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W ith all the data, technology and 
connectivity that defines the 
world in which we currently 

live, how is it that almost no one saw the 
COVID-19 crisis coming.

There were plenty of warnings. News of 
a new and potentially dangerous virus in 
China broke late last year. As we headed 
into the New Year, epidemiologists and 
public health officials around the world 
waved red flags and advised governments 
and businesses alike to prepare.

I have worked extensively over my career 
studying crisis management and helping 
to plan responses for public health 
emergencies, including an Ebola outbreak 
in Sierra Leone. What I have learned 
through those experiences is that human 
beings tend to dismiss warnings of future 
trouble and ignore calls to prepare. 

In short, we have trouble accepting that a 
crisis is real until it is already upon us.

We have clearly missed our chance to 
prepare for COVID-19. However, that does 
not mean we cannot learn important 
lessons from this crisis and apply them 
to future challenges. I am very confident 
we will use this crisis as an opportunity 
to improve and enhance our lives and, in 
particular, the way we work.

How today’s crisis can 
become tomorrow’s 
opportunities—at warp 
speed
Ricardo Vargas, Executive Director, Brightline™ Initiative

For years, business advisors and 
consultants have emphasized the need to 
be creative, nimble, agile and adaptable, 
to get out ahead of the technology curve. 
Some have heeded that advice but many 
more have essentially taken the same 
approach used in the prelude to the 
pandemic: acknowledge the need to 
adapt but maintain a business-as-usual 
posture. 

If there is one positive thing that may 
come from the COVID-19 crisis, it is a 
global acknowledgement that we can no 
longer be complacent. Our very survival 
is at stake. In other words, we need to re-
invent our businesses and ourselves, and 
we need to do it at lightning speed. 

The COVID-19 crisis will convince many 
organizations to view and manage risk 
differently, to forecast and plan differently, 
and to act decisively on things we know 
we need to do before it’s forced upon us.

Although it started as primarily a 
public health emergency, COVID-19 has 
developed into a threat that has impacted 
all our lives on multiple levels. It has 
crippled certain industries, while creating 
new and unprecedented opportunities 
for others. It has changed the very nature 
of work, particularly when, where and 
how we perform our jobs. Before it is 

“We need to re-invent 
our businesses 
and ourselves, and 
we need to do it at 
lightning speed.” 

Ricardo Vargas
Executive Director
Brightline™ Initiative



 3 • TRANSFORMATION INSIGHTS • APRIL 2020 lhh.com/transformation-insights 

over, it may very well reframe our very 
understanding of livelihood and quality 
of life.

What kinds of things can we look for? I’ll 
share what I think it means for the future.

COVID-19 is accelerating business 
transformation 

Before the pandemic, all kinds of 
organizations were pursuing business 
or workforce transformations to meet 
future challenges and opportunities. 
Unfortunately, many of these companies 
were taking a very long time to enact 
change. And even when they did, they 
were reluctant to go all in, leaving them 
in limbo: neither the same as they were 
nor different enough to really move 
into the future. Many organizations had 
acknowledged the need to “transform” but 
just hadn’t gotten around to it.

After the pandemic, we will see many 
more businesses fully embrace rapid, 
urgent transformation. They are learning 
how to do this purely as a matter of 
survival. We have already seen this in 
some industries like hospitality and 

healthcare. Social distancing meant that 
many restaurants went from being fully 
booked to completely empty. Undeterred, 
many began re-tooling their operations 
to focus solely on pick-up or delivery 
service. They were aided significantly in 
this transformation by companies that 
provide meal delivery on demand. In order 
to protect patients seeking medical advice 
or treatment, healthcare systems are 
pushing people to telemedicine options 
to limit human-to-human contact. Patient 
traffic to telehealth services is surging. 
Telemedicine app Amwell experienced a 
158% increase since the virus hit. The shift 
to telemedicine is poised to dramatically 
impact the healthcare industry, creating 
new opportunities. Other organizations 
in other sectors of the economy are being 
forced to adopt similar changes, and it will 
change the world of work forever.

The great work-from-home experiment 
is transforming company cultures

 Before the pandemic, many organizations 
were ambivalent about the idea of their 
employees working from home. Some 
considered the idea of virtual work taboo, 

clinging to outdated concerns about 
diminished productivity. There were also 
concerns about a lack of creative critical 
mass if key talent was not concentrated 
in the same office environment. Despite 
a clear and compelling business case to 
move to a virtual environment, employers 
resisted this trend fearing that it would 
erode company culture.

Millions of workers around the world are 
now working from home for the first time. 
They are being required to adapt to a new 
environment, work with new tools and 
learn new ways to work—overnight. Many 
employees want to, and can, work from 
home at least some of the time. Research 
from Gallup shows that 43% of employees 
in the US already work remotely. This 
number is set to increase as COVID-19 
accelerates the move to virtual. But 
organizations need to understand that the 
move to remote isn’t smooth and requires 
new behaviors and skills to ensure 
creativity, engagement and productivity 
don’t lag. 

You can expect that many of the workers 
who were sent home to control the 
spread of the virus will be pressing to 
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keep the experiment going post pandemic. 
That could mean seismic changes in 
employment contracts and remuneration, 
urban planning, as fewer people commute 
each day, and commercial real estate, as 
businesses look to invest less in office 
space and more in products and services.

The next major iteration of 
e-commerce

Before the pandemic, e-commerce had 
been growing in value and reach for 
years, accounting for 16% of total retail 
purchases in 2019. However, with the 
implementation of social distancing, 
consumer behavior is shifting rapidly. Not 
only are we seeing a huge lift to online 
grocery shopping, but other categories 
are seeing increases as well. In fact, a 
recent survey by Red Points found that 
nearly half of consumers are more likely to 
make retail purchases online because of 
coronavirus fears.

With e-commerce on the rise, companies 
are looking for new ways to boost online 
sales, while those companies that haven’t 
made the shift will need to pivot quickly 
if they want to survive. This is leading to 
new investments in online advertising, 
technology, automation and fulfillment. 
The future of businesses built on bricks 
and mortar storefronts will be severely 
tested after the world sees just how much 
it can accomplish with a click and a credit 
card.

A re-invention of the workforce as an 
agile resource, not just a cost

Before the pandemic, the world was 
suffering through an unprecedented 
shortage of skilled talent. Unemployment 
rates in almost every region were at 
historic low levels. The future of economic 
growth was in doubt largely because 
employers—who had always relied on the 
open labor market to meet talent needs—
could not find the right people with the 
right skills. 

After the pandemic, there will be a 
new and largely overdue emphasis on 
preparing today’s workforce for future 
skill demands. There will be more work 
done to identify those employees who 
are most agile and most open to learning. 
Organizations will invest much more 
heavily in creating an agile workforce, 
developing their people—embracing 
virtual learning options—so that they 
can pivot quickly and move smoothly 
into various roles within the organization. 
Even as we suffer through the economic 
lockdown that comes with the pandemic, 
now is one of the best times to develop 
workers, build new skills and prepare 
them for the post-pandemic world.

