CRISIS-PROOFING
YOUR TALENT
PROCESSES
The COVID-19 pandemic is disrupting many talent processes.
But it doesn’t need to stop them. In fact, now is the opportune
moment to review, re-evaluate, and redesign how you go
about delivering the talent your organization needs.
This is about far more than
converting in-person processes
to virtual formats. It is about
identifying the leaders who
will lead our organizations
and our societies through the
immediate crisis and down the
road to recovery. In this way, the
HR function, and the CHRO in
particular, will have a critical role
to play in managing the current
situation and in keeping their
organizations two steps ahead.

What principles do you need to
apply, and what pitfalls should
you avoid, when creating virtual
talent processes? How can you
create experiences that not only
withstand the current crisis but
also enable you to build and
accelerate your workforce
of the future?
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New epoch,
new leaders

“There is no better
time to observe the
quality of leaders
than when seismic
challenges are
rocking their world.”

Leadership greatness is forged in the
heat of adversity. Right now, the world is
experiencing extreme levels of upheaval
to match, and potentially exceed, those
of other epoch-changing events such as
the global financial crisis (2007-08), the
September 11 attacks (2001), and the end
of the Cold War (1991).
At this time of unprecedented disruption,
both for businesses and for humanity, we
can expect to see an extremely broad
spectrum of responses from our leaders.
Already we are hearing from organizations
at the forefront of this crisis that their
leaders are vacillating between being
led by fear and by purpose, with
obviously very different results.

In the developmental heat
of the situation, we need and
are likely to see a new breed
of effective leader emerge.
This leader will need to:
•

Step into, not away from,
development.

•

Embrace uncertainty.

•

Navigate complexity.

•

Lead with empathy,
curiosity, passion.

•

Be fast, decisive, and bold.

•

Run towards the fire.
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Now is the
opportune
moment
Businesses everywhere will face
existential threats in the coming weeks
and months. For many, the survival of
their entire industry could be at stake.
In such an environment, it may be
natural for organizations to want to
abandon or postpone work devoted
to talent management issues.
But the truth is that there is no
better time to review and shift talent
management practices. Now is the
opportune moment for organizations
to gain complete clarity, knowledge,
and intimacy of their leaders so that
they can answer the killer questions
of talent management:

That’s why we are advising our
clients not to postpone their
talent reviews but to conduct
them more frequently than
ever. This is certainly not the
time to get bogged down in
bureaucracy. So rather than
focusing on processes and
tools, it’s best to use this
opportunity to reflect on
the core purpose of talent
management, namely
establishing which leaders
will lead your organization
back to recovery and beyond.
The advantage you have is
that the current environment
is an ideal one for assessing
your leadership—for there can
be no better time to observe
the quality of your leaders than
when seismic challenges are
rocking their world.

1. What do we have?
What is our current
supply?
2. What do we need?
What is our
immediate and
future demand?
These questions, concerning
talent supply and demand, will
be fundamental to the survival
of many businesses in the coming
weeks and months. And, just as
the current situation is forcing
companies to make rapid, real-time
adjustments in their supply chain,
so all of us need to be prepared
to constantly reassess our supply
and demand of talent.

“Now is the 			
opportune moment
for organizations
to gain complete 		
clarity, knowledge,
and intimacy of
their leaders so they
can answer the killer
questions of talent
management.”
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Virtual
processes
work
Virtual connectivity has been growing
exponentially for many years. Now
suddenly it is the new normal. It is
triggering us to explore new ways of
socializing, of playing sports, and even of
showing love and appreciation at a higher
rate than ever before. And it is triggering
us to explore new ways of working too.
Can your talent management function
meet the challenge?
You shouldn’t have to look too far to find
examples of successful adaptation. Most
talent acquisition teams have spent years
honing their virtual processes, using
technology to deliver quality hires with
greater eﬃciency, candidate experience,
and at lower cost. Many learning
and development programs are now
conducted remotely rather than face-to
-face, including at one global oil and gas
company, where last year they began
using virtual reality to develop their
new generation of leaders. And here
at Korn Ferry, we have been delivering
virtual assessments with clients globally
every day for many years.

How can you increase your chances
of getting it right? The important
thing is to approach it by design
rather by default. This is not about
simply transposing an existing
process to a new channel. Instead,
it requires a new way of engaging
and interacting that needs to be
carefully planned upfront.

