
Today’s new world is like an infinity loop—filled with 
instant information, 100% virtual collaboration, and 
continuously evolving business scenarios.  Leaders can 
view the new landscape as an opportunity to use 
uncertainty as a creative, powerful, and positive force. 
The new landscape facing leaders means:

1. Adapting to roller-coaster markets that impact 
costs, people, and operations which leads to the 
stress of managing recession-like scenarios 
requiring different forms of collaboration and 
influencing behaviors

2. Delivering micro-level instant communications and 
interactions that require minimal and ever-
changing plans to maintain focus yet are 
connected to a broader purpose

“It takes a lot of bravery [for leaders] to consider that uncertainty is not a threat, that in fact it's creative 
and powerful.“ 

– Margaret Wheatley, author of Leadership and the New Science: Discovering Order in a Chaotic World (2006)

The world has changed overnight.  The rapid spread of COVID-19 has had far-reaching implications to 
organizations.  Increasing concerns for health and safety and economic uncertainty, are creating 
debilitating and unprecedented circumstances for companies around the world. Through times of 
uncertainty, leaders have to interpret the impacts and navigate these new realities. Your people are 
looking to you for guidance, responsiveness, and authenticity.  

While COVID may be a once-in-a-lifetime pandemic, disasters such as world wars or hurricanes are not 
new.  These times provide leaders with unique opportunities to build their transformation muscle and 
manage chaos with humanity, meaning, and purpose. In fact, expectations of leaders are even higher 
today, as revealed in the 2019 Edelman Trust Barometer. Representing a profound change in trust in 
recent years, “My Employer” emerged as the barometer's most trusted institution.1 More than ever, 
leaders play a critical role in the eyes of their people to bring direction, focus, and clarity. 

This is the time for leaders to step up, acknowledge our new reality, and help their people manage 
through the discomfort.  In fact, David Kessler, the world’s foremost expert on grief, acknowledged in an 
HBR interview that “Yes, the discomfort you’re feeling is grief.”2 He said, “The loss of normalcy; the fear 
of economic toll; the loss of connection. This is hitting us and we’re grieving. Collectively. We are not 
used to this kind of collective grief in the air… This breaks our sense of safety. We’re feeling that loss of 
safety.”3 In times of pressure, maintaining purpose, momentum, and staying agile are more important 
than ever.
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Living in a virtual world - are uncertain times the new normal?



3. Implementing immediate virtual and remote work arrangements that change not only aspects of 
connection but also challenge traditional managerial and leadership working norms and corporate 
culture

4. That the realities of business downtimes are increased opportunities to drive reskilling efforts at 
exponential speeds using new virtual tools and digital capabilities

5. Managing talent beyond company borders to take advantage to broader supply-demand gaps in an 
economy that didn’t previously exist (see next Stories of leadership and adaptation from around 
the world, next page)

6. Instant information and insights are updated on an 
hourly basis, which drives rapid cycles and new business decisions and different leader-employee-
customer responses

7. Continued focus and balance between driving and protecting your business as well as focusing on 
your people and customers

Under crisis situations, every day brings new, stressful, and reactive situations.  The role of leaders is 
even more important to create calm and clarity, to act with kindness and empathy and to sense, adapt, 
and pivot to create business continuity. Virtual working while efficient requires leaders to remember 
engagement and mental well-being.  In fact, Dr. Adam Perlman, the Director of Integrative Health and 
Wellbeing for Mayo Clinic Florida reminds us, “In times of uncertainty we forget or ignore the most 
fundamental self-care… These things give us a sense of control when the world at large seems more 
overwhelming.”4 

Today’s environment gives leaders the opportunity to enhance skills and build their transformation 
muscle to lead in an increasingly complex and uncertain world.  Successful organizations in the future 
will be adept at moving through the infinity loop with confidence and agility to lead the new horizon of 
transformation.

Tips on leading transformation in uncertain times:

1. Lead with purpose to create hope and resilience.  It unifies people towards a common motivation, 
is tied to strong values which builds trust that is needed to navigate continuous change.  It also 
maintains direction and positivity to create a human ideal for a better place.  Reinforce your 
purpose to ground your people during stressful times as it’s human nature to easily slip into the 
pessimistic side of life.

2. Consider how you and your team can make a difference. Can you lend capacity and leadership to 
another part of the business or community that is in high demand?  Can your workforce’s skills be 
adapted to support in other ways that may not be so obvious?  Think differently about the 
workforce capabilities you have.

3. Put on your internal radar.  Sensing, adaptability, and foresight are needed to adjust; the crisis will 
evolve day to day and over time.  Day 1 will be hands on, emergency rapid response.  You need to 
anticipate and plan for the future and post recovery scenarios. Build a specific plan on how you will 
ramp up your workforce again. The reality of virtual work is upon us—anticipating and adapting to 
new business demands remains a priority. 

4. Remember your people seek connection, humanity, and compassion. Take the time to ask people 
how they are doing.  People have different reactions to grief, stress, and loss; some want to 
connect, others want compassion.  Allow people to process how they are feeling; book a video call 
to connect and see people.

5. Create the circle of safety. Throughout nature, herd animals protect each other by standing firm 
and expanding their cluster often keeping their youngest at the center where it is safe. As 
emphasized by Kessler, our current environment has broken our sense of safety.  How are you 
adapting your business, making tough decisions to not only expand the circle of safety but also 
build a dynamic where your people feel protected?

6. Don’t forget about you.  As the leader, you are expected to look after everyone else but how are 
you looking after your needs?  Seek out support through your connections, mentors, coaches, and 
advisors so that you have the support you need to remain refreshed, focused, and leading the 
charge.



Stories of leadership and adaptation from around the world
Numerous examples are appearing on how leaders are adapting to the new normal with thoughtful, 
business-oriented decisions that aim to support, inspire, and build resilience:
• Adapting Operations: Companies are producing and delivering hand sanitizer to health authorities and 

hospitals, free of charge.5

• Talent beyond company borders: Food and customer delivery services are hiring people who have 
been laid off in the hospitality industry due to the increased demand in deliveries

• Human connection: Restaurants across the world are donating thousands of meals a day to frontline 
health care workers; large grocery chains are increasing per hour pay for front line essential service 
workers to recognize their outstanding efforts

• Virtual upskilling: Many institutions are offering free access to courses and online tours
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