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The line it is drawn, the curse it is cast, the slow one now will later be fast. 
As the present now will later be past, the order is rapidly fadin’. 

And the first one now will later be last, for the times they are a-changin’. 
- Bob Dylan (1964) 

 
THE TIMES THEY ARE A-CHANGING 
 
In 1964, young folk singer Bob Dylan was onto 
something. His poetry was essentially a warning: 
Look around you, see what’s happening and either 
change or be left behind. Dylan’s prophetic message 
may be even more applicable to today’s leaders 
than it was to the establishment he was preaching 
to 56 years ago. 
 
From an economic perspective, COVID-19 is very 
different and in many ways more disruptive in 
the short term than the market crash of 1987, the 
burst of the dot-com bubble in the ‘90s and the 
financial crisis/Great Recession of 2008. 
 
The social and economic shutdown in 2020 has 
created more immediate, drastic and brutally 
widespread economic and financial impact than 
we've seen since the Great Depression. The 
change is felt everywhere, it's very visible and 
caused by a malady with no cure (for the time 
being). 

 
1 Reeves et al., “Reaction, Rebound, Recession, and Reimagination,” 
Boston Consulting Group, March 23, 2020 

 
 
 
While COVID-19 is unlike other crises we’ve 
experienced, one thing will be the same: After the 
crisis there will be winners and losers in business. 
As Mr. Dylan poetically described back in 1964, 
drastically changing times lead to a rapid re-
ordering of the winners and losers. The lesson for 
business leaders: Those who seize the 
opportunity to quickly adapt and prepare for a 
different future will win. Studies of market 
disruption suggest that just 10-14% of companies 
are able to emerge stronger from a crisis.1   
 
Clearly the opportunity for leaders is to help their 
organizations be in the vast minority of 
companies that not only survive the pandemic but 
emerge stronger from it. It will require leaders to 
prepare for the future while dealing with the 
present. This is hard to do under any crisis 
scenario, and perhaps even more difficult now 
given the depth of the COVID pandemic’s 
impact. 
  

 

EMERGING 
STRONGER: 

Can Your Company 
Beat the Odds? 
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EASIER SAID THAN DONE 
 
Consider the challenges facing CEOs today. Their 
companies had to rapidly respond to the 
pandemic by ensuring the basic safety and health 
of their employees, balance sheets, customers and 
other stakeholders. They had to sort through the 
immediate wreckage and make plans for re-
establishing operations. Over the past few 
months, most companies have rightly been 
consumed with the here and now.  Their 
employees have been through a combination of 
fear, anxiety and post-traumatic stress. Most are 
tired and need a break but have nowhere to go. 
The fact remains that even after herculean efforts 
to survive during the crisis, efforts to date will 
not likely be enough to sustain longer term 
success. 
 
Even when faced with these challenges, there is 
reason for optimism about the chances for 
recovery: 
 
• Prior experience. Most leaders have been 

schooled in the basic playbook of 
organizational change – set a vision, make the 
case for change and then pull on the well- 
known levers for transformation: strategy, 
people, process, structure and culture. 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

• Resistance to change is off the table. The 
entire world is in a state of flux, so no one 
needs convincing that change is needed. A 
global pandemic, enforced social distancing 
and upended markets are enough, thank you. 
 

• A booster shot of innovation. Necessity, the 
mother of invention, is in full swing.  
Advances are being made in record time. 
Consider the rapid pace of vaccine and 
treatment therapies, the rapid re-purposing of 
manufacturing facilities for personal 
protective gear, the advancement of 
telemedicine, enhanced curbside pick-up and 
delivery options, and the now ubiquitous of 
use of videoconferencing for virtual 
teamwork and distance learning.  We may be 
entering a golden age of innovation, borne out 
of necessity. 

 
How can CEOs capitalize on this momentum for 
change?  To emerge stronger, there is no mystery 
about what to change. It’s still the four levers of 
strategy, organization, talent and leadership. 
What’s different is how to change, and the purpose 
behind an organization’s actions. 
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FAMILIAR SUBJECTS, NEW PURPOSE 
Noted speaker and author Simon Sinek makes the case for the need to speak directly to purpose when 
motivating action.2  The case for change in service of emerging stronger post-COVID is different than in 
other transformation efforts.  A leader must inspire others to achieve a different set of objectives now: 
 
 

Strategically, it’s much broader than coming up with a new growth plan. 
Now it’s about increasing employee and customer belief in the company’s 

purpose.  This must be backed with a credible plan that employees can 
count on and are motivated to work on in a sustained way.  Employees 
want to be part of a winning organization that is connected to the realities 
of the marketplace and forward-thinking in its aspirations. 
 