The human and economic toll from the 
pandemic is one of the most profound 
examples testing our ability to plan, 
prepare and change to meet a new 
challenge. Lives will be lost. Entire 
industries may be left in ruin. In some 

cases, it would have been impossible to 
avoid the devastation. In many others, 
however, the magnitude of suffering will 
be directly proportionate to the absence 
of effective preparedness, readiness and 
response.

We can build a better world out of this. I 
know this because, simply put, we have 
to. There is no other choice. Any efforts 
we make to simply return to life “as usual” 
before the pandemic will only exacerbate 
our suffering when the next crisis comes.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has turned 
the world on its head. It’s clear that 
leaders need to step up and act 

quickly to find new ways of doing business. 
There is much we don’t know about what 
happens next; but what we do know is 
that outdated leadership approaches 
won’t work in this new world.

There is no escaping the painful truth 
that going into this pandemic, leadership 
was not where it should be. We’re still 
stuck in outmoded mindsets, re-enforced 
by outdated development models. Our 
leaders are not resilient enough, not 
creative enough and not inspiring enough. 
The consequences of bad leadership are 
starkly evident.

A 2016 Gallup survey found that 82 
percent of managers are ineffective 
at leading people. This pairs well with 

COVID-19 is shining a light 
on leadership: here’s how it 
needs to evolve 
Transformation Insights

another often-cited Gallup survey that 
found half of all people who voluntarily 
left a job did so to get away from a bad 
manager.

Leaders are not unaware of their 
shortcomings. A 2019 Gartner survey of 
2,800 business leaders found that only half 
believe they are “well-equipped to lead 
their organization into the future.”

The arrival of the pandemic is now shining 
a harsh light on leadership shortfalls and 
where leaders need to improve.

Tomas Chamorro-Premuzic, a professor 
of business psychology at University 
College London and Columbia University, 
suggested that crises like the COVID-19 
pandemic make it much easier to identify 
bad leaders. “While poor leadership 
choices may go unpunished—or even 

unnoticed—when times are good 
(minimizing the potential damage that 
clueless leaders have on their groups and 
societies), bad times will not only expose, 
but also amplify, the harmful effects of 
incompetent leadership.”

A crisis can clarify the changes we need 
to make in leadership philosophy and 
application. If, as Chamorro-Premuzic 
noted, a crisis amplifies the harmful 
effects of weak leadership, then it should 
also help to identify the new approaches 
we need to take.

Let’s look at the outdated theories and 
approaches to leadership and how they 
need to evolve to address current and 
future challenges.
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Outdated Mindsets

Changing Mindsets

Change agile: Change is continuous and no longer 
defined as discrete “projects.” Change is now defined as 
a state of constant, unrelenting transformation. Leaders 
need to be “change entrepreneurs” who constantly look 
for ways to improve themselves and their teams.

Change ready: Previously, we tried to develop leaders 
who were ready for change and gave them best practices 
in how to deal with it. This approach is exemplified by the 
multitude of models outlining change as a linear process 
to be managed through.

Emerging Non-Traditional Mindsets

Builds inclusion and psychological safety: The 
antidote to the top-down leader is the more humble 
“servant leader,” who sees their role as being there to 
serve the organization and create the conditions where 
everyone can bring their full potential to the table. In 
this model, everyone can challenge and be challenged 
These leaders ensure they are getting the most from their 
entire teams, not just the upper levels of the leadership 
hierarchy.

Leads through the hierarchy: In the past, we taught our 
leaders they should lead from the front. They learned that 
they needed to present themselves like a crusading knight 
on a horse, leading an army into battle. This leadership 
approach also relies heavily on chain of command, cutting 
off leaders at higher levels from those on the front lines. 
This erodes engagement and suffocates creativity.

Has learning mindset: Stanford University psychologist 
Carol Dweck tells us that good leaders should not be 
a know-it-all, but rather should aspire to be a learn-
it-all. This requires leaders to demonstrate confident 
uncertainty, where you admit things you don’t know and 
seek solutions from colleagues and the people you lead. 
It requires leaders to demonstrate equal measures of 
humility and expertise.

Has all the answers: Many of us still think that leaders 
must always be the smartest people in the room. 
Some embrace this idea believing that unless leaders 
demonstrate their skill and knowledge all the time, they 
cannot earn the confidence of the people they are leading. 
They ignore the fact that good ideas can and should be 
coming from all levels of an organization. 

External focus: If COVID-19 is teaching us anything, it 
is that the world will look profoundly different once the 
pandemic has eased. Leaders need to maintain a keen 
external view and be up to date on market, geopolitical 
and social trends and events that could impact the future 
of the organization.

Internal focus: Traditionally, a lot of our leaders’ time 
and energy is focused internally on running operational 
challenges. This can cut us off from all the things 
happening in the outside world—from market conditions 
to other current events and from new innovative 
approaches to problem solving. 
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Unfortunately, the current state of leadership in many organizations is not what is needed to survive this crisis. Will this crisis be the 
turning point that forces companies to jump start more effective leadership development? We have an opportunity to objectively 
assess the current state of our leadership and apply new behaviors that we already know work better.

A crisis can expose weak leaders. It can also inspire us to be better leaders.

Outdated Behaviors

Changing Behaviors

Embraces radical candor: In her book “Radical 
Candor,” Kim Scott outlines the dividends that come from 
balancing difficult conversations with genuine empathy. 
Leaders must always demonstrate that they care about 
their employees. But they must also confront mistakes 
and poor performance in a focused and purposeful way.

Gives regular feedback: In the past, leaders were told 
to provide feedback to employees without defining what 
kind of feedback. This led to static and unproductive 
interactions between manager and employee. Difficult 
or awkward performance issues were usually kept on the 
sidelines. This approach strips value from feedback. 

Emerging Non-Traditional Behaviors

Taps into the social movement: Smart leaders know 
that communication in organizations rarely flows through 
formal channels. They avoid top-down messaging and 
adopt a more grass-roots approach where leaders at 
all levels in the organization are empowered to share 
messages. This allows leaders to create a two-way 
conversation where information is exchanged in equal 
measure with feedback, unleashing the collective power 
of your team or organization. 

Favors top down communication: There was a time 
when leaders could fulfill all their communication 
responsibilities by posting a memo on the bulletin board 
with the hope that everybody read and understood the 
message. Information was shared only on a “need to 
know” basis and employees were reminded that they 
didn’t need to know everything. This creates skepticism 
and distrust.

Regular and dynamic performance conversations: 
Performance is not something you only think about twice 
a year. Performance conversations need to be more fluid 
and frequent. When you share observations about how 
people are doing in real time the people you lead can 
learn and improve themselves on a regular basis. 

