business continu-
ity is top of  mind for us as 
77% of  the world’s transac-
tions touch an SAP system, 
and therefore we are 
completely committed to 
making sure that business 
systems of  our customers 
are always operational. 

Keeping in line with 
our purpose of  helping 
the world run better and 
improving people’s lives, 
we are doing all we can to 
help our customers and the 
society at large by throwing 
open an array of  our solu-
tions for free. These include 
Remote Work Pulse by Qual-
trics, SAP Ariba Discov-
ery, COVID-19 Pre-Screen & 
Routing by Qualtrics, and 
SAP Litmos.

We have also announced 
a new digital learning 
initiative offering inno-
vative, interactive educa-
tional content to support 
students, professionals 
and anyone wishing to 
continue to learn during 
this challenging time. This 
dynamic initiative is based 
on three educational pillars 
- massive open online 
courses (MOOCs), learning 

In this time of crisis, global leaders 
should be strong, effective, innovative, 
and agile. They should set aside their 
differences and collaborate strongly, 
pool their resources to quickly find a 
remedy and mitigate the suffering

journeys for universities 
and the SAP Young Think-
ers program all of  the offer-
ings are accessible through 
the openSAP platform, our 
most popular online learn-
ing initiative. 

 What is your message for 
global leaders as they strive 
to combat the circum-
stances the pandemic has 
led to?

 COVID-19 will be a global 
phenomenon in history. It 
is a large-scale humanitar-
ian tragedy that contin-
ues to disrupt millions of  

lives. Governments across 
the world are struggling to 
combat the virus. In this 
time of  crisis, I feel that 
global leaders should be 
strong, effective, innovative 
and agile. Leaders need to 
be transparent in communi-
cation and take strong and 
stringent measures to bring 
down the scale of  suffering 
and disaster. Global lead-
ers should set aside their 
differences and collabo-
rate strongly, pool their 
resources to quickly find 
a remedy and mitigate the 
suffering. 
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Managing employee experience (EX) 
has specially become critical for 
organizations in the wake of the 

Coronavirus epidemic and will become more and 
more important as the world of work undergoes 
further disruption and embraces digital. The crisis 
calls for creative ways to balance the employee 
experience amidst business constraints. 
Thus creating an employee experience that 
differentiates employers and actually retains 
talent is going to be critical in all aspects.

Our special story in this issue takes a look at 
why EX is a top priority for business leaders 
across the world, trends shaping employee 
experience in 2020, challenges that organizations 
face while ensuring employee experience, 
pitfalls organizations make when executing their 
employee experience strategy, and the future of 
employee experience.

Employee
EXperience
in 2020
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Accelerating 
employee 
experience 
beyond 2020
Corporates have started 
thinking beyond the ordinary 
and evolving their strategies 
and programs. The recent 
pandemic led us to believe 
that there should be a fresh 
emphasis largely on creating 
a culture of well-being, 
exploring employee creativity, 
and boosting employee 
morale and connect, albeit in a 
virtual way
By John Gaunt

Twenty-20 is spell-
ing out a whole new 
norm in employee 

experience. Technology is 
evolving, labor laws are 
re-shaping and unemploy-
ment is decreasing – these 
are quintessential signals 
for HR professionals to 
know that talent and indus-

corporates need to explore 
effectively to do so. 

Time to give ‘em some 
space!
While many organizations 
were starting to think, it 
could not get better than the 
good old cubicles, employee 
workstations have evolved 
dramatically. These spaces 
aid an open flow of  ideas, 
accessibility and moreover, 
better collaboration and 
transparency. Several organ-
izations have come up with 
Idea Cocoons, Think Pods, 
Brainstorming Zones, and 
more. Fitness at work, being 
a popular industry trend, 
has many organizations 
rethink their office space for 
the health of  their employ-
ees. However, social distanc-
ing became the new normal 
almost overnight. Spaces 
which were earlier grow-
ing by leaps and bounds are 
suddenly going to follow 
short, as a mandatory 6 
to 8 feet gap is mandatory 
between two workstations.

A well-known digital 
transformation company in 
the financial services space 

As employees have begun spending 
more time at work and commuting to 
work, offices around the world have 
realized the critical role of gaming 
zones, multi-cuisine cafeterias, health 
food pantries, gymnasiums and even 
relaxing equipment such as muscle 
relaxant chairs, to enable a happy and 
productive work environment

try are responding to each 
other. The hit of  COVID-19 
pandemic had a different 
plan in store for all busi-
nesses though. Organi-
zations augmented their 
messaging and workplaces 
to come across as respon-
sive and responsible for 
employee welfare and safety. 
While lockdowns were 
pronounced and directives 
came in force, an HR leader 
was required to commit 
to well-being of  every 
employee, each team, and 
the organization as a whole.   

The pandemic resulted 
in corporates thinking 
beyond the ordinary and 
evolving their strategies 
and programs for employee 
benefit. Emphasis is now 
largely on creating a culture 
of  happiness, exploring 
employee creativity and 
boosting employee morale 
and connect, albeit in a 
virtual way. An employee 
needs to feel an affinity to 
the workspace and the work 
even in the times of  telecom-
muting. How can organi-
zations make a difference? 
Here are a few areas that 
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recently introduced the 
idea of  a desk bike across 
all its global offices. It is a 
desk that has a built-in bike, 
which allows you to spot-
pedal and exercise. The criti-
cal role of  gaming zones, 
multi-cuisine cafeterias, 
health-food pantries, gymna-
siums may soon be required 
to revamp to adapt social 
distancing as a way of  life

The 3 C’s – communica-
tion, collaboration, and 
connectivity
With telecommuting becom-
ing a practice in times of  
Covid-19, the cliché email 
also became very impor-
tant in areas where network 
connectivity wasn’t great. 
As employees were required 
to work from their home 
base, the benefit of  office 
wifi connectivity was lost, 
leaving them at the mercy 
of  local internet speeds. 
However, certain urban 
landscapes blessed with 
high-speed broadbands 
enabled employees to use 
Skype and Microsoft Teams 
to connect with colleagues 
and clients. Voice and video 
conferencing have taken 
a major leap of  faith to 
survive on the power of  
the Internet. Messengers, 
Google Duo, Slack, VPN, 
or even the WebEx have 
become effective commu-
nication companions. 
Yammer the corporate twin 
of  Facebook, has become a 
popular engagement chan-
nel in various companies. 

Podcasts and webcasts have 
born and reborn. Employees 
are always on the lookout 
for better communication 
tools; and faster network to 
run them. Empower your 
employees with these and 
you have won them!

Nothing artificial  
about it
Onboarding turned a new 
leaf  as it got virtual recently. 
Despite Covid-19, a few 
companies are still recruit-
ing for business-critical 
roles. Employees unable to 
join physically and offices 
unable to open, both as a 
result of  lockdown, bene-
fitted immensely with 
virtual onboarding. Even 
recruiting is set to evolve 
with artificial intelligence. 
AI-based recruitment tools 
enable faster screening 
when going through a large 
flood of  applications. Even 
before 2020, on an average 
a recruiter would take 23 

hours to screen applications 
for a single post. AI-powered 
recruitment tools will help 
to filter high volume of  
resumes and pre-qualifying 
candidates based on the job 
description and skills. In 
my view though, employers 
while hiring, should look at 
the skills and attitude that 
an employee brings rather 
than the pedigree. We are all 
moving towards the concept 
of  New Blended Workforce 
that involves - humans and 
bots. Today, any given multi-
national company has chat-
bots for internal functions 
such as incident manage-
ment, library management, 
insurance facilities or even 
ordering food in the cafete-
ria, and I am hopeful these 
will be a boon with the newly 
altered work-place advisories 
as a result of  the pandemic.  

Make way for intelli-
gence 
Even before 2020 hit us, the 
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or a sponsored upskilling 
program?

A fast-growing Fintech 
MNC, truly responsive to 
its employees’ potential 
and performance, not just 
rewards the winners of  
their R&R regime but also 
the nominees. The same 
firm recently introduced 
a reward category called 
Cheers to Peers – a one-of-a-
kind reward program, which 
allows colleagues to reward 
colleagues. This program 
not just involves HR and 
the line managers, but also 
peers making it more trans-
parent and relatable, serving 
a wider purpose. This sort 
of  a framework is not just 
exciting but also empower-
ing. What more? The recent 
pandemic has left the frame-
work unfazed, as the organi-
zation made it more power-
ful by running the awards 
functions on Zoom. 

From my perspective, 
employers have come a long 
way to meet their employ-
ees' demands. But the jour-
ney will keep evolving. The 
recent stressful times have 
made all HR leaders think 
and rethink their ideas and 
strategies on how to keep 
employees connected and 
motivated though from a 
distance. Many avenues have 
opened already. Communica-
tion can see a new channel 
with virtual reality. 2020 is 
just the beginning. 

John Gaunt is the Chief Human 
Resources Officer at Synechron

wave of  upskilling did. Thus 
now, an organization is 
quickly popular if  it fosters 
the learning culture within 
its employees. Employees 
look for organizations with 
a "growth and development" 
mindset and they then know 
that the brand wants them to 
grow along with it. Recently 
a leading FinTech Service 
provider firm based in New 
York outdid all its peers by 
getting an enterprise wide 
Udemy license for all its 
employees to benefit from. 
Each and every employee 

corporate clubs and forums 
that cater exclusively to 
employee hobbies. From 
running innovation labs to 
book clubs, photography 
forums, dance, drama work-
shops, sports events to talent 
hunt competitions, compa-
nies are willing to turn 
everything virtual through 
Zoom or Webex to keep 
employees, happily moti-
vated and appreciated. 

The gratitude attitude
Organizations need to make 
a revolutionary change in 

has access to more than 
3500 courses on the Udemy 
portal and can also access 
all these training sessions 
on the Udemy for business 
app, on-the-go. Now that’s 
what we call a gamechanger. 
According to sources, the 
employees of  this company 
are finding this immensely 
useful in today’s work from 
home times. 

Next-level Engagement
Employee engagement has 
gone digital and will stay 
so for most part of  2020 till 
employees are able to come 
back to office. Several corpo-
rates had come up with 

ways and means to appreci-
ate employee effort. Rewards 
and Recognition (R&R) 
have always been close to 
an employee’s heart. The 
fame and the benefit that 
comes with it, motivates 
the winner and the aspirant 
equally. A robust, and more-
over an unbiased reward-
and-recognition program 
is the need of  the hour and 
helps create a difference. 
Every organization rewards 
outstanding performance, 
but how many reward crea-
tivity? Almost all companies 
nowadays give merchandise, 
but how many do reward 
an employee with a holiday 

Today, any given multinational 
company has chatbots for internal 
functions such as incident 
management, library management, 
insurance facilities, or even 
ordering food in the cafeteria
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Progressive 
organizations 
listen intently
to employees’ 
needs: 
Deloitte’s Bill 
Docherty
Organizations have always 
been focused on customer 
experience but that has not 
always translated to the same 
focus on employee experience, 
says Bill Docherty, Managing 
Director in Deloitte Consulting’s 
Human Capital, in an interaction 
with People Matters
By Mastufa Ahmed

Bill is a managing 
director in Deloitte 
Consulting’s Human 

Capital practice and 
the general manager of  
ConnectMe, a digital work-
place platform that uses 
data and insights to connect 

to their employees has accel-
erated that focus. Employ-
ees are now demanding an 
employee experience that 
provides them with the 
empowerment and the tech-
nology to address many of  
their needs in a self-service 
manner and a seamless 
experience when they need 
support.

