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Promising a virtual cup of coffee1 and a compilation of my results, I reached out to selected LinkedIn 

connections to discuss post-pandemic leadership and leadership development trends. My questions 

were: 

1. Has the profile of effective leadership changed as a result of the evolving workplace? 

2. What leadership skills are now critical for the “next normal?” 

The results of 23 interviews of HR leaders and leadership development executives 

at large and medium-sized organizations throughout the world verify that: 

• The COVID pandemic significantly changed the workplace possibilities. 

• Employees everywhere are seeking flexibility. 

• Businesses must figure out what a flexible/hybrid workplace looks like for 

their organization. 

• Leaders must figure out how to meet the demands of the organization 

while addressing the needs and requirements of employees.  

The COVID pandemic significantly changed the workplace by forcing most 

businesses to work differently. While the world had previously dabbled in work-

at-home, remote work, and virtual work, the pandemic forced us all to change — 

significantly and immediately. The pandemic, according to one interviewee, “had 

more impact on the way we work than anything since the industrial revolution.” 

And, while there were hiccups and glitches, by and large we discovered that there were many benefits 

from working remotely … and there were many unintentional side effects that we as leaders needed to 

deal with. Describing those side effects — and the skills required of leaders to deal with those side 

effects — is the purpose of this paper. 

 

 
1 In lieu of a cup of coffee, I donated USD$25 to St. Jude Children's Research Hospital for each meeting. I figured if 
we HAD met in person, we’d have a couple cups of coffee and pastries. St. Jude is leading the way the world 
understands, treats, and defeats childhood cancer and other life-threatening diseases. 

Why the “Next Normal?” 

Writers tend to steal from others 

and I’m no different. People I 

talked to referred to “the new 

normal” or “the hybrid 

workplace.” One person — and 

you know who you are Mitzi — 

used the phrase “the next 

normal” to acknowledge 1) things 

have changed, and 2) they’ll 

change again. This phrase, and 

the thinking behind it, reflects 

two of the key leadership skills of 

the successful leader: agility and 

resilience. I chose to use “the 

next normal” to describe the 

post-pandemic workplace. 

http://www.unlockit.com/
https://www.stjude.org/


  

Six Critical Leadership Skills for Our Next Normal  page 2 

+1 866.595.9377 unlockit.com ©2022 

Virtually every one of the 23 interviewees agreed that the pandemic ripped the fabric of corporate 

workplaces across the globe. And while the pandemic forced us to change, 

as companies emerge from the pandemic many are choosing to adopt a 

hybrid workplace. The reasons for this are both obvious and not so obvious: 

• Employees were as productive or more productive working from 

home compared to working from the office2. 

• Many employees preferred the flexibility that remote working 

provided. They could arrange their schedule to increase family 

time. They could travel. They could even move. 

• Companies could reduce expenses associated with brick-and-

mortar offices. 

• Companies could hire talent regardless of where the talent resided. 

• Companies could add diversity more easily by tapping into 

previously unexplored parts of the country. 

• Companies could “mine talent” from less expensive regions of the country (and the world). 

Recent studies have shown that many employees who have enjoyed the benefits of remote work are 

now adding that requirement to their expectations with some suggesting that they will leave their 

current job for a lower paying job if the lower paying job allows for working remotely. 

The “next normal” will certainly include more remote work options and if companies are going to win 

the war for talent, they need to embrace a hybrid workplace model. Importantly, they need to figure out 

how to make it work; as the VP of Talent Development at a large regional bank stated, “If we want to be 

the employer of choice, we need to be flexible.” 

In the 23 interviews I conducted, six key behaviors emerged as critical for leaders in the “next normal:” 

• Clarity 

• Empathy 

• Support 

• Fairness 

• Agility 

• Resilience 

Most people I interviewed explained, “these are not new skills, but skills whose importance has been 

amplified” by the pandemic and the move to the next normal. 

