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Lessons from  
China’s rebound

What every leader should know.
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When China’s economy effectively ground to a 
halt in late January 2020, its businesses were the 
first in the world to face the significant impact of 
COVID-19 disruption. Now those companies are 
some of the first to experience an economic 
rebound. 

Korn Ferry’s China offices work with hundreds of 
Chinese organisations, including multinationals 
and privately-owned as well as state-owned 
enterprises. We are now seeing a robust return to 
the executive search side of our business. 

Executive recruitment is a lead indicator for a 
turnaround. What’s more, there is greater interest 
from locally-owned clients than multinationals – 
demonstrating a possible move to a more national 
approach.

While China recorded its first negative economic 
growth since 1976, a drop of 6.8% for 2020’s first 
quarter1, it is now showing signs of recovery. 
Domestic consumer confidence is likely to be key 
to future GDP growth given ongoing trade 
tensions and the risks of a second wave of the 
pandemic. However, with at least 350 million 
people in China’s growing middle class, the 
country has numbers on its side.2  

Other leading indicators look positive as well – 
including industrial machinery investment (such as 
excavators) which shows infrastructure is building. 
Residential and industrial electricity usage has also 
rebounded.

In early February, Korn Ferry’s survey of 300 
China-based enterprises found 90% believed 
COVID-19 would have a negative impact on 
revenue in 2020 – and more than half expected 
revenue to decline by 15% or more compared with 
forecasts.3   

But these fears have not prevented many China-
based companies from re-thinking their business 
operations and how they reach their customers. 

This report shares some of their experiences over 
the past few months – how they have adapted to 
travel and supply chain restrictions and responded 
to changing customer needs and behaviours. 
While there is no doubt the novel coronavirus has 
hit some sectors particularly hard, the Chinese 
entrepreneurial spirit is evident in the way many 
businesses have quickly shifted their focus and 
structures. Some have found new opportunities, 
even in a crisis.

In a time when the status quo no longer exists, 
forward-thinking leaders know doing nothing is far 
riskier than action. 

Mike Distefano, President, Korn Ferry Asia Pacific

The road to recovery

Join Mike’s on-demand webinar 
where he discusses the recovery with  
CHROs from Bosch, Schneider Electric  
and Semir CLICK HERE

https://infokf.kornferry.com/LessonsFromChina.html
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Decisiveness. 
When a drug manufacturer saw the need to provide masks 

for its 6,000 staff, it quickly secured materials and a production line. 
Within a month, it was exporting masks to the US and Europe.

Collaboration 
An offline fashion retailer tapped into its store 

managers’ social networks with code-enabled commissions for 
online sales – and exponentially expanded its sales partner 
ecosystem. 

Agility  
A restaurant ingredient supplier deployed its R&D team 

to create delivery-friendly recipes for its hard-hit chef clients and 
ran webinars to boost engagement.

Innovation 
A leading express delivery provider has 

experimented with data-driven online marketplace platforms, 
creating a new vertical supply chain with its logistics expertise 
at the core.

Empathy 
A fashion retailer demonstrated its gratitude 

to frontline medical staff with a 50% discount 
embedded into its eCommerce app.

The COVID-19 effect
Positive change can emerge from a crisis.
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In times of crisis, it’s what you do (not 
what you say) that can make all the 
difference. For companies prepared to 
lean into their organisational purpose 
and values, COVID-19 became a 
rallying point. Teams worked together 
to respond to community needs, not 
just shareholder value. And the 
goodwill this has generated – from 
employee pride to government and 
partner recognition – has been 
priceless.

The Johnson & Johnson example. 

Early in the crisis, Johnson & 
Johnson’s China-based operations 
worked with its global supply teams to 
source and donate more than 
20million RMB (USD2.8million) in 
personal protective equipment (PPE) 
and send it to hospitals in Wuhan. This 
took extraordinary effort – people 
working day and night to pull together 
medical masks, gloves, protective 
uniforms and more, and distribute 
them safely to a city in extreme 
lockdown.  