 Employee experience 
remains a top talent concern 
for HR leaders, yet 46% of 
surveyed employees report 
they are largely dissatisfied 
with their overall experi-
ence at their organization, 
according to a study. Why 
are organizations failing to 
provide the best employee 
experience?

 In many cases, organiza-
tions have not fully defined 
what they consider an opti-
mal employee experience and 
a roadmap on how to transi-
tion from their current state 
to that desired objective. In 
addition, organizations may 
have chosen to build custom-
ized technology solutions 
as part of  their employee 
experience without fully 
appreciating the investment 
required to maintain and 
evolve these solutions. This is 
why you have seen the rise of  
off-the-shelf  solutions such 
as the Deloitte’s ConnectMe 
offering that takes indus-
try best practices in world-
class employee experiences 
and enables organizations to 
rapidly evolve the services 
they deliver to employees.

the workforce to what they 
need, when and where they 
need it. Bill has more than 
25 years of  experience in 
leading the delivery of  
enterprise software develop-
ment, with a special focus 
on Human Capital Manage-
ment (HCM) platforms.

Bill is also a recognized 
leader, speaker, and author 
in the areas of  learning 
and talent management. 
He currently serves as the 
talent group leader for Prod-
uct Management & Devel-
opment within Deloitte’s 
Human Capital as a Service 
offering.

Bill graduated from Syra-
cuse University with a 
master’s degree in Mathe-
matics.

 Why has employee expe-
rience become a top priority 
for business leaders across 
the world? Has it not always 
been about customer expe-
rience?

 You are exactly correct. 
Organizations have always 
been focused on customer 
experience but that has not 
always translated to the 
same focus on employee 
experience. The combina-
tion of  employees’ expec-
tations of  their experi-
ence in the workforce being 
informed by their consumer 
experience and the realiza-
tion of  organizations that 
they can leverage their 
successes in providing an 
exceptional customer expe-
rience to deliver the same 
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One of the biggest pitfalls 
organizations make is that many 
organizations start from the 
perspective that they are a “unicorn” 
and have completely unique needs 
and challenges that will form their 
employee experience strategy and 
their technology choices to support 
that strategy

 What are some of the 
techniques that compa-
nies can pursue to track and 
measure EX in their organi-
zations?

 Organizations that excel 
at continuous improvement 
of  their employee experi-
ence not only listen to what 
their employees say about 
their experience but also 
use advanced analytics to 
identify workflow and usage 
patterns that uncover latent 
needs that are critical to 
improving that experience. 
The most progressive organ-
izations listen intently to 
what employees say about 
their experience via surveys 
and social listening and 
measure the actual expe-
rience they have through 
advanced interaction analyt-
ics that track their naviga-
tion/usage experience and 
measuring service delivery 
metrics such as employee 
case resolution time and 
satisfaction.

 How can employers 
leverage AI and next-gen 
technologies to fuel differ-
entiated employee experi-
ences?

 Advanced machine learn-
ing and natural language 
processing solutions can 
assist organizations in 
empowering employees to 
address their most common 
workplace challenges in 
a more rapid self-service 
manner. Most employees 
would prefer to be empow-
ered to resolve a workforce 

need on their own with-
out having to reach out for 
assistance. Technologies 
such as chatbot solutions 
are enablers. Along a typi-
cal employee journey, there 
are several areas where a 
chatbot can reduce friction 
and add value by automat-
ing processes and simpli-
fying employee inputs. For 
example, imagine an intel-
ligent online agent walk-
ing you through every 
aspect of  the workflow that 
is required when you need 
to go on a leave of  absence 

organizations making when 
executing their employee 
experience strategy?

 One of  the biggest pitfalls 
is that many organizations 
start from the perspective 
that they are a “unicorn” 
and have completely unique 
needs and challenges that 
will form their employee 
experience strategy and 
their technology choices to 
support that strategy. This 
has led many organiza-
tions to develop completely 
customized strategies, poli-
cies, communications and 

or upon the birth of  a new 
child that needs to be added 
to your benefits plan. The 
additional benefit of  empow-
ering employees to address 
the most common work-
force or HR needs on their 
own is that enables the team 
members that have tradi-
tionally fielded those inquir-
ies to focus on strategic 
initiatives that advance the 
mission of  the organization.

 What are some of the 
biggest pitfalls you see 

technology solutions that 
are too costly to sustain. 
Organizations that are able 
to leverage the successes of  
peers and adopt employee 
experience strategies and 
solutions that serve as a 
strong foundation that they 
can build upon and config-
ure to their unique circum-
stances typically develop a 
more sustainable employee 
experience that they can 
evolve more rapidly and 
cost effectively in an agile 
manner. 
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EX will no 
longer be 
limited to the 
HR function: 
Qualtrics' 
Steve Bennetts
To truly make a difference, EX 
must be integrated with multiple 
other aspects of the business: 
customer experience, brand 
experience, product experience, 
and so on. Qualtrics Head of 
EX Strategy Steve Bennetts 
shares some pointers
By Mastufa Ahmed

S
teve Bennetts is the 
Head of  EX Strat-
egy and Solutions 
for Qualtrics in APJ, 

leading a team of  specialists 
in guiding organizations to 
optimize EX at every point 
in the employee life cycle.

He specializes in EX 
and human-centered tech-
nologies, and is one of  the 
region’s most experienced 
EX specialists. A passion-
ate psychologist, he utilizes 
the crossover space between 
creativity, psychology, and 
digital technologies to create 
a positive experience on our 
planet. Here, he shares his 
thoughts on today's EX land-
scape and how employers 
can create and implement a 
good EX strategy.

 What are the top trends 
shaping employee experi-
ence in 2020? 

 The way we work has 
been changed forever by 
COVID-19, with individuals, 
teams, and entire compa-
nies working from home. It’s 
the first time flexible work-
ing programs have been 
tested at such scale, mean-
ing leaders and HR manag-
ers are faced with new and 
sometimes unexpected 
challenges. This new world 
of  work means it’s more 
important than ever for 
businesses to engage their 
teams in two-way commu-
nications. During times of  

change, research shows that 
employees want to provide 
feedback—and importantly, 
individuals will reward 
those that listen and act 
with increased engagement. 
Throughout this period of  
change and uncertainty, 
regularly understanding and 
actioning employee feedback 
will be a key enabler to help-
ing businesses run effec-
tively and seamlessly.

 Why is EX more impor-
tant than ever, such that it 
has become a top priority 
for business leaders across 
the world?

 EX is critically important 
on two levels.

Firstly, insight into your 
EX when everyone is work-
ing remotely helps busi-
nesses understand how 
effective their programs 
are, and whether networks 
and services are perform-
ing as needed. For example, 
if  there is a known issue 
accessing the company VPN, 
a step-by-step guide can be 
created and shared across 
the company. Understanding 
your EX also helps prior-
itize employee well-being by 

"Now is the critical time businesses 
need to listen and act on employee 
feedback, which will help us all 
succeed in the long-term." Employees 
want to feel heard, and they are 
willing to give the real, genuine 
feedback that provides employers 
with the most value
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using engagement channels 
to deliver support and main-
taining team interaction and 
collaboration.

On a commercial level, 
EX is fundamental to a good 
customer experience - which 
is paramount in the current 
economic climate. When 
employees are more engaged 
and satisfied, they are more 
motivated to provide supe-
rior customer experiences, 
and positively reflect the 
brand too.

 How does the EX scenario 
look like in SEA? How does 
EX vary across organiza-
tions and industries? Which 
trends in the employee 
engagement space are you 
tracking in 2020?

 Southeast Asia may be 
characterized as a single 
market but is very diversi-
fied in terms of  its devel-
opment. Generally, we are 
seeing more organizations 
in the region investing in 
employee experience and 
genuinely interested in 
keeping their employees 
engaged and motivated.

Since the outbreak of  
COVID-19 I’ve had many 
conversations with lead-
ers around how to remain 
connected while teams 
are working outside of  the 
office. The answer I always 
give to this is to be able to 
listen, and act.

 Whilst the level of invest-
ment in employee engage-
ment initiatives is grow-

ing, employee engagement 
scores aren’t growing. How 
does the cumulative effect 
of an employee’s experi-
ences shape their engage-
ment at work?

 Cultivating a great EX 
and reaping its rewards 
takes time. Engagement 
naturally improves over the 
course of  the employee’s 
employment. Our research 
shows employees are most 
engaged when they are with 
their company for about four 
years (54 per cent). They are 
least engaged during their 
first year of  employment (31 
per cent).

The drivers of  engage-
ment also change as well 
during the course of  their 
employment. For example, 
the most important engage-
ment driver for employees 
with under two years of  
tenure is ‘a link between 
work and the company's 
objectives’ whereas ‘confi-

dence in senior leadership’ 
rose to the top for employ-
ees with over four years of  
service. 

Our research also told 
us that employees want 
to feel heard by employ-
ers. This means they are 
open to giving real, genuine 
feedback. Acting on these 
insights is what is really 
going to move the needle on 
engagement, demonstrating 
the importance of  providing 
a program that evolves and 
changes over time to meet 
the unique needs of  each 
employee.

All this means it’s crucial 
employers commit to an 
EX program of  action and 
remain dedicated to fulfill-
ing it if  they are going to 
achieve lasting success.

 How can employers 
leverage AI and next-gen 
technologies to fuel differ-
entiated employee experi-
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ences? How important is 
people analytics and why is 
it good for the company and 
its people?

 Artificial intelligence 
and next-gen technologies 
help employers identify key 
themes and priorities that 
they should act upon. For 
example, artificial intelli-
gence enables employers to 
rapidly analyze open text 
feedback based on what 
employees write in the 
comments section as part of  
the employee engagement 
survey. 

AI also provides insights 
on which combination of  
team members work best 
together or which employ-
ees would be well-suited to 
take the lead on a certain 
project — saving time, 
negating gut feel and creat-

that it can never fully 
replace humans. The best 
results will be achieved 
with humans and AI 
complementing each other. 
This is necessary as AI is 
missing a fundamentally 
crucial aspect of  HR: empa-
thy.

This includes things like 
being able to predict resil-
ience and emotional intel-
ligence. Despite this, we’ll 
undoubtedly still try — but 

 The world is in unprec-
edented times right now, 
and the situation is chang-
ing quickly all the time. My 
conversations with vari-
ous businesses reinforced 
my belief  now is the criti-
cal time businesses need to 
listen and act on employee 
feedback, which will help 
us all succeed in the long-
term. Businesses like Ford 
and Goldman Sachs have 
put in place measures help-
ing them remain connected 
with their teams, such as 
daily or weekly check-in 
surveys. Others are contin-
uing their annual census 
but significantly chang-
ing their questions to focus 
on what’s important now. 
Ultimately, focus on what 
is salient and important to 
employees right now.

Another thing we are 
seeing is different types of  
employee listening, such 
as open ended questions 
and always on-channels. 
We’ve implemented these 
programs ourselves at 
Qualtrics.

 What are some of the 
biggest pitfalls you see 
organizations making 
when executing their 
employee experience 
strategy?