Periodic and static performance conversations: Far 
too many organizations have a very two-dimensional 
approach to performance conversations. Many current 
performance management systems require one or two 
static conversations between leader and employee in a 
specified time frame. But many times, these conversations 
lack focus and purpose.

The best leaders know how to thrive: Leaders want 
to build a culture of well-being that drives engagement 
and productivity and balances effective prioritization 
of workload with looking after their own intellectual, 
emotional and physical health. Leaders who tend to all of 
these elements are much better placed to thrive and be 
successful. 

Busyness and long work hours as a badge of honor: 
Particularly in a crisis, traditional leadership models 
embrace the idea that results need to be achieved at any 
cost. As a result, leaders often trade their own health and 
well-being for organizational goals. 
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Chris Quin was facing the challenge of 
a lifetime.

As CEO of Foodstuffs North Island, New 
Zealand’s largest grocery retailer, Quin 
wanted to improve the overall leadership 
culture of this well-established co-
operative by making his leaders more 
accountable and more consistent across 
the span of this organization that is 
very geographically spread. This was 
particularly important for Quin at the 
store level, where leaders need to be 
able to make real-time decisions to meet 
customer needs and solve problems.

This was no simple challenge; Foodstuffs 
North Island is a co-operative, which along 
with sister-co-operative, Foodstuffs South 
Island, has over 600 owner-operated 
stores across multiple brands, employing 
collectively more than 40,000 people and 
grossing more than $8 billion NZ in annual 
revenues.

How do you impart leadership skills like 
accountability and consistency across 
an organization so large, so varied, and 
so geographically spread? There were no 

How to build a culture 
that holds leaders 
accountable
Alex Vincent, Ph.D., SVP, Global Teams Solutions, LHH

easy or obvious options available and that 
was a concern because, as Quin noted, 
leadership is the cerebral cortex of a high-
functioning retail chain.

“This is a 98-year-old organization that 
has enjoyed success for a very long 
time,” Quin said. “For the most part, we 
haven’t faced many serious challenges 
in the marketplace. But there are 
challenges coming along with a market 
transformation and for the most part, our 
leaders had not been tested in this kind of 
scenario.”

Online competition from Amazon and big-
box behemoths like Walmart and Costco 
have been transforming the retail grocery 
industry across the globe, although not yet 
established in New Zealand, it’s a matter 
of time before Foodstuffs has a global 
competitor. In this kind of environment, 
Quin said, it’s important to know that 
leaders are all on the same page and 
accountable for outcomes. It can prove 
especially difficult in a co-operative model 
where owner-operators are often very 
protective of the unique store cultures 
they’ve built. 

“These leaders 
will now be 
measured not only 
by bottom-line 
performance, but 
also on the degree 
to which they are 
collaborating with 
their peers and 
demonstrating 
accountability to 
direct reports.”

Chris Quin
CEO
Foodstuffs North Island
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“We have always strived to be the most 
customer-driven retailer in the world. But 
to do that consistently in all our stores, we 
need customer-driven leaders and store 
owners who are not only good at customer 
service but willing and able to use data to 
make decisions. Getting everyone to work 
together to accomplish these things is a 
challenge.”

Quin started by asking all his key leaders—
both in the co-operative support offices and 
supply chain—to pledge their commitment 
to better leadership through a formal 
contract. 

And not just any contract—The Leadership 
Contract—an LHH leadership development 
program based on Vince Molinaro’s New 
York Times bestselling book of the same 
name. In 2019, Quin brought Molinaro and 
his team to New Zealand to work directly 
with executives, support office and supply 
chain leaders and embed the principles of 
accountable leadership.

Quin said he was drawn to the four pillars of 
The Leadership Contract (TLC), which state: 

 ▶ Leadership is a decision—make it,

 ▶ Leadership is an obligation—step up,

 ▶ Leadership is hard work—show 
courage and resilience,

 ▶ And Leadership is a community—
collaborate.

Quin said The Leadership Contract terms 
were simple and elegant, making it easier to 
communicate across an organization with a 
co-operative structure. 

“Every organization struggles with developing 
good leaders,” Quin said. “You have 
reluctance, partial implementation, and 
passive acceptance, where people nod and 
grin at you and then don’t do what you’re 
asking them to do. That is a real challenge 
in a company with a co-operative structure, 

where you don’t necessarily employ a 
command-and-control approach. The 
Leadership Contract ensures we’re all 
operating on the same page.”

TLC rolled out on a number of different 
streams into the Foodstuffs North Island 
leadership hierarchy. Work was done 
with the support office executive team to 
ensure they were all on board. Molinaro 
then travelled to New Zealand to deliver 
a keynote address to leaders and store 
owners. Finally, the workshops were 
organized to embed the four pillars of 
TLC, while HR pledged to create metrics to 
measure the outcomes.

Quin said he was keenly aware that one 
of the biggest weaknesses of leadership 
development programs is that participants 
can be too passive or even reluctant to 
implement new strategies and behaviors. 

“Partial implementation is the enemy of 
many leadership development programs,” 
said Molinaro. “You need to ensure 
that everyone is buying in, everyone is 
committed. Or the whole thing will be a 
failure.”

To drive home the importance of TLC and 
its application to all day-to-day leadership 
activities, Quin made some significant 
changes in the way the performance of 
senior leaders would be assessed. Now, 
Quin said, these leaders will be measured 
not only by bottom-line performance, 
but also on the degree to which they 
are collaborating with their peers and 
demonstrating accountability to direct 
reports. 

De-emphasizing bottom line financials 
while amplifying the importance 
of principles like commitment and 
collaboration has been a challenge for 
some Foodstuffs leaders to take on board, 
Quin noted.

“We have some very successful, highly 
logical people who didn’t understand 

what we were doing at first. They said, 
‘What is this? My numbers are good and 
that means I’m doing a good job.’ But for 
the long-haul, we need to start accepting 
that emotional connection between 
leaders is good for performance.”

It’s still early days when it comes 
to measuring outcomes from the 
implementation of TLC, but Quin 
noted that most major HR indicators—
engagement scores, turnover, and sick 
leave—all seem to be pointing in the right 
direction.

For the leaders who have been exposed 
to The Leadership Contract and the 
new emphasis on accountability and 
collaboration, the experience has been 
invigorating.

“I will think more about how my colleagues 
and my peers are interacting in the room,” 
said Lindsay Rowles, the company’s 
General Manager of Membership and 
Property. “It’s very easy for us all, when 
we’re busy, to make snap judgments and 
come to conclusions. But to really take 
the time to figure out where that team 
member is coming from and basically 
work on the assumption that everybody is 
there to help us get a better result overall—
and just be very mindful of that.” 

In the end, Quin said he will be extremely 
satisfied if the company’s leaders 
demonstrate a real commitment to 
accountability in their day-to-day work. 