But it aligned perfectly with the 
company’s purpose, which is to ‘strive 
to improve access and affordability, 
create healthier communities, and put 
a healthy mind, body and environment 
within reach of everyone, everywhere.’

“Johnson & Johnson sent a strong 
signal to the market and to their talent 
that this is a caring company, one that 
truly focuses on the health of human 
beings,” says Gladdy He, Korn Ferry 
Regional Market Leader, Life Sciences 
Asia Pacific. “Their HR lead told me, ‘I 
have a new job as ‘Chief Procurement 
Officer’ – everyone was involved.”

Although Johnson & Johnson’s 
revenues were disrupted by 
restrictions on elective surgeries, they 
did not reduce head count. “They 
expected business to rebound, and 
now that hospitals are reopening, they 
are well positioned to benefit from the 
rebound and are also perceived very 
favourably,” says Gladdy He.

Doubling down on 
purpose
Doing the right thing can pay dividends.
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Gladdy gives another example of a local pharma 
company that quickly shifted a production line to 
make masks. “It wasn’t for profit making. Initially, the 
Chairman told me he could foresee the need to make 
masks for the company’s 6,000 employees. So, he 
secured the material and a production line.” She 
describes him as a “very caring leader who takes 
responsibility for his employee and stakeholder 
well-being, and has shaped the company values in 
this way.”

They then realised there was a significant mask 
shortage – and it was impacting the company’s 
suppliers and customers. As a result, they added 
more production lines. “They sold the masks at cost. 
They just wanted to make sure everyone could 
continue operating and perhaps would remember 
them.”

By March, this company was exporting masks to the 
US and Europe – still at cost. “It was really a 
marketing effort,” says Gladdy He. “Now they have 
deeper access to new channels including pharmacies, 
everyone wants to work with them – and they can 
finally accelerate their innovative drug development.” 
Gladdy He is now working on an organisational 
strategy with the company to build up its sales and 
digital transformation teams.

This commitment to corporate responsibility goes 
beyond the healthcare sector. With eCommerce sales 
booming as retail stores closed, a sports and fashion 
brand developed a specific type of discount widget 
for its online shopping app. If the online shopper 
could verify themselves as a registered nurse or 
doctor, they received a 50% discount on the purchase 
price. 

“In China, we recognise doctors and nurses 
contributed a lot during this time – sacrificing their 
personal interest for the population’s wellbeing,” says 
Claudia Wu, Korn Ferry Senior Client Partner and 
Consumer Practice Leader based in Shanghai. 

Not only did the app generate much needed 
additional sales, it showed gratitude to those who 
deserved recognition. “It became a brand that knew 
how to appreciate the way others contribute to 
society,” she says.

5

“During this crisis, we have 
seen the power of purpose 
in uniting workforces. The 
organisations that already 
had a strong and enduring 
purpose have rallied 
behind it.”
- Gladdy He, Korn Ferry
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Organisations need to define 
a meaningful, customer-
centered purpose and align 
their leadership and workforce 
behind it.
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Purpose is the new strategy. 
 
For SC Johnson, a multinational FMCG that 
focuses on a safe and healthy world for families, 
looking after retail partners, suppliers and 
distributors was a natural first move. “We were 
among the first batch of multinationals to 
contribute RMB 1 million (USD 140,000) to China 
Red Cross to Support the Wuhan area at the 
onset of the outbreak. Since then, we’ve been 
donating products to partners to help them 
disinfect their workspace – we want them to be 
able to resume work safely, and protect the 
supply chain,” explains Stephen Lau, Vice 
President, General Manager – Greater China 
Cluster SC Johnson.

His teams have also used livestreaming 
technology to engage with third-party 
merchandisers and employees. “These digital 
tools have been very effective in helping them 
through this stressful time; we could instantly 
respond in an innovative and interactive way, to 
ensure a safe and well-supported environment,” 
Stephen Lau adds. 