 Collecting employee 
feedback through vari-
ous means such as pulse 
surveys, 360 performance 
reviews and new hire 
surveys but not listening 
and taking action on the 

"By integrating EX with customer, 
brand, and product experiences, 

businesses can measure the impact 
of EX in a multitude of ways." EX is 

about staying connected, and about 
bringing in other parts of the busi-
ness to create a holistic approach

ing a huge impact on oper-
ational efficiency. Simi-
larly, modern solutions like 
Guided Action Planning can 
provide leaders with expert 
advice on how to respond in 
certain situations.

But although AI is becom-
ing ubiquitous within EX, 
the general consensus is 

by using AI to predict these 
aspects of  potential, we run 
the risk of  falling further 
into an already deep human-
based bias hole.

 What are the world’s lead-
ing organizations doing 
around employee experi-
ence?
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feedback. When no action is 
taken, employee engagement 
takes a dip. In our study that 
was conducted last year, 
65 percent of  respondents 
reported having an oppor-
tunity to give feedback; 
however, only 25 percent 
of  them indicated their 
company turns their feed-
back into action “very or 
extremely well.” 

critical value it brings to the 
business.

 Many business owners 
say they don’t focus on 
employee experience 
because they don’t have the 
budget to. Is it something 
that requires big spending?

 While investing in 
modern tools is beneficial 
and makes the program 

 Which are the ways in 
which HR leaders can meas-
ure the effects of employee 
engagement?

 By integrating EX with 
customer, brand, and prod-
uct experiences, businesses 
can measure the impact of  
EX in a multitude of  ways. 
Modern EX platforms will 
help organizations correlate 
high employee engagement 
with customer satisfac-
tion or product innovation. 
Doing so enables the profes-
sion to demonstrate the 

more efficient, the funda-
mentals and foundations 
must be first set in place. 
It all starts from engaging 
with their employees, listen-
ing to their feedback and 
acting on their feedback. 
The engagement program 
will naturally undergo 
multiple iterations for them 
to answer the right type of  
questions and obtain the 
right type of  actionable feed-
back. These programs are 
scalable over time and busi-
ness owners can progres-

sively increase their budg-
ets where they deem fit.

 What’s the future of 
employee experience?

 EX has been thrust 
onto the main stage due to 
the current world we are 
living in. As a result, the 
importance companies put 
on EX is changing forever.

In the immediate future, 
EX is helping businesses 
maintain business conti-
nuity and employee safety. 
And as we emerge into 
this new world of  work the 
elevated role of  EX will see 
it become an integrated 
function combined with 
customer experience, prod-
uct experience and brand 
experience. It will not be 
an area that’s only limited 
to the HR function given 
how business leaders are 
placing employee experi-
ence as a strategic priority. 

Many functions will be 
part of  the wider effort 
from the IT teams to the 
finance teams to the work-
place design teams as all of  
these functions have mean-
ingful interactions with 
the employee. For exam-
ple, the IT team has a rela-
tionship with employees 
pertaining to all IT matters 
such as teething issues 
with hardware and soft-
ware. As for the workplace 
design team, they will be 
engaging with employees 
to collect feedback on what 
they expect to have in their 
workplace. 
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Employee
experience is 
a part of the 
larger orga-
nizational
ethos: Max 
Life nsuRANCE'S
CPO
In this exclusive interaction 
with People Matters, Shailesh 
Singh, Director and Chief 
People Officer, Max Life 
Insurance shares his views 
on how a valuable employee 
experience is becoming a 
priority for business leaders 
across industries today and 
how Max Life Insurance is 
aiming to assimilate innate 
digitized workplace practices 
with management and human 
resource practices to build 
the next level of employee 
experience
By Mastufa Ahmed

Shailesh Singh, Direc-
tor and Chief  People 
Officer, Max Life Insur-

ance is responsible for devel-
oping and implementing 
successful Human Resources 
strategies that support long 
term growth and transfor-
mation of  the organization. 
As part of  the organization’s 
transformation agenda, 
Singh is spearheading Max 
Life's journey to becom-
ing a 'Great Place to Work' 
while benchmarking organi-
zations culture and people 
practices to the very best. 
Singh introduced the Organ-
ization & Talent Review 
process across the organiza-
tion to systematically and 
proactively build organi-
zational talent pool and 
succession plans. Under his 
leadership, focus on supervi-
sory capability and account-
ability of  people agenda has 
been further strengthened. 
Singh is a firm believer in 
making Max Life Values 
come alive through lead-
ership role modelling and 
embodiment of  Values via 
Business and HR processes. 
Singh is responsible for the 
company's societal connect 
and leads Corporate Social 
Responsibility initiatives. 

In this exclusive interac-
tion with People Matters, 
Singh shares how a valu-
able employee experience is 
becoming a priority for busi-
ness leaders across indus-
tries today, how can organi-
zations measure the RoI, 
success, and impact of  their 

EX initiatives, and how can 
they ensure that employee 
engagement tricks trans-
late to a more productive or 
happier workforce. He also 
talks about how in their 
constant quest to enhance 
employee experience at Max 
Life Insurance, they aim to 
assimilate innate digitized 
workplace practices with 
management and human 
resource practices to build 
the next level of  employee 
experience. 

 Why has employee expe-
rience (EX) become a top 
priority for business leaders 
across the world?

 Employees are integral 
drivers of  value which is the 
cornerstone of  successful 
relationships with custom-
ers. Positive experiences 
shape employee percep-
tions, nurture workplace 
engagement and in turn 
deliver a more productive 
and customer-oriented work-
force. A valuable employee 
experience is therefore 

Stability, 
innovation, 
competency, and 
resilience, are 
key traits that 
people-centric 
organizations 
are putting at 
the forefront 
of employee 
experiences
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becoming a priority for busi-
ness leaders across indus-
tries. Stability, innovation, 
competency, and resilience, 
are key traits that people-
centric organizations are 
putting at the forefront of  
employee experiences. 

 How do you see the EX 
scenario in India? Where do 
most organizations sit on 
the employee experience 
maturity curve in India?

 In relative terms, India 
sits considerably high on the 
employee experience curve. 
As per a 2016 IBM report, 
Indian organizations were 
found to be 84% “favorable” 
on the Employee Experience 
Index . With greater tech-
nological intervention and 
automation in the picture, 
more and more Indian 
companies are expected to 
climb up the curve in due 
course of  time. As the time 
and energies of  manual 
operations in business are 
significantly reducing, the 
demand for more strate-
gic and cerebral skills is 
only improving. The same 
is bringing about opportu-
nities to relook, reflect and 
evolve employee experiences 
in line with the organiza-
tion’s most identifiable busi-
ness goals. 

 Which trends in the 
employee engagement 
space are you tracking in 
2020?

 In a world where 
employee expectations are 

constantly evolving, high-
performing organizations 
such as ours must push the 
envelope beyond the indus-
try benchmarks to drive 
engagement. As a new-age 
employer, we look for trends 
that would help build posi-
tive, long-term relationships 
with workers, to understand 
the employee’s needs and 
values. 

For instance, while tech-
nology is assuming a bigger 
role in building an engaged 
workforce, the need of  the 
hour is to merge techni-
cal prowess with a human 
approach. Blending the 
two, we at Max Life Insur-
ance are developing a set of  
unified self-service offerings 
that can create a simplified 
experience for employees. 
From streamlining access 
to everyday employee activi-
ties like pay-slip generation, 
planning leaves, employee 
benefits to digital refer-
ral and recognition of  
colleagues, digital initiatives 

are enabling productivity 
by bringing about a remark-
able reduction in queries 
raised via internal ticketing 
system and helps increase 
overall nimbleness. 

 Can you give us a peek 
into the EX initiatives you 
are taking for your employ-
ees? How are you leverag-
ing next-gen technologies 
such as AI or people analyt-
ics to fuel differentiated 
employee experiences at 
your organization?

 At Max Life Insurance, we 
are incorporating a host of  
employee engagement initia-
tives that transcend across 
various verticals and help 
accentuate employee experi-
ence further. As an organiza-
tion, we celebrate personal 
and professional mile-
stones, engage our employ-
ees in social and cultural 
initiatives both at local and 
organizational levels, and 
constantly seek their feed-
back via intuitive platforms 
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such as annual employee 
engagement surveys.

Incorporating innovative 
digitized engagement medi-
ums has helped us increase 
employee engagement and 
traction by ways of  real-
time organizational updates, 
interaction amongst varied 
employee communities and 
engaging leadership commu-
nication which has helped 
enhance employee experi-
ence and fuel the company’s 
high-performance culture. 

Also, in an endeavor to 
encourage paperless organi-
zational behavior, we have 
developed eCube – a Max 
Life intranet platform. 
eCube contains within itself  
employee digital assets that 
enable employees to access 
organisation-wide knowl-
edge repository, training 
materials and references 
that are accessible at the 
ease of  a button. With more 
than 78% active employee 
users of  eCube, Max Life is 
leading the way in leverag-
ing next-gen technologies to 
democratize differentiated 
employee experiences at the 
organization.  

 How do you measure the 
RoI, success, and impact of 
your EX initiatives? How do 
your employee engagement 
tricks translate to a more 
productive or happier work-
force?

 Employee experience at 
Max Life is measured by a 
combination of  variables 
that include quantitative 

aspects including employee-
centric programs, and quali-
tative inputs like continu-
ous employee engagement 
surveys and interviews to 
arrive at a common meas-
ure of  employee experience. 
Our employee experience 
metrics have resulted in 
us being placed constantly 
amongst the top pedestals 
of  Great Places to Work, 
wherein we have seen a 
constant increase in rank-
ings on a year-on-year basis 
and a current standing at 
the 35th position. We believe 
that this is been resultant 
of  a productive and happier 
workforce that prides in 
being a part of  the Max 
Life family, and constantly 

demands better employee 
experience which we have 
been able to provide contin-
uously. 

 How is the enterprise 
work culture changing in 
response to the needs and 
demands of generational 
groups like Millennials and 
Gen Z? What kind of expe-
rience do they look for in 
their organizations?

 Millennials are the work-
force of  the future that 
companies must appeal to 
and engage with. The demo-
graphic isn’t transactional 
in its approach to work. 
Millennials care about how 
they are being valued by 
their organization. They 

A flat organization structure 
that renders room for the agility 
of decision making and rapid 
prototyping can become a catalyst 
for smooth implementation of an 
employee experience strategy
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and flexible organizations 
that make them feel empow-
ered by driving their effi-
ciency and job satisfaction 
in an atmosphere that is 
meaningfully charged. 

Enterprises today are 
rising to the occasion by 
transitioning from tradi-
tional hierarchal struc-
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It is most important to hold clear and 
consistent communication across 
verticals, employ transparency of 
thought, and drive effective training 
programs to execute a seamless 
employee experience strategy

the failure to translate the 
organization’s purpose for 
its people, which becomes 
challenging to the imple-
mentation of  an employee 
experience strategy. It is 
therefore critical for the 
leadership to ensure that 
teams from all over can be 
involved in decision making, 
thereby doing away with 

numbers in terms of the 
kind of investment you 
make to enhance EX at Max 
Life?

 Employee experience is a 
sum total of  organizational 
culture, employee engage-
ment and value systems and 
hence, more than monetary 
investments, it requires 
collective human efforts. 
For Max Life Insurance, 
employee experience is more 
than an investment and is 
a part of  the larger organi-
zational ethos that defines 
what we stand for. 

 What are your future 
priorities with regard 
to your plans around 
employee experience? 
Anything specific you want 
to embark on?

