How organizations can
transform to perform
As hard as this crisis has been, it’s also helped some firms change
for the better. How do you keep the best of what you’ve become
and adapt your organization to thrive in the new normal?
It’s hard to remember the world pre-COVID, and even harder to imagine one
post-COVID. The crisis has tested the acumen of leadership and the agility of
organizations in ways never before seen. And they have responded by casting aside
bureaucracy and inefficiency and giving rise to positive behaviors that have driven
rapid transformational change, becoming more agile, decisive, innovative,
collaborative, customer centric and empathetic than ever before.
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Though it is hard to envision now is to lock in these new
now — amid a stunning
ways of working so they
falloff in many firms’
can accelerate growth in
revenues and equally
tandem with the flattening
stunning staff cutbacks—
of the curve. Right now, all
the crisis will end. When it
leaders should be asking
does, leaders will need to
themselves these questions,
be mindful of not letting
the answers to which could
their organizations fall
be the difference between
back into past negative
lasting rather than
behaviors. The opportunity
ephemeral change:
and challenge for leaders

• What positive new behaviors do we want to
preserve and how do we align around them?
• How can we cut costs now while preserving
what will make us successful in the future?
• How do we redesign our organization for
these new behaviors?
• How do we adapt our culture to embed
these behaviors into our DNA?

2

Positive behaviors that have
emerged from the crisis
Decisiveness.
A CEO of a multi-billion-dollar global pharma company
leaned into the moment of crisis with courage and boldness to
accelerate decision making - using the disruption as a catalyst to
reshape the leadership team. He broke down cultural barriers of
“over permission seeking” to create a place that can quickly move
amidst uncertainty, exuding a sense of confidence in his leadership
team as they brace for what’s to come.

Agility
Confronted with the sudden closures of its primary
distribution channel to restaurants and institutions, Sysco, a big
American food-distribution firm, built an entirely new supply chain
and billing system to serve grocery stores in less than a week.

Collaboration
IBM is leading a consortium that will pool
supercomputing resources to help in the search for therapies.

Innovation
Evergrande, a big Chinese property firm,
encouraged its sales force to use social media and
virtual-reality technology to promote homes during the
country’s COVID shutdown; its sales more than doubled.

Empathy
In a recent Korn Ferry poll of almost
5,000 business leaders, 69% said that their leaders
had shown more empathy during this crisis.
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Archetypes for exiting the crisis
Every organization will approach the rebound in its own unique way, depending
on its own unique situation. There are, however, some archetypes emerging.
Broadly speaking, organizations are driving forward in four ways: disrupting,
preserving, pivoting and surviving.

Pivoting

Disrupting

(Re-shaping the portfolio to drive
efficiency and performance):

(Creating new market norms
and/or business approach):

Pivotors need people who can drive
toward an established set of outcomes.
The culture should include adaptability,
speed and agility to make the required
changes to the organization and
maximize performance outcomes.
People need to be adaptable, agile
and outcomes focused.

Disruptors need a strong sense of
identity and a well-defined culture.
Employees should share attributes
and skills that are consistent with
that identity and believe in the
organization’s aspiration.

Financial
resilience

Surviving

Preserving

(Hard restructuring and divestment):

(Cost optimization and
cash generation):

Survivalists are in a crisis state that
requires short-term focus on this
urgent situation. Clear and effective
processes for governance and
decision-making will enable
organizations to successfully emerge
from the crisis. An ‘all-hands-on-deck’
culture and people commitment
is paramount.

These organizations need their
people to have a clear understanding
of their goals and to be adaptable,
and flexible in order to achieve them.
They are likely to have a culture of
focus, urgency, and priority to
drive immediate outcomes.

Organization agility

Every organization will need to change the way they work to some extent if
they are to emerge from this crisis. But the priorities for each archetype will
be different. Korn Ferry’s Organization Scan pressure tests strategic, financial,
leadership, and organizational health to give leaders a set of prioritized
actions to grow their business. We’ve created a slimmed-down version
of this scan, which provides a report on ways to navigate the crisis.
You can access it here at no charge.
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Cut and
preserve
For those organizations that
find themselves in survival mode,
a major cost cutting exercise is
inevitable. The challenge here
is to strike a balance between
two, potentially competing,
perspectives:
Liquidity
Can we stay in business?
This is all about matching the current
workforce to the available work,
making rapid workforce choices
about redeployment of staff, laying
people off or finding new products
and services to deliver.
Solvency
Can we sustain our business as
we emerge from the crisis? This means
holding onto the capabilities that will
be critical to enabling the organization
to accelerate through the turn.