A major logistics player, SF Express Group, used 
its own planes to ensure Wuhan received urgent 
medical supplies free of charge when the city 
was completely shut down. Lockdown road 
closures had disrupted the group’s national 
courier service, but having its own airline proved 
a competitive advantage in the crisis. 

 
 
With an underlying business purpose built 
around trust – taking the expectations and trust 
of customers very seriously – its actions spoke 
louder than words. Without considering any 
commercial value, this created a positive brand 
profile.

Having a diversified logistics network, and 
investing in protective gear as well as 
quarantine-period food and accommodation for 
couriers, enabled SF Express to get back to 
normal operating capacity before its 
competitors. Just in time to support the 
explosive growth in online consumer spending 
and working-from-home document delivery.4 

In some cases, we have also seen organisations 
amplify their purpose by co-operating with 
competitors. For example, early in the crisis 
hotel and cinema chains shared their workforces 
with major supermarket chains and O2O (Online 
to Offline) retailers, which were under pressure 
to deliver essentials.5 
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Purpose is the new strategy. 

• Unite your leaders and workforce around your purpose. 
• Make sure that purpose is customer-centred. 
• Think about how your purpose differentiates you in the market and can       
 endure beyond the crisis.

Purpose has collective power. 

• Think differently about your competitors. Can you work together to   
 effect positive change? 
• Seek opportunities to collaborate with government and global partners   
 – build out your ecosystem.  
 
 
Purpose needs clarity.

• Communicate clear short-term business priorities that align with   
 organisational purpose. 
• Replace the five-year plan with a two-year vision statement.  
• Provide autonomy over decisions that align with purpose.

1

2

3

A crisis forces us to re-examine what really matters. By 
defining why your organisation exists and what you need to 
achieve, you can create a powerful ‘northern star’.

Ideas for change

“Companies that already had a strong and enduring 
purpose are finding innovative ways to bring that to 
life. In life sciences, for example, healing patients is 
the ultimate purpose – not simply producing drugs. 
It’s a more meaningful way to align leaders and their 
teams.” 
Gladdy He, Regional Market Leader, Life Sciences Asia Pacific – Korn Ferry

7
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There is no doubt this has been a time of 
experimentation for many businesses, fuelled 
by a sense of urgency. But they still need 
to execute new strategies in a coordinated 
and decisive way. Organisational design can 
either enable innovation or create frustrating 
roadblocks. 

In China, even the largest organisations can 
move quickly. Having invested in digital 
capabilities and quality talent, they already 
have an advantage in such a competitive 
market. The top 10% of companies in China 
capture about 90% of the total economic profit 
– much higher than the rest of the world.6  

By contrast, many enterprises around the world 
may have felt hampered by hierarchy, siloes 
and long-held assumptions about the way their 
industries work.  

This crisis is an opportunity to break down 
those models, and re-build them so they are fit 
for the future.

Re-shaping 
structures 
and systems

8

The ‘how’ of seizing opportunities.



Crisis as a trigger for organisational redesign. 

A major household electrical supplier in China faced a 
significant challenge when all its retail outlets were 
forced to close. Demand for its products was still high 
with so many people working from home and streaming 
entertainment, but it had to get manufacturing back up 
and running. Shifting its business from B2B to B2C, and 
from offline to online, required a complete rethink of the 
supply chain and logistics model.

“First, they needed a plan to meet the online demand 
with manufacturing operations,” explains Tao Li, Senior 
Client Partner with Korn Ferry China’s Global Industrial 
Market practice. Many factory workers had returned 
home for Chinese New Year and were now in lockdown. 
So they looked at ways to safely bring in workers from 
adjacent cities – sending out buses where needed.

Then they re-worked the logistics workflow to allow for a 
40% increase in online sales. “They had to rearrange the 
warehouse layout and decentralise stock holdings,” Tao 
Li adds. Investing in a highly efficient, digital-driven 
integrated supply chain management system now 
ensures they can maintain stock levels to meet both 
offline and online demand. 