Organizationally, the challenge is more than 
becoming leaner and right-sizing – it’s about 

building more adaptability into the organization’s 
DNA. For necessity-driven innovation to be sustainable, ad-hoc teams 
will need to convene, ideate, produce, disband and then reform later in 
different configurations. They’ll need to be empowered and 
unencumbered by the long-standing barriers and rules that were 
suddenly dropped so easily during the pandemic. As one client told us, 
“we shouldn’t unlearn what we’ve been able to do!”  

 
Talent will need to be activated, not just engaged and managed. Social 

isolation is the silent killer. Leaders will need to create methods for virtual, 
distant teams to collaborate, connect and inspire each other.  Working 
teams are realizing that videoconferencing has its limits.  A day filled with 
a string of videoconferences is somehow much more draining than a 
similar pattern of meetings in the office.  How can leaders inspire through 
connection in a disconnected world? 

 
The leadership bar is being raised in this new 

normal. The global pandemic is testing the limits of individual capacity 
to recover, renew and rebound on a personal level at a time when 
employees need more inspiration than ever. Leaders need to establish 
a heightened level of self-awareness and focus more attention on 
emotional, mental and physical wellbeing.  This starts with themselves 
and then extends to others.  As we have all been taught during airline 
safety briefings, in an emergency we must give ourselves oxygen before 
helping others.  Leaders need to be more resilient than ever.

 
2 Simon Sinek, Start with Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action (Penguin Business, 2019). 
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FAMILIAR SUBJECTS WITH NEW QUESTIONS FOR THE “NEXT NORMAL” 
 

When it’s not clear what to do next, CEOs often look for lessons learned from other companies. Even as 
we share these with our clients, we know this isn’t enough.  Like any other challenging time, great answers 
to an organization’s most pressing questions can be found within the organization. The rapid and sudden 
disruption caused by COVID-19 gives rise to a new set of questions facing companies seeking to thrive 
beyond the global shutdown of 2020. Asking post-pandemic relevant questions will help determine the 
organization’s readiness to meet the challenges and uncertainty of the elusive “next normal.”  
 

Recalibrating strategy is about adapting to a 
rapidly changing marketplace and re-thinking 
assumptions about the company’s core mission 
and value proposition.  Advanced Biolytics Corp. 
- a creator of protein-based fluids for oil and gas 
fracking - accelerated their fledgling efforts in the 
solvents space by swiftly reorienting their team, 
their R&D efforts and their focus on a new 
market: COVID-19 cleanup.3 These products are 
on track to be the single largest product set in 
2020 and will remain a part of their business 
going forward.  Amazon started grocery store 
pop-up experiments before the pandemic, so they 
are ahead of the curve. 
 
These companies are not alone.  Quarantining 
and social distancing require organizations in 
many industries – e.g. retail, education, 
manufacturing, airlines and professional sports – 
to significantly reorient their value proposition. 
The strategic silver lining of COVID-19 is the 
rapid pace of digital business innovation.   
 

 
3 McBride, Sarah, “Making a Quick Shift from Fracking Fluids to Covid-19 
Cleanup,” Bloomberg Businessweek, June 3, 2020  

 

Consider the advances in telehealth. It’s been in 
the margins for providers during the past decade 
yet has potential to become a significant core 
channel for healthcare service delivery. 
 

 

Recalibrating Strategy:  Questions for C-Suite Leaders 

• How are customer needs radically evolving, and are we prepared for these shifts? 
• How will our value proposition and sources of competitive advantage need to change? 
• Are the market and customer shifts fundamental enough to alter our mission and vision? 
• How can data analytics help us generate insights on changes in consumer behavior, supply 

chain dynamics and market trends? 
• How should we invest in innovation and brand building to drive sustainable growth? 
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The pandemic-fueled shutdown has caused two 
fundamental and simultaneous shifts in 
operating models.  The first shift is the rapid 
global adoption of virtual, remote workforce 
management systems.  The second shift is the 
heightened need for more rapid and radical 
innovation.   
 