 In our constant quest to 
enhance employee expe-
rience at Max Life Insur-
ance, we aim to assimilate 
innate digitized workplace 
practices with manage-
ment and human resource 
practices to build the next 
level of  employee experi-
ence. In this quest to build 
employee experience 2.0, we 
are increasingly incorporat-
ing digital tools along with 
integrated employee plat-
forms to enhance the experi-
ence further. Our priorities 
remain on building intui-
tive avenues like employee 
journey maps, employee net 
promoter scores, and design 
thinking to measure and 
enhance employee experi-
ences. 

tures to more personal, 
agile and holistic environ-
ments. Organizations are 
increasingly creating more 
meaningful exchange at 
work, offering alternative 
work arrangements, and 
presenting smaller but well-
deserved incentives that 
validate millennial employ-
ees’ performance. Compa-
nies across the board are 
responding to the needs of  
the Gen Y workforce and 
are reframing employee 
value propositions to not 
only explicitly state, but 
also meet their evolving 
demands effectively. 

 What are some of the 
biggest pitfalls you see 
organizations making when 
executing their employee 
experience strategy?

 More often than not, it is 

traditional hierarchies that 
could pose some obstacles. 

Secondly, a flat organiza-
tion structure that renders 
room for the agility of  deci-
sion making and rapid 
prototyping can become a 
catalyst for smooth imple-
mentation of  an employee 
experience strategy. It is 
most important to hold clear 
and consistent communica-
tion across verticals, employ 
transparency of  thought, 
and drive effective training 
programs to execute a seam-
less employee experience 
strategy.

 Many business owners 
say they don’t focus on 
employee experience 
because they don’t have the 
budget to. Is it something 
that requires big spend-
ing? Can you share some 
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American 
Express CHRO 
on creating 
a holistic 
employee 
experience 
In these testing times, when 
employee experience has 
become all the more critical, 
Kabir Julka, Chief Human 
Resources Officer, American 
Express, India shares his 
views on why companies 
must break down every key 
touchpoint throughout the 
colleague's journey and weave 
the business strategy into its 
people strategy and employee 
experience framework to 
facilitate success
By Yasmin Taj

Times are tough and 
organizations that will 
emerge as winners 

from this would be the ones 
that will ensure that they 
take care of  their employees 
along with their business 
lines. The COVID-19 crisis 
has given way to unprec-
edented challenges at the 
workplace, and progressive 
organizations today are find-
ing newer ways each day 
ensure they keep their busi-
ness lines running along and 
their employees motivated. 
After all, an ideal employee 
experience will lead to an 
ideal customer experience.

In this exclusive interac-
tion with People Matters, 
Kabir Julka, Vice Pres-
ident & Chief  Human 
Resource Officer for Amer-
ican Express India, talks 
about how they have rede-
signed their HR function to 
the ‘Colleague Experience 
Group’ and what Colleague 
Experience means to them 
as an organization. He also 
shares how, at the heart of  
it, an organization and its 
leadership should prioritize 
its people, since colleagues 
enable strategies and deliver 
towards long-term value 
creation.

Julka is also a member 
of  the Board of  American 

Express Banking Corp. and 
American Express India 
Private Ltd. He has been 
with American Express for 
11 years, with an overall 
experience of  over 17 years 
spanning across multiple 
leadership roles in India and 
Asia. In his current role, 
Julka leads the HR func-
tion for American Express 
in India partnering with 
business leaders to drive 
people strategies that enable 
achievement of  the compa-
ny’s strategic business goals 
in India. His team enables 
business growth through 
platforms that deliver 
on talent, leadership and 
culture priorities across 
One AXP India. He is also 
focused on leading business 
through change in partner-
ship with senior market and 
global leaders.

Here are the excerpts from 
the interview.

 What does “Employee 
Experience” stand for in 
today’s workplace context?

 At American Express, 
we call our employees as 
Colleagues. We have rede-
signed our HR function 
to the ‘Colleague Experi-
ence Group’ and created a 
powerful vision, mission 
and three-year roadmap 

We believe, a great colleague 
experience can have a positive impact 
on everything - right from having a 
happier work culture, to retention, 
and positive business revenue impact
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designed to help us be much 
more connected to our 
colleagues and seek to truly 
understand and improve 
their current and future 
experiences. 

 From the moment a 
colleague joins a company, 
till the time he/ she leaves 
the organization, the over-
all journey of  that person at 
the workplace is ‘Employee 
aka Colleague Experience’. 
At American Express, we 
obsess over understanding 
our colleagues at a deeper 
level. We co-create simple 
and great ways of  working 
that enable everyone to be 
and deliver their best. We 
believe, a great colleague 
experience can have a posi-
tive impact on everything - 
right from having a happier 
work culture, to retention, 
and positive business reve-
nue impact. 

 How is Employee Expe-
rience different or evolved 
than things like organiza-

tional culture, employee 
engagement, etc.?

 There are multiple 
aspects of  colleague expe-
rience and engagement 
is only a part of  the over-
all journey. For example, 
colleague engagement may 
be defined as the degree 
to which colleagues feel 
zealous about their roles, 
have a commitment to the 
organization, or even have 
an emotional connection 
to the job and workplace. 
However, after more than a 
decade of  companies focus-
ing on the idea of  colleague 
engagement, studies show 
that most are not making 
progress, and colleague 
engagement in the many 
parts of  the world is stag-
nant.

Experts believe this is 
due to companies equating 
engagement with a narrow 
focus on basic perks, such 
as free food. Such aspects 
could be an end outcome 
of  a colleague experi-

ence strategy. It does not 
supplant a holistic and long-
term approach to creating 
happy, loyal and productive 
colleagues. Thus, colleague 
engagement is a vital part 
of  the colleague experience, 
but it is not all encompass-
ing. At the heart of  it, an 
organization and its lead-
ership should prioritize 
its people, since colleagues 
enable strategies and deliver 
towards long-term value 
creation.

 If you want to improve 
your employee experience, 
productivity, wellbeing, and 
output, what should you do? 
Where do you start?

 We feel that colleagues 
are the backbone of  any 
successful company, that is 
why it is important to create 
a colleague experience that 
boosts productivity and 
colleague wellbeing. Build-
ing a colleague experience 
framework begins with an 
assessment of  colleagues’ 

We feel that 
colleagues are 
the backbone of 
any successful 
company, that is 
why it is impor-
tant to create a 
colleague experi-
ence that boosts 
productivity and 
colleague well-
being
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needs, considering their 
perspective and creat-
ing a personalized work-
place. This allows compa-
nies to understand what 
their colleagues require to 
feel fulfilled and develop a 
sense of  pride for being part 
of  an organization. Compa-
nies must break down every 
key touchpoint throughout 
the colleague's journey and 
weave the business strategy 
into its people strategy and 
colleague experience frame-
work to facilitate success.

date experience for all 
stakeholders and develop 
best-in-class leaders who 
will ensure colleague 
growth through perfor-
mance and development 
feedback. 

•	 Develop new ways of  
working to unlock enter-
prise value: Create an 
environment of  continu-
ous improvement, inno-
vation, agility and enter-
prise design where 
wellbeing is a focus for all 
colleagues.

brand eco-system, resulting 
in retaining and attracting 
talent. 

 How do people manag-
ers play a part in design-
ing employee-centric 
moments for employees?

 A colleague’s leader 
contributes in a large 
way to how the colleague 
perceives and experiences 
the organization. Lead-
ers are key stakehold-
ers in a colleague’s lifecy-
cle and their ownership 
of  colleague experience is 
central to driving a supe-
rior experience. At Amer-
ican Express, we empha-
size growing great leaders, 
who not only support team 
members but strive towards 
ensuring their well-being, 
development and growth. 
Our leaders ‘walk the 
talk’ and have the back of  
our colleagues every day, 
in every situation. They 
co-create colleague-centric 
solutions with HR for prac-
ticality and relevance.

 How is the gig econ-
omy redefining employee 
engagement and how can 
organizations incorporate 
this aspect into crafting a 
well-rounded employee 
experience?

 In today’s era, people 
no longer have fixed work 
schedules and they operate 
in a dynamic environment. 
This has given rise to a gig 
economy/ flexible working 
environment. HR manag-

Aiming at creating an 
enriching culture and 
productive workplace, our 
global vision for 2020 and 
beyond revolves around 
three strategic pillars:
•	 Delivering a great 

colleague experi-
ence: By creating an 
inclusive environment 
and integrating inclu-
sive leadership behav-
ior and diversity prac-
tices. We have designed 
products, processes 
and tools that revolve 
around colleagues, based-
on colleague data and 
insights.

•	 Growing the best talent: 
We aim to create a high-
quality, end-to-end candi-

 What are the advantages 
for companies investing 
in it? Does it help to retain 
talent?

 We believe that when 
colleagues’ feel a strong 
sense of  belonging with 
their organization, they 
choose to stay, grow and 
drive results. We are 
committed to providing 
our colleagues a variety of  
resources to support their 
overall wellbeing, whether 
it is physical, financial, 
psychological or social. Posi-
tioning colleagues as brand 
ambassadors also encour-
ages them to demonstrate 
their loyalty and pride for 
the organization. This helps 
build a strong employer 

HR managers today need to keep up 
and organizations need to be well-
versed with workforce requirements 
for shaping an evolved strategy in 
line with the organizational culture
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ers today need to keep up 
and organizations need to be 
well-versed with workforce 
requirements for shaping an 
evolved strategy in line with 
the organizational culture. 	
While crafting a well-
rounded colleague experi-
ence, the organization needs 
to gain a deeper understand-
ing of  their current and 

future requirements and 
needs. We find the work-
life fit that is best for them 
and the business and take a 
holistic approach to provide 
benefits beyond physical 
health to cover overall well-
being (physical, financial, 
emotional and social). 

 What are some chal-
lenges that HR managers 
face today with a distrib-
uted workforce, especially 
in terms of employee expe-
rience?

 HR strategies need to 
constantly evolve as per 
the changing trends and 

requirements of  the work-
force, especially in times 
like today. It requires a deep 
understanding of  the over-
all scenario and ensure the 
practices are in sync with 
the organization and in 
line with the needs of  the 
colleagues. Some of  the key 
challenges that HR manag-
ers face today include:

•	 Colleague development 
and engagement: Like 
most strategies, colleague 
development and engage-
ment doesn't happen over-
night. It requires a persis-
tent, intentional effort, 
along with a long-term 
plan, for it to take root 
and thrive. 

•	 Diversity in workplace: 
The requirements and 
needs of  the colleagues 
are likely to differ, neces-
sitating strategies that 
are inclusive and cater 
to varying needs. When 
we think of  diversity, we 
need to lead with the lens 

of  practicing inclusion 
across a diverse colleague 
base and varies working 
styles/arrangements.

•	 Changing environment: 
Developing experiences 
that are relevant for the 
colleagues as per the 
current trends and socio-
economic environment 
requires a constant touch 

It is every 
organization's 
responsibility to 
ensure that the 
colleagues lead 
a healthy and 
happy life as it 
directly impacts 
their quality of 
work, innovation 
and growth

with the external environ-
ment and best practices.

•	 Colleague retention: 
HR managers need to 
constantly work towards 
providing best of  services 
and solutions to the 
colleagues along with a 
holistic work and learn-
ing experience.