Tao Li believes the company will continue to strengthen 
its online sales, but its offline channel of more than one 
million stores is still a significant competitor advantage. 
It is now embarking on a longer-term organisational 
redesign to position for the next supply chain shift.

9
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Seizing the moment. 

A major solar panel manufacturer is 
also using a slightly slower market 
pace to its advantage, focusing on a 
new organisational structure that 
brings the commercial and 
manufacturing business units together 
in a more smooth and cohesive way.

“They want to drive synergy, built solid 
corporate support and encourage 
people to move between the two 
business units, and develop their 
agility and leadership capabilities,” 
explains Joyce Gong, a Senior Client 
Partner specializing in the Global 
Industrial and Financial Services 
Markets. 

This manufacturer has a competitive 
advantage in its market and had 
already spent time ensuring cost 
structures were lean.  

“They had pushed raw material costs 
to be very low, and paid attention to 
technology to continuously improve 
efficiencies,” Joyce Gong says. Its 
diversified manufacturing base – with 
10 of its 15 factories located outside 
China – also meant it could pivot to 
fulfil contracts when global supply 
chains were disrupted. “This is a new 
normal they have never faced before, 
but they have some freedom to 
choose the best plan based on 
logistics and customs support for the 
end market,” Joyce Gong adds.

A centralised organisational structure 
can help coordinate these decisions 
and reduce “communication waste in 
siloed business units,” she says.  

“One of our clients has used this time well to focus 
on important business priorities. It is a good time to 
drive change, reinforce culture and review the strategy.  
Employees are showing a greater sense of ownership 
during the crisis.”  
Joyce Gong, Senior Client Partner – Korn Ferry
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Ideas for change
To make it through the crisis, almost all organisations will 
need to go through some level of re-structuring. In the new 
normal, simply getting things done means breaking down 
long-standing boundaries.

Building in agility.
•  Re-think your business model and processes. Are they fit  
  for the future? 
•  Reflect on your recent experience: what new behaviours  
  and processes will you keep? 
•  How can you give people the capability, capacity and   
  commitment to continue doing the right things in the   
  right way?

Remove siloes and roadblocks. 
•  Reduce the number of hierarchy levels to no more than  
  three or four. 
•  Create bigger and more versatile teams (or ‘tribes’) that  
  can pivot to deal with different challenges. 
•  Group different functions with similar capabilities   
  together.

 
Make space for collaboration.

11

“Many businesses have had to quickly re-think every 
aspect of their organisation to pivot in response to the 
crisis. Others have used a slower sales period to make 
the changes they had previously put off because they 
might take time. Either way, these moves help set up 
stronger foundations for the future.” 
Tao Li, Senior Client Partner – Korn Ferry

•  Empower people to make quick decisions, connect   
  across functions, and perform in ambiguous    
  circumstances. 
•  Build smart teams that are diverse, inclusive, and come  
  together for a defined purpose. 
•  Define broader ecosystems of strategic partners and   
  suppliers around your organisation. They can help you   
  be more responsive to constant change.  
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Just as they have around the world, smaller 
businesses have been hit particularly hard by 
lockdown restrictions in China – especially those 
in the service sectors such as hospitality, tourism, 
and entertainment.7 

Although restaurants have now re-opened, 
consumers are still cautious about going out 
– especially in more dense urban areas. This 
has a knock on effect for suppliers. But one 
enterprising dairy distributor saw an opportunity 
for its restaurant customers – home delivery.

“It was a difficult time,” explains Claudia Wu. 
“Restaurant owners were worried about going 
bankrupt, and they weren’t buying ingredients. 
So, this supplier mobilised its R&D team to 
develop recipes tailored for a delivery menu. 
Meals could be cooked and delivered to customer 
homes with the best taste and flavour.”

The supplier also used digital tools to engage 
restaurant chefs. “They showcased their recipes 
on webinars and showed how restaurants 
could use them to boost sales. It was a very 
quick response to the market situation, while 
competitors were still thinking ‘what can we  
do?’ ”

Developing new revenue streams like this can 
have a long-term advantage – especially if you 
are the first mover. Home meal delivery is just 
one new consumer trend expected to remain.

