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From the 

Tarun Matta
Founder - iimjobs.com & hirist.com

2020 has been a year like no other! As a series of 
COVID-19 induced shutdowns brought the world 
to a grinding halt and threw economies around 
the world into chaos, 2020 became a reset moment 
for Human Resources. HR leaders stepped up 
to become workplace “first responders” as they 
managed an extraordinary array of new demands 
- from transitioning to remote work to reworking 
established processes of hiring, onboarding, 
training, etc to keeping employees safe and 
informed — all while managing their own work 
remotely and caring for their families and their 
own health. This massive disruption has escalated 
both the practice and profession of HR within 
organisations. Undoubtedly, this is HR’s moment 
to lead organisations and steer them into the 
future.
 
As we wrap up this year and get ready to usher 
in a new decade, we realize it’s not over - our 
challenges will continue. Keeping this in view, we 
re-connected with our most engaging authors from 
this year - Ms Harini Sreenivisan, Mr Kenneth W 
Wheeler, Mr Subir Sinha, Mr Jitender Panihar, Ms 
Smriti Handa, and Ms Geetanjali Wheeler - and 
understand their take on what is yet to unfold. On 
the same note, we also connected with Mr Avisekh 
Agarwal, Vice President - Talent Acquisition at 
OYO, and interviewed him for our cover feature. 
He shared his views on the changing paradigms 
of recruitment, the accelerated adoption of digital 
technologies in HR, and India’s growing gig 
economy. 

CEO’S Desk

Follow

I would also like to thank our other contributors - 
Mr Tapas Acharya, Mr Ankur Gautam, Ms Manavi 
Pathak, Ms Mona Cheriyan, Ms Vimmi Chachra, 
and Mr Vinodh ChelamBathodi - for taking time 
out to contribute to this special edition. 

As is evident, HR will have an ongoing role to 
play in - engaging employees with an increased 
focus on digital communication, emphasizing 
employee mental health, practising resilience and 
agility, adopting digital HR tools to name a few. 
After facing the unthinkable in 2020, HR has a 
tremendous opportunity to create their own sense 
of normalcy and consistency, and responsibility 
to lead organisations and people through crisis 
response and preparation (future crisis) that can 
make people more agile, work more productive, 
and business more successful.

Finally, I would like to thank all readers of All 
Things Talent, for your interest in the magazine 
and I encourage you to continue to send us 
your invaluable feedback and ideas to take this 
initiative to new heights. 
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Cadila Pharma Names New Global 
President for Human Capital 
Management
Cadila Pharmaceuticals has appointed 
Sanjeev Dixit as the Global President-
Human Capital Management. Prior 
to this, Dixit was working with The 
Himalaya Drug Company as General 
Manager - HR. He comes with over 24 
years of experience and has worked 
with companies like Alstom, PepsiCo, 
PT Indorama, Philips, and Hindalco.

Ex-Cognizant Officer Joins Times 
Internet as Chief People Officer
Times Internet Ltd has appointed 
Smriti Ahuja as Chief People Officer. 
Before this, Ahuja was serving as Global 
Head - Organisation Effectiveness at 
Cognizant. A seasoned HR professional 
with over 3 decades of experience, she 
will be responsible for building and 
maintaining a high-performance culture 
that is people-friendly, inclusive, and 
business first.

Lowe’s India Appoints Mohith Mohan 
as Senior Director - Human Resources
Lowe’s India has announced the 
appointment of Mohith Mohan as Senior 
Director for Human Resources in India. 
Mohan brings over 17 years of diverse 
HR experience in the financial, product, 
and retail industries. Prior to joining 
Lowe’s India, Mohith Mohan was the 
Divisional Vice President and Site Leader 
at Hudson’s Bay Company.

Capco India Ropes in Neelam Sharma 
as HR Head
Capco has appointed Neelam Sharma as 
Head of Human Resources for its India 
operations. In this role, Sharma will be 
responsible for the country’s capability 
building and creating an HR framework 
that supports growth, scale, and diversity. 
Prior to this role, she was working with 
Infor, a global software company, where 
she was Bengaluru Site HR Head.

Scaler Hires Naren Krishna as Head - 
Career Division
Scaler has appointed Naren Krishna as 
the Head of Career. In this role, he will 
be responsible for managing the entire 
Career division and working closely with 
the founders. Krishna comes with extensive 
experience in the space of recruitment and 
has scaled two unique HR-tech start-ups – 
Stockroom.io & Equiv.in. 

( Compiled from Various Online Sources )
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Kotak Mahindra Bank Gets New 
VP - HR
Kotak Mahindra Bank has appointed 
Shweta Pathak as VP - Human Resources. 
In her new role, Pathak would be leading 
Campus and Talent Branding. Prior to 
this, Pathak was Assistant VP- Change 
& Engagement at EdCast. Shweta has 
extensive experience on both corporate 
and consulting sides.

Bhilosa Onboards Chandrashekhar 
Mukherjee as Senior President - HR
Mumbai-based Bhilosa Industries, a 
leading manufacturer of polyester 
yarn, has appointed Chandrashekhar 
Mukherjee as Senior President – Human 
Resources. Mukherjee comes with 30+ 
years of professional experience in HR. 
In his new role, he will focus on e-HR, 
implementation of organisation system 
design, and enhancing productivity at 
the company’s plants, using the Asset 
Effectiveness Model.

......................................................................................................... ......................................................................................................

Udbhav Ganjoo Appointed Head of 
HR- Global Operations for Mylan-
Upjohn Merged Entity
Udbhav Ganjoo, a seasoned HR 
professional with over three decades 
of experience across industries like 
engineering, automobiles, services, and 
pharmaceuticals, has been appointed 
Head of HR - Global Operations, India, 
Emerging Asia, and Access Markets at 
Viatris. Before this, Ganjoo worked with 
Mylan Laboratories for almost six years, 
as Head-HR. 
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WFH Shift Offers Silver Lining for 
Gender Gap in Finance World
According to a report commissioned by the Women in Banking & 
Finance network, remote work and flexible working are changing 
the game for women in the financial services industry by narrowing 
the gender gap. Remote working has helped female workers, who are 
often the primary caregiver and rely more on flexibility, to stay in the 
industry. The report also found that more women aspired to higher 
senior leadership than men, but 79% of women said they saw barriers 
to their career aspirations compared to 58% of men.

Tech Mahindra Announces the 
Launch of WORKSPACE NXT
Tech Mahindra has recently announced the launch of WORKSPACE 
NXT (Workplace as a Service). WORKSPACE NXT is designed to 
deliver the highest level of security using a hybrid workspace delivery 
model that leverages virtualization, enterprise mobility, and context 
aware security. It allows integration of access control, application 
management, and multi-platform endpoint management which 
can be leveraged for remote working across various industries. The 
digital workplace solution brings together VMware, Intel, and Dell 
Technologies to enable remote work and drive seamless productivity, 
anytime on any device. 

India Inc Planning Salary Hikes in 
2021: Aon Salary Increase Survey
According to this year’s Aon Salary Increase Survey, India Inc is 
expected to offer an increment of 7.3 percent in 2021. The survey added 
that as of the September-October period, 87 percent of companies 
intend to pay out salary increases in 2021. Of these, 61 percent of the 
organisations plan to offer increases between 5 percent and 10 percent 
(projected). Aon’s survey also indicated that corporates offered salary 
increments of just 6.1 percent to employees in 2020, which is the lowest 
level seen in 25 years of the survey.

INDUSTRY NEWS
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Blue Collar Jobs Witness Sharp 
Recovery 
According to start-up placement firm Vahan, blue collar jobs, which 
saw an overall dip due to the coronavirus induced lockdown, have 
witnessed a sharp recovery led by the delivery segment, including food 
and grocery. The demand for blue-collar workers is back to 100 percent 
of pre-COVID-19 levels in the food and grocery delivery segment in the 
post lockdown phase. The delivery sector is now creating 2.5 lakh-
3 lakh delivery jobs every single month buoyed by IPL and the festive 
season, the company said. 