•	 Wellbeing of  the 
colleagues: It is every 
organization's respon-
sibility to ensure that 
the colleagues lead a 
healthy and happy life as 
it directly impacts their 
quality of  work, innova-
tion and growth. 
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Build 
learnings 
from the 
pandemic into 
organizational 
memory: 
Shreya 
Bhagwanth
Shreya Bhagwanth, Head 
of Human Resources for 
the India region at 3M, in an 
exclusive conversation with 
People Matters, talks about 
the company’s efforts to 
stabilize business, translating 
organizational culture into a 
digital culture and etching 
learnings from the pandemic 
into organizational memory
By Bhavna Sarin

Shreya Bhagwanth, 
Head of  Human 
Resources for the India 

region at 3M, is an experi-
enced HR Leader with exper-
tise in the areas of  strategic 
business partnering, driving 
change, leadership develop-
ment, talent management, 
development frameworks, 
HR strategy formulation, 
career frameworks, diversity 
& inclusion, and employer 
brand management. Her 
previous stints include 
multiple roles in companies 
including Hindustan Unile-
ver Limited, People Insight, 
Aditya Birla Group, and 
Siemens.

In an exclusive interview 
with People Matters, Shreya 
discusses the importance 
of  consistent leadership 
communication, the bene-
fits of  having strong rooted 
cultural pillars and stabiliz-
ing business and employee 
experience amid COVID-19.

Here are excerpts of  the 
interview.

 As an industry leader 
with over two decades 
of experience across 
consumer goods, consult-
ing, mining, electronics, and 
industrial engineering, what 
was the best experience you 
had as an employee? Which 
is that one experience that 
stands out for you?

 There are two experi-
ences which stand out for 
me. I started my career 
with Hindustan Lever. 
After completing my train-

ing, I was given independ-
ent responsibility as HR 
Manager in a manufactur-
ing plant. The company was 
true to its employer brand 
of  giving large and conse-
quential responsibilities to 
young managers. It stayed 
true across other assign-
ments and was career defin-
ing. 

The other experience that 
I will call out is in 3M - my 
current organization. The 
response of  leadership of  
3M to the global COVID-19 
situation, as a provider of  
personal safety solutions 
and as an employer has been 
outstanding. I could not be 
prouder of  working in an 
organization that prior-
itizes people - our employ-
ees, healthcare workers and 
the general public, above 
all. Times like these are the 
ultimate test for leadership 
in organizations and reveal 
true character. This expe-
rience has reinforced my 

Employee expe-
rience is rooted 
in the organi-
zation culture. 
Any attempt to 
address the 
employee experi-
ence without the 
corresponding 
sync with culture 
will have limited 
and short-term 
impact
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desire to contribute to the 
organization.

 What according to you is 
more rewarding to build a 
great employee experience 
- consistency or scale? In 
other words, do little things 
everyday make a bigger 
difference or large-scale 
initiatives every once in a 
while?

 It is the “Daily” that 
matters. The small little 
things that are reiterated 

and reinforced regularly. 
For example, 3M focuses 
on “Respectful Workplace” 
being the cornerstone of  
how employees deal with 
each other, even in difficult, 
challenging times. What 
matters here is the consist-
ency of  experience day after 
day, across locations, busi-
nesses, people managers, 
hierarchies and geogra-
phies. Consistency of  this 
employee experience repre-
sents the underlying culture 

of  the organization. It does 
not need to be explained 
and it speaks for itself. 
Employees see through 
“Flavour of  the Month” 
initiatives which reflect in 
the short term only.

 Can you share an exam-
ple of an employee expe-
rience issue that you 
encountered? How did 
you approach it, what were 
the measures you under-
took and what was the 
outcome?

 3M in India has estab-
lished a strong process for 
performance management 
for our technical associ-
ates (blue collar employ-
ees). During 2019, the HR 
and manufacturing teams 
worked closely together 
to strengthen this process 
with the intention of  
enhancing their employee 
experience. We did some 
brainstorming, created 
templates with greater 
detail, strengthened the 
midterm feedback process 
and enhanced supervisor 
training for this process 
across our manufacturing 
plants. The EPR process is 
key to our employee expe-
rience for the TA cadre. 
It is important to 3M that 
we spend similar time and 
energy across employee 
groups for this critical 
process. It is also reflected 
in our signature Learning 
program - ACT - Associ-
ates Contributing Together 
- which we run at our shop 

Culture Pillars like - customer 
centricity, collaboration, agility 
when strongly established in the 
organization both facilitate and are 
replicable to a virtual environment. 
Consistent and clear leadership 
communication reinforcing the 
culture pillars and sharing success 
stories around them goes a long way 
to reinforce this digitally
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floor. We were delighted to 
complete coverage across 
all our manufacturing units 
last year. We are now work-
ing on Version 2.0 of  this 
program. Consistent focus 
on our TA employee experi-
ence and shop floor culture 
has enabled us to run our 
manufacturing operations 
for respirators and sanitiz-
ers with great engagement 
and dedication from the 
employees, even in these 
challenging times.

 Employee experience 
is often replaced with 
employee engagement. To 
what extent do you think 
they overlap, and on what 
levels are they different?

 I look at it as a virtuous 
cycle - the stronger and more 
consistent the employee 
experience, the greater is 
the employee engagement. 
An engaged workforce feeds 

into employee experience 
and swift addressing of  
outliers. Different sides of  
the coin - rather than differ-
ent processes. Traditional 
models of  employee engage-
ment have often captured it 
as the discretionary extra 
which employees bring to 
work, even if  they don’t have 
to. In today’s world, I will 
take it a step further, it also 
connects to advocacy - for 
the organization. Employee 
Experience - consistently 
curated and felt across the 
entire employee life cycle, 
becomes a crucial enabler in 
this process.

 As a leader, what have 
you observed as some of the 
biggest challenges in repli-
cating successful employee 
experience practices?

 Employee Experience 
is rooted in the organiza-
tion culture. Any attempt 

to address the employee 
experience without the 
corresponding sync with 
culture will have limited 
and short-term impact. 
An additional challenge 
is the capability of  People 
Managers. Notwithstand-
ing the best laid processes 
and standards set out by 
an organization, the key to 
the employee experience 
is the role of  the super-
visor / people manager. 
We have multiple touch-
points and programs with 
People Managers to ensure 
common understanding and 
execution of  the employee 
experience.

 With the entire world 
and the way it works 
being shaken up by the 
outbreak of COVID-19, 
what can organizations do 
to translate the organiza-
tional culture into a digital 
culture, as they are forced 
to undertake the biggest 
remote working experi-
ment of all time?

 Digital and virtual collab-
oration tools exist and are 
available across organi-
zations. The mindset in 
the organization and lead-
ers is key. Culture Pillars 
like - customer centric-
ity, collaboration, agility 
when strongly established 
in the organization both 
facilitate and are replica-
ble to a virtual environ-
ment. Consistent and clear 
leadership communica-
tion reinforcing the culture 
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pillars and sharing success 
stories around them goes 
a long way to reinforce 
this digitally. Establishing 
new archetypes and role 
models and celebrating their 
success is necessary.

 What are some key 
factors organizations must 
keep in mind to ensure a 
seamless experience for 
employees as they work 
remotely?

 Organization cultures 
that place a premium of  
inclusion make this shift 
to remote working seam-
lessly. Leadership commu-
nication - to ensure there 
is consistency and clarity 
of  messaging across the 
organization reinforces the 
employee experience and 
builds trust in the organiza-
tion. Performance evalua-
tion processes that advocate 
scheduled check-ins enable 
greater trust and commu-
nication in the remote 
working times. Ensuring 
equitable access to informa-
tion is also key – whether 
internal job postings, or 
development programs or 
customer related informa-
tion on Salesforce or other 
internal portals. Employees 
must feel empowered in the 
remote working zone, not 
constrained and cramped. 
A part of  the sales work-
force in most organizations 
is used to working remotely. 
The challenge is to upskill 
employees and team lead-
ers who are not used to it. A 

focus on wellness programs 
- emotional / mental - enable 
employees to deal with the 
ambiguity and stresses of  
working remotely. Tool-
kits for team leaders to 
manage their remote teams 
is another enabler. Self  care 
tips for employees to prior-
itize their own health and 
wellbeing is important. Ulti-
mately, the organization can 
provide a menu of  options 
as facilitators. We must 
recognize that employees 
will pick and choose what 
works for them in their indi-
vidual context.

 2020 began with a lot of 
enthusiasm towards trends 
that were predicted to rule 
the world of work this year. 
However, the last three 
months have been nothing 
short of disruption, shocks 
and finding ways to sustain 
both business and life. What 

are you doing at 3M, both 
across the globe and at 
regional levels to stabilize 
the situation for business 
and employees?

 The COVID-19 pandemic 
has indeed created a new 
reality for the world. At 3M, 
our highest priority is the 
safety of  our people and 
the public. We are commit-
ted to supporting public 
health and government 
response to the outbreak. 
Global demand for supplies 
used to help protect people 
and prevent the spread of  
illness, such as respira-
tors, is currently exceed-
ing supply. 3M is increasing 
output by 40% globally. In 
the US we are working shifts 
24/7 utilizing our surge 
capacity for their market. In 
India too we have increased 
production of  our masks 
and respirators by working 
closely with our suppliers 
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to understand how COVID-
19 will affect their ability to 
serve our requirements on 
near and long-term conti-
nuity of  supplies. We also 
work with our raw material 
suppliers, many of  whom 
are in Europe and Korea, 
to ensure an uninterrupted 
production of  masks at our 
plant in India.

During the lockdown we 
are getting excellent support 
from government agencies 
both at the State and Central 
level to ensure unfettered 
movement of  essential 
commodities. Our plant 
employees have been work-
ing throughout this time 
on high production output 
of  masks and sanitizers. 
3Mers in India and around 
the globe are committed 
to the global initiatives to 

A new normal 
will emerge post 

the immediate 
challenges 

both in business 
and ways of 

working - agile 
mindset is key and 

early adopters 
will lead the 
way here. The 

Learnings from 
the pandemic 

challenges must 
be built into 

organizational 
memory

flatten the COVID-19 curve. 
We always had an engaged 
virtual learning calendar 
and we have dialed it up 
significantly in the last few 
weeks. Performance every-
day - our new performance 
system, enables better 
connect between employee 
and supervisor both real 
time and in the virtual 
format. Our Asia leader-
ship just launched a self-
development challenge to 
encourage employees to seek 
personal and professional 
development in these times. 
Working the job from home 
includes video calls, with 
kids, spouses, pets making 
appearances to reduce any 
feelings of  disconnect and 
isolation. We are build-
ing fun friday communica-
tions and much more to stay 
connected with and engage 
our workforce.

 What is your message for 
global leaders as they strive 

to combat the circum-
stances the pandemic has 
led to?

 Prioritize people over 
business. A new normal 
will emerge post the 
immediate challenges both 
in business and ways of  
working - agile mindset 
is key and early adopters 
will lead the way here. 
The Learnings from the 
pandemic challenges must 
be built into organizational 
memory. It is important 
not to fall back to some of  
the “bad habits” that we 
see today in our ways or 
working. Always have the 
BCP/ BRP plans updated 
and ready. The last few 
weeks have reflected 
how important they are. 
Build the growth mindset 
muscle. We will then use 
this opportunity to get 
better. Lastly but most 
important, stay authentic 
in interactions with all 
stakeholders. 