“Turn the urgency of your 
organisation’s response to the 
crisis into long-lasting and 
positive culture change.”  
- Claudia Wu, Korn Ferry

Embedding 
a culture 
that turns 
crisis into 
opportunity

12

Pivoting to new revenue streams  
requires a shift in behaviours.
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Innovation is key in the crisis response.

A leading express delivery provider also has good 
reason to be confident in the logistics market, 
given the growth in eCommerce deliveries. But it 
has taken this opportunity to incubate and test 
new online business models to take a greater slice 
of the vertical supply chain. 

China’s eCommerce sector is already one of the 
most mature and innovative in the world. But this 
express delivery business saw an opportunity to 
create a more interactive online marketplace. 
Chinese consumers wanted more ways to engage 
with eCommerce – to comment about products 
and take virtual tours. Now they’re buying 
everything from lipsticks to apartments this way.

“Online to offline is not enough for Chinese 
consumers now,” explains Diana Chan, who leads 
Korn Ferry China’s Industrial Practice from 
Shanghai. Her client is experimenting with different 
types of products, ultimately driving traffic to the 
core logistics business. “They are using all their 
customer data to target precise behaviours and 
have developed a fully integrated platform. It both 
pulls and pushes consumers to products.”

Some of the biggest cultural changes we have seen 
centre on the way teams work. Video conferencing 
is here to stay. And some clients who have been 
forced to shift to virtual hiring have described it as 
their ‘happiest hiring experience.’ Instead of 
meeting face to face (and incurring the related 
travel costs), they can meet via Zoom. If the 
candidates have already completed a capabilities 
assessment, the risk is low. 

The right talent for a strategic shift. 

A major medical aesthetics provider is also 
seeing business soar – thanks to an innovative 
multichannel approach. As well as distributing its 
products via hospitals, it has its own showroom, 
medical ‘university’ and online education 
programs for doctors and patients.

“They were very fast to shift to online education, 
whereas previously it was all face to face,” 
explains Gladdy He. “In a way, COVID-19 helped 
them fast track that strategy implementation. We 
were surprised when they didn’t put a freeze on 
recruitment in March. But they said they believed 
China would recover first and they didn’t want to 
be falling behind.”

Bringing on more experienced and qualified 
people is core to this business strategy – 
particularly in expanding digital capabilities. And 
with other medical device companies struggling 
while elective surgeries were put on hold, it was a 
good time to acquire top talent.  

They may have also been reassured by past 
experience, which indicated demand for 
aesthetics wouldn’t be hit too hard by the 
pandemic. Following the 2008-2009 financial 
crisis, medical aesthetics experienced a sharp 
V-shaped recovery.8 
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Pivoting demands  
creativity, at speed.

•  Focus on the behaviours that enable   
  creativity and spend and embed these into  
  your DNA. 
•  Give people clear expectations of  
  outcomes, and let them find, test, and   
  iterate the solution. 
•  Champion positive examples of this   
  throughout the organisation. 
 

Walk the talk as a leader.
•  Be specific. ‘We want to be customer-  
  focused’ is too abstract: show your team  
  what that looks like, and how the     
  organisation will need to change. 
•  Set the tone for making sure positive   
  behaviours ‘stick’ after the crisis. For   
  example, keep daily check-ins rather than  
  reverting to weekly updates, so quick   
   decisions can still be made. 

Adjust rewards and 
performance management.

•  Ensure targets and remuneration packages  
  recognise and incentivise the specific   
  behaviours you want to encourage. 
•  Move towards real-time feedback – don’t  
  wait for the annual review. 
•  People, processes, structure, and    
  governance all need to enable and reinforce  
  your culture.

14

Ideas for change
Turn the urgency of your organisation’s response to 
the crisis into long-lasting and positive culture change. 