“They’re focusing on how personal 
accountability for their own behaviors 
really empowers the organization. Our 
commitment to each other on a very 
simple thing, which is that everyone has 
everyone else’s back. This leadership 
team is a community of connected senior 
leaders.”
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Your teams probably weren’t 
performing that well before 
COVID-19 forced you to send 

everyone home to work. Now that they 
are scrambling to adopt new technology, 
use new tools, learn new skills, all while 
dealing with massive disruption, do you 
expect them to function at a higher level? 
Or, are you fearful that—now working 
virtually—the problems they faced before 
are going to grow worse?

In a recent LHH webinar, best-selling 
author and consultant Keith Ferrazzi, 
chairman of Greenlight Ferrazzi, tackles 
the inconvenient realities about team 
performance in the new environment of 

8 practical strategies to help 
teams succeed in the new 
virtual world of work
Dan Lett, Transformation Insights, LHH

virtual work. In conversation with LHH 
Chief Innovation and Product Officer 
Mary-Clare Race, Ferrazzi noted that his 
own research shows that the productivity 
of teams that rely primarily on remote 
working arrangements goes down by 
more than 50 percent. 

This drop in productivity is largely the 
result of flaws in the team dynamic that 
existed before everyone departed for the 
home office. “Most teams do not feel they 
are deeply, collaboratively engaged with 
their peers,” Ferrazzi said. “We have not 
been paying sufficient attention to the 
organism we call the team.”

http://ferrazzigreenlight.com/
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The good news is that the virtual dynamic 
is an opportunity to recalibrate teams to 
be more purposeful and collaborative, 
he said. “I want us to use this crisis, and I 
want us to use the fact that we’re virtual 
and remote now as an opportunity for a 
formal recontracting of the team.”

Recontracting is a term Ferrazzi uses to 
describe a process of gathering team 
members together to scrutinize and reflect 
on the issues that are holding them back. 
Ferrazzi said it is only through a frank 
discussion of team dynamics that a new 
contract between team members can be 
forged.

Can your teams deal with conflict? Are 
they passive aggressive and spend too 
much time talking behind team member’s 
backs? Can you get consensus on the 
need for team members to speak their 
minds and challenge each other in a 
constructive fashion?

“I don’t think that there’s enough focus on 
the subject of ‘how are we as a team?’” 
Ferrazzi said during the webinar. “What 
we do is go on an off-site and create 
a set of values that we are going to 
live to, and we put up a poster that’s 
supposed to be there forever, or at least 
until the CEO changes and they create 
another set of mission vision values. But 

really recontracting how we show up 
behaviorally on a daily basis against all 
these things we’ve just talked about, it’s 
a real important act and it’s probably 
the very first thing somebody needs to 
do when going remote if you’re going to 
upgrade the performance of your team.”

In the webinar, Ferrazzi talks about the 
machinations of recontracting, and in 
particular, eight practical strategies that 
can help revive your team’s sense of 
collective purpose through rebuilding 
relationships between team members, 
encouraging candor, accountability 
and commitment. However, the path to 
recontracting must begin with a simple 
admission that we might not have the 
skills, behaviors and tools in place to 
boost remote team performance.

“Holding up our hand and saying, ‘I don’t 
know how to do this, how are other 
people doing this?’ is very important to 
understanding the tools,” he said.

Listen to the interview and learn more 
recontracting with your team and about 
the eight practical strategies that will help 
your team succeed in the new virtual 
world of work.

Visit Ferrazzi Greenlight Remote Team 
Resource Center to read more.

“The good news is that 
the virtual dynamic 
is an opportunity to 
recalibrate teams to 
be more purposeful 
and collaborative”

Keith Ferrazzi
Chairman
Greenlight Ferrazzi

https://www.lhh.com/us/en/organizations/our-insights/webinar-succeeding-in-the-new-virtual-world-of-work
https://www.virtualteamswin.com/
https://www.virtualteamswin.com/
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Faced with a growing COVID-19 
pandemic, millions of workers 
around the world are about to 

have their first prolonged experience 
with working at home. It’s a workplace 
experiment that will test the fiber of 
relationships between employees and 
their employers.

A sudden increase in remote work will be 
difficult to manage for any organization 
that has not previously allowed a 
significant number of employees to work 
at home. As well, there will be a lot of 
anxiety as managers wonder whether their 
people are getting the job done.

Those concerns are largely unfounded. 
Numerous studies of remote work 
programs show that people generally 
are more productive than they are in 
an office setting. A two-year Stanford 
University study of workers at a Chinese 
travel agency, released in 2018, found 
that remote employees worked longer 
and were more productive than those 
who were required to come to the office. 
In addition, the study found significant 
decreases in attrition and sick days among 
the remote workers.

So, even though you may not need to 
fear a sudden increase in remote working 
arrangements, both the organization and 
the individual employee may still find 
the transition challenging. Just as some 
employers are skeptical about the impact 
of telecommuting, so too are individual 
employees anxious about leaving the 
cocoon of the office environment.

A shift to remote work is not just about 
technology; it’s about the culture of 
organizations and whether or not they 
can put in place processes that enable 
the technology to support employees 
and help them to stay connected and 
collaborate. Social media, messaging 
apps, collaboration tools and video 
conferencing can be effective at recreating 
that sense of community we have when 
we’re in the office. But only if organizations 
focus on evolving their culture to embrace 
the changing nature of work.

Here are some things that individuals 
and organizations can do to make the 
transition to remote work less stressful 
and more productive:

How COVID-19 is 
accelerating the 
future of work
Alex Vincent, Ph.D., SVP, Global Teams Solutions, LHH

“A shift to remote 
work is not just 
about technology; 
it’s about the culture 
of organizations 
and whether or 
not they can put 
in place processes 
that enable the 
technology to 
support employees 
and help them to 
stay connected and 
collaborate.”  

Alex Vincent, Ph.D.
SVP, Global Teams Solutions 
LHH

The great work-from-home experiment:
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For the Organization:
 ▶ Eliminate ambiguity; emphasize 

clear roles and responsibilities. 
Employees who are working remotely 
must have a clear understanding of 
organizational expectations for each 
day, week, month and even year. With 
increased distance between employee 
and leader, there will be fewer 
opportunities for interactions. Your 
remote employees need to know what 
to do, when to do it, and how much of 
it needs to be done. 

 ▶ Do not ignore the cadence of 
leadership. When you need your 
people to come together as a team 
in a virtual or remote environment, 
you need to set a schedule for regular 
connections. Whether it’s every day, 
every week, or every two weeks, you 
need to keep a firm, regular schedule 
for team calls or video conferences. A 
regular cadence for these contacts 
will let people know they are still an 
integral part of day-to-day operations.