106 | may 2020

s
p

e
c

i
a

l
 

s
t

o
r

y

Employee 
Experience 
Design: How
to make it 
boundaryless
There's a need to build trust 
– that is the cornerstone of 
delivering a great employee 
experience. Here’s what you 
should know about improving 
workplace experience
By Abhijit Bhaduri

When a human 
insight is translated 
to generate a posi-

tive emotion in someone, it 
is an experience. Technol-
ogy is just the enabler that 
makes it personal.

Insight plus technology
The walls of  the Seonreung 
subway station in down-
town Seoul came to life in 
2011 with virtual displays of  
over 500 of  the most popu-

lar products with barcodes, 
which Tesco customers could 
scan using the app on their 
smartphones and get deliv-
ered right to their doorstep. 
South Koreans have amongst 
the longest working hours 
in the world, with young, 
upwardly mobile executives 
often too busy to go shopping 
for groceries at a traditional 
store. That insight, when 
combined with technology, 
created the magic.

Digital assets can be tangi-
ble, like servers, routers, 
online-purchasing platforms, 
etc. The larger value comes 
from intangible assets. That 
could be the proprietary 
designs that create digi-
tal experiences; the digital 
capture of  user behavior, 
contributions, and social 
profiles, etc. In the digital 
world, intangibles can make 
up more than 60% of  the 
firm’s value. We clearly know 
how to design customer expe-
riences. Why can’t the same 
understanding drive crea-
tion of  great employee expe-
riences too? Firms that are 
known for great employee 
experiences are four times 
more profitable and make 
twice the average revenue 
per employee. 

What does great 
Employee Experience 
(EX) look like?
To begin with, it is based 
on the same principles as 
Customer Experience (CX). 
A good quality product sold 
at the right price is just the 

start; a great experience goes 
on to create a pull. It could 
be that it simplifies things 
or makes something aspira-
tional available, something 
more than what is expected. 
 
Trust is the foundation 
of all EX
Do the employees trust the 
intent of  the leaders? With-
out trust, even the best of  EX 
designs will be looked at with 
suspicion. Is the leader fair? 
Does the leader have integ-
rity? The biggest element 
for great EX is to co-create 
it. The company’s policies 
reflect the assumptions 
the employer has about the 
employees. When Netflix said 
they offered unlimited vaca-
tion, they said the employee 
could be trusted not to 
misuse it. The same organi-
zations that said they did not 
believe in a work-from-home 
policy are now discouraging 
employees from coming to 
work given the coronavirus 
threat. Offices that relied on 
biometric attendance logging 
had to do away with attend-
ance tracking to prevent 
spreading the virus through 

We clearly 
know how to 
design customer 
experiences. Why 
can’t the same 
understanding 
drive creation of 
great employee 
experiences too?
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Truth and 
candor are the 
by-products of 
psychological 
safety and trust

these fingerprint scanners. 
Maybe marking attendance 
is a ritual that we can drop 
since we expect people to 
respond to calls and emails 
even after office hours. That 
would be fair.

Do employees who work 
from home get rated and 
rewarded at par with those 
in the office every day? Is 
there gender pay parity? 
Are people with a disability 
or transgender employees 
given the same opportuni-
ties for going to conferences 
and career options as the 
rest? Trust generates posi-
tive intent in everyone. 
When a departing employee 
refuses to divulge the name 
of  the prospective employer, 
it is a clear indication that 
there is no trust between the 
employer and the employees. 
Any exit interview post that 
interaction is a farce. The 
departing employee is going 
to play it safe and not tell 
you what you don’t wish to 
hear. Truth and candor are 
the by-products of  psycho-
logical safety and trust.

Separate me from a 
demographic cluster
A 25-year-old once told me, 
“I am sick of  these generali-
zations about millennials. It 
stops people from knowing 
how I am similar to other 
25-year-olds but also how I 
am unlike any other millen-
nials.” Very often, our stere-
otypes about demographic 
clusters can limit us from 
designing EX that connects 

was to make every parent 
feel that their child was 
special. Having bots answer 
queries may be a smart way 
to address employees. Until 
the bot is up and running, 
the employee answering 
every query with a smile. 
Human beings have an 
amazing ability to sniff  out 
a fake smile from a genuine 
one.

What would be a six-
star experience?
Airbnb often asks custom-
ers what they would define 
as a five-star experience. 
Then they ask what needs 
to be added to the five-star 
experience to deliver a six-
star experience. Just when 
the customer has run out of  
ideas, they are asked what 
would turn the six-star expe-
rience to a seven-star experi-
ence. That could be a great 
model to design a great EX 
in your organization. Maybe 
you could start by asking 
whether the experience 
design would be limited to 
the “employee” or if  it could 
encompass contractors, free-
lancers, alumni, and even 
candidates. As one employee 
had told me once, “Just for 
one day, can I be treated the 
way the CEO is treated?” 
That may be the organiza-
tion’s equivalence of  seven-
star employee experience. 

Abhijit Bhaduri is a coach, 
columnist, and illustrator. He is 
the author of the upcoming book 
Dreamers & Unicorns. You can follow 
him @AbhijitBhaduri

to the very group we are 
trying to reach. 

Algorithms are often 
good at matching a candi-
date pool to the job descrip-
tion in an ad. I have often 
hired people who may not 
have met the requirements 
of  educational qualification 
etc. but excelled because of  
their sheer determination 
to succeed. When machines 
identify traffic violations, 
they may not make an 
exception to the mother, 
who is trying to make sure 
her child is not late for 
the exam. Justice is better 
done by machines. Humans 
understand mercy. 

When the organization 
gives the new hire a loan 
(that he or she was not eligi-
ble for), to tide over a life 
event, it creates a great EX 
not just for the beneficiary 
but even for the rest of  the 
employees. A famous pedia-
trician told me that the trick 



With COVID-19 pandemic quickly 	
re-prioritizing the employee expectations, 
delivering on the promise of great 
employee experience will be a key 
differentiator for organizations
By Anushree Sharma
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Solving the
employee 
experience 
conundrum
People Matters and  
SAP SuccessFactors research
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In an attempt to help businesses 
design employee experience thought-
fully in the times of turbulence, 
People Matters in partnership with 
SAP SuccessFactors brings to you the 
research, “Mind the gap: 2020 Outlook 
for Employee Experience”
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T
oday’s workforce 
is experiencing a 
turbulent uncer-
tain times. A global 

health crisis has exacer-
bated an already dynamic 
and volatile environment 
for both workers and compa-
nies. Unforeseen changes to 
the workplace, remote work, 
and heightened pressure 
to deliver under challeng-
ing conditions are just some 
of  the obstacles that enter-
prises and their employees 
are facing. 

Business operations today 
are all about continuity amid 
the crisis. But are organi-
zations ready? Are corpo-
rate clients fully prepared to 
leverage flexible work as a 
strategic approach to miti-
gating risk?

Albert Einstein once 
observed that our most 
significant problems cannot 
be solved at the same level of  
thinking at which they were 
created. The global outbreak 
of  COVID-19 presents a 
significant problem. 

However, amid the vola-
tility, uncertainty, complex-
ity and ambiguity, lies the 
hidden opportunity for us: 
Technology. Technology is 
playing an integral role in 
determining the success 
of  the new ways of  work-
ing and is revolutionizing 
employee experience.

experience thoughtfully in 
the times of  turbulence, 
People Matters in partner-
ship with SAP Success-
Factors brings to you the 
research, “Mind the gap: 
2020 Outlook for Employee 
Experience”.

The COVID-19 pandemic 
has quickly re-prioritized 

In this new reality, where 
predicting the future is 
beyond our reach, leaders 
need to think differently 
about their role in creating 
and maintaining employee 
experiences. 

In an attempt to help busi-
nesses design employee 

employee expectations. 
Today, employees need to 
have access to digital tools 
and technologies to get 
work done, they also need 
a supportive workplace 
culture to help them navi-
gate new business realities. 
Delivering on the promise of  
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Industry
Small and  

Medium-sized 
Business

Public Sector Units

Indian Company

Multinational Company

42%

Startups4%
10%

6%

38%

Demographics

Unique Indian 
Companies

509
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great employee experience 
will be a key differentiator.

Mind the gap: Bridging the 
employee experience gap, a 
research by People Matters 
and SAP SuccessFactors 
measures the current state 
of  the employee experience 
in Indian organizations. 
The survey was conducted 
across India which captured 

the responses from 509 
unique companies from 
different industries and 
employee size.

While conducting this 
research, we aimed at under-
standing the three ques-
tions:
•	 What is the current state 

of  the employee experi-
ence in India

•	 What are the opportunity 
areas in different aspects 
of  life cycle to enhance 
the experience

•	 Finally, how to meas-
ure the success of  your 
employee experience 
strategy
Here are some key 

insights from the report:

Importance, Readiness 
and Gaps
•	 Buy-in: 88% organizations 

shared that they receive 
great support from leader-
ship and have their buy-in 
to take employee experi-
ence priorities to business 
outcomes.

•	 Industry-wise readi-
ness to deliver a great 
employee experience 
across employee life-cycle: 
Banking: 3.72, Profes-
sional Services: 3.5, Life 
Sciences: 3.17, Consumer 
Products: 3.09, Automo-
bile: 2.87. 

Key Findings

Organizations 
prioritize employee 

experience as an 
important criteria 
while decoding 

to invest in an HR 
technology

Small & Medium 
enterprises 

prioritizes building 
an organizational 

culture where 
employees feel 

valued

Organizations have 
leadership buy- in 
to take employee 

experience priorities 
to business 
outcomes

Large enterprises/
MNCs employee 

experience priority 
for 2020 is to align 
HR strategy with 

business

Organizations 
shared that their HR 
team does not have 
the requisite skills 
& capabilities to 

achieve employee 
experience priorties

90% 66% 72% 53% 88%

EX as a driver to 
invest in HR Tech

2020 EX priorities for 
Large corporations

2020 EX priorities for 
small corporations

Gap in HR abilities  
to deliver on EX

Leadership buy-in for 
2020 EX priorities
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•	 Why is there a gap? 53% 
of  organizations shared 
that their HR team does 
not have the requisite 
skills & capabilities to 
achieve employee experi-
ence priorities. Embrac-
ing & Designing  EX: 
The awareness around 
embracing a culture of  EX 
is high, however, only 10 
% of  organizations have 
a culture that is tuned 
to implement actions 
required to achieve 
employee experience 
priorities in 2020.

Infrastructure, Tech & 
HR Operations
•	 90% of  organizations 

prioritize employee expe-
rience as an important 
criterion while deciding 
to invest in HR technol-
ogy. Technology emerged 

Importance, Readiness and Gaps
Industry-wise readiness 
to deliver a great employee experience across employee life-cycle:

3.72 3.5
3.17

3.09
2.87

5

4

3

2

1

On a scale of 1-5

Banking Professional 
Services

Life
Sciences

Consumer 
Products

Automobile

IMPORTANCE

WHY IS THERE A GAP ?

Leadership Buy-in:

HR Skills

Embracing & Designing EX: 
High on Awareness, low on 
the urgency

88%

53%

10%

88% organizations have 
their leadership buy-
in to take employee 
experience priorities to 
business outcomes.

53% of organizations 
shared that their HR team 
does not have the requi-
site skills & capabilities to 
achieve employee experi-
ence priorities.

Only 10 % of organiza-
tions have a culture 
that is tuned to imple-
ment actions required to 
achieve employee expe-
rience priorities in 2020.

as a critical means to 
enhance employee expe-
rience.  New communi-
cation, data collection, 
and feedback capabili-
ties are harnessing the 
power of  technology 
and culture initiatives 
to position employ-
ees as culture build-
ers. Through technol-
ogy, HR becomes less 
transactional and more 
human.