The choices leaders make at this
stage are critical. To make them
successfully leaders need:
• an understanding of the core
organizational capabilities that are
required to successfully execute
against short- and longer-term
priorities.
• a robust organizational baseline of
people data, including the types of
roles they are performing, whether
they work on-site or virtually, and
how easily their roles can be made
virtual or digitized.
• clarity on the options open to them
to change the workforce, for example
pay freezes/deferred rewards,
furlough of staff, and use of
contingent workers.
• clarity on the options open to them
to change the work, for example
moving to virtual working, digitization
of roles, reorganizing or launching
new products.
This data will arm leaders with options
to model and plan scenarios as the crisis
unfolds so they can respond quickly but
in line with what the data shows.
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Balancing liquidity and solvency
at an international bank
The recent restructuring undertaken by one large international banking group
illustrates this liquidity versus solvency equation perfectly. Even before the
crisis, this banking group planned to rationalize its physical branch locations in
favor of offering more services digitally. The outbreak compelled the bank to
accelerate its timeline, closing branches faster than planned and bringing more
automated services online more quickly. More importantly, instead of making
the rash decision to lay off staff in light of the crisis and the branch closures,
the bank analyzed workforce scenarios and financial modeling data and
decided to reskill many of its staff to become ‘universal bankers’ – able to deal
with a wide array of customer services and requests. This strategy allowed the
bank to protect the business while also staying liquid and solvent. It didn’t just
take out costs — it also aligned the organization around its core capabilities.
The result: increased employee engagement, higher customer satisfaction,
lower costs, and more revenue.
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Redesigning for
new behavior
All organizations, regardless of their archetype, will
need to go through some level of restructuring to
make it through this crisis. The most successful will
take this opportunity to reorganize in a way that
also preserves the positive behaviors we have seen
emerge from this crisis.
We know most organizations are not designed in
a way that enables agility, collaboration, innovation
and speedy decision-making. In the past months
and weeks, people have had little choice but to
break down organizational boundaries to get things
done. But if the structure stays fundamentally the
same, then people will snap back all too easily into
their old ways of doing things.
Enabling these new behaviors requires moving from
a hierarchical organization where leaders delegate
tasks and employees are protected from ambiguity
to a more fluid ecosystem where people
collaborate quickly and efficiently and leaders
provide direction and create the conditions for
people to do their jobs effectively amid ambiguity.
That’s much easier said than done, however — just
think about how difficult it is to break out of the
traditional mindset of siloed divisions operating
independently to truly interdependent divisions
operating collaboratively.
But it is imperative that leaders start breaking
down these organizational obstacles. To be sure,
one of the biggest challenges confronting
leaders is how consumer behavior will change
as the pandemic recedes. No one knows, for
instance, how consumers will alter their
shopping habits or what they will expect from
healthcare providers as we emerge from the
crisis. With no way to predict how consumers
will change, leaders must design their
organizations to be as responsive as
possible, creating agile and collaborative
working conditions for faster
decision-making and execution.

5 ways to build
a more agile
organization
• Minimize the number of levels in
the hierarchy. The best in class
benchmark for highly agile
organizations is three to four levels.
• Group different functions with
similar and highly interdependent
capabilities together.
• Create bigger and more
versatile teams, built around
end-to-end accountability that
can face different challenges.
• Define and engage with the
ecosystems around your
organization, recognizing that
these type of partnering and
collaborative relationships are
not the same as traditional
supply chain procurement.
• Introduce cross-functional
Communities of Expertise
around relevant/similar
capabilities such as those
found in job families.
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Faster decision making
‘Old organizations’
before COVID

New organizations after COVID

More than 7 reporting levels and
15%-20% management

Optimized number of levels (3–4) to increase
speed of delivery

Distributed responsibility and decisionmaking across fragmented functions

Functions with similar and interdependent
capabilities grouped together

Excessive consensus seeking through
committees and meetings

Clarified delegations for each position

Speed of execution
‘Old organizations’
before COVID

New organizations after COVID

Focus on vertical careers and progression
through a hierarchy and process-heavy
performance management