 ▶ Demonstrate flexibility that 
acknowledges the vagaries of 
remote work. Can that team call be 
rescheduled from 9 am to 6:30 am to 
give your remote employees time to 
get the kids off to school? Or, perhaps 
you could do that videoconference 
in the early evening, after everyone 
has been fed and bathed. Flexibility 
like this will go a long way to earning 
trust from your remote employees. It 
will also mean a boost in productivity 
when employees know it’s not when 
they work, but how well they meet 
their individual objectives. 

For the Individual:
 ▶ Find your space. Not everyone lives 

in a home that allows for a separate 
workspace. People who have large 
families, or who live in apartments, 
may find that home space comes at 
a premium. If you do have the space, 
then create a defined home office that 
is separate from other people and 
activities. If you don’t have a separate 
space, you may have to ask people 
to stay out of a shared space during 
specific hours so you can do your work.

 ▶ Put in place firm rules about when 
you are going to work and ask your 
family to respect them. Even with 
a separate home office, intrusions on 
your work life are inevitable. Spouses 
or children asking questions. Cranky 
pets looking for attention. A home 
office cannot function unless everyone 
respects the work being done and 
makes some sacrifices to avoid 
distractions.

 ▶ Don’t leave your boss hanging. 
Good leaders of remote teams will 
make the time to keep in touch. But if 
you’re having trouble with a project, 
or finding success in getting things 
done, it’s never a bad idea to drop your 
boss an email or WhatsApp and let 
them know what’s happening at the 
home office. This will go a long way to 
assuaging the concerns of leaders who 
may still miss having their teams at 
arm’s length. 

There was a growing trend towards 
remote working arrangements even 
before COVID-19 made it an inescapable 
reality. For those organizations that had 
been considering a more comprehensive 
remote work program, the current crisis 
will serve as an important testing ground. 
There may be some trial and error as 
leaders struggle to forge new relationships 
with their employees through virtual or 
remote applications. But if they keep an 
open mind, and communicate effectively, 
it could be the dawning of a brave new age.
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If you’re finding yourself with increased 
levels of stress and anxiety in the past 
few weeks as COVID-19 has tightened its 

grip on our world, you’re not alone.

Recent research suggests many 
people experienced moderate to severe 
psychological impacts during the initial 
COVID-19 outbreak in China. This is a very 
normal response and one we can take 
some practical steps to manage effectively. 
It’s important that we do this for a number 
of reasons.

First and foremost, managing our stress 
levels has a significant and positive 
impact on our immune system. The World 
Health Organization has emphasized 
that boosting our immune system and 
employing adequate preventative care 
plays a crucial role in fighting the new 
Coronavirus. Taking steps to boost our 

ability to cope with the crisis will therefore 
also improve our overall well-being and 
the likelihood of fighting the virus.

It’s also likely that this situation will 
continue and possibly worsen in the 
weeks to come; it’s important that we put 
strategies in place now to deal with stress 
so it doesn’t overwhelm us, and we can 
continue to be there for our families, our 
friends and our colleagues.

To dive deeper into this topic, Mary-Clare 
Race, Chief Innovation and Product 
Officer from LHH recently talked to Prof. 
Janet Reibstein, a clinical psychologist 
and Professor Emeritus at the University 
of Exeter. She was joined by Sharon 
Patterson, CHRO at LHH. Together they 
discussed some of the most common 
scenarios faced by leaders and the people 
they lead in the face of this unprecedented 
global crisis.

Four steps leaders can 
take to help identify 
and relieve stress 
Dan Lett, Transformation Insights, LHH

“You can control your 
tendency to dwell on 
the problems that 
spark anxiety. And in 
particular with things 
we cannot control—
the ‘unmanageables’—
we can park those 
things and focus on 
the things we can 
manage.” 

Prof. Janet Reibstein
Clinical Psychologist

https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/17/5/1729
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/mental-health-considerations.pdf?sfvrsn=6d3578af_10
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/mental-health-considerations.pdf?sfvrsn=6d3578af_10
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Reibstein said there is little doubt that we 
are now living in “an unprecedented time 
of anxiety” that is largely due to intense 
uncertainty. Anxiety, if it is not addressed 
in a direct and concerted fashion, can 
trigger a whole spectrum of psychological 
disorders, she added.

Although we cannot eliminate uncertainty 
or the anxiety it causes, Reibstein said 
everyone can take steps to manage it. 
One of the first steps in that process is 
to separate “hypothetical anxiety” from 

“empirical, measurable anxiety.”

Everyone faces challenges that cause 
anxiety, she said. With some of these 
challenges, we can take action to remove 
the root causes of the anxiety. Other 
challenges, however, may be beyond 
our individual control. In these scenarios, 
Reibstein said it’s important to “park” 
those things that you cannot change.

“You can control your tendency to dwell on 
the problems that spark anxiety,” she said. 

“And in particular with things we cannot 
control, the ‘unmanageables,’ we can park 
those things and focus on the things we 
can manage.”

Other solutions and suggestions that 
Reibstein and Patterson recommended 
during the webinar included:

1. Support leaders with coaching. 
Patterson said that shortly after LHH 
implemented a work from home 
policy, they offered EZRA, LHH’s 
virtual coaching application, to 
their senior leadership team. This 
allows senior leaders to contact a 
coach virtually to get advice on new 
or unforeseen challenges. “As HR 
people, we are always thinking about 
what we can do to help other people,” 
Patterson said. “But sometimes, we 
lose touch with how to help ourselves. 
Coaching turned out to be a huge 
benefit to the senior leadership team, 
giving them an additional layer of 
support to hone specific skills needed 
in this difficult time.”

2. Take time away from the crisis. 
Reibstein said that one of the most 
important pieces of advice she 
gives to her patients during virtual 
counselling sessions is to carve out 15 
minutes at the end of the day where 
you are isolated from computers, 
televisions, social media and the 
news. “This is a time when we can 
focus our thinking on what is going 
on around us. It’s a time when we 
can separate out the things we can 
manage and those things that are 
unmanageable. Once you’ve done 
that, you can go find a good source of 
information, shut out everything else, 
and find a solution to something that 
is manageable.”

3. Buddy up.  Reibstein noted that 
“virtual happy hours”—where friends 
or colleagues gather via video call 
to get together and connect—can 
be a great way to stay in contact and 
relieve anxiety. Similarly, Patterson 
said she has been trying to establish 
virtual links between employees 
facing the same kinds of challenges. 
This could be someone who is trying 
to work at home and care for a very 
young child; or someone who may be 
isolated at home in a country where 
they don’t speak the language. “I 
started to make these little groups 
of people who are sharing the same 
experience but in different parts 
of the world,” Patterson said. “The 
feedback has been very positive. Just 
putting people with similar needs in 
touch with each other is a huge help.”