“We’ve seen many Chinese 
companies successfully re-think 
their entire operating model to stay 
competitive. It starts with a mindset 
shift – not just amongst leaders, 
but with the ‘true influencers’ at 
any level – those who can increase 
the speed of change and inspire 
others.” 
Charles Shao, Senior Client Partner – Korn Ferry
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Digital fast-forward

Out of necessity, most touchpoints in the product and service 
journey have shifted online in the wake of COVID-19. From education 
and health to omnichannel shopping or restaurant delivery, the crisis 
has accelerated digital adoption – and there is no going back.

Telehealth has proven remarkable effective in China, for example. 
We are likely to see a continued demand for prescriptions and 
consultations via video, and the wide deployment of 5G technology 
will only further enable this. 

In the ‘stay-at-home economy’, online shopping quickly picked up as 
a proportion of total spend in China. Korn Ferry data indicates 
online sales generated a 15 to 30 percentage point incremental 
share of purchases across a range of categories.

Fresh food delivery is particularly strong: China’s online grocery 
market is expected to grow 62.9% in 2020, compared with 29.2% 
growth in 2019. But apparel sales, along with other discretionary 
items like luxury goods, initially fell.9 

The power of social media. 
 
One fashion retailer quickly deployed technology to drive market 
share in this competitive space. Pre-COVID, its clothing brands sold 
through thousands of physical stores. About 90% of sales were 
offline. So, when branches were required to close, store managers 
were redeployed to act as virtual sales agents – and given a personal 
scan code to share via their social networks.

“Those store managers are unable to work, but they have lots of 
WeChat friends who are regular shoppers,” explains Claudia Wu. “As 
a result, they shared new product releases with their friends along 
with the code. If anyone buys using their code, the manager gets a 
commission.”

This simple idea quickly expanded the store’s reach beyond its usual 
physical customers. They even recruited managers from competitor 
stores, through those same networks.

15

Turning tech talent into revenue generators.



 

 

10https://globalriskinsights.com/2020/05/covid-19-chinas-e-commerce/
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“If you’re first to do this, you have a lot of advantages,” 
notes Claudia Wu. “During the initial crisis, it’s all about cash 
flow. If you can convert some sales that’s great. But you’re 
also using social networks to reach new customers.”

She says the retailer got some traction on day one with 
about 50,000 RMB (about US$7,000) in sales. But within 
three to four days, this surged to 1million RMB (about 
US$140,000) a day. “The potential of this business is 
unbelievable.”

According to Claudia Wu, many clients have told her they 
were relieved they’d worked with Korn Ferry to strengthen 
digital capabilities before the crisis hit. 

When cosmetics player Lin Qingxuan had to close 40% of 
stores, it redeployed more than 100 beauty advisors to 
become online influencers using WeChat and other tools. In 
Wuhan alone, its sales grew 200% over 2019 figures.10 
 
The power of livestreaming. 
 
Livestreaming has become another vital channel, harnessing 
the purchasing power offered by Key Opinion Leaders. 

It is ideal for a contactless shopping experience in a 
pandemic era. “One of our clients was astonished when they 
tried livestreaming for the first time, and sold around 
4million RMB (US$500,000) in face masks in just three 
seconds. It was ridiculous. The platform is so powerful, and it 
has become an industry in its own right,” says Claudia Wu.

One of China’s leading retail groups has also used this time 
to experiment with livestreaming – to both its consumer and 
business customer groups. As a distributor, a large part of 
their business is B2B – hotels, restaurants, schools – and they 
were quite badly hit during the crisis. For example, they 
delivered virtual training and product demonstrations with 
chefs, on how to cook healthily with fewer ingredients, or 
how to clean up their kitchens safely.

The only way to stay one step ahead in China’s digital fast-
forward is to hire technically savvy talent. “You have to keep 
developing new tools, new skills, new ways of engaging with 
your customers and getting them excited about your brand 
experience,” says Claudia Wu.
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Most roles today demand digital capabilities – and the current environment offers a unique 
opportunity to attract highly skilled talent. 

