
Managing through crisis and  
preparing for the post-outbreak era 
 

A CHEAT SHEET FOR LEADERS

Without question, 2020 will test your leadership and the ability of 
your organisation to operate in the face of ambiguity. This cheat 
sheet is a practical guide to help you work through what that means 
for you and your people.

2020: a year of two halves 

It is impossible to do well in any cycle without 
thinking about and planning for the next one. 
You are most likely grappling with two equally 
important factors – keeping employees and 
their families safe, and ensuring business 
continuity and survival.

Eventually, the pandemic will end. And when it 
does, you need to be ready – for a resurgence 
in customer demand, and very different ways 
of working. 

. 

Leadership: now is the time for 
adaptive leaders 

Right now, it’s time for calm, inclusive 
leadership. In times of crisis, people depend on 
leaders to provide clarity and hope.

Over-communicate – Drive a sense of 
collective purpose and optimism. Stay 
connected via video updates and social 
channels. And be honest and genuine: it’s OK 
to admit you don’t know all the answers. 

Be prepared to make hard decisions – 
Sometimes there are no easy solutions. Be 
clear, compassionate and upfront – now is not 
the time for mixed messages.

Re-frame this challenge – Can you use a down 
cycle as an opportunity to grow? You may now 
have time to implement major initiatives, or 
pivot to meet shifts in customer demand.  

“Don’t retract. Many healthy organisations are 
taking this time to set themselves up for a big 
move.” Tim Wiseman, Korn Ferry Client Partner

Once you start to see signs of recovery, make 
up for lost time and take advantage of the 
pent-up demand in the global economy. Get 
ready to set the pace, and build a sense of 
positive momentum.

What leaders need to consider now:  
Leadership:  
Now is the time for adaptive leaders

Corporate Culture:  
Making the case for change 

Employee Engagement:  
From emergency response to greater  
resilience

Performance and rewards:  
Re-thinking plans through times of crisis



Culture: making the case for change 

How well can your people and systems operate 
under unanticipated pressure? Disruptive 
change can be a catalyst for a shift in culture 
– so if that is a leadership priority, now is your 
moment.

“A left field event like this will result in people 
asking ‘what can we do better?’ Solving 
major supply chain, customer demand or 
employee safety challenges starts with your 
organisation’s DNA.”  
Sharad Vishvanath, Korn Ferry Client Partner 

Culture change needs to begin at the top: 
when you change your behaviours, teams will 
follow.

Address any weak points – Prioritise the 
dimensions of culture for your industry. It 
might be agility in collaboration, or a long-term 
horizon to manage risk.

Build capabilities quickly – How can you help 
your team adjust to these new behaviours? 
Do you need to bring in people with different 
values or mindsets?

Create centres of excellence – Remote and 
dispersed teams still need guiderails. Make 
sure your organisation’s processes and systems 
support your culture shift.  

Engagement: from emergency 
response to greater resilience

Organisations that get employee engagement 
right today will have a better chance of 
ensuring business continuity in the short-
term – and retaining talent once the crisis has 
passed.

“People want clear guidelines – they need to 
know the organisation is taking precautions to 
safeguard their wellbeing.” 
Jingqi Li, Korn Ferry Senior Principal

Prioritise duty of care – Set up an emergency 
response team to co-ordinate external 
information to provide clear guidelines. 
Internally monitor and record every case of  
the illness.

Be a visible, inclusive leader – Convey 
confidence and reassurance. Act quickly on 
employee feedback, and have many lines of 
communication open – from pulse surveys to 
virtual town halls.

Equip people to work remotely – Give 
them the right tools to share ideas and stay 
connected, and lead through example. Use any 
downtime wisely by providing remote learning 
and development opportunities.   

Performance and rewards: re-thinking 
plans through times of crisis

In uncertain times, transparent and consistent 
performance management plans and rewards 
are more important than ever. Avoid making 
rash, short-term decisions that could lead to 
future retention challenges. 

“As much as economically possible, I would 
suggest riding out the storm. Supporting staff 
now will win hearts and minds for a long time.” 
Trevor Warden, Korm Ferry Client Partner

Split the year in two – Set collective 
performance targets to see the organisation 
through this first half, and avoid irrational 
goals. Return to an individual scorecard 
approach once the crisis has passed. 

Differentiate performance – Recognise those 
who were doing a great job before the crisis, 
and manage their rewards and performance 
differently – or you’ll risk losing them later.

Look for alternatives to lay-offs – Ask for 
volunteers for reduced hours, reduced pay 
for those above a certain salary bracket, or 
taking paid or unpaid leave. You could cover a 
percentage of a high-performer’s salary while 
freezing their role. 

Visit our website for more practical  
advise on managing through crisis: 
kornferry.com/challenges/coronavirus

https://www.kornferry.com/challenges/coronavirus