4. Turn your camera on. Both 
Patterson and Reibstein said it is 
essential for leaders to do whatever 
they can to get full participation 
from their teams in virtual or video 
conferencing. And that one of the 
key things you can do is require 
that everyone involved turn on their 
computer cameras so that leaders 
can not only hear, but also see how 
someone is reacting. “Sometimes 

people will hide behind an audio call 
and that makes it very difficult for 
leaders to tell how their employees 
are doing with working at home.” 
Reibstein agreed, noting that it’s 
essential that leaders develop 
the ability to “read the cues” from 
their employees to gauge their 
performance in a work-at-home 
environment. “We need to become 
better at reading audio and visual 
cues during these calls. We will be 
better at relating to our people if we 
can improve our ability to read these 
cues.”

This is a stressful time, but it is also an 
opportunity to change the way leaders 
relate to their teams. In another recent 
podcast featuring Keith Ferrazzi, a best-
selling author and consultant, he talked 
about the current pandemic crisis opening 
a door to “recontracting” with employees. 
This involves working with teams to reflect 
on past performance, current challenges 
and how the team can move forward 
together.

The challenges we face as the pandemic 
stretches into the spring will no doubt 
produce seismic changes in the 
relationships between employers and their 
employees. Making an effort to help those 
employees manage their anxiety and 
stress will not only make things like virtual 
work more productive and enjoyable, it 
may help forge an entirely new and more 
positive relationship with the people you 
work with.

https://youtu.be/GkbrTFi4-L8
https://www.virtualteamswin.com/
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“Companies realize 
they can no longer 
‘buy’ talent to fill their 
needs; they must go 
out and, ‘build,’ the 
workforces they need 
through deliberate 
and thoughtful 
approaches to 
employee learning.” 

Dirk Verburg
SVP, Talent and Leadership 
Development
LHH

If you’ve been paying any attention to 
what’s going on in the human capital 
world, you know that 2020 is most 

definitely “the year of employee learning.”

A global pandemic, the rapid impact of 
advanced technologies, demographic 
shifts, and disruptive business models 
have created a need to transform our 
workforces—rapidly and continually—to 
realize the full potential of individuals and 
power the business into the future. 

This will be a year that will test our ability 
to effectively assess changing conditions 
and adapt accordingly.

This year, an increasing number of 
companies will realize that they can no 
longer “buy” talent to fill their needs; they 
must go out and “build” the workforces 
they need through deliberate and 
thoughtful approaches to employee 
learning.

This will be a huge challenge for many 
organizations that either do little to 
provide learning opportunities or are 
mired in outdated and ineffective models 
of learning. Study after study by both 
academic institutions and leading human 
capital companies confirm that we are not 
doing enough, and what we are doing is 
missing the mark.

Current research from Gartner’s “Future of 
Work” study notes that, while 73 percent 

of CHROs believe that “building employee-
critical skills and competencies” are top 
priorities, only nine percent feel their 
workforce is actually prepared for the 
future of work. Nearly half (46 percent) 
are concerned they don’t have the skills 
needed to drive their organizations’ future 
performance. That is a pretty severe 
indictment of our current approach to 
learning.

Employees have similar desires and 
concerns. Only 20 percent of employee 
respondents in the Gartner study believe 
they currently have the skills to meet 
current and future job demands. It’s no 
surprise then that employees, aware that 
they could get left behind as the very 
nature of work changes, are hungry for 
new learning opportunities.

A 2019 study by Harvard Business 
Publishing and Degreed revealed that 
nearly half of all employees surveyed were 
unhappy with their employer’s learning 
and development programs. That is a real 
concern where numerous opinion surveys 
reveal that employees value things like 
career opportunities and organizational 
culture well above salary.

So, we know that learning is important, 
not just to meet future business needs 
but also to help build an employer brand 
that attracts and retains top talent. But 
what many of us don’t know is what kind 
of learning to deploy. There are many 

Why “learning” is 
my word of the year
Dirk Verburg, SVP, Talent and Leadership Development, LHH
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approaches, and not all will be a good fit 
for your organization.

It’s important to understand that 
many workers, particularly those from 
younger generations, are looking for new 
ways of learning that allow for greater 
customization in both mode and content. 
Previously, far too many organizations 
developed boilerplate learning programs 
that were applied to all employees in 
one particular level of a company, all at 
once. Everyone got the same training in 
the same way, even if they didn’t have 
the same learning requirements. Younger 
generations want more control over what 
and how they learn.

Seventy percent of operating budgets 
are spent on talent—making talent a 
company’s single largest investment. Yet, 
companies have little insight into the skills 
they need, who to hire, who to develop, 
and which leaders will drive results—
making talent the single largest threat to a 
company’s success. 

All of the above begs the question: how 
can companies generate the highest return 
on investment that will drive growth into 
the future? The key can be found in taking 
the time to identify the knowledge deficits 
within your organization and the best way 
for individuals to learn.

This will require you to take a methodical 
approach to redesigning your strategy. As 
new modes of learning are developed, 
we’re recognizing that each employee 
has unique learning needs and preferred 
ways of learning, and a one-size-fits-all 
approach doesn’t work. 

We see many organizations still heavily 
reliant on classroom-based learning. 
When designed effectively, group learning 
can be a very successful way to develop 
collaboration skills, hone critical thinking 
skills, bond and build a sense of team 
camaraderie, and foster a consistent 
culture within an organization. But only a 
small percentage of learners are well-
served with this approach. Here are a few 
things to consider as you seek to design a 
program that prepares all employees for 
future success:

 ▶ Know what skills you need: Before 
you can design an effective learning 
program, you need to know more 
about what your people need to 
learn. This starts with translating 
the business strategy in a workforce 
plan. This workforce plan needs 
to be compared with the current 
workforce in order to establish the 
delta. The next step is to define how 
you will bridge the gap. This often will 
be a combination of upskilling and 
reskilling, redeployment, and career 
transitions. 

 ▶ Reimagine career paths: 
Traditionally, career paths were 
reserved for individuals who were 
expected to be able to move to more 
senior positions. However, the talent 
spectrum is much more multifaceted 
today. Not all employees are 
interested in moving to more 
senior positions; some people seek 
different career paths (e.g., moving 
to another discipline or geography). 
Companies cannot afford to rely on 

“hire and fire” anymore in today’s labor 
market, and demands on the labor 
market are continuously evolving. 
Therefore, career development plans 
not only need to be strategic and 
support the business objectives of 
the organization, they also need to 
address each employee’s skills and 
ambitions, as well as the demands 
of the (future) internal and external 
labor market.  

 ▶ Eliminate redundant learning: One 
of the biggest mistakes organizations 
make around learning is plugging 
people into programs that teach 
them things they already know. 
Not only does this waste time and 
money, it also creates a sense among 
employees that the organization’s 
approach to learning is random and 
unfocused.

