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Our first Leadership series webinar took place on 26th August,  
and we had fantastic feedback from our attendees.

The conversation was flowing, and the experience and thoughts 
of a diverse international group made for a rich and fascinating 

debate. This is a brief summary of the main points discussed in the 
main room and extracts of the sub-groups’ discussions. 

The changing environment in the Covid-19 pandemic
Businesses are evolving and changing continuously, but the Covid-19 pandemic has speeded this up. It has destabilised the whole 
environment, including changing people’s attitudes towards work. These changes are likely to be in place long term. While there 
is a lot of uncertainty, there are also exciting opportunities. We are seeing an acceleration of the evolution of leadership skills and 
needs, and there will need to be a major rethink about what this means for the future of management. 

“People are trying many different ways to lead their teams today; some apply more autonomy and trust; others bring more control 
as they are more stressed and anxious. There is no clear direction and no coming back to our previous world.”

Looking at the impact of what has already happened in the world, the survey revealed a number of key issues for debate. Today’s 
discussion focused on leadership and agility, particularly looking at trust.
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How leadership is shifting
Leadership takes two forms, depending on the situation. In the first situation, leaders can see everything, and what to do next is 
very clear. In the second situation, it is dark and foggy, and leaders have to sense and feel what is going on, which requires precise 
command and strong agility to feel. Leadership in the dark and foggy environment of Covid-19 needs intuition and peripheral 
vision.

One of the biggest challenges to leadership is managing people remotely. While some companies have done this for a while, it is a 
new way of working to many, and will require new styles of leadership and management.

“Is leadership transforming because of the pandemic, or was it already happening with the new generations coming into the corporate world. 
Or is it leadership as we always knew it, though with a different flavour?”

“The remote-working, business hold and market uncertainty for many has pushed for a different focus in leadership and a need for new and 
different skills and styles.”

The core fundamentals of leadership will still be important. An extraordinary leader is able to deal with the current circumstances, 
has a vision and is able to share it with the team, has a high level of accountability and is reliable. 

“People’s demand on leadership is certainly changing. Organisations live by their values and look after their people very well, making us feel 
more stable, safe and secure.”

The characteristics of the new leaders
Leading under a pandemic, and through to what is often described as the ‘new normal’, will need leaders who are confident, 
flexible and agile as situations change from day-to-day. 

Build trust

The culture of trust underlines everything in an international business.

“We are in the western world plus in the life science industry, where people are highly 
educated, which makes it a very privileged environment. Maybe for other regions in 
the world and other industries – can we act the same in very different ecosystems? 
There is a shift in what trust is all about.”

The best leaders are trusted by their employees, and in turn trust and empower 
their teams. 

“In Scandinavian organisation, trust is everything. You are trusted until you prove 
that you shouldn’t be trusted. The business continues as usual, but trust in the 
leadership is so fundamental – there is no questioning around what people do, as the 
attitude is letting go and trusting people. We don’t see each other as much, but we 
have the technology.”

“Trust underpins everything. Leaders have no option but to trust their teams more, 
as we are seeing them less. The culture of the organisation will have to enhance trust 
more. Organisations that are not founded on trust will fail.”

Cope with change and communicate clearly

A rapidly changing environment needs leaders who are intuitive, and who can 
think on their feet. In times of uncertainty, leaders don’t always have the time to wait and weigh up a decision, they need to trust 
their instinct, which will become more reliable as they gain more experience. A good leader will still question themselves.

“A lot of my leadership learnings has been around my lack of clarity and the ambiguity of having to readjust things whilst picking up what is 
going on. How can I bring some clarity as a leader to move things forward when I don’t have the visibility?” 

Leaders also need to bring clarity and vision, by communicating strategies clearly. This, however, is challenging as leaders move 
through an unclear and fast-changing environment. 

“If we are dealing with the tail end of this crisis and switch to a building mode, the question is for me, not if I can trust my teams, how I can 
be clear enough on what they should do.”

“Talking about the complexity of working whilst staying at home is important. Things that had been looking bold or high risk before March 
2020 have suddenly become a necessity (i.e. decentralised clinical trials, rotas in manufacturing sites, workforce to work from home).” 