•	 Technology is an 
enabler for scale, 
consistency & effi-
ciency. A subpar experi-
ence can have a ripple 
effect across the organi-
zation, shaping every-
thing from how engaged 
people are to their 
enthusiasm for deliver-
ing a superior customer 
experience
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90% 83%

Infrastructure, Tech & HR Operations
90% of organizations 
prioritize employee 
experience as an 
important criterion 
while deciding to invest 
in HR technology.

Having the right tools/
technology can have a 
greater impact on ex

17%

10
9
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0

16% 13%

57%
70% 67%

26%
14% 20%

Location
(Accessibility)

16%

61%

22%

Technology
(Right tools)

Size
(Space)

Exposure (Visual/
acoustic prvacy)

0 to 4
(Does not have much impact)

5 to 8
(Imapacts EX)

9 to 10
(Impacts EX considerably)

world-class learner experi-
ence.

•	 Performance Manage-
ment: Measuring and 
Tracking Goal Progress, 
Ratings and KRA Assess-
ments, and Rewards 
Processes are the key 
areas that need more focus 

Key areas of HR func-
tions to improve EX
•	 TA: Throughout the talent 

acquisition process, the 
research disclosed that 
experience offered in 
the three areas of  talent 
acquisition is very criti-
cal: Interview Process, 

Selection Process, and 
Assessing the Candidate 
for Job Fit. 

•	 L&D: Appeal to a Multi-
generational Audience, 
Learner Engagement, and 
Learner Needs Identifica-
tion are the top opportu-
nity areas for designing a 

We believe that 
taking care of 
your teams, your 
people, your lead-
ers, will determine 
the extent to which 
each one of them 
will care for your 
customers and 
care for each other
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To download your exclusive copy 
of the People Matters and SAP 

SuccessFactors research, Mind the 
Gap: 2020 Outlook for Employee 

Experience, scan the QR code here.

Key areas of HR functions to improve EX
Talent Acquisition
•	 Interview process
•	 Selection process
•	 Assessing the candidate 

or job fit

Learning & Development
•	 Appeal to a multi-generational audience
•	 Learner engagement
•	 Learner needs identification

Performance  
Management
•	 Measuring and tracking goal 

progress
•	 Ratings and KRA assessments
•	  Rewards processes

HR Operations
•	 Communication process
•	 Process optimization
•	 Ease of use of technology solutions

How to measure EX?
Employee feedback is the most prevalent method among employers to measure employee 
experience across employee life-cycle:

62%
Talent Acquisition

79%
Performance Management

83%
Learning & Development

81%
HR Operations

in improving employee 
experience in perfor-
mance management.

•	 HR operations: Commu-
nication Process, Process 
Optimization, and Ease 
of  Use of  Technology 
Solutions are the key 
top opportunity areas of  
HR Operations that can 
improve the employee 
experience.

COVID-19 has taken all 
of  us by surprise, and the 
entire world is suddenly 

in a tizzy. Further, nobody 
knows how things will get 
from here or how long will it 
take. What matters is what 
you can do about it? What's 
in your area of  control? 
Employee Experience is!

We believe that taking 
care of  your teams, your 
people, your leaders, will 
determine the extent to 
which each one of  them 
will care for your custom-
ers and care for each other. 
"TRUST is at the core of  
building a genuinely authen-

tic employee experience. HR 
teams need to lead the way 
proactively - with speed, 
experimentation & authen-
ticity" 
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Introduction to 
People Analytics 
by Nadeem Khan 
and Dave Millner
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w When people write a book, they 
always worry about finding the 
right date and time to launch 
the book. Introduction to People 
Analytics has a great business 
case in the backdrop of the 
pandemic. This new scenario is 
the biggest reason for HR people 
to read this book
By Abhijit Bhaduri

People decisions are always 
difficult
The pandemic has affected every 
business and forced them to take 
decisions for which there has 
been no precedent. During these 
difficult times, Human Resource 
Departments have to make the 
toughest decisions that impact 
the employees. Many sectors like 
airlines, hotels, etc. have been at 
the frontline of  impact. Businesses 
have dropped by as much as 90 per-
cent to 100 percent in many cases. 
Think of  the decisions that have to 
be made that impact employees.

BOOK REVIEW

The pandemic has only acceler-
ated the pace of  decision making 
and complexity. This is when HR 
leaders can play the most strate-
gic and central role by the use of  
analytics. They can impact the 
bottom line of  the business with 
every decision.

Data or opinion: One of  the 
airlines announced up to 25 per-
cent pay cuts across the organi-
zation. The CEO is taking a 25 
percent pay cut, while his other 
senior colleagues would be tak-
ing a 20 percent hit in their sala-
ries. The cockpit crew members 
will be taking a 15 percent pay 
cut. The lowest bands have been 
spared pay cuts. In the absence of  
data-based decisions, every deci-
sion is an opinion or hunch. Ana-
lytics can help create alternative 
scenarios which can be predictive 
and have the best choices recom-
mended.

Projects of  strategic impor-
tance: Businesses had to ensure 
the employees could work from 
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With over 850,000 followers on social 
media, AbhijitBhaduri is one of the most 
followed authors on all things talent. His next 
book – Dreamers and Unicorns is due for 
release later this year.

home. What has been the impact 
of  this decision on productiv-
ity (and the bottom line)? Which 
managers have been able to keep 
the teams more engaged and have 
emerged ahead of  the pack? HR 
has to focus on putting its best 
people on projects that have stra-
tegic importance for the business. 

Predictions: Can the inter-
views predict which candidate 
will be the best fit for the role and 
who is most likely to succeed in 
the next role? Which people man-
agement practice has the greatest 
impact on performance? When 
teams are being formed, what 
is the best combination of  team 
members to be put together who 
can finish the project ahead of  
any other combination of  team 
members? 

Intangible assets
Over the past three decades, 80% 
of  the balance sheet is made up 
of  intangibles like workforce de-
ployment, organizational culture, 
innovation, talent brand, organi-
zational competence, knowhow, 
etc. The ability to draw insights 
based on performance data, 
demographic data, recruitment 
and retention data, skill data and 
opinion data, HR can provide val-
uable insights to business lead-
ers. This is the future that HR has 
been pushed toward because of  
the pandemic.

Quick take
If  you want to get a view of  how 
to move from data to information 
to knowledge, this book provides 

the road map. The world of  work 
has had a reset where HR as a 
function will be most impacted. 
They have a choice to take center 
stage or be a spectator. 

People decisions have been cre-
ated in a world where everyone 
is co-located in the workplace. 
Workplace rules, norms and 
regulation will have to be created 
for a workplace which is in every 
workers home. How do we build 
a people function that is relevant 
for this setting. HR will need to 
offer measures of  productivity, 
engagement and skills. 

Analytics can be a great con-
versation starter, because it is 
hard to argue with insights that 
are data-driven. This book can be 
a good read for everyone in HR. 
The line that stayed with me was, 
“HR will not be replaced by data 
analytics. But HR people who do 
not use data and analytics will be 
replaced by people who do.” 

This book can be a good read 
for everyone in HR. The line that 
stayed with me was, “HR will not 

be replaced by data analytics. But 
HR people who do not use data 

and analytics will be replaced by 
people who do”



 People Matters 
 30th April

 Online
  We live in a world of  
unprecedented transformation: 
Geopolitical, Economic and So-
cial. The #1 job for leaders to-
day is to ensure their organiza-
tions are not left behind in this 
era of  disruption. Technology 
has also infused a lot of  anxiety 
and is at an all-time high. Com-
panies are concerned about the 
well-being of  their people and 
are highly focused on creating 
a radically different experience 
for their people at work. People 
too are bringing different levels 
of  expectations to work- a place 
where they can learn, develop, 
grow and feel safe. 

 People Matters & 
DOOR International

 17th April 2020
 Online

  Accountability in 
business can, though, some-
times feel like an unattainable 
standard, a light at the end of  a 
very long and dark tunnel full 
of  business challenges and dis-
engaged employees that hinder 
the organization’s growth. In 
this webcast by People Matters 
and DOOR International South-
east Asia, Ricardo Lillo, CEO, 
DOOR International, Germany 
discussed the four Steps to ac-
countability: See It/Feedback 
Seeking; Own It/Psychological 
Ownership; Solve It/Creative 
Problem Solving and Do It/
Taking Effective Action.

Past Month's events
Staying connected when 
apart

People Matters Virtual 
Sessions: The roadmap to 
success in People Analytics

 People Matters & 
Workplace from Facebook

 29th April 2020
 Online

  The recent outbreak 
of  COVID-19 has shown just 
how important it is to main-
tain open lines of  communi-
cation with employees at all 
times. This is easier when 
businesses are connected. 
A 2018 Gallup study found 
that connected companies - 
ones that have high levels of  
employee engagement - are 
21 percent more profitable, 17 
percent more productive and 
have 40 more less staff  turno-
ver. In this webinar, Abby 
Guthkelch, Global Communi-
cations Solutions Lead, Work-
place from Facebook discussed 
the importance of  staying 
connected on a daily basis and 
various approaches to build-
ing a connected culture with a 
remote workforce.

 People Matters
 16th April 2020

 Online
  People Analytics 
employs data patterns to aid 
performance improvement and 
decision-making. Over the last 
decade, the world has seen the 
rise of  People Analytics as HR 
professionals have recognized 
its importance in the future of  
HR. In this session by Sola Osi-
noiki, Senior Director Global 
People Technology, Naspers, we 
deep-dived into understanding 
the roadmap to success in terms 
of  digital and human steps.

Managing employee 
experience in a high 
growth market

How positive accountabil-
ity can make employees 
happier at work

Kn


o
w

l
e

d
g

e
 +

 N
e

t
w

o
r

k
in

g
Kn


o

w
l

e
d

g
e

 +
 N

e
t

w
o

r
k

in
g

Faster, higher, stronger: 
Building a future-ready 
workforce

Myntra's transition into a 
remote work culture with 
greater employee experience

 People Matters
 23rd April 2020

 Online
  In today’s dynamical-
ly changing world, organiza-
tions need to go the extra mile 
to prepare employees for the 
future. This involves facing 
the fundamental challenges 
of  motivating employees, 
investing in them, and mak-
ing such programs scalable. 
In this virtual masterclass by 
Dean Tong, MD, Head Group 
HR, United Overseas Bank, 
discussed what it means to 
go the extra MILE to prepare 
employees for the future and 
how UOB has addressed the 
four fundamental questions/
challenges of  MILE through 
the Better U program.

 People Matters & 
Qualtrics

 14th April 2020
 Online

  In response to the 
uncertainties presented by 
COVID-19 and country-wide 
lockdown, companies have 
asked their employees to work 
remotely. People Matters in 
association with Qualtrics 
brings to you this live case 
study of  Myntra on how this 
e-commerce major is transi-
tioning successfully into the 
remote working culture by 
keeping its employee experi-
ence index high. 
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Upcoming events
Digital Transformation & 
Learning: Connecting the 
dots

Perspectives 2020 by 
SkillSoft & SumTotal

People Matters EX: A 
virtual conference

 People Matters & 
UpsideLMS

 5th May 2020
 Online

  If  we asked you 
what inspired your Digital 
Transformation - 1. CEO 2. 
CTO or 3. COVID-19, chances 
are we'll all be selecting the 
latter. That's not to say that 
a global pandemic has single 
handedly ushered in adoption 
of  digital tools and technolo-
gies for working, learning 
and doing, but it surely has 
set digital transformation in 
motion across industries and 
geographies at scale. It has also 
raised a pertinent question 
on our “readiness” to transi-
tion to digital “everything” 
and adapt to the new normal. 
The webcast will focus on the 
what, why and how of  Digital 
Transformation and relooking 
at organizational L&D from 
the POV of: Employee Develop-
ment, Change Management, 
Organizational Culture.