 

 
2 Building Resilience & Maintaining Innovation in a Hybrid World, Microsoft 2020 

A hybrid workplace is a flexible 

workplace model that is 

designed to support a 

distributed workforce of both in-

office and remote workers. The 

hybrid workplace model provides 

workers with the flexibility to 

work productively from multiple 

locations depending on their 

roles and situations: in the office, 

in the field, from an alternative 

remote location (like work from 

home), or a combination of 

workplaces. 

http://www.unlockit.com/
http://d1c25a6gwz7q5e.cloudfront.net/reports/2020-11-09-workplace-whitepaper-FINAL.pdf
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Perhaps the most cited response to my query about the most important leadership skill in the next 

normal was clarity. Employees want to know what’s expected of them. They want to know how they can 

contribute. They want to know the standards by which they’ll be measured. They want to know — as 

much as can be known — about communications, scheduling, policies, support, and so forth. “Leaders 

need to overcommunicate in times of flux, and these are times of flux,” said one VP of Talent 

Development at a financial institution. 

Additionally, leaders need to be clear about what they don’t know … or don’t know yet. Not everything 

will be clarified at the outset. Clarity will come over time and, as a leader, you can clarify — for example 

— when you’ll revisit the decision, who else is involved in the decision making, by what criteria the 

decisions will be made, etc. A Human Resources Director with a global food service organization stated, 

“Leaders need to practice ‘ruthless prioritization’ and help employees focus on the right thing. There’s 

no time for hobbies; if it’s not important, let’s not do it.” Leaders are responsible for clarifying priorities 

and aligning the team accordingly. 

And lastly, leaders need to be clear that the next normal will evolve and eventually turn into the next 

next normal. Being clear that 1) things will change and 2) we have a plan for dealing with unknown 

change. And, that plan may be as simple as asking 1) where are we? 2) where do we want to be? 3) how 

do we get there? 

Empathy was mentioned as often as clarity as a top critical skill 

of leaders of the next normal. While empathy may have been a 

characteristic of effective leaders pre-pandemic, the unique 

circumstances and situation of each employee have moved to 

front and center. 

Several interviewees suggested that empathy begins by 

assessing yourself. “As leaders, we need to relax.” “We need to 

get over ourselves; this [change] isn’t about us.” Recognize that 

you are going through the very same changes that your 

employees are going through so “be kind to yourself.” 

Additionally, many interviewees suggested that Emotional 

Intelligence will increase in importance for leaders looking to make a difference in the next normal. 

Empathy comes from understanding the other person so that you may share — or at the very least, 

understand — their feelings. As one person stated, “People [operate] in their own context. You can’t 

just give people logic and expect them to change.” As leaders, we benefit by actively seeking the 

employee’s context — to use as a senior learning designer at an HR outsourcing organization states, 

“our listening ear” and to listen deeply for context and meaning. In a lot of ways, the pandemic and 

working from home has exposed that context — the home, the children, the pets — in ways that can be 

Photo by Leon on Unsplash 

http://www.unlockit.com/
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very humanizing … contextual. We can be irritated by the barking dog during a one-on-one or we can 

find out more about our employee’s love of animals. 

Understanding and sharing the feelings of others is a dynamic thing. Many employees initially enjoyed 

working from home but the isolation, the constant interruptions of family, and the inability to focus 

caused some to grow to dislike working from home. What is good today may not be good tomorrow and 

the effective leader in the next normal will continually check in on the mental and emotional health of 

each employee. 

Empathy — understanding and sharing feelings of others — 

needs to be followed by support; empathy without support is 

like a hug without the squeeze: it’s empty. One interviewee, 

the Manager of Leadership Development at an automotive 

software company, stated that, “A leader is someone who 

facilitates the purpose and the progress of others.” 

Facilitating the progress means providing the support. 

While leaders have always provided support that enables 

employees to perform, effective leaders in the next normal do 

more. First, they support by demonstrating trust; a HR 

business partner at a global life sciences organization emphatically states, “Leaders must first trust their 

people to do the work.” 

Second, leaders help employees and teams figure things out, troubleshoot, and come up with solutions 

that work for the business as well as the employee. We won’t have all the answers; in some cases, we 

don’t even know the questions. Effective leaders help employees make appropriate decisions and take 

appropriate actions in the absence of clear direction. 

Don’t know how to be more supportive? Take the advice of the VP of Talent Development at a large 

regional bank: “Identify the Moments that Matter. Ask your group, ‘What do you love that you want to 

keep?’ ‘What do you hate that you want to eliminate?’” 

While fairness — treating people equitably and fairly — was always a critical leadership characteristic, 

fairness — and the perception of fairness — will be even more important in the next normal. Some 

employees may see their workload shifting or even increasing. Some employees may feel like they’re 

losing visibility since they’re not in the office all the time while others may feel that they’re stuck in the 

office all the time. 