“Trust underpins 
everything. Leaders have 
no option but to trust their 
teams more, as we are seeing 
them less. The culture of 
the organisation will have 
to enhance trust more. 
Organisations that are not 
founded on trust will fail.”
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Inspire, motivate and support people

The best leaders are inspirational and motivational, and make people want to follow, and this isn’t always something that can be 
learned in courses. They need to bring innovative solutions to volatile and uncertain times, generate and maintain motivation for 
the teams, and communicate strategies clearly and calmly.

“To be a good leader… being inspiring, competent, trustable is essential – people will 
then follow you and believe in you even in rough waters.”

Leaders also need to be empathic; they need to be aware what the people in 
their teams need, and how this may change over time. They need to be able to 
listen to and understand their teams, which can be challenging when they can’t 
meet face-to-face. This is part of the two-way process of trust.

“You have to start somewhere, and decide that you trust your team. With close 
communication and regular contact, you become more confident. Performance 
management needs to change, and many tools become redundant.”

“These are the leadership skills of the future that companies will have to develop to 
generate trust: generosity, integrity, empathy.”

This is all encapsulated in the quality of resilience, which relies on a positive 
outlook, empathy, emotional regulation and self-efficacy.

Set up a safe environment for communication and innovation

In the past, it was often only leadership teams who were encouraged to think out loud, propose innovative solutions, and express 
ideas. As companies become less hierarchical, the new generation of leaders need to encourage people at all levels to speak out, 
ask questions, and offer solutions. To be able to do this, people need to feel trusted, acknowledged and empowered. This will allow 
them to become confident and feel happier in their roles, as well as having a stronger sense of purpose. As a consequence, people 
become more productive. 

“I think people are now getting used to less clarity, and are becoming more comfortable speaking out and asking questions if they are 
provided with the space to do it, and they are being acknowledged.”

By being empowered, people can create their own way to reach the target, as long as the vision is clear. 

“It is always possible to set up rules to allow space and create a trustful environment where people can ask when things are unclear.” 

“The feeling safe aspect is crucial, though it is not enough; you also need to engage them to work with you on reaching the target and 
empower them, make them far more responsible and accountable. It’s a fine line between making them feel secure and also supporting them, 
giving freedom and pushing them to engage, create your brand, and carrying on being sustainable and therefore feel safe. Offering safety just 
by ourselves, as a manager, is not enough.”

As well as being beneficial for employees, innovative and empowering leaders create successful companies. 

“Their ability to innovate and adjust is a core part of the success factor, even more now (which is an additional complexity triggered by 
Covid-19). The reaction and vision of the shareholders need to be communicated as well, as they are influencing the operations decisions of 
the management team, which is important to cascade to the teams to make some sense in the decisions made.”

A good leader will also remember that while organisations focus on profit, people are looking for purpose.

The impact of the loss of social interaction 
To protect themselves and others, or as a result of local and national lockdowns, working from home has become vital. For some, 
the better quality of life this balances missed social time with colleagues. For others, however, working remotely is becoming an 
increasing challenge.

“The social part is also changing: a few people use to work closely in an office setting, and they are now spread out. How to keep the 
social part in? Virtual meetings are often exclusively focused on tasks, missing the social aspect. Some people will thrive in this type of 
environment, though others, in need of social interaction, are struggling. The interest and excitement around daily or weekly virtual 
meetings with a ‘chat only’ purpose is fading away.”

“What we also see, is that people are really craving for a personal interaction and show saturation of working remotely. Companies are now 
announcing various solutions and practices.”

“To be a good leader… 
being inspiring, competent, 
trustable is essential – 
people will then follow you 
and believe in you even in 
rough waters.”
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There is a gap
The value of face-to-face discussion is the ability to continue discussions, think out loud with colleagues and ask 
further questions after the meeting has finished. These ‘in between’ conversations are invaluable, and sit between 
socialising and task-oriented discussions. 

The challenge with a virtual meeting is that it is often just a brief hello, and then a list of tasks, and it loses both the 
social and ‘in between’ interactions. This is something that leaders and their teams need to adjust to, and to work 
around.