Ideas for change 

17

Develop talent from within.
•  Think differently about the source:   
   in-house talent may be found in    
   surprising places.  
•  Move them across business units to   
   extend knowledge and share different   
   perspectives on critical projects.  
•  Look for people who excel at building   
   relationships, are action-oriented and   
   curious.  

 
Attract and develop the agile 
and bold. 

•  Seek people with learning agility    
  – willing and able to take on new    
  challenges and apply what they have   
  learned in constantly changing    
  environments. 
•  As well as tech skills, look for a willingness  
  to break business models and try new   
  ways of working. 
•  Include continuous learning and    
  professional development as part of your  
  compensation package.  

“Building capabilities on the digital front 
is now essential to business growth. This 
requirement has really accelerated in China 
more than ever, and we’re seeing the digital 
function mobilise to be a major - if not the 
only - growth engine.” 

Norman Zhou  
Managing Director, Professional Search & RPO – Korn Ferry
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Trust in leaders accounts for 50% of the difference 
in financial performance over a five-year period 
among the most highly transformational 
companies.11 And this crisis has tested the resolve 
and capabilities of every CEO. 

Investors are taking note. In 2019, 82% of investors 
in China – and 67% globally – said they didn’t believe 
leaders today were ‘fit for the future’.12 Clearly, there 
was a lot of work to be done. 

Many of those investors are now focusing their 
energy on supporting leadership within the 
companies they have interests in – including 
China’s private equity and venture capital firms.

Unsurprisingly, China’s private equity deal value 
fell in the first quarter of 2020 – and Series A+ 
investments declined sooner in China than in 
Western markets.13 However, that hasn’t stopped 
private equity and venture capital firms from 
tackling the crisis through their investments. 

“Because they have so many investments in so 
many different types of businesses, they are a 
really good guide to what leaders generally 
need in terms of support,” observes Yan Sun, 
Managing Director and Senior Client Partner of 
Korn Ferry’s Beijing Office. “They have 
tentacles everywhere!”

That’s why, with hundreds of companies in 
their portfolios, investment teams are 
focusing on activities to build resilience 
within those organisations. 

Embedding 
future 
resilience

18

Preserving cash and focusing on 
capabilities.

“As organisations head into 
the recovery, they will need 
leaders who ADAPT—who, 
as a matter of practice, 
challenge themselves and the 
organisation to think and act 
differently.”  
- Charles Shao, Korn Ferry

11https://www.kornferry.com/challenges/recovery 
12https://focus.kornferry.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/KF-Disruptive-Leader-Final-Digital-Spreads_FINAL.pdf 
13https://www.privateequityinternational.com/how-covid-19-affected-chinese-pe-activity-in-q1-2020/
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Upskill talent and enable tech. 

One of China’s largest K-12 education 
provider was challenged by the closure 
of classrooms. With the help of its 
investor, it could develop online 
capabilities very quickly. They trained 
teachers to run online courses and 
helped them develop programs for 
online platforms. This required an 
intense focus on upskilling and tech 
enablement – both of which require 
investment.

Another example was a baby goods 
retailer forced to close physical stores 
because it was deemed ‘non-essential 
retail’. “They sell mother and baby 
nutrition products as well as baby 
equipment. It’s big business in China,” 
notes Yan Sun. With pregnant women 
showing even greater preference for 
contactless online delivery, the retailer’s 
investor helped it upgrade quickly to 
provide eCommerce options. 

“The private equity firm also provided 
tactical support with landlord 
negotiations, so its CEO could delay 
rent payments and prioritise cash flow 
for the new online channels.”

In a time of uncertainty, investment 
firms can be more than a source of 
funding. They can become a trusted 
advisor to CEOs who are feeling the 
pressure. 

To ensure their people can continue to 
exchange business ideas while working 
remotely, one private equity firm 
organises regular Virtual Teaming Days. 
“Investment teams are usually travelling 
a lot. Overcoming this social distance 

can also help them strengthen team 
bonds,” notes Yan Sun. 