These simultaneous shifts present a paradox for 
leaders to solve.  Remote work is on the rise, yet 
it significantly reduces innovation capability and 
lowers the trust levels needed for effective 
teamwork.  This is the triple threat to sustained 
innovation (see sidebar). Organizations need to 
innovate and reap the benefits of collaborative 
problem solving at a time when employees are in 
socially distant/remote arrangements.   
 
The good news is that innovation research 
reveals ways to strengthen innovation capability.  
The authors of “Collective Genius”4 studied 
companies that sustained innovation year over 
year and found that three distinct problem-
solving capabilities (creative abrasion, creative 
agility and creative resolution) plus a culture 
based on shared purpose, psychological safety 
and clear rules of engagement yield success. 
 
The global response to COVID reveals the benefit 
of designing fluid, changeable operating models  

 
4 Linda A. Hill, Collective Genius: The Art and Practice of Leading Innovation 
(Boston, MA: Harvard Business Review Press, 2014). 

 
built on the ability to form teams with the right 
capabilities at the point of need.  Reshaping the 
organization through the pandemic will require 
leapfrogging the organization’s capacity to 
institute flexible work systems.  While the 
buzzword is “agile” organizations, the concept is 
quite simple.  Fundamentally, organizations that 
invest in program management systems that link 
together, create and disband various remote and 
globally dispersed teams will be better able to 
respond to quickly changing conditions. 

Reshaping the Organization:  Questions for C-Suite Leaders 

• What is the “future of the workplace?” What are the changes to how work is performed, 
by whom and where?  

• How can we better use virtual teamwork, create flexible structures and build an 
ecosystem of collaboration across our company and with external partners? 

• How can we accelerate our digital capabilities, and with which strategic partners? 
• How can we inspire new levels of sustainable innovation, creativity and problem solving? 
• How can we adapt our operating model and structure and reconfigure teams at all levels? 
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Perhaps most obviously, emerging stronger 
requires leaders to challenge core existing talent 
management practices.  Employees have been 
disrupted, disengaged and disconnected.  The 
solution involves more than re-engaging them – 
it’s about re-activating them to increase their 
commitment, energy and belief in the company’s 
purpose, plans and chances of success. 
 
Virtual distance lowers engagement and many 
workers remain either disengaged or otherwise 
not psychologically attached to their work.  
Leaders will need to creatively rally employees’ 
important causes – a societal imperative, a new 
product, a merger, a new technology, a re-start of 
a pre-COVID growth initiative, etc.5   
 
Employers are adapting. Over 1/3 are providing 
resources to support healthy adjustments to 
remote work, including mental health podcasts, 
CDC toolkits, books, newsletters and EAP 
resources.6 Costco instituted hazard pay, Apple 
has offered paid sick days and Starbucks has 
extended mental health benefits.7  
 
Rapid redeployment is another emerging theme. 
One retailer retrained 1,000 movie theater  

 
5 “The People Imperative: Putting Employees First Through the COVID-
19 Crisis and Beyond,” United Minds, 2020  
6 COVID-19 Research How the Pandemic is Challenging and Changing 
Employers, SHRM, 2020 

employees in two days to redeploy them to an 
essential grocery retailing operation.8   
 
Leadership development systems will not only 
need to be delivered more virtually; they will 
need to train leaders on virtual leadership skills.  
Leaders must be equipped to address the 
technical, emotional and collaboration challenges 
posed by a suddenly dispersed community. 

7 United Minds, “The People Imperative” 
8 D’Auria et al., “Reimagining the post-pandemic organization,” 
McKinsey & Company, May 15, 2020. 

Activating Talent:  Questions for C-Suite Leaders 

• How can we help leaders engage teams in an increasingly virtual environment such that the 
right people are in the right roles working on the right things? 

• How can we use real-time, virtual leadership development systems to stimulate the high 
levels of innovation necessary to compete? 

• How do we revamp high potential identification and assessment systems to quickly identify 
those who are capable of operating in new ways? 

• How do we engage our workforce in the strategic changes we are making, yet keep them 
energized and focused on the short term?  

• What is the new standard for “renewal ready” leadership? What capabilities are most 
needed within our leadership team? 
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Leaders have the opportunity to rethink how 
they lead. Their challenge is to stay at their 
personal best and simultaneously help others do 
the same.  This capability is what we call 
“enlightened self-awareness.” It involves 
investing in self-care for renewal and using that 
to reflect on core leadership purpose.  
 