Technical career paths allow experts to grow and
progress through the company

Appointment and promotion pressure
to achieve status

Bigger and more versatile teams, built around
end-to-end accountability that can
face different challenges

Reduced span of control (4.5 average)
due to promotions at lower levels arising
from the need to be seen to manage
people to progress

Empowerment facilitated by providing greater
autonomy and a clear purpose to facilitate
the decision-making process
Technology that allows people to do what they
need to do; investment in cloud-based solutions
(which can be implemented and rolled out easily)
to plug any gaps
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Greater collaboration
‘Old organizations’
before COVID

New organizations after COVID

Units working in silos, without the
opportunity for feedback from other areas

Families and roles that facilitate mobility
between silos

Resources are “owned” by the area

More dynamic teams (liquid resources)
participating in cross-cutting projects

Increased costs because of small teams (1
new project or 1 new function = 1 resource)

Cross-functional Communities of
Expertise around similar capabilities

Reduced mobility and communication

Engagement with the ecosystems around your
organization and recognition that partnering and
collaborative relationships of this type are not the
same as traditional supply chains or procurement

More agile working
‘Old organizations’
before COVID

New organizations after COVID

Leaders as masterminds who delegate
tasks and instructions in a top-down
manner

Small, stable cross-functional teams/squads
(max. 9-12 FTEs) with end-to-end responsibilities

Most people in the organization protected
from stressors and complexity; information
treated as a scarce resource

Tribes or disciplines (~150/200 FTEs) set for
different parts of the customer experience,
products or support functions

Optimization for set outcomes and plans

Governance and targets for teams and tribes,
with functions focused on capability building

9

The power of
smart teams
Indeed, a large part of the success of agile
firms — and of embedding positive behaviors
throughout the organization — rests on how
successful leaders are in building agile teams.
Leaders must work collaboratively across
the organization to define and mobilize
cross-functional talent pools that can
work together to deliver specific
priorities and objectives.
But it is not enough that leaders build agile
teams; they also have to build what we at
Korn Ferry call smart teams. In their most
basic form, smart teams are diverse, inclusive,
and configured for a precise purpose. They
feature not only a mix of skills, expertise, and
viewpoints but also a blend of gender, racial,
and cultural backgrounds. They require
leaders who can establish trust through
empathy, recognize their own cultural
preferences, and gather different viewpoints
to achieve organizational goals. To get an
idea of how hard finding this kind of leader
is, consider that among Korn Ferry’s 24,000
leadership assessments, not one included
a score in the top 25% of all the traits and
competencies that comprise our inclusive
leader model. So, focusing on developing
them or hiring them is critical.

As important as the members of the team is
its purpose. The most successful teams are
brought together to solve a specific problem
— often caused by an unforeseen internal
or external event — by using data and the
combined creativity and insight of its diverse
members. Part of what makes these teams
so successful is that they are configured
and dissolved on an ongoing basis to
retain the agility to respond to rapidly
fluctuating situations.
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Adapting culture
While restructuring the organization is
important, it’s not enough. Organizations need
to make these positive behaviors part of their
culture, “how things are done around here.”
The crisis has already kick-started this cultural
change. With momentum propelling them
forward, the job ahead for leaders is to amplify
existing positive change and then embed it
into the fabric of the firm. Here’s how:

With momentum
propelling them
forward, the job
ahead for leaders is
to amplify existing
positive change and
then embed it into
the fabric of the firm.

Focus
In order to maintain momentum and drive
culture change, CEOs need to choose the few
behaviors they have absolute conviction are
critical for both immediate and enduring value
— and then actively model them. They need to
show, not tell, what the new behaviors they
want to encourage look like — and they need
to be specific. “We want to be consumerfocused,” isn’t going to cut it. What, precisely,
is going to change to create more consumer
focus and how will those changes be
implemented?