Urban Company Announces 
Unlimited Mental Health Leave 
Policy
Urban Company (formerly UrbanClap) will allow its employees to 
take unlimited sick leaves in case they are suffering from any form of 
mental or physical illness, particularly if the patient has contracted 
COVID 19. In addition to the leave policy, Urban Company is making 
some of the top psychologists of the country accessible to its employees 
by partnering with the leading mental wellness platform, iWill. The 
complete consultation cost would be paid by Urban Company. The 
company has already implemented various employee well-being 
friendly policies in the past six months. 

37% of Engineers Find WFH 
Challenging: Survey
In a survey conducted by BridgeLabz on its more than 1000 alumni, 
37 percent of respondents find work from home challenging mostly due 
to extended working hours. The online survey theme ‘Challenges faced 
by engineers working from home’ aimed to understand the relation, if 
any, between the number of problems and the working experience of 
the employees. Irrespective of their professional experience, a majority 
of respondents across all groups agree being more comfortable with 
teleworking. While 64% find it easier to work remotely, only 36% of 
respondents said otherwise. 

INDUSTRY NEWS
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Superhuman 
Resources: 
The Enablers 
of Post 
Covid-19 
Recovery

“The greatest danger in 
times of turbulence is not 
the turbulence – it is to act 
with yesterday’s logic.”
– Peter Drucker

Pandora’s box is open and the cat is out of the 
bag. It has been more than 8 months since the 
start of the pandemic, and the HR industry 
has never felt this challenged before. Things 
that were commonplace in 2019 are obsolete 
in 2020. HR professionals had certainly not 
imagined that this “future of work” that 
always seemed at least, to thoughtfully prepare 
for, was suddenly here! The HR function is 
not unaccustomed to reinventing itself - it has 
transitioned from an administrative function 
to a strategic function, through to securing 
a seat at ‘the table’ and becoming a business 
partner. However, the Covid-19 pandemic has 
tested HR professionals to the limit, no one is 
feeling the weight of that change more than 
HR managers. 

The HR fraternity is at the forefront when it 
comes to dealing with the pandemic and its 
impact on work and the workplace. According 
to an article in Human Resource Executive, 
69 percent of workers believe the Covid-19 
pandemic is the most stressful time of their 
professional careers. So, what makes Covid-19 
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different from other crises HR 
have faced in the past? Many of 
the challenges now facing the HR 
industry are not new, but there are 
concerns that previously may not 
have needed frequent attention. 
While HR professionals have toiled 
through difficult times before, the 
challenges posed by this pandemic 
are too novel - they are not just 
complicated (predictable) but 
complex (unknown), the stakes 
are too high, senior leadership 
expects HR to give instant cut-
and-dried answers, and the rules 
change too fast leaving everyone 
uncertain about their next steps. 
This “uncertainty” has made 
HR’s job harder than ever before. 
Besides, the pandemic has placed 
unprecedented demands on HR 
professionals - from general HR 
tasks to payroll, compliance, 
and benefits, the coronavirus 
has introduced new regulations 
that create additional challenges 
and responsibilities for HR 
managers. Today, HR leaders 
are working around the clock, 
adjusting to mass remote work, 
taking unprecedented measures 
to keep their employees safe, 
draft emergency communication 
procedures, and ensure that their 
organisations survive. Some of the 
top HR challenges are: 

1. Supporting the transition to 
remote work

2. Managing remote work as they 
are challenged to ensure staff 
have functioning technology 
at home

3. Ensuring staff are 
appropriately engaged 
remotely

4. Protecting and supporting 
employees’ health and 
wellbeing 

5. Managing productivity and 
performance of employees at 
home

6. Ensuring business continuity
7. Rapid policy changes

HR’s first priority has been 
crisis response and emphasising 
employee’s health and safety needs. 
But now with workplaces and 
offices across the country reopening 
their doors, HR teams have begun 
to emerge from this response phase 
and are focusing on the next set of 
workforce challenges - rolling out 
Covid payroll policies, ensuring a 
safe work environment, etc - as they 
plan for recovery. With this, the role 
of HR is changing rapidly and the 
safety and compliance landscape is 
shifting quickly. 

Angela Champ, a celebrated 
author, a globally recognized 
influencer and a sought-after 
leadership speaker says, “HR’s role 
has changed, or will change, as 
it focuses on talent management 
- do we need this role, how do we 
promote people who are virtual 
or remote - on engagement, on 
employer brand (aligned with 
company brand), on wellness 
(physical, mental, social, financial). 
HR will be working more closely 
with Operations and with Finance 
than it has in the past, less as a 
discrete function but more as an 
integral part of an organisation’s 
strategy and success.”

Whilst the pandemic has ushered 
a new world full of uncertainties 
and challenges, it also provides an 
opportunity for HR professionals 
to ‘hit reset’ on traditional 
workplace practices and reassert 
their leadership by influencing 
how their organisation builds 
ways of working for their people 
that are inclusive and that will 
be sustainable for the future. 
One thing is certain: the crisis 
has elevated the importance 
of HR professionals within 

organisations, HR managers and 
leaders have become the center 
of gravity in leadership teams 
and most important voices in 
the coronavirus Zoom room. 
They are the ones having daily, 
if not hourly, conversations with 
leadership along with the CEO and 
other senior leaders on how best 
to navigate a situation that none 
could have fathomed. They’re the 
ones providing employees coping 
strategies for dealing with anxiety, 
stress, and loneliness and keeping 
them informed about what’s 
happening with the company and 
up-to-date on the resources — 
financial and medical — that can 
help them stay calm and productive. 
This is indeed HR’s leadership 
moment! 

“For years human resources 
professionals have wanted a seat 
at the proverbial table. Now they 
have that seat in a major way. And 
if you’re good, you’re going to stand 
out. But if you’re not good, you’re 
going to stand out even more. We’re 
going to see this crisis as a make-
or-break time for a lot of CHROs,” 
says Johnny C. Taylor Jr., CEO of 
the Society for Human Resource 
Management.

That said, empathy and high 
EQ leadership have become the 
benchmark of authentic HR 
leadership in the midst of this 
crisis. In 2020 and beyond, it will 
be imperative for the HR function 
to step up exponentially and 
become transformational in its 
role. It will have to be prompt and 
agile in shedding the old ways of 
problem-solving, which is aimed 
at addressing the complicated as 
opposed to the complex and facing 
the unprecedented challenge with 
new and innovative ideas. 
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According to a Gartner survey, the 
changing priorities of HR leaders 
in 2020 reflected the changing 
dynamics of the profession in the 
face of the Covid-19 crisis. These 
new priorities include:

1. Preparing the business for the 
future of work - permanent 
workplace changes after the 
pandemic

2. Developing employees’ critical 
skills and competencies 
especially in critical areas of 
the business

3. Promoting dialogue between 
managers and employees as 
part of an “open source” change 
strategy

4. Fostering organisational trust, 
demonstrating a commitment 
to workers, and building the 
right capabilities (skills, tools, 
resources)

5. Supporting leaders at 
the personal, team, and 
institutional levels

 
To be truly effective in this ‘new 
normal’, HR leaders will have to 
revise their priorities which will 
require some fundamentally new 
thinking about what HR does and 
how it is built to deliver.

Let’s explore some of the 
ways in which Covid has 
permanently changed the 
world of HR.

Autonomy to Approve 
Flexible Working
In the pre-pandemic era, flexible 
working requests were considered 
inconvenient by some and were 
often reserved for the minority. 
Covid-19 has broken many 
traditions as employees started 
working remotely, HR functions 
stepped up to transform brick-

and-mortar offices into virtual 
workplaces almost overnight. 
However, working from home in 
a pandemic is very different to 
working for an organisation that 
has been purposefully designed for 
remote working. HR Professionals 
will have to ensure that employees 
could manage WFH seamlessly, 
it is not enough to provide an 
employee with a laptop, login, 
and a headset and send them on 
their way with a weekly Zoom to 
check-in. HR needs to educate, 
and guide everyone through the 
changes to truly harness the power 
of flexible working. It will require 
a holistic wraparound of visibility, 
clarity, communication, flexibility, 
and a show of care and concern. 
‘Human Touch’ will be important, 
as will team collaboration and 
communication.