 SkillSoft & Sum-
Total

 13th May 2020
 Online

  Skillsoft and Sum-
Total Perspectives 2020, a 
virtual conference is a global 
digital experience that will 
run 24 hours live and follow 
the sun across four continents 
- beginning at 9 am AEST in 
Sydney, Australia, and ending 
the day at 4 pm PDT in San 
Francisco, CA. We’ve packed it 
with what you need to upskill 
and reskill for whatever your 
future holds. From world-class 
keynotes to thought-provoking 
panels and deep-dive product 
sessions. It’s completely free 
and available to all. Perspec-
tive virtual sessions will fill 
your screens and minds with 
live content. We’ll also feature 
product demo power work-
shops, panels on business con-
tinuity planning (yes, timely), 
as well as exclusive content 
and badges for learners that 
won’t be available anywhere 
else. Don’t miss it.

 People Matters 
 19th June 2020

 Online
  People Matters EX 
Virtual conference is a full-day 
event which will feature two 
virtual tracks and will take a 
deep dive into different aspects 
of  the EX with keynotes, case 
study sessions, panel discus-
sions, and dedicated virtual 
exhibition space for service 
providers to showcase their 
latest offerings. It will cover 
the foundations of  EX to maxi-
mize business success, accel-
erating the development of  
a consumer mindset to solv-
ing people & work challenges 
in order to attract and retain 
future talent, bolster produc-
tivity and ultimately build 
happier workplaces, which 
makes more business sense in 
the long run. So come, learn, 
interact, and network virtu-
ally with over 2500+ delegates 
and explore how EX translates 
in every decision in the talent 
strategy.
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Tackling a global crisis:  
Why language is critical

Blogosphere  
>> Upasna A Agarwal and Vineeta Dwivedi

The choice of words gains critical importance for leadership 
communication that has come into sharp focus as the COVID-19 
crisis looms large on the world

Language is only the 
instrument of  science, 
and words are but 

the signs of  ideas –Samuel 
Johnson.

Words are important. The 
"right” spoken words have 
energy and power that can 
create a united and hope-
ful world that is struggling 
to come to terms with an 
unprecedented crisis. 

The choice of  words, the 
language, gains critical 
importance for Leadership 
Communication that has 
come into sharp focus as the 
Covid-19 crisis looms large 
on the world. 

From the Queen of  
England to Presidents 
and Prime Ministers, 
from governments to local 
communities, world organi-
zations to local bodies, large 
corporates to small busi-
nesses, world leaders are 
taking to public platforms to 
address their countrymen as 

they deal with grief, finan-
cial pain and grave uncer-
tainty while also tasked with 
encouraging the morale of  
health professionals strug-
gling to control the impact 
of  the novel corona virus.

Words and language used 
by those in responsible posi-
tions is incredibly impor-
tant and can impact morale 
and motivation. It is also one 
of  the main sources of  prob-
lems, as means of  commu-
nication often break down 
or become overloaded in the 
midst of  a crisis.

Leaders’ speak
In a landscape-scale crisis 
like this, people’s minds 
turn first to their own 
survival and other basic 
needs, according to a recent 
report by McKinsey; crisis 
communication by leaders 
should be thoughtful, and 
frequent showing that lead-
ers are following the situ-
ation and adjusting their 
responses as they learn 
more.

Leader speech, the words 
and language used to 
communicate are a power-
ful medium [leader talk] to 
forge psychological connect 
with the individuals. This 
is especially critical during 
times of  crisis, such as 
today. Leaders are likely to 
feel impelled to be engaged, 
to be involved in decision 
making and communication 
about the situation—and 
perhaps to be (and be seen 
as) “in charge”, marshaling 

Words and 
language used by 
those in respon-
sible positions is 
incredibly impor-
tant and can 
impact morale 
and motivation
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If we can cut 225 words and remove 
both the image boxes then we can fit 

this article in 2 pages

empathetic language is key 
to connect with the audi-
ence. 

PM Modi’s use of  words of  
courage, acknowledgment 
and praise creates a connec-
tion with the public. Using 
words such as : “Corona 
is a fight between life and 
death; we have to win in 
this battle” applaud using 
“thank you”, ‘setting an 
example to the world’ ‘janta 
jandardan’ (public is God), 
forged the connect. 
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courage and showing direc-
tions.

A unique leadership 
communication model: 
Motivating language theory 
(ML) developed at Texas 
A&M International Univer-
sity, is an interesting frame-
work that provides a sche-
mata, a theory-in-use to 
demonstrate how leader-
to-follower speech can 
impact employee well-being 
employee performance, job 
satisfaction, and organiza-
tional outcomes.

ML identifies three kinds 
of  speech acts: (a) Direc-
tion-giving and uncertainty 
reducing language, those 
that reduce employee uncer-
tainty and increase his or 
her knowledge- how to do 
the task at hand by, for exam-
ple, giving easily under-
standable instructions, good 
definitions of  tasks, and 
detail on how performance 
will be evaluated.; (b) Empa-
thetic language or those 
that implicitly re-affirm the 
employee's sense of  self-
worth as a human being 
and; (c) Meaning-making 
language, that facilitate the 
employee's construction 
of  cognitive schemas and 
scripts, which will be used 
to guide the employee in his 
or her work. 

The three elements of  
ML when used in the right 
mix with the audience and 
context kept in mind can 
work as a great pep talk 
which may be the need of  
the hour for the beleaguered 

population of  countries; 
cloistered due to Covid-19 
lockdowns.

MLT in address to the 
nation 
In a crisis emergency like 
today, when large swathes of  
the country are at a stand-
still, lives have been turned 
upside down - our social 
interactions, our physical 
contact, even our walking 
around - simple things that 
we take for granted have 

changed when so many 
millions have been displaced 
and their livelihoods shat-
tered, the role of  a leader 
and his/her words cannot be 
underplayed .

A case in point is PM 
Narendra Modi’s recent 
speech. A study of  the 
speeches delivered by the 
PM indicates that all three 
elements (empathy, meaning 
making and direction giving 
elements) are included. In a 
crisis situation, first using 

Learnings for managers
Drawing from Motivation 
Language theory, recent 
ongoing research in India 
by Communication Faculty, 
Prof  Upasna A Agarwal of  
National Institute of  Indus-
trial Engineering and Prof  
Vineeta Dwivedi of  SP Jain 
Institute of  Management 
and Research of  over 300 
managers has found that the 
impact of  immediate super-
visory oral communication 
(direction giving, empa-
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thetic and meaning making) 
positively impacts subordi-
nate’s participation-Voice 
behavior, commitment as 
well as mental wellbeing.

Current developments 
and the ongoing research 
suggest the following as 
some of  the learnings:
1)	 Leaders, across domains 

need to be mindful of  
their speech type, since 
the ability to deliver 
an energizing talk can 
spurs employees to better 
performance is a prereq-
uisite.

2)	 Most winning formu-
las include ALL three 

Upasna A Agarwal is Associate 
Professor, Human Resource and 
Organziational Behaviour, National 
Institute of Industrial Engineering 
(NITIE).	
Vineeta Dwivedi is Assistant 
Professor, Business Communication 
and Head, Digital Communication 
at Bhavan’s S.P. Jain Institute of 
Management and Research (SPJIMR). 

key elements- direction 
giving, expressions of  
empathy, and meaning 
making, but the right 
mix will depend on the 
context and the audience.

3)	 A leader needs to know 
when and how to use 
which one the direc-
tion giving, empathy, 
and meaning making. In 
crisis situation, a leader 
needs to begin with 
empathy element “I can 
imagine what you must 
be going through. It is 
not easy and leaves one 
anxious”. This should be 
followed up with direc-

It is significant to note that leader’s 
language plays an important role 
in strategic communication that is 
integral to sustaining businesses in 
such troubled times

tion offering insight on 
a basic informational 
(uncertainty-reducing) 
content since people have 
been confronted with 
an unprecedented situ-
ation— “we don’t have 
a choice but to go for 
complete work stoppage 
and work from home 
till we hear next”. The 
speech needs to end with 
a meaning making—an 
emotional rallying cry 
that connects the stake-
holders to a bigger goal 
and leaves the group 
energized: “Fight against 
Corona is a fight between 
life and death; we have to 
win in this battle.

While in routine situa-
tions, leader’s speech and 
communication style may 
not need as much focus 
but in times of  an unprec-
edented world crisis like 
the Corona pandemic, 
this becomes critical. It 
is significant to note that 
leader’s language plays an 
important role in strate-
gic communication that is 
integral to sustaining busi-
nesses in such troubled 
times. 
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Real Time Compliance Management

www.scrum-system.com

     020 25281608 / 9326727467
labourworks@scrum-system.com

SAP is a registered trademark of SAP AG

There are many more compliances which can be 
handled in an offline mode as well. 

Labourworks™ is an Enterprise Contract Labour 
Management System which helps you streamline 
various processes using SPC Methodology™ . SPC 
Methodology™ are industry best practices in Security , 
Productivity & Compliances. Organizations have also 
observed up to 10%* cost reduction on Contractor 
billing by implementing SPC Methodology™. There are 
more than 350 installations of Labourworks™.

Please call on us today for a live demonstration...

Avoid non-compliances taking 
place than a post mortem 
after the damage is done.

Organizations have to adhere to many compliances 
under Labour Law , Factories act & similar laws. By 
implementing Labourworks you not only send advance 
Email/SMS  notice about a possible non-compliance 
likely to happen & give an opportunity to the contractor 
to take corrective actions. But if the corrective action is 
not taken in time then you can simply block the entry of 
the worker & avoid non-compliances from taking place 
in a real time mode.

Some of the compliances that can be implemented in 
real time mode are 

� Working without a weekly off
� Maximum work hours exceeded in a week
� Contractor Labour License expired 
� Labour License Capacity exceeded
� Medical Check up not done
� Induction training not completed
� Work Order expired 
� Work Order Capacity exceeded
� Female worker entry during night shift 
� Debarred  worker entry
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TACKLING 
CHALLENGES 
IN BUSINESS 
CONTINUITY

Learn for Free from Skillsoft Business Continuity 
Complimentary Training Videos to Deal with 
COVID-19 Pandemic:
        24 high-quality content videos
        80 mins of learning

W A T C H .       R E A D .       L I S T E N .       P R A C T I C E .

 India@skillsoft.com      
+91 91007 88993  |  +91 40 6695 0000
 skillsoft.com

Popular courses include:

•   NFPA 1600 BCP

•   NFPA 1600 Disaster/Emergency Mgmt

•   Emergency and Disaster Preparedness

•   Infectious Diseases

•   Pandemic Flu Awareness

•   Infectious Disease Impact

Skillsoft published a     
Business Continuity 
channel into Percipio, 
an intelligent learning 
experience platform, to 
help leaders and their 
employees adapt during 
this difficult time.
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