 ▶ Drive efficiency with mass 
customization: Every person has 
a preferred learning style. Some 
people excel at independent learning. 
These individuals tend to be curious, 
engaged, and very self-motivated; 

all they need is access to learning 
materials and time to absorb them. 
Others are more motivated by just-in-
time learning that provides access to 
targeted micro-learning tools exactly 
when needed. Some people need a 
more hands-on experience, where 
they have access to an instructor or 
a coach. And then there are people 
who need co-learners around them 
to exchange ideas and to develop 
insights. Organizations need to 
recognize this and offer learning in a 
variety of platforms and modes. 

The challenge for organizations when 
designing training programs is to be 
more deliberate in the way they deliver 
learning. Try to identify program elements 
that would benefit most from classroom 
delivery, and decide which elements can 
be better delivered through webinars, 
micro-learning, and either virtual or in-
person coaching.

Many organizations are making skill 
building a priority. If your organization 
is in that category, ask yourself: Are you 
doing a good job connecting employees 
with development opportunities? Are 
the types of learning experiences you’re 
offering achieving results? And, does your 
current culture support development of 
new skills? 

If you answer yes to all three questions, 
your talent pipeline is most likely strong 
and deep. But if you answer no, the 
absence of a focused plan to deal with the 
future of work might make you vulnerable 
to a future skills shortage.
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pegged the cost at about $14,000, while 
one search firm identified $240,000 in 
recruitment, compensation and retention 
expenses.

These calculations, however, typically 
exclude many collateral costs associated 
with bad hires because—you guessed it—
it’s very hard to translate these costs into 
hard numbers. 

The hard truth is that a bad hire can cause 
significant disruptions to organizational 
culture and workforce engagement. It 
can also irreparably harm your employer 
brand.

A broader look at collateral costs
It would be nice to think that most 
organizations usually avoid bad hires. The 
truth is that many organizations frequently 
hire the wrong person because they lack 

Have you underestimated the 
costs associated with a bad hire? 
Chances are you have, and you’re 

not alone.

A wide array of think tanks and 
consultants have tried to come up with 
bad hire “calculators” that, when applied 
to the average poor hiring decision, can 
generate significant dollar figures.

Typically, these calculators include things 
like salary, hours spent vetting and 
interviewing candidates, and investments 
in training. 

The calculations on total cost can vary 
wildly. The U.S. Department of Labor, 
one of the most frequently cited sources, 
estimates the cost of a bad hire at 30 
percent of annual salary. A survey of 
employers by a human capital company 

Why the cost of a bad hire 
is much more expensive 
than you think
Michael Haid, Managing Director, US Talent Development, LHH

Collateral damage: 

“It’s important to 
remember that bad 
hires can, when they 
appear in greater 
numbers, reveal a 
whole range of bigger 
and more expensive 
problems with culture, 
engagement and 
hiring practices.” 

Michael Haid
Managing Director
US Talent Development
LHH

https://theundercoverrecruiter.com/infographic-what-cost-hiring-wrong-employee/
http://press.careerbuilder.com/2017-12-07-Nearly-Three-in-Four-Employers-Affected-by-a-Bad-Hire-According-to-a-Recent-CareerBuilder-Survey
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the methodology to find the right person, 
and that has a whole range of negative 
consequences.

When you consistently demonstrate 
a propensity to hire the wrong people, 
particularly for senior positions, you 
erode confidence—among employees, 
shareholders and customers—in your 
ability to manage the business. 

Internally, lost confidence translates into 
lower employee engagement. In some 
instances, that loss of engagement may 
make your best people want to pick up 
and go somewhere else. A revolving door—
where bad hires are coming in and top 
talent is on its way out—will tarnish your 
brand as an employer.

Unfortunately, the consequences do not 
stop at eroding engagement and employer 
brand. Bad hires also dramatically 
undermine your organization’s 
productivity.

Most bad hire calculators look at 
productivity only as it relates to the sub-
par performance of the bad hire. When 
a new hire struggles, however, other 
employees are forced to assume heavier 
workloads. This is particularly problematic 
for teams, where strong performers will 
cover for poor performers to ensure that 
the entire unit does not suffer.

Even when you terminate a bad hire, you 
create a vacuum where everyone left 
behind has to perform additional duties to 
keep the team moving forward. That puts 
your best people under a lot of additional 
stress and strain.

All these consequences, taken together, 
create a vicious cycle of waste and 
disengagement.

Break even productivity line

Sub par performance 

Disengagement Ramp up

Vacancy

Termination Hiring Termination

Calculating the total cost of poor hires

Zero productivity line

Vacancy

Collateral costs

Disengagement
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Break even productivity line

Disengagement Ramp up

Termination Hiring

Hire and fire cycles of poor hires

Zero productivity line
Vacancy

Sub par performance 

Good hire
 

Poor hire
 

Hiring

Ramp up

Following a bad hire, productivity suffers 
from sub-par performance, which 
promotes disengagement among existing 
employees. In most cases, this type of 
performance results in a termination, 
which triggers more costs to fill the 
vacancy. If you haven’t yet addressed the 
systemic problems that contributed to the 
first bad hire, you’re in danger of repeating 
the process: costs of recruitment, sub-par 
performance and disengagement leading 
to another vacancy.

Remedies
What can an organization do to protect 
itself from bad hires? No organization is 
completely immune from this challenge, 
but there are three steps you can take 
to dramatically reduce the number and 
frequency of bad hires.

 ▶ Get your new hire process out of 
the shadows. A detailed audit of 
recruiting, hiring, interviewing and 
assessment practices should help 
determine whether you are hiring 
the right people. This audit should 
tell you if your hiring criteria is 
overemphasizing things like technical 
skills and academic credentials, 
under-evaluating personality traits, 
overlooking workplace preferences, 
undervaluing motivations for work, 
poorly defining the values you want or 
failing to evaluate for critical thinking 
skills. You can use different tools to 

evaluate different elements. This may 
drive up initial costs, but that cost is 
more than offset by higher productivity 
and longer tenure achieved with a 
good hire.

 ▶ Calibrate your interviewing. An 
objective audit should help you 
determine if hiring managers are 
performing candidate assessments in 
the same way or modifying the process 
and selecting candidates who look and 
sound like them. Hiring is still a human 
endeavor, and it’s important to take 
steps to curb bias.

 ▶ Reverse engineer from exit 
interviews. Exit interviews with bad 
hires can reveal a number of important 
details. These could include people 
who were hired into jobs they were 
not qualified to perform or candidates 
who were strong on technical skills 
but weak on soft skills. The revelations 
from these exit interviews can be used 
to reverse engineer a better hiring 
process.