Team Morale
With the shift towards remote 
work, work-life boundaries 
are getting blurred, affecting 
employees’ morale. Earlier 
having a quick team challenge, 
or lunch together in the canteen 

was sufficient to re-energize and 
boost team morale. However, with 
remote working employees can 
feel there is a loss of connection 
with colleagues which can quickly 
lead to a change in employee 
motivation, working relationships, 
reduced employee engagement, 
and a decline in productivity. 
Therefore, HR professionals will 
have to transform their traditional 
engagement models and switch 
from office-based employee 
engagement solutions, towards a 
positive and well balanced remote 
team environment where - everyone 
can feel a sense of belonging, 
psychological as well as physical 
safety and the wellbeing needs are 
met, teams work together to deliver 
results, and has an appreciation 
for the unique difference of each 
individual. 

Onboarding
Covid-19 has enabled a new era of 
recruitment with hiring events 
and job fairs moving entirely 
online and companies building 
out remote onboarding processes 
that are no longer restricted 
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by geographical and physical 
boundaries. This has lead to the 
widening of talent pools. However, 
a new herculean task for HR is 
how to onboard new employees 
into the organisation virtually. 
Joining a new company can feel 
daunting at the best of times, 
but in the new socially distanced 
world creating an onboarding 
experience for employees without 
affecting the overall wholesome 
experience of joining will be even 
more imperative. HR has a key 
role to play in ensuring that the 
company culture is described and 
communicated in such a way that it 
excites people, thus setting up the 
right tone for work. 

Employee Value 
Proposition
Due to Covid-19, how HR 
approaches their EVP has definitely 
changed. HR should embrace 
this opportunity to build an EVP 
which is about closing the gaps in 
Gender, Ethnicity, and Disability 
pay. Consider how you will reward 
your people and ensure engaged 
leadership. What will the work 
content be and how do we create 
inclusive career opportunities? 

In the post-pandemic 
environment, HR leaders 
need to focus on each of 
the following five priorities.

Future of work

Critical skills and 
competency 
development

Organizational 
design and change 
management

Employee experience

Current and future 
leadership

Corporate social responsibility, 
philanthropy, and employee 
wellbeing are things that have 
evolved in EVPs and will continue 
to do so after the crisis. HR will 
have to ensure that employee value 
propositions adjust to  the changing 
mindsets and expectations of both 
candidates and existing employees.

Leveraging Technology
With remote work came new 
technology which pushed HR to 
ramp up technology adoption 
and digitalization, enable 
dispersed operations, and 
collaborative functioning. Due to 
the advancements in the field of 
automation and AI, communication, 
collaboration, and efficiency 
of processes have become easy. 
Technology is playing a key role in 
this entire pandemic-led journey 
and implementing it as part of 
an overall HR strategy has never 
been this important. The technical 
demands of HR work will only 
grow as executives looking for 
greater workforce intelligence from 
things like AI, people analytics 
efforts and other technology that 
tracks performance and employee 
engagement.

Conclusion
This is a new chapter for HR 
leadership. Whilst the pandemic 
brings with it challenges and 
a level of responsibility for HR 
Professionals, it also provides an 
exciting opportunity to them to 
lead as the core supporters for the 
people of the company, to influence 
leaders, deal with unconventional 
changing dynamics of the working 
capacities and capabilities, and to 
shape the creation of an inclusive 
culture where people can flourish. 
In such an environment of constant 
libels, resilience is a key attribute 
for HR teams and there is an ardent 
need to change, adapt, and improve 
at every step of the way. In the 
words of Benjamin Franklin -
“When you’re finished changing, 
you’re finished”
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The Recruitment Pivot- 
New Ways of Working 
Leading to Newer Ways 
of Recruiting

I
n this candid interview with All Things Talent, Avisekh Agarwal, VP - Talent Acquisition, OYO 

shares his insights on changing paradigms of recruitment function and how the COVID-19 

pandemic has increased the importance of HR professionals within organisations. He also talks 

about the accelerated adoption of digital technologies by several years and India’s growing gig 

economy.

Avisekh has around 14 years 
of experience in global talent 
acquisition and management. He 
currently heads the global talent 
acquisition function for OYO and 
leads teams across countries and 
product lines. He is responsible 
for delivery, strategic direction 
and excellence of the overall 
function. Prior to OYO he was the 
APAC head of leadership hiring 
for Genpact across all business 
verticals/service lines in India, 
Australia, Philippines, Malaysia, 
China and Japan. Before Genpact 
he has spent a decade with an 
international executive search 
firm -Executive Access in both 
market making & delivery roles. 
Avisekh holds a bachelor’s degree 
in commerce from Shri Ram 
College of Commerce, Delhi and 
an MBA in Marketing & Strategy 
from Indian School of Business, 
Hyderabad. 
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I spent almost a 
decade on the sell-
side of talent with 
Executive Access 
helping companies 
find C-level talent. 
It gave me an 
opportunity to 
interact closely with 
industry leaders 
and understand 
multiple sectors 
and markets. 
Irrespective of 
the industry, the 
number one priority 
of every CEO was 
and continues to be 
talent.

ATT:  Having worked as an HR 
leader across diverse industries 
and functions for many years, 
how has this journey been so far? 
Please tell us about your career 
and how you got up to where 
you’re at now?

Avi:  Human Resources happened 
to me, I never planned for it. 
Had I not been enticed by the 
pre-placement talk of the first 
organisation I worked with - 
Executive Access (a boutique 
retained search firm) at SRCC, 
I could have probably ended up 
in marketing or finance. For 
an introvert, it was a rather 
unusual and challenging career 
choice as headhunting requires 
you to socialize and meet people 
extensively. While in retrospect 
things seem easy, I still remember 
that I froze on the first cold call I 
made to a CEO during my trainee 
days, in fact, I hung up the phone 
on him.
 
I spent almost a decade on the sell-
side of talent with Executive Access 
helping companies find C-level 
talent. It gave me an opportunity 
to interact closely with industry 
leaders and understand multiple 
sectors and markets. Irrespective 
of the industry, the number one 
priority of every CEO was and 
continues to be talent. 
 
The grass is always greener on 
the other side. I switched to the 
buy-side of talent with Genpact 
and led leadership hiring first 
for India and then for APAC. The 
ability to build, execute, measure, 
and refine is something I learnt 
at Genpact. Executive search is 
largely entrepreneurial, at Genpact 
I learnt how to operate and succeed 
in a large matrixed multinational.  

JOURNEY Genpact is a terrific learning 
ground for human resources 
professionals given its focus on 
employees, processes, and digital 
innovation. 

ATT:   Today, business leaders 
are focused on the huge business 
continuity challenges posed by 
COVID-19. How has the pandemic 
impacted people strategies? Also, 
how has this crisis impacted HR as 
a whole?

Avi:  The COVID-19 pandemic has 
increased the importance of HR 
professionals within organisations 
like never before. It has helped 
highlight the value that HR delivers 
in keeping employees engaged, 
motivated, safe, and productive. The 
new ways of working will demand 
HR to be in the driver’s seat and 
define a new lens to recruitment, 
onboarding, talent development, 
and employee engagement. 
 
In the new ways of working HR is 
expected to lead from the front, 
respond swiftly and partner closely 
with business on immediate, short-
term, and long-term decisions. 
The role is twofold; navigating 
the organisation through the 
crisis and taking measures to 
ensure the organisation is ready 
for the post COVID recovery and 
growth. Fostering a trust culture, 

HR STRATEGY

Joining OYO was one of the defining 
moments of my career. A 6-year-old 
Indian company making strides the 
world over gave a sense of pride 
and seemed like an irresistible 
opportunity. OYO for me happened 
at a time when the company was 
looking at rapid global expansion 
and incubation of several new 
business lines. OYO’s growth has 
been phenomenal as we set up one 
country after another and were 
soon a global organisation with 
a presence across India, the US, 
LATAM, Europe, UK, Japan, China, 
SE Asia, and the Middle East. Our 
talent strategy had to coincide with 
our business strategy. We focused 
on building an employer brand that 
could attract the best talent in the 
world. It was important to go after 

“what is possible” versus “what is 
being done”. 