In fact, almost all funds she’s spoken 
with have increased the frequency of 
interactions. “Instead of seeing their 
investee companies’ management 
teams once a quarter, they’re on 
conference calls together once a week.”

‘Local for local’ strategy.

A ‘local for local’ strategy is another 
way to build resilience. A water 
treatment company, which works with 
homes and businesses, found its 
revenues were hit in the first quarter of 
2020, but they now expect to grow 
40% in Q3 and Q4.  

“In Q1, they quickly adjusted their 
strategy by measuring risks across 
different sectors. They cut investments 
in commercial buildings and hotels, and 
put more resources into online and 
residential,” explains Joyce Gong.

She says employing local young 
leadership talent a year ago was a key 
driver of this sustainable focus. 

“At the beginning of the year, the 
business was 90% reliant on 
distributors and offline sales. Now it is 
50% online sales, using key opinion 
leaders (KOLs) and livestream 
eCommerce to build targeted consumer 
community. The young local leadership 
team also created new solutions to help 
distributors review their own 
capabilities and support their mindset 
shift. With online skills training and 
project tracking they still built loyalty 
within these distribution channels.” 

Resilience is the key to survival in times 
of crisis.

“As the economy re-opens, these are 
the businesses that will bounce back 
first,” says Yan Sun. 
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Challenge your assumptions. 

• Develop a tolerance for ambiguity – acknowledge you may not have all  
 the answers, but you can still act. 
• Be ready to let go of traditions, rules, and conventions in your industry. 
• With a sense of urgency, change can happen much faster than you    
 previously thought possible. 
 
 
Look around corners. 
 
• Assess the situation and anticipate what’s ahead. 
• Use your judgement to make quick decisions and create opportunities. 
• Use agile processes – be prepared to fail, learn, and move on.   
 
 
Bring out the best in others.

• Foster positivity, inclusion, and optimism. 
• Communicate clearly, consistently and with empathy.  
• Enable an exchange of ideas and empower high performance.

1

2

3

Self-disruptive leaders continually challenge their own 
assumptions about how their organisation works, and what is 
possible. This crisis has turned the status quo upside down – and 
things are unlikely to go back to anything resembling the past.

Ideas for change

“The best leaders are able to manage the unique 
paradoxes of this time: creating unity when everyone 
is apart, evoking stability while transforming 
operations, and making tough decisions with 
empathy.” 
Yan Sun, Managing Director and Senior Client Partner – Korn Ferry
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Around the world, transformational change has been accelerated thanks to 
the global response to this pandemic. And although its economy and political 
systems may have some unique characteristics, the way Chinese businesses 
have responded can provide some valuable lessons for what lies ahead for 
the rest of the world. 

Harness the power of purpose 

The blueprint for business success has evolved. Trust people to do their work 
– even when you cannot physically supervise them – and guide them with a 
clear and compelling purpose.

Build in agility 

This crisis is an opportunity to break down and re-build models, so they are 
fit for the future. Agile structures and collaborative ecosystems will help you 
respond to future disruptions.

Embed cultural change beyond the crisis 

Change is now a given in the new normal, so make sure your culture can 
accommodate it. Identify the right behaviours and align with your reward and 
management structures.

Transform the digital capabilities within 

The response to the pandemic has compressed years of future technological 
change into a matter of months – and shone a spotlight on the need for 
digital talent across every area of an organisation.

Develop a new leadership mindset 

It takes a rare type of leader to successfully navigate a crisis like COVID-19. 
You need to be able to analyse the situation, mobilise resources, and cultivate 
a culture that can respond and adapt.

Lessons from 
China’s experience
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The best way to get ready for 
tomorrow is to lead for tomorrow.

Success in a post-pandemic world will still 
depend on having the right people with the right 
skills for the work that needs to be done. 

No matter what shape recovery takes in your 
market, you will need good people in place, as 
well as the ability to proactively look ahead and 
anticipate the next shift. This is the challenge for 
leaders around the world, as we continue to 
learn from the experience of others.
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