We are seeing certain leadership characteristics 
becoming more important for helping companies 
emerge stronger.  On top of the list are 
compassion, accessibility and focusing on 
building up others’ energy.  Now is the time to 
communicate authentically in a way that is even 
more transparent and genuine. There are many 
difficult decisions to communicate, and 
employees are looking for straight answers 
delivered with courage and empathy. These 
practices and behaviors are in high demand but 
short supply, yet they help leaders connect with 
others and achieve greater impact. 
 
Our clients tell us it’s becoming clearer that some 
leaders are able to thrive in this environment and 
some are struggling.  There are equal doses of 
both extremes - diamonds in the rough who have 
risen to the occasion and those who were 
presumed ready for this kind of disruption and 
yet are not up to the task. While this disparity 
may come as some surprise, research shows that  

 
9 Dudley MD, Jessica, “Taking Care of Our Caregivers,” Harvard Business 
Review, July 6, 2020. 

 
the characteristics cited earlier are among the 
greatest differentiators between those who can 
help the organization emerge stronger and those 
who won’t be able to rise above the fray.  
 
It is worth investing in developing these 
characteristics.  Organizations are offering 
programs centered in meditation, yoga, and 
fitness to serve as an outlet for their employees to 
“reset.”9 At one healthcare organization, 90% of 
program participants said that they would 
recommend a mindfulness course to their peers.10 

10 Croswell, et al., “Building Your Organization’s Capacity for 
Mindfulness,” HealthCity, June 2, 2020. 

Demonstrating Resilient Leadership: Questions for C-Suite Leaders 

• How is my sense of leadership purpose changing, and how do I put that purpose into effect? 
• How can I elevate my ability to inspire, energize and engage others? What communication 

skills will help me achieve this? 
• What is my highest value to the organization as a leader, in the near and longer term?  

What is the work that only I can and should do? 
• How might my priorities change, and how can I stay focused on them? 
• What practices can I invest in for self-care, renewal and sustained energy? 
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FROM QUESTIONS TO ANSWERS 
 
Asking the right questions is one thing – taking action is another. As with all transformational change 
efforts, emerging stronger requires an integrated and coordinated plan centered on addressing the four 
areas defined above. To keep it simple, we recommend putting it all together on one page and using a 
dashboard to keep track of priorities and progress, as seen below.  
 

 
THE NEXT STEP 
 
The times they are a changin’. Only a handful of companies (between 10-14%) will grow top and bottom 
lines through the pandemic. Discussing the right questions across the right four areas and developing a 
coordinated plan based on the answers will increase the odds that your company will be among the few 
to emerge stronger. 
 

The Emerging Stronger Dashboard (Illustrative) 
*Priority (1=High, 2=Medium, 3=Low) 

Recalibrating Vision and Strategy Priority 
(1, 2, 3) 

 Reshaping the Organization Priority 
(1, 2, 3) 

Reconfirm purpose – the definition of “who 
we still are and how we are changing” 

# 
 Accelerate digital transformation in customer, 

consumer and strategic partner relationships 
# 

Recast value proposition based on changing 
consumer trends and consumption patterns 

# 
 Accelerate “future of work” efforts to redesign 

work processes within and across 
organizational boundaries 

# 

Refresh the brand to increase loyalty # 
 Increase innovation capability by increasing 

team problem-solving skills and creating a 
psychologically safe environment 

# 

Investing in rapid development of data 
analytic capability 

# 
 Design flexible structures to link empowered 

teams across the company and increase 
collaboration 

# 

Conduct revenue recovery planning – 
financial modeling with realistic tradeoffs 

# 
 Refine internal governance model to give 

more teams more power to decide 
# 

     

Activating Talent Priority 
(1, 2, 3) 

 Demonstrating Resilient Leadership Priority 
(1, 2, 3) 

Define the standard for “resilient leadership” – 
what others need from our leaders 

# 
 Reevaluate leadership purpose – highest and 

best value as a leader 
# 

Redesign development programs to accelerate 
digital, remote teamwork and innovation skills 

# 
 Build a personal dashboard to stay focused on 

priorities 
# 

Revamp assessment tools to identify resilient 
leaders 

# 
 Invest in practices for self-care, renewal and 

energy 
# 

Develop advanced practices for remote team 
management and deploy these rapidly 

# 
 Calendar management and workflow 

practices 
# 

Reinvent the employee experience and engage 
employees through a variety of platforms and 
media 

# 
 

Elevate communication skills for inspiration, 
energy and connection 

# 