OYO today employees the most 
sought-after talent. Talent 
attraction here is not just a TA 
(talent acquisition) function’s job, 
every leader has to play a part. I 
have completed 2.5 years, but it 
definitely seems a lot more due to 
the sheer intensity and role impact 
the company offers. 
 
Talent would continue to be our 
core as we aspire to grow into one 
of the world’s largest and most 
loved hospitality brands.
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effective communication, employee 
engagement, L&D, and employee 
well-being will be critical areas of 
focus during and post COVID. 
 
Organisations today are struggling 
with a set of conflicting priorities 
which are difficult to balance. 
For instance, the need of the 
hour is attentive leadership and 
frequent top-down communication, 
however, it’s tricky to achieve as 
the leadership itself now is remote 
more than ever. The HR function is 
best placed to support the business 
by tapping into the collective 
wisdom and collaborating with 
employees at every level. 

ATT:   What’s different about 
recruiting in the post-COVID 
world? Is pandemic a challenge 
or an opportunity for recruiters? 
Also, how will recruitment 
planning look after COVID-19?

Avi:  COVID has forced 
organisations to rethink, 
remodel, and revamp their talent 
acquisition strategies. While most 

TALENT ACQUISITION

organisations have stalled hiring 
and reduced their headcount 
budgets to survive the pandemic, 
organisations with visible 
staying power are also using this 
opportunity to hire talent and build 
capability for both future growth 
and competitive advantage. The 
pool of available quality talent 
has suddenly expanded which can 
be leveraged upon for post-crisis 
recovery and growth. Wherever 
possible, organisations should use 
this opportunity to make rational 
long-term talent bets. 

As businesses look to bounce back, 
they will need to accept the new 
normal, recruitment will also 
undergo a paradigm shift both as 
a function and the way it operates. 
Some key changes could be: 

Broader Lens in Talent 
Identification and 
Workforce Planning 
Assessment of adaptability and 
agility will become as critical 
as hard skills or capability. 
Organisations will be leaner and 
hence will try to get more from 

less. Talent which is fungible and 
brings in horizontal skills will be 
in more demand. Companies may 
start hiring more generalists than 
specialists. To bring down cost 
and increase agility organisations 
will reassess their workforce and 
bring in GIG and contractual 
employees.  This may open up new 
channels of hiring and newer ways 
of assessment. More employers 
will adopt flexibility in favor of 
temporary hires as a way to make 
their business more resilient and 
productive in an unpredictable 
environment.

Redefined Employee Value 
Proposition (EVP)
EVP will go beyond the current 
components of compensation, 
culture, global career, benefits, etc 
and include flexibility, freedom, 
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The COVID-19 
pandemic has 
increased the 
importance of HR 
professionals within 
organisations like 
never before. It has 
helped highlight 
the value that HR 
delivers in keeping 
employees engaged, 
motivated, safe, and 
productive. The new 
ways of working will 
demand HR to be 
in the driver’s seat 
and define a new 
lens to recruitment, 
onboarding, talent 
development, 
and employee 
engagement.
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work-life balance, and employee 
health as strong selling points.

Remote Working – The 
New Reality 
Remote work is no longer viewed 
as a temporary solution, but one 
that will carry forward, with 
added benefits like reducing an 
organisation’s carbon footprint, 
changing a firm’s real estate 
requirements, and opening up 
access to a bigger and wider talent 
pool. The “close to HQ” mindset 
will considerably scale down. From 
recruitment’s perspective, it implies 
exploring talent pools which were 
earlier never a part of the search 
criteria. Remote working will also 
help bring in more D&I candidates 
into the workforce. 

Digital Transformation – 
Recruitment 2.0
COVID has brought in forced 
digitalization for all. ‘Years’ 
worth of adoption has happened 
in weeks. Recruitment post-
COVID will become smarter, with 
companies continuing to invest in 
technology and virtually enabled 
processes across all aspects of 
talent acquisition including 
sourcing, interviewing, onboarding, 
etc. Technology adoption and 
innovation is no more a choice but 
a way to stay relevant in the new 
normal. Having said that, one can 
never ignore the role of the human 
touch in recruitment. An efficient 
TA process is a fine balance 
between high touch and high tech. 
 
Recruiters will have to pivot 
quickly to this change. New ways of 
working will lead to newer ways of 
recruiting.  Organisations will have 
a long-term and objective view of 
talent. From a role-based approach, 
companies may move to a more 
proactive CRM based “talent pool 

engagement” model of hiring. Rapid 
digitalization due to processes 
shifting online has increased the 
need for digital skills, recruiters 
will have to up their game and be 
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more digitally savvy to embrace 
and understand the tech adoptions 
across the lifecycle of recruitment. 
Those who can adapt, learn, and 
perform will have an edge over 
those who don’t. 
 
With remote working, it doesn’t 
matter where one sits, or which 
country one belongs to.  It opens 
up diverse talent pools, increased 
productivity, retention, and savings 
on salaries and facilities. More than 
ever, recruiters are closest to the 
talent pools; they know where the 
talent sits and what it costs and 
hence are best positioned to guide 
the company on this transition. 

Recruitment Planning 
Post-COVID-19
Post-COVID, organisations will 
build and borrow more talent 
instead of buying. The recruitment 
function, L&D, and internal 
mobility will have to work together 
to solve the talent needs of the 
organisation. Many companies have 
silos that people sit in, they need to 

Remote work is no 
longer viewed as a 
temporary solution, 
but one that will 
carry forward, 
with added benefits 
like reducing an 
organisation’s 
carbon footprint, 
changing a firm’s 
real estate 
requirements, 
and opening up 
access to a bigger 
and wider talent 
pool. The “close to 
HQ” mindset will 
considerably scale 
down.
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ATT:  What challenges 
have you encountered with 
virtual interviews, hiring, and 
onboarding, and how are you 
overcoming them? Can you 
share with us any talent strategy 
opportunities that you uncovered 
during this time that you didn’t use 
before?

Avi:  The biggest change COVID 
has brought in is that it has forced 
all companies to “leap-frog” 
technology hurdles irrespective of 
whether they were ready or not. 
Before Covid, most companies 
had not yet been able to fully 
adopt or implement video hiring 
or remote onboarding, and even 
if it existed, it complemented the 
existing in-person processes. This 
sudden change has been difficult 
to completely overcome in a short 
span of time. 

Virtual interviews, no matter how 
well managed are susceptible 
to technical snags but more 
importantly, fall short of the 
intuitiveness and warmth of face-
to-face interactions. It’s difficult 
to build a connection with the 
candidate. Also, assessing cultural 
fitment becomes a challenge 
particularly in senior roles. 

Onboarding is an important 
event for a new candidate, it’s the 
first-day experience of the new 
organisation. Currently, things are 
just reduced to online document 
submission and some critical 
formal virtual interactions. 
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be dissolved and sub-functions need 
to fuse in both thinking and action. 

Going forward, companies may also 
start focusing more on “Succession 
Planning” for all its senior 
leaders so that they are better 
covered against future risks and 
contingencies.

While these challenges will 
continue, the only way to overcome 
this is to continue focusing  on 
candidate experience. Recruiters 
have to demonstrate empathy 
and be more compassionate. 
Candidates may turn up late, there 
could be noise in the background, 
one could see kids on the screen, 
etc. It’s important to not get 
flustered by these or make a quick 
opinion. Recruiters have been 
spending more time than earlier on 
storytelling and conveying the EVP 
and culture which the brand stands 
for. 

I think today we have a far more 
holistic and broader view of talent. 
In most cases, we are looking 
to borrow or build talent versus 
going external. We are taking 
this time to step back and dive 
deep into diversity and inclusion, 
building pipelines, and identifying 

New ways of 
working will lead 
to newer ways 
of recruiting.  
Organisations will 
have a long-term 
and objective view of 
talent. From a role-
based approach, 
companies may 
move to a more 
proactive CRM 
based “talent pool 
engagement” model 
of hiring.

opportunities to create a more 
diverse and resilient workforce in 
the future. There is a considerable 
push towards digital innovation 
and building capabilities for the 
future.
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ATT:  Lastly, stay-at-home 
policies and social distancing 
have made it a challenge to find 
candidates to fill the necessary 
positions. In your opinion, 
how can companies leverage 
automated and virtual hiring 
solutions to minimize the loss of 
potential candidates? 