Fairness is built on transparency and communication. Leaders need to openly discuss the roles and 

responsibilities of all team members; leaders must hold each team member accountable for holding up 

their end of the organizational contract; leaders must be equitable in their recognition of employee 

contribution. 

Photo by Christina @ wocintechchat.com on Unsplash 
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Fairness includes tapping into your employees. As the Head of Talent and Growth at a 

telecommunications company in the Persian Gulf stated, “We needed to educate employees on what 

they should do when they finished their work since many relied on management to direct them.” Teach 

employees to think and act for themselves on behalf of the team, department, and organization. 

As we transition to the next normal and the next next normal, the 

needs of the business and the employee will shift requiring 

leaders and their teams to change course or modify plans. “Don’t 

try to solve for everything,” suggests a Head of Management at a 

large insurance company; “take your time and focus on 

deliverables and goals.” 

Another way to be agile according to a Director of Talent 

Management at a large construction company is to “always be 

curious.” Don’t know what to do? Look to the business. “Business 

is shifting, and you need to understand the shift. Get and stay 

close to the customer; what’s going on with them — they’re the 

leading edge of our support work.” 

Leaders will need to know when change is necessary or when staying the course is the best path 

forward. Above all, leaders need to embrace change and the unfamiliar. 

Change can be challenging; repeated change and uncertainty can be exhausting — for you and for your 

employees. According to a Senior Lead Talent and Development Consultant at a large 

telecommunications organization, “Leaders need to get comfortable with being uncomfortable.” 

We need to recover quickly and help our employees recover quickly. Stress management was a critical 

topic during the pandemic as workers struggled with working from home while their children also were 

home participating in remote learning and day care schedules changed daily. The next normal will 

continue to produce stress on employees and leaders and leaders can do much to alleviate stress by 

listening for the struggles and helping employees problem-solve — perhaps by temporarily relieving 

them of some of their responsibilities or assigning projects that allow for more flexibility in work hours 

or deadlines. “We need to coach managers to check the pulse of their employees.” 

While those are the top characteristics of leaders of the next normal, several other points were made 

that I thought you’d find interesting: 

• Talent acquisition will change dramatically. Increasingly, top talent is demanding flexibility in 

work location; whereas pre-pandemic it may have been an expectation that the new hire 

relocate to an office specified by the organization, that expectation is changing. And, that’s a 

good thing. Organizations (and positions) that can offer flexibility in work location now have 

Photo by Mimi Thian on Unsplash 
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access to talent throughout the country — and the world. This allows for a greater selection of 

top talent, with greater diversity, and at more competitive prices. For example, many U.S. 

companies based on the East or West Coast can, as one interviewee stated, “mine the middle — 

the Midwest — for talent and diversity.” While Midwest talent had certainly been “mined” 

before the pandemic, without the requirement to move the family from the tranquility and 

values of Midwestern living for the hustle and bustle of the more densely populated coastal 

centers makes this talent pool more readily available. 

• DE&I is now DI&B. Diversity, Equity, & Inclusion is refocusing on Diversity, Inclusion, & 

Belonging. Belonging is the new watchword; as one interviewee explained, “If inclusion is 

getting invited to the party, belonging is being introduced to new friends at that party.” The 

feeling of belonging is critical to mental and emotional health, and it’s a requirement for 

productivity, creativity, and engagement. Always important, the COVID pandemic with its 

remote working highlighted the true importance of belonging. And with jobs in DI&B increasing 

by 123% according to Indeed3, the emphasis on belonging is critical in the next normal. 

• Think gig. One interviewee proposed that we are quickly moving to a gig economy. Remote 

work is one step away from gig work — where a person is hired by a company for a specific task 

or deliverable. Fiverr has been providing access to talented individuals for years. That talent can 

work when and where (and as much as) they want. “Talent is everywhere and access to that 

talent is growing increasingly easier and easier.” 

• Listen to your employees (and amplify their voices). Tap into their insights and ideas to ensure 

the success of the next normal (and the next next normal). 

• Stay current. Get creative in developing your team and do what the Director of Learning and 

Development at a large health agency does: “We do a thing called Case Study Café where the 

team meets once a month or so to dissect a TED Talk or business article. We choose from a 

variety of business topics that are relevant and current. Meeting virtually like this gives us a 

chance to relax a bit and take our minds off of tactical things.” 