“It is hard to build the relationship in a virtual setting. In a simplistic way, to know how they are feeling, what their motivation 
is, the small talk, encouraging behaviours, keeping a camaraderie and keeping the morale makes a difference. Setting definite 
times for defined tasks doesn’t feel natural. We are social beings at the end of the day. Most of our lives is about working, and it’s 
only taken a few months to change this paradigm so distinctly.”

To deal with this isolation, leaders need to work harder to provide help and support to individuals.

“We have had the technology available which helped to manage the transition to a virtual mode. As a manager and as a leader however, 
working remotely with a team has meant I had to ‘individualise’ more. During the lockdown, people living alone found it more challenging. 
Now, I can see that people’s stress behaviour has changed. You can’t formalise your frustration in the same way (i.e. around a coffee or in a 
chat with a colleague) anymore, which needs to be dealt with. The interaction seems to move from point to point, rather than based on in-
person communication cues you are able to capitalise on when you are together in a room.”

It’s also important to work at maintaining or building relationships, between the leader and the team, and also within the team, 
and this requires honesty, trust and openness.

“We have been using the human capital that we hired in the past, though as we are hiring new generations or new staff, it is increasingly 
difficult to rebuild or maintain that capital with new employees.”

“How to approach the leadership? We have to humanise organisations and leadership. In the end, everyone is human. We have to be honest 
with the organisation and people, communicate and to be open to different situations, understanding the various ways for people to deal 
with the situation.”

Tailoring leadership to the needs of the company
Leaders need to understand the company’s targets and strategy and create or adapt a roadmap to meet these needs. A good leader 
can push the roadmap to hit the target, using different strategies according to the local, regional or global priorities. This will 
allow the leadership team to maximise opportunities, both focussing on business development opportunities and on contingency 
plans to minimise the risk.

“We set up a Covid committee dealing with all related questions, including operations, which was very well received, and there has been a 
lot of communication around and on their work. We are also constantly evaluating technology systems and make close connection with the 
right people, to assess costs and efficiency.” 

“Leaders are here to support the companies’ success as connectors and enablers. They are the ones influencing and guiding people to achieve 
some pre-defined target.”

Building the next generation of leaders
The current challenging situation will nurture future leaders, who understand what it is to work within a more restricted 
environment.

“A different kind of leader… has arisen; people who are moving the organisation forward, discreetly, and are more connected. They bring a 
lot of value in the teams today, when they were not necessarily on the promotion ladder. Those people may have been more flexible in many 
ways, or used the restricted work-environment, to naturally create the trust and nurture the much-needed human dimension that is missing 
now.”

The next generation of employees need to be part of the process of change. 

“People’s requests and expectations in interviews are shifting and entail remote and flexible work conditions; it is becoming a given.”
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Millennials and Generation Z have different needs for remote working, for example they may live in shared accommodation with 
little personal space, and different requirements for relationships within the work environment, particularly if they are new to an 
area. 

“They are certainly to be included in the thinking process and listened to, for creative solutions, adjustments and a different philosophical 
approach in the workplace.

Conclusion
The current transformation of leadership is about how to communicate vision, strategy and objectives whilst keeping 
people motivated by inspiring leaders. Managers will have to bring a softer and more human approach and style into 
the play, to compensate for the lack of “human presence and unspoken language” that remote working is imposing on 
the vast majority of companies.

“We are preprogramed to resist change; it was never easy to change in the first place, but even less so today as we are 
social animals and we see each other less. Covid-19 is the wake-up call. We are looking for more stability and care, but 
we need to make people feel comfortable in uncomfortable situations.”

Individuals at all levels, supported by their management teams, will have to learn to connect and communicate in a 
way to trust others and acknowledge the added-value of different thinking. Clarity of communication and being able 
and ready to navigate uncertainty and ambiguity can be mastered, and companies should support their teams in 
growing such mindset and culture.

“Historically in the western world, we’ve been thriving on being secure. It is an illusion. Humanity is not predictable, 
and survival has been the only focus for millennia whilst living with fear, with ambiguity. Maybe we are living a wakeup 
call here and should raise the next generations to deal with a different future and, realistically, less security.”