Avi:  The new ways of hiring 
have impacted role closures both 
positively and negatively:

I think today we 
have a far more 
holistic and broader 
view of talent. In 
most cases, we are 
looking to borrow or 
build talent versus 
going external. We 
are taking this time 
to step back and dive 
deep into diversity 
and inclusion, 
building pipelines, 
and identifying 
opportunities to 
create a more 
diverse and resilient 
workforce in the 
future.

GIG ECONOMY
ATT:  In India, demand for short-
duration talent is increasingly 
gathering momentum, with skilled 
professionals seeking flexible 
work arrangements. What does 
the emergence of the gig economy 
mean for the future of work?  How 
can it have a positive effect on the 
hospitality industry?

Avi:  According to a report by 
industry body Assocham in January 
this year, India’s gig economy is 
projected to grow at a CAGR of 
17 percent to $455 billion by 2023. 
While the gig economy has been 
steadily growing in India and the 
world over in the last few years, 
COVID has given it an upward 
shift. The new ways of working, 
digitalization and enhanced 
workforce expectations provide the 
right setting for the gig ecosystem. 

In retaining their competitiveness, 
some companies are deploying a 
hybrid working model by using 

a mix of in-house employees 
and gig or remote workers. The 
gig workforce will gain more 
prominence as organisations will 
continue to focus on agile and 
flexible manpower, diverse talent, 
margin protection, and reduction 
in fixed costs. Gig workers can help 
scale up operations quickly while 
optimizing operational costs. Its 
reach is slowly expanding from 
less-skilled services to high-skilled 
jobs.

Not just in hospitality but also in 
other industries, organisations 
may pivot to hiring freelance or gig 
workers for business development 
roles. Creative roles in media, 
advertising and communication 
or assignments in transportation, 
logistics warehousing, etc will be in 
demand.

The job acceptance rates have 
gone down as candidates are not 
rushing into taking a decision 
(unless they are without jobs!) Given 
most companies are still on hiring 
freeze, candidates are waiting for 
the markets to open up so that they 
have a wider choice. 

Since companies are still following 
remote or hybrid ways of working, 
the candidate pool has overall 
expanded. It does not matter which 
part of the country one is based in, 
as long as there is a skill match one 
could be in the longlist. This aspect 
has opened up talent pools which 
earlier never existed because of the 
location criteria. 

Right communication, empathy, 
and thoughtfulness would be the 
most important aspects to consider 
as we engage with the candidates. 
The virtual process should be 
comprehensive, detailed, and 
seamless so that it delivers a great 
candidate experience. Candidates 
mostly drop out if they don’t 
connect with the brand or the role. 
It is critical to get the storytelling 
right so that there is complete 
clarity.
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ATT: Having worked as an HR 
leader in the industry for many 
years, how has this journey 
been so far? What were some of 
the challenges and important 
decisions that helped you evolve 
into a leader and get where you are 
today?

Vivek:  It has been a fun 
journey with great learning. I 
was lucky to work with some 
amazing leaders and mentors. I 
started my career with Crompton 
Greaves in Mumbai and then 
joined Daewoo Motors. I worked 
in Product Software companies, 
like Cadence Design Systems and 
Adobe Systems. Hiring, developing 
and retaining top engineering 
talent and creating an innovative 
work culture was a challenge, 
and a very satisfying experience. 
I wanted to gain experience 
in Business Development and 
project delivery and did a very 

JOURNEY

Executive Coaching 
or creating a 
Coaching Culture 
develops leaders 
who are aligned to 
the core values of 
the organisation. 
Coaching helps in 
bringing the critical 
issues center stage, 
ensures empathy 
and accountability 
and helps the 
leaders in finding 
their own solutions.

ATT: Leadership gap has become 
among the biggest challenges of 
our time. In your opinion, what 
are some of the major causes that 
contribute to a breakdown in the 
organisation’s leadership pipeline? 
How can executive coaching 
strengthen this pipeline?

Vivek:  During the initial period 
of expansion, an organisation may 
need to hire from outside. It must 
know what leadership attributes to 
look for. These attributes have to 
do with the rhythm of the industry 
and the core values of the company. 
Not hiring the right leaders, or 
not ensuring that the new leaders 
get enough support to succeed 
can lead to a break down in the 
leadership pipeline. Ultimately, 
the organisation needs to develop 
leaders intentionally from within. 
This is done by identifying and then 
developing leaders by giving them 
the right exposure, experiences 
and coaching.  Executive Coaching 
or creating a Coaching Culture 
develops leaders who are aligned to 
the core values of the organisation. 
Coaching helps in bringing the 
critical issues center stage, ensures 
empathy and accountability and 

LEADERSHIP 
PIPELINE

useful stint in Human Resources 
Consulting. Later, my stint 
with Lava International gave 

me the opportunity to scale up 
an Indian start up with high 
ambitions. Lava established a Pan 
India Distribution, a Software 
Development Centre, a Hardware 
Design Centre and a manufacturing 
plant in India. At BIBA Apparels, 
we are engaged in growing a well-
established Indian Retail brand.

I have always followed my heart 
and have contributed to building 
organisations with strong values 
and core competencies.
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helps the leaders in finding their 
own solutions. While External 
coaches can be very helpful, leaders 
can also wear their coaching hat 
and develop their next level. All 
great ‘Leadership Factories’ almost 
without exception have a coaching 
culture. At Adobe, Senior Technical 
Leaders used to take promising 
engineers under their tutelage. This 
experience, exposure and coaching 
was invaluable in developing a 
pipeline of strong technical leaders.

ATT: Furthermore, how 
improving the diversity at 
the partner level can help 
in advancing women in the 
leadership pipeline? 

Vivek:  Organisations need to 
understand that diverse teams 
are more effective and more 
successful in the end. That is the 
starting point of any diversity 

ATT: How has Covid-19 set 
the stage for reskilling in 
the corporate world? How is 
BIBA Apparels approaching 
the upskilling challenge and 
reimagining virtual learning and 
offering online coaching to make 
employees future-ready?

Vivek:  Covid 19 will have a long 
lasting effect on skilling. Working 
from Home (WFH) has meant 
better ability to use Technology, 
collaboration and communication 

SKILLING

ATT: HR is evolving and 
gradually becoming a business 
partner with the top management 
in the growth of the organisation. 
Can you explain how organisations 
benefit from HR and management 
collaboration and by aligning HR 
Systems with business strategy?

Vivek:  In a world where 
disruptive change is becoming the 
norm, organisations have realized 
that a People Strategy aligned with 
the Business is the only way to turn 
a challenge into an opportunity. It 
is People - customers, employees, 
partners - who need to understand 
the disruption and take the right 
decisions to deal with it. The Covid 
19 disruption was the best example, 
where the HR Leaders partnered 
with the CEO and other leaders 
to (i) Communicate with their 
people on the implications of the 
disruption, new ways of working 
and the required changes in the 
business model.

HR STRATEGY

The key component 
of enablement 
is trust in the 
employee and 
transparency in 
the expectation 
setting process. 
Enablement is 
crucial, because 
unless the employee 
feels that he has 
been set up for 
success, and his 
contributions matter 
- both to him and the 
organisation - he 
would not  give his 
best.

initiative. Having Women leaders 
in the Executive team creates role 
models, and definitely helps in 
advancing women in the leadership 
pipeline. However, we can take 
several other steps. Hiring women 
leaders from college at entry levels, 
giving coaching support to middle 
level women leaders, to help them 
navigate their careers, ensuring 
a safe workplace for women, 
creating women’s forums, and 
intentionally creating a culture 
where women feel part of the 
mainstream are all helpful. At BIBA 
we have encouraged women to join 
store teams in large numbers. We 
have women leaders as Heads of 
Marketing, Merchandising and 
Design and they inspire many 
women employees.

by all employees. Managers need 
to learn new skills to engage 
with there teams and facilitate 
meetings virtually. In addition 
to this, some shifts are due to 
changes in consumer behavior, 
safety concerns and changes in the 
business models. Front line staff 
have to learn new skills to serve 
customers as they are reluctant 
to come to the stores. Many have 
started outward bound calls to 
connect with their customers. The 
focus on e-commerce would mean 
many employees would need to 
learn digital marketing and data 
interpretation skills  to take up 
roles in  e-commerce. In the future 
we expect new technology like VR 
to be used extensively in E Retail.
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ATT: HR leaders have been at the 
center of their organisation’s rapid 
response to this crisis. According 
to you, how can HR make use of 
capability building in keeping the 
workforce engaged, productive 
and resilient? What is one highly 
effective capability building 
initiative that you have found 
successfully engages employees?