Lead
The way leaders behave — how they go about
making tough decisions and communicating
them — sets a powerful tone from the top that
will reverberate throughout the organization’s
culture long after the crisis is over. If faster
decision-making is a goal, for instance, then
moving from monthly meetings to daily checkins with the management team is a specific
action that can be easily implemented. That’s
precisely what one automotive company CEO
started doing when the crisis hit. And the
greater alignment and engagement received
from the executive team convinced this CEO to
permanently move from weekly meetings to
daily check-ins, crisis or not.
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Amplify

Embed

Aligning the top team at the beginning of the
process is perhaps one of the most critical
elements for CEOs to drive results. So, too,
is championing the positive behaviors they
are seeing from workers throughout the
organization. Amplifying the actions of hero
team members and employees who are living
the behaviors and values the CEO wants to
engender will be vital to accelerating into the
turn. Part of the reason is because it will help
accelerate mindset shifts among leaders
and the workforce alike which is critical
to cultural change.

Ensuring that the positive behaviors endure
beyond the crisis requires that the people,
processes, structure, and governance all come
together to enable and reinforce the desired
culture. Leaders need to ask whether their
organization’s design delivers the capability,
capacity, and commitment for people to
continue doing the right thing in the right
way. That means aligning the entire talent
management lifecycle around the same
behavioral objectives. Hiring, onboarding and
engagement processes must emphasize the
positive behaviors, for instance. Training and
development should be designed to reinforce
and build skills and behaviors consistent with an
agile, collaborative, purpose-driven organization.
Rewards should incentivize performance that
aligns with behaviors and outcomes you are
driving toward, and performance management
should be reframed around what employees
need to build and focus on in order to
succeed in the company.

In fact, too often CEOs rely on their executive
teams, who in turn rely on senior leadership,
to drive cultural change. But many times,
particularly in the midst of a crisis, the
organization’s “true influencers” aren’t the
usual suspects. Tapping into these unexpected
but emerging leaders can help connect leaders
to different groups, teams, and areas of the
organization, including those that may be
resistant to change, and gather information
and feedback to create real-time cultural
agility. Korn Ferry data shows these “true
influencers” can increase the speed of change
by as much as 25%, improve engagement
initiatives by up to 30%, and even reduce
communications costs by around 15%.

People, processes, structure,
and governance should all
come together to enable and
reinforce the desired culture.
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Ways to
embed agility
Recruitment
• Use artificial intelligence to accelerate time to hire.
• Make the candidate’s experience with the company
role-model agility.
• Ensure that the candidate’s traits and drivers align with
behaviors the organization wants to encourage.

Skill development
• Engage employees in virtual, micro-learnings and
experiences to build agile method knowledge
and capability.
• Provide opportunities for stretch assignments and
project rotations.
• Create cross-functional teams to encourage
collaboration.
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Performance management
and rewards
• Move toward a culture of real-time feedback
• Focus performance conversations on the things that will
enable near-term future success.
• Incentivize performance that models results AND
positive behaviors.
• Create clear KPIs that allow for greater autonomy
and accountability.

Processes
• Take out decision-making committees in favor of clearer
single point accountabilities.
• Adopt an iterative development approach to shorten
time to execution.
• Use purpose as a strategic differentiator.

Delegations of authority
• Be clear on authorization levels at the front line to make decisions
and commit company resources. (e.g., providing engineers a financial
budget to use at their discretion for maintenance outside of the
contract in order to secure customer satisfaction for key accounts).
• Clarify the level of responsibility and accountabilities for each position.
• Establish clear communication channels to manage risk.
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Hit the gas
What leaders are operating through is in many ways
unprecedented. And while they can’t predict when the crisis
will end, they can prepare and be ready to hit the gas when
it does. Organizations don’t often evolve in real time. Now is
the time to learn from the changes happening instinctually
to transform purposefully. Here are a few key actions for
leaders to consider:

1
2
3

Get your leadership team aligned
around a focused set of business
priorities, linked to your overall
purpose.

Compile a baseline of your
people, focusing initially on
key organizational capabilities.

Review key accountabilities
and ensure that they are clear
for all critical roles, keeping
agility in mind.

4
5
6

Analyze what’s working well in
the business, what’s enabling that
to happen, and what you can
learn and apply from it.

Model and reinforce behaviors
with symbolic start, stop, and
continue, actions.

Go where the energy is –
change is most likely to happen
where your leaders and people
are on board. This is where
you should prioritize your
transformation agenda.

Taking these actions will provide the
foundation to drive greater value and
success and allow organizations to
accelerate through the curve.
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