It’s important to remember that bad hires 
can, when they appear in greater numbers, 
reveal a whole range of bigger and 
more expensive problems with culture, 
engagement and hiring practices. Take the 
time to do a deep dive, and you may be 
able to escape the vicious cycle that starts 
with a single bad hire.
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Consider this situation: you’re a 
leader at a company whose founder 
is behaving badly and imperiling the 

business. But no one has the courage to 
say anything.  Then, with a start, you wake 
from your nightmare and realize you’re not 
working for an Uber or a WeWork but for 
an organization of well-intentioned people 
in which difficult issues requiring attention 
sometimes arise. It may not be anything 
as extreme as a CEO heading towards an 
implosion of galactic proportions but may 
just involve a superior who doesn’t like 
communicating disappointing results. If 
no one is willing to speak up, how do you 
make the changes necessary for ensuring 
better results in future?

You need to be able to handle difficult 
conversations to resolve a range of 
common workplace conflicts, from 
competition for scarce resources and 
confusion about roles to misaligned goals 
and unpredictable policies. In a well-run 
organization, tackling tough conversations 
is (or should be) a practiced skill—whether 
with immediate reports, peers or even 
superiors. These skills are among the 
best ways an organization can guard 
against groupthink, consider multiple 
perspectives and engender trust.

Not every issue requires a difficult 
conversation. But what if team or 
organizational productivity and 
performance is at risk? What if differences 
in opinion are causing a stalemate? What 
if emotions are running high and someone 
is feeling threatened? Your people need 
to know how to bring these issues 
to the forefront and have productive 
conversations to find resolution.

The art & science of the 
difficult conversation
Tracy Cocivera, SVP, Talent & Leadership Development, LHH Knightsbridge

One of the problems is that speaking up 
can be very uncomfortable. It’s a minefield 
in which a false step can damage 
important relationships. Do you really 
want that senior leader to feel that you 
are attacking her leadership style? Or, in 
the opposite direction, will you really be 
helping if you inadvertently demoralize 
your immediate report? 

Fortunately, the art and science of 
mastering a difficult conversation is a 
skill that can be honed with learning and 
coaching. There are ways of preparing 
for, initiating and conducting difficult 
conversations that are more likely to yield 
productive and positive outcomes than 
unintended negative consequences. 

What might your approach be? What steps 
might you consider? Here are four steps 
that can set you up for success:

Examine assumptions and check for 
understanding

It all starts with the right attitude, so 
begin with your own mindset. Analytical 
skills are necessary for determining 
which issues deserve a conversation and 
how to approach such conversations. 
Identify your goals in initiating a 
difficult conversation and examine your 
underlying management style, feelings 
and preferences. Do you have clarity of 
purpose, and are your impulses entering 
the conversation aligned with your goals 
exiting it? Productive conversations are 
unlikely to proceed from questions of 
who is to blame or who is right or who 
is going to fix it. Be honest about your 
feelings before having the conversation 

“Conducting difficult 
conversations 
effectively is 
essential to business 
performance. 
Leaving conflict 
unchecked may not 
lead to an immediate 
apocalypse but 
may, nevertheless, 
lead to a steady and 
irreversible erosion 
of trust, engagement 
and performance.”  

Tracy Cocivera
SVP, Talent & Leadership 
Development
LHH Knightsbridge

We need to talk: 



and manage them as you engage in the 
conversation. You’ll want to focus on the 
facts, not on preconceived assumptions 
and judgmental narratives. The objective 
of the conversation is to be an advocate 
and work together to find an answer. 

Create an environment of inquiry

Alongside your mindset, work on your 
skillset. A fruitful approach emphasizes 
mutual learning and understanding. 
What’s the perspective of the person 
you’re engaging in conversation? What’s 
their story? How do they see the matter 
differently, and what do they think is 
important? Strong communication 
skills are necessary for presenting the 
issue clearly and with empathy. The key 
is to be sensitive but forthright. Deep 
listening skills are necessary for gaining a 
broader perspective of the issue and for 
discovering a way forward. Encouraging 
people to engage in the conversation and 
share their perspectives helps build a 
sense of safety and keeps the intensity of 
the conversation low. Just as importantly, 
it forms the basis of sharing ownership 
of the issue and focusing on the problem, 
not the person. A productive mindset 
focuses on listening and giving feedback 
that addresses the issues and leads to 
solutions.

Have a plan and role play first

Formulate a framework and process to 
follow during the conversation itself. You 
need a flexible plan to ensure that your 
conversation reaches the outcome you 
imagine—that the communication is 
direct, you’re engaged in active listening, 
the intensity is kept low, the ownership 
is shared and the focus is problem-based. 
And since not all issues and interactions 
are the same (engaging an immediate 
report is not the same as engaging a 
superior), your plan needs sufficient 
flexibility to cover multiple situations, with 
contingencies in place in case your first 
plan isn’t unfolding the way you intended. 

Putting it into action: transforming a 
difficult conversation into productive 
conflict

It may be helpful to think of your 
conversation as passing through a series 
of phases. A situation phase establishes 
where and when the issue arose: “At our 
quarterly meeting last week…” Providing 
such context helps identify the matter you 
are about to discuss. A behavior or event 
phase directly describes what the issue 
is: “…you touched only briefly on our 
latest business results.” An impact phase 
addresses the effect of the issue and why 
it matters: “Although we have some ideas, 
my team and I feel uncertain about if and 
how we should change our approach.” A 
discovery phase opens the conversation 
up to other perspectives: “What’s your 
view of the results and how the team 
should respond?” The conversation is now 
positioned to focus on the problem at 
hand and consider a resolution jointly.

Conducting difficult conversations 
effectively is essential to business 
performance. Leaving conflict unchecked 
may not lead to an immediate apocalypse 
but may, nevertheless, lead to a 
steady and irreversible erosion of trust, 
engagement and performance. 

The inability to handle difficult 
conversations has wide-ranging negative 
business consequences. A company 
in which leaders across the board are 
capable of engaging productively when 
conflict arises—through active listening, 
understanding, advocacy and mutual 
problem-solving—are able to take 
control of a potentially volatile, disruptive 
situation and ensure that they reveal and 
address problems, hear and consider 
perspectives, and achieve successful 
outcomes. 
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TRANSFORMATION

In today’s marketplace, organizations are discovering the 
need to turn their attention inward to find their future 
talent. At LHH, we help companies see the possibilities in 
their people. Through assessments, coaching, upskilling 
and transitioning, companies can realize the untapped 
potential within their own workforce, resulting in increased 
productivity, morale, and brand affinity.

A division of The Adecco Group—the world’s leading HR 
solutions partner—LHH’s 4,000 coaches and colleagues work 
with more than 7,000 organizations in over 60 countries 
around the world. We make a difference to everyone we 
work with, and we do it on a global scale. We have the 
local expertise, global infrastructure, and industry-leading 
technology to manage the complexity of critical workforce 
initiatives and the challenges of transformation. It’s why 60% 
of the Fortune 500 companies choose to work with us.

Visit us at www.lhh.com.
Learn more