Vivek:  HR has to understand the 
new areas in which capability has 
to be built, and mechanisms to be 
used to deliver it to the employees. 
Clearly companies need to enhance 
capabilities in a host of Digital 
technologies - Digital Marketing, 
Data Analysis, and also Virtual 
Reality, Artificial Intelligence 
( AI) and Machine Learning. In 
addition, there are new ways of 
working which have to be safe and 
sustainable. One very successful 
Capability Building initiative , 
was the launch of a Mobile based 

CAPABILITY BUILDING 
ATT: The need for meaningful 
employee engagement has become 
more pronounced but leaders 
often forget that engagement 
hinges on enablement. What is 
employee enablement and why has 
it become more important than 
employee engagement? 

Vivek:  Employee enablement 
is ensuring that every employee 
understands the purpose of his/
her role and the expectations , and 
also has the authority and tools 
to perform his job.The employee 
must also feel that the job leads 
to learning for him. The key 
component of enablement is trust 
in the employee and transparency 
in the expectation setting process. 
Enablement is crucial, because 
unless the employee feels that he 
has been set up for success, and his 
contributions matter - both to him 
and the organisation - he would not  
give his best. 

PEOPLE ENABLEMENT

e-learning tool a year back that 
delivers Multimedia content for 
our Front Line Store staff. This has 
been very popular with all our staff 
who look forward to learning about 
(i) Product Features (ii) Customer 
Handling skills (iii) Store Workways 
(iv) Safety protocols and other 
content. They are also expected to 
take quizzes to check their learning 
and get rewards! This initiative 
has impacted both engagement as 
well as productivity metrics and 
has helped us build a detailed skills 
inventory of our front line work 
force. 

One very successful 
Capability Building 
initiative , was the 
launch of a Mobile 
based e-learning 
tool a year back that 
delivers Multimedia 
content for our 
Front Line Store 
staff. This has been 
very popular with all 
our staff who look 
forward to learning 
about 
(i) Product Features 
(ii) Customer 
Handling skills 
(iii) Store Workways 
(iv) Safety protocols 
and other content.
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ATT: Having worked as an HR 
leader in the industry for long, 
how has this journey been so 
far? What were some of the 
opportunities, challenges, and 
important decisions that helped 
you evolve into a leader?

Anu:  One word to describe the 
journey is “exciting”. I have been 
fortunate to have roles that have 
set transformational initiatives 
into motion for the organisation 
and individual growth. I made an 
important commitment to myself 
that really helped me evolve as a 
leader – “Work because you enjoy 
it and then it’s easy to give it your 
best.” I am really happy to lead the 
people function in a fast-growing 
organisation like Pine Labs where 
we are building payment and 
commerce solutions that will 
transform the industry. 

In terms of challenges, there’s 
no better example than 2020, a 
year that helped us all learn so 
quickly about workforce safety. 

JOURNEY

ATT: When the Indian 
Government imposed a nation-
wide lockdown in March this year, 
companies had to transition to 
WFH models overnight, but your 
company had already started with 
WFH enablement way before the 
lockdown in February. Can you tell 
us what urged you to transition to 
the WFH model and how did this 
decision help you better prepare 
for the pandemic?

Anu:  Pine Labs is a diverse team 
– While we have a large tech talent 
who can work from anywhere, 
we also have a large Sales and 
Customer facing team who meet 
customers every day and other 
functions who primarily work from 
the office.  

One of our early initiatives was to 
set-up a cross-functional response 
team of leaders which was tasked 
with meeting daily to take stock of 
the developments around us and 
mitigate risk. In hindsight, early 
preparation was very beneficial to 
drive a proactive approach towards 
employee safety and business 
continuity. We were on top of 
things when the early reports of 
the COVID-19 outbreak started 
happening around the world.

We erred on the side of caution 
and before waiting for official 
lockdowns to happen, we allowed 
employees to work from home. This 
was completely a premeditated 
decision to keep employee safety as 
our top priority.

ORGANISATIONAL 
STRATEGY

Decision-making with limited 
information coupled with a crisis 
of unimaginable magnitude has 
taught everyone a new lesson on 
flexibility and optimism. 

One of our early 
initiatives was to 
set-up a cross-
functional response 
team of leaders 
which was tasked 
with meeting daily 
to take stock of 
the developments 
around us and 
mitigate risk. In 
hindsight, early 
preparation was 
very beneficial to 
drive a proactive 
approach towards 
employee safety and 
business continuity.
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Staying connected has become important for 
teams and at Pine Labs, we believe in having fun.  
We built new platforms for people to connect with 
initiatives like virtual parties, singing idol contests, 
virtual fireside chats, virtual games, etc. And all 
along we kept communication transparent and 
regular through the safety emails to virtual coffee 
meetings with leaders to town halls.

ATT:  How did you ensure that 
your employees adapt to new 
ways of working without affecting 
business continuity and lowering 
productivity? What important role 
did cross-functional collaboration 
play in enabling remote 
working and fuelling digital 
transformation?

Anu:   I am proud of the way 
Pine Labs teams have responded 
to the Work from Home (WFH) 
transition across all our offices 
globally. Credit goes to the leaders 
who supported the people through 
this change and figured new ways 
of working around the many 
challenges people faced on the 
professional and personal front. 
Cross-functional collaboration 
became more important as we 
discovered new ways to work – our 
shared objective through these 
changes was the safety of our 
teams. 

In line with the changes in business 
focus areas, we organised many 
training sessions on the new 
processes and products. Our tech 
teams have spent a significant 
time in upskilling and learning 
new technology areas. To share 
an example, our sales and support 
teams have over 300 new joiners 

and we have completely revamped 
our selection and “New Cadet” 
training programs with increased 
involvement of leaders to ensure 
the productivity of new joiners. 

Staying connected has become 
important for teams and at Pine 
Labs, we believe in having fun.  We 
built new platforms for people to 
connect with initiatives like virtual 
parties, singing idol contests, 
virtual fireside chats, virtual 

games, etc. And all along we kept 
communication transparent and 
regular through the safety emails to 
virtual coffee meetings with leaders 
to town halls. 

To support our people during 
a health scare, we upgraded 
our medical benefits to include 
additional aspects such as Doctor 
on Call, a fitness app, and an 
employee assistance program. 



iimjobs.com | hirist.comSPECIAL  EDITION 31

SPEC
IA

L FEATU
R

E

ATT: Speaking of digital 
transformation, technological 
advancements are constantly 
changing the fundamental 
nature of work. How important 
is it to adapt employees’ skills 
and roles to the post-pandemic 
ways of working? How are 
you approaching this digital 
transformation?

Anu:  Digital is at the heart of our 
business as our payment solutions 
transform merchant businesses. 
Our teams are working towards 
building payment and commerce 
solutions for the post-pandemic 
world. And in line with the new 
tech, we are building skills and 
processes to support this digital 
transformation. I feel that this is 
a great opportunity to simplify 
processes and make it easier for 
people. All people-centric processes 
including onboarding, off-boarding, 

HR TECHNOLOGY

ATT: More than ever, promoting 
employee health and well-being 
has become a key focus amid the 
COVID-19 pandemic. How is Pine 
Labs monitoring COVID-19 closely, 
from both a holistic employee 
and a business perspective? What 
initiatives and programs are in 
place to support the health and 
well-being of your employees 
during these testing times?