We recently calibrated the
top 300 leaders of one of
our clients in the equivalent
of a day (without meeting
physically). Here are some
of the key principles of
effective virtual delivery
that we used:
•

Make it simple.

•

Keep sessions short
and focused.

•

Include practical and
interactive components.

•

Incorporate elements that
create emotional connection
on a human level.

It is true that when many of us think
about talent reviews, however, we are
likely to picture an in-person meeting.
But that doesn’t mean that a fully
virtual version is not feasible. In some
cases, it may even be preferable.
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New paradigm
for building trust
Why have organizations been slower to move some
HR processes to a virtual environment than others? In
conversations with our clients, we see a clear bias towards faceto-face interactions for processes such as talent reviews and
senior executive coaching because it is believed that physical
presence is required in order to create intimacy.
Our experiences cast doubt
on this belief. For example,
we recently conducted
fully virtual talent reviews
of the top 300 leaders of
one of our clients. Many of
the leaders, we discovered,
felt liberated by the virtual
environment. It provided
a safe space in which they
could be curious, open to
different views, and willing to
engage in dialog, rather than
seeing the conversation as
a competition, which can
often happen in traditional
face-to-face meetings.

Clearly, it is possible to
create intimacy in a virtual
environment. But to do it,
we must find new ways to
build credibility, reliability,
and trust. This requires a
significant shift in mindset.
Technology can also help,
with many platforms
including features and
functionality that make
it easy for participants
to connect, share, and
reach out.
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Courage needed
The COVID-19 crisis is a moment
of truth for leadership. The
unprecedented challenges and
unpredictability of the current
situation will enable many leaders
to stand up and shine. Others will
inevitably fall short, lacking certain
capabilities that are considered
mandatory for the executive
committee.

Organizations will then be forced
to ask tough questions about why
they appointed these misfiring
leaders in the first place:
•

Was the decision driven
by data?

•

If so, do we have the right data
to make our talent decisions?

•

How are we using this data in
the decision-making process?

In our experience, even organizations
that have the right data may be using
it to make wrong decisions. One
common issue is when businesses
dismiss information that goes against
existing viewpoints, which can often
be unsound. For example, many
managers conflate performance with
future potential. They also tend to favor
people who are politically astute, highly
networked, and personally congenial,
even though they may lack the
capabilities for a leadership role.

Now more than ever, leaders
need the courage to make
evidence-based decisions and
the humility to challenge their
own view of talent, especially
when the data contradicts
their beliefs.
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THINGS TO DO
RIGHT NOW...
Here are four principles that can be
applied to talent processes, to ensure
they can withstand the current crisis and
give you the leaders who will steer your
organization to future success.

Seize the moment.
There is no business as usual
anymore. With leadership
now at the front and center
of everyone’s minds, you have
an ideal opportunity to redefine
and refine your talent processes,
especially those that been
working less effectively.

Measure what matters.
The COVID-19 crisis has revealed
clear differences between
existing leaders. Some are rapidly
figuring out new solutions to the
unprecedented challenges their
organizations face. Others are
falling back on old playbooks,
which may or may not work in
the present environment. This
highlights the need to ensure your
leaders have the right capabilities.
This can be achieved by building
success profiles of the leaders you
need and measuring against them.

Update your data.
As we saw above, the extreme
pressures of the current situation
will throw your leaders in a new
light, revealing things about them
you did not know before. People
you thought of as high potentials
may prove disappointing. Others
may establish themselves as genuine
successors. Using updated criteria
to reassess your leaders, whether
through formal assessments or
informal talent discussions, will
help you make the most of this
new information and build a
better workforce for the future.

Virtual by design,
not by default.
Lastly, and perhaps most
importantly, it is vital when moving
into a virtual environment that
you do not simply take the talent
processes of the past and reinsert
them into a different channel. To
succeed, you need to recognize
that this is a completely new way
of engaging and interacting with
people—and you need to redesign
your processes accordingly.
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Get more insights like
this in our new report,
GET
THE
GUIDE
written
byCOMPLETE
and for leaders
working to get through
https://www.kornferry.com/challenges/coronavirus/leadership-guide
and beyond this crisis.
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