• Culture matters. An organization’s culture will shape its reaction to change. And, culture comes 

in many forms. The Talent Development and Talent Management leader for a large electronics 

firm points to the Korean preferences for face-to-face interactions, deference to position, 

compliance to rules and authority, and other cultural elements as having a tremendous impact 

on how his organization has responded to the pandemic and how it will shape the next normal. 

The point is that country of origin may heighten differences in responses to the next normal. 

• Continue to develop your leadership bench. Inexperienced leaders are facing a double 

challenge: they – being inexperienced – don’t have the leadership maturity they need AND 

they’re facing challenges that no one has faced before. As a former CHRO at a large global 

electronics manufacturer stated, “Increasing complexity of global business has led to a situation 

where relatively inexperienced managers have difficulty leading a young and dynamic 

workforce. Young employees look for guidance and mentoring, which is hard to get since young 

managers are facing these challenges for the first time themselves.” We must help these leaders 

deal with these real challenges and equip them with the skill they’ll need to lead through this 

next normal and into the future. 

 
3 Jobs in Diversity, Inclusion and Belonging Have Risen 123% Since May—Here’s How To Get One. May 29, 2021, 
https://www.indeed.com/career-advice/finding-a-job/diversity-inclusion-and-belonging-jobs-rise  

http://www.unlockit.com/
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Skills required of leaders in the next normal will follow the needs of employees and organizations in the 

next normal. Employees will demand more flexibility; organizations will want to leverage talent and 

diversity regardless of where its located. Leaders who wish to excel will need to draw on skills and traits 

— clarity, empathy, support, fairness, agility, and resilience — that were once important but are now 

critical in the next normal. In fact, the next normal will glaringly expose those leaders who have not 

mastered — or cannot master — those leadership skills. The next normal represents a leap in worker 

flexibility, lower organizational costs and employee expenses, and worker autonomy. With the right 

leadership, the next normal can also lead to a leap in collaboration, innovation, contribution, and 

purpose. 

Thank you to my LinkedIn colleagues who shared their insights with me; they are the true forerunners of 

the next normal: 

1. Michelle Murphy Goth, People Team, Leadership & Team Development, Principal Consultant at 

PTC 

2. Nick Macri, Director of Executive and Leadership Search at ChenMed 

3. Margaret Driscoll, Manager at IBM 

4. Kalyani Kumar, Head of Talent Management, APAC at MSCI Inc. 

5. Adam Shandler, Director of Learning and Development and Talent Acquisition at Visiting Nurse 

Association Health Group 

6. Annie Karrick, Talent Manager at Boyd Group Services Inc. 

7. Kerry Dobson, Senior Global Director, Learning & Development at National Money Mart 

8. Davi Machen, Senior Lead Talent and Development Consultant at Lumen Technologies 

9. Franklin Jones, North American Head of Learning & Talent Development at LG Electronics 

10. Doug Milligan, Senior Director of Global Training Delivery at ServiceNow 

11. Travis Cossitt, Global Talent Development at RingCentral 

12. Quianna Cephas, Human Resources Director at Dunkin’ Brands 

13. Mike Woodard, Director of Performance Optimization at United Distributors 

14. Joe Cimbak, Director of Talent Management at Sunland Construction 

15. Ryan McCrea, VP Manager of Talent Development at Commerce Bank 

16. Molly Hildebrandt, Head of Leadership Development at a Global Automotive Software Company 

17. Sumaya Abdulla, Head of Talent and Growth at Batelco 

18. Sanmitra Trivedi, former CHRO at Hitachi 

19. Melissa Schmitt, former Global Director, Leadership and Professional Development at Cardinal 

Health 

20. Jeff Marone, President at Len Busch Roses 

21. Pam Waddington, Principal OD Partner at Genentech 

22. Parag Dadpe, Human Resource Business Partner at Labcorp 

23. Ming Ng, Senior Learning Designer at Paychex 

http://www.unlockit.com/
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Terence R. Traut is the president of Entelechy, Inc., a company that helps 

organizations unlock the potential of their people through customized 

training programs in the areas of leadership, management, and 

customer experience. Connect with Terence on LinkedIn or via email at 

ttraut@unlockit.com. 
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