Anu:  We have a three-pronged 
approach to safety and well-
being. Individual safety has been 
emphasized with regular safety 

EMPLOYEE WELL-BEING

We want to give 
people the flexibility 
of working from the 
office, so starting 
this December one 
can book a seat at 
the office and work 
from there. The 
digital platform of 
seat booking allows 
us to maintain 
information flow 
towards contact 
tracing, self-
assessments before 
entry to office, 
and safe option of 
working from the 
office.

performance reviews have become 
more digital as we adjust to remote 
working. 

We are creating learning and 
development programs based on 
the precise needs of each business 
vertical. While we use technology 
to help people learn and adapt, our 
programs also have an increased 
involvement of mentors and leaders 
to help people connect more.

communication, a special allowance 
to cover for safety gear for our field 
staff, enhanced medical benefits 
including an employee assistance 
program.  

Secondly, our managers have team 
safety as an important agenda to 
ensure team risks are mitigated. 
To provide constant support to 
all, we also have in-house Safety 
Champions, employee volunteers 
who are keeping a strong vigil to 
help us follow the new protocols.

Most important is facilities safety, 
where we have adopted new 
facilities protocols to maintain 
hygiene. We want to give people 
the flexibility of working from the 
office, so starting this December 
one can book a seat at the office 
and work from there. The digital 
platform of seat booking allows 
us to maintain information flow 
towards contact tracing, self-
assessments before entry to office, 
and safe option of working from the 
office. 
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ATT: To make sure the employees 
are working efficiently and tasks 
are running on-time in the WFH 
setup, how has good rostering 
planning become more crucial 
than ever? How do you create the 
perfect work schedule for your 
teams?

Anu:  Different roles will need 
different rules for rosters. In a 
remote working environment, 
people have also discovered work 
timings that maximize their 
individual productivity. As an 
organisation we want to provide 
maximum possible flexibility 
as we believe that leads to best 
productivity. We also encourage 
frequent team connects, daily 
stand-ups, and good use of available 
technology like video conferencing 
options to sync up with their 
team members and therefore a 
trust-based approach instead of a 
roster-based, man-hours tracking 
approach.

Some roles like contact centre do 
have specific rosters and we see 
an increase in the goal-focused 
approach of daily targets versus 
clocked-in timings.  

We have also used the concept of 15 
days rosters with people split into 
mutually exclusive self-sufficient 
Team A and Team B. This reduced 

HR STRATEGY

ATT: Amid the COVID-19 
outbreak, how are you turning 
towards virtual hiring solutions 
and onboarding to hire potential 
candidates? What challenges 
have you encountered with 
virtual interviews, hiring, and 
onboarding, and how are you 
overcoming them? 

Anu:  We have expanded our 
teams and we have gone completely 
digital for the hiring process 
including sales ability assessments, 
virtual interviews and a new 
remote cadet training program. 
To avoid remote training fatigue, 
we have a new cadet program that 
has fieldwork and assignments 
sandwiched between online 
learning lessons. 

TALENT ACQUISITION

ATT: Lastly, are you planning 
to reopen physical locations and 
return to the workplace? If yes, 
then what key considerations 
are needed in designing a return 
to work plan? According to you, 
how can Return-to-Workplace 
readiness be assessed from a 
Digitized Single platform?

Anu:  We have reopened in a 
gradual and cautious manner for 
many roles. We feel the flexibility 
to work from the office or anywhere 
is important to drive peak 
performance. As an organisation 
that values diversity, we want to 
offer the choice to people to help 
them excel in their roles. This is a 
great opportunity to include young 
mothers who would like to work 
from home or the talent who do 
not want to relocate or differently-
abled who find commuting tedious. 
To enable these options we have 
invested in a digital platform to 
ensure the process of automated 
check of individual safety metrics 
and approvals for working from the 
office based on seat availability. 

To design this safe return to the 
workplace we have taken inputs 
from people to understand what 
makes them most effective. At Pine 
Labs, we have continued to get 
people involved in these decisions. 
In July, the HR team connected on 
call one to one with every employee 
to understand the individual 
challenges and we went back with 
solutions for each. In September, 
we did a comprehensive survey of 
different roles and the sentiment 
towards the return to the office 
where more than 60% of our people 
wanted the option to work from 
the office at least a few days every 
week. And hence, we put together 
the approach and design towards a 
safe return to the office. 

FUTURE WORKPLACES

We have reopened in a gradual and cautious 
manner for many roles. We feel the flexibility to 
work from the office or anywhere is important to 
drive peak performance. As an organisation that 
values diversity, we want to offer the choice to 
people to help them excel in their role.

the risk of exposure for any 
infection spread from one team to 
the other. 
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The task of leading during a sustained crisis is 
challenging. Some leaders tend to go with the flow 
assuming normalcy will soon return and some 
boldly distinguish between everyday problem 
management and long-term crisis impact. In this 
article, we understand how leaders’ behavioural 
response regulates their ability to overcome a crisis.

ALL THINGS TALENT34 SPECIAL  EDITION
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Leading in a Crisis: A Walk 
Down Memory Lane

Long period of intense 
pressure! Demanding 
times! Turbulence! 
Serious & unexpected 

outcomes! Demotivation! Failure!

These are not commonly used 
phrases in everyday business. 
In my 15+ years of experience, I 
have witnessed these in business 
meetings owing to a one-off 
situation that leaders are coping 
with; say a hyper competitive 
environment in a growth phase 
of an industry or P&L challenges 
owing to price-sensitive customers 
or industry consolidation or impact 
of natural calamities etc.

As I look back into those times and 
think of the current pandemic, none 
of it happens overnight. It develops 
over a period. Some leaders tend 
to go with the flow assuming 
normalcy will soon return thereby 
impacting the long-term health of 
all Key Performance Indicators. 
And then there are others who 
boldly distinguish between 
everyday problem management and 
long-term crisis impact. Leaders’ 
behavioural response regulates 
his ability to overcome the crisis 
successfully and in majority 
cases they leverage it for business 
benefits. Behavioural response 
stems from a leader’s ability to work 
with his instincts. His personal 
reflection of those instincts 
determines the fate (extreme!) of 
the business, customer, employee 
etc. Some great leaders that I have 
worked with have leveraged these 
instincts to outperform during 
tough times.

In this article, I will share my 
observations from my experiences 
while working with these senior 
leaders. While they could not 
control what was happening, they 
chose to manage their response by 
respecting their own instinct. That’s 
where their power lied! Think deep, 
because that’s where OUR power 
lies. 

Personal experience I: We 
had been market leaders in a very 
strong position for the longest time. 
Suddenly hyper-competition hit 
the industry. Global players & local 
entered our market in dozens. I 
recall that at a point in time, there 
were clearly 11-12 players operating 
in each geography. Soon this will 
erode our revenues and customers. 
It will impact our market share. 
I remember the tension in the 
boardroom. Senior leadership was 
discussing counter-measures esp. 
given that global players had deep 

pockets. How to prevent invasion 
of existing customer base? In an 
open talent market, it could mean 
losing best talent? How to manage 
price erosion? I could feel some 
rejection & remorse in the room. 
However, the leader was clear 
in his intentions; he wanted to 
protect the business, customers & 
employees.  He identified with the 
situation, called out his fears openly 
and quickly switched to protect 
instinct. To start with, there were 
quite a few bold decisions taken to 
ward-off smaller players with poor 
financial health in key markets. We 
decided to give a huge blow to them 
by tracking their top talent and 
hiring them. We identified markets 
where we had scope to impact their 
business health through vulnerable 
price strategy. We went ahead and 
launched our pipeline products in 
these markets first. Success in a 
few markets gave us the strength to 
push back tougher players by using 
various other levers.
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My learning: Fear & Protect are 
two very strong instincts. For those 
hungry to succeed, quickly identify 
the fears and move to protect. While 
some others may dabble with their 
fears and never have the courage to 
overcome them.

I realize that “Survival of the fittest” 
is well understood by mankind. It 
has been used and abused enough 
times for it to be forgotten in day to 
day life. In a competitive business 
that is going through crisis, a 
leader’s instinct actively identifies 
what could lead to extinction. 
Therefore, they fight their fears.  
That’s how leaders maintain their 
competitive position. They just don’t 
think, they do!

Personal experience II: 
Industrial area in which our 
manufacturing unit operated was 
highly impacted due to external 
turbulence. Units in the vicinity 
were shutting down for mid-term. 
In conversation with my Supply 
Manager we were contemplating 
shutting down as well. Cases of 
external turbulence in that area 
were increasing. I could sense 
pressure on teams as shutting down 
the unit would mean a serious 
blow to our business impacting 
revenue commitments. I was in 
an honest conversation with my 
supply head asking him to not give 
in to the pressures but do what is 
right by our people. I recall what 
followed! My supply manager took 
a deep breath. He reminisced about 
his past experiences of dealing 
with such crises. We spoke about 
business continuity being the 
primary responsibility along with 
employee safety & health. We were 
clear on our focus on managing 
employee well-being.  I wanted to 
play it safe, be cautious. However, 
he was not bogged down by the 

risk at all. He rather embraced 
the situation, relied on the 
competence of his Unit Head, HR 
team, employee maturity and past 
experiences, devised a strategy and 
agreed with me that together we 
should be held 100% accountable. 
I know a lot of other units in the 
vicinity that shut down, I assume 
due to fear of the unknown. There 
was no analytics to prove that all 
will go well. He took a firm stance 
basis all available information and 
went with his gut. Kudos to such 
leaders! We emerged victorious as 
we allowed intuition to write our 
own fate.

My learning: “Tough times call 
for tough decisions” but don’t wait 
for eternity for data to prove it 
for you. Let learnings from past 
experiences count. oft gauge the 
environment . Bank on your sixth 
sense thats developed over years. In 
crisis, time is of essence. Ensure you 
act early on.

I have seen that leaders who emerge 
victorious take a stand earlier 
than later. They may not have all 
the data available to allow them to 
make just the “perfect” decision, 
but they follow their gut & trust 
their own competence. They don’t 
let every passing second to damage 
the team’s morale or strengthen the 
competitor’s belief. They don’t wait 
for data correlations & causation 
to be established to perfection. 

They hear their team, evaluate 
the competitor, rely on their past 
judgements and available data 
points. Then they decide for the 
good of the organisation and its 
people. Irrespective of the situation, 
no one can pre-empt the outcome of 
our decisions BUT there is no way 
to know the outcome till we make a 
decision.

Personal experience III: 
Our price sensitive industry 
was witnessing a market share 
gain year on year. We had a 
functionally capable leadership 
that managed business growth. 
This growth was being managed by 
meeting customer expectations on 
pricing. Our bleeding P&L needed 
immediate attention. At that point 
in time, where functional heads 
were content with their ways of 
working over years and a growing 
business, it was tough for the newly 
appointed business leader to help 
them see the BIG picture. It would 
have been easier to blame the past 
practices and external factors. 
Purely by data points, we were 
doing the best to hold on to our 
market share. However, for global 
stakeholders to continue business 
in this geography it was important 
for us to break-even. Business 
levers needed correction- ideally 
all of them? Functional leaders 
needed to use their expertise in 
ways that meet organisational 

LE
A

D
ER

SH
IP

Fear & Protect are two very strong instincts. For 
those hungry to succeed, quickly identify the 
fears and move to protect. While some others 
may dabble with their fears and never have the 
courage to overcome them.
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objectives. But who will bell the 
cat? How could a new leader 
call out current achievements as 
inconsequential. Without hurting 
sentiments of these long-tenured 
employees, asking them to reflect 
on the negative outcomes wasn’t 
an easy ask. What I saw at the 
time was leader’s ability to read 
through the personal needs of 
team-members. He saw it as a 
consistent pattern- individual need 
to be respected, feel empowered and 
have strong personal connect with 
the leader. He read it well. That’s 
when rational discussions and P&L 
conversations would have failed. 
What was needed was trusting 
your own instincts and showcasing 
situational leadership. 

New leader’s response was simple. 
He developed relationships with 
those who had been in position of 
power for long. He invested time 

and earned respect early. He built 
their confidence that they were 
right as they “did the right thing 
always”, “believed in organisation 
good” and “are focused on long 
term”. He related with their need to 
meet their objectives. He showcased 
empathetic leadership. Everyone 
can plan on logic and rationality. 
That is obvious! Once you gain 
understanding of the situation 
at hand, it is the ability to trust 
yourself and regulate your response 
according to it that counts.  

My learning: Empathy & connect 
lend themselves to affiliation. Great 
leaders recognize this and build 
on this to ensure they have the 
right ecosystem to lead through 
tough times. Upon recognizing 
need for affiliation, leaders must 
work towards collaboration, 
openness and transparency to get 
right answers quickly. Leaders 
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who are not open to change their 
style or want to change others 
without changing for the sake 
of others often find it difficult to 
lead through crisis. For teams to 
succeed, leaders’ personal role, 
agility and openness is important. 
Successful leaders don’t put the 
blame on team’s inability rather 
they lead the team through it to 
reach the pinnacle. 

To sum it all up, we will not have 
all the answers before we make 
decisions. What we need is our 
gut, instincts and intuition. We 
need courage to trust them. All 
these strong leaders overcame 
inertia by knowing that nothing 
is permanent- neither the crisis 
nor their decisions. They were 
open to making mistakes. They 
believed in the fragile nature of 
the ecosystem and therefore made 
decisions effortlessly knowing 
that they can be wrong. Decision 
making seemed easier to them as 
they had witnessed the frivolous 
nature of a decision from a long-
term perspective. However, they 
didn’t take their responsibility 
lightly. They made the most of the 
information available at that point 
in time. 

To be successful, be an optimist who 
looks at the world with an open 
mind and is generous enough to 
accept it as it is. 
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“I wrote the article on Employee Health and 
well-being just a few days into the lockdown as 
a perspective to strengthen employer branding. 
The pandemic has positioned it as foundational 
to an organisation’s existence. I’ve therefore 
come to learn that employee wellness and 
organisational wellness are indeed two sides of 
the same coin!” says Geetanjali Wheeler, one of 
our most-engaging authors for 2020. 

ALL THINGS TALENT38 SPECIAL  EDITION
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Employee Wellness and 
Organisational Wellness: 
Two Sides of the Same Coin

I
n April 2020, when I wrote the 
article on Employee Health 
and Wellness, I described it as 
“No longer just a compliance 

obligation”. I brought all of my 
experience together to speak about 
how progressive organisations 
were using it to strengthen their 
employee branding strategy. 
This was just a few days after the 
lockdown began and little did 
I know that all of us would be 
relooking at a whole new dimension 
of what employee health, well-being 
and wellness means to the existence 
of an organisation! We care about 
these more than before as it finds 
its way into people metrics in 
business dashboards.   

In the last few months, the lens 
through which we understand 
“Employee Health and Well-being” 
has changed…it is no longer 
confined to the walls and floors of 
the organisations. It has expanded 
into our homes and exists in 
the same space as our personal 
relationships. It is no longer about 
“not bringing work home”... if at 
all anything, the already blurring 
lines between personal and 
professional lives have disappeared 
overnight. Teams know more about 
each other’s personal lives more 
than they ever did when working 
together in the same office. These 
times have also seen traditional 
mindsets being challenged and 
forced to accept aspects that 
would have taken them years to 
otherwise. For example, how many 

of our managers actually thought 
that work from home (WFH) was 
nothing more than an excuse? 
How many organisations declared 
complete WFH or are seriously 
considering hybrid models giving 

up physical workspaces? 
The fact is that the focus on 
employee health and wellness 
is not a “nice to have” anymore 
but a “must-have”. This reminds 
me of how Maslow’s hierarchy of 
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ambiguity about when will we go back to 
normal?... If that’s still the definition of 
“normal”. For many of us, there is a need of 
accepting the fact that we are all susceptible. 
This is not easy to accept and that’s why, 
peeking out on the horizon is the topic of 
“mental wellness”, something that was not 
openly spoken about or even considered as a 
significant predictor of employee performance 
and effectiveness.
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needs has surfaced many times 
representing the relevance of 
human needs in modern times. At 
every point in time, the relevance 
can change – even from the 
context of social media impact 
on Millennials and Centennials. 
So, if we were to come back to 
it, the so-called needs were met 
and taken for granted by many 
of us. The status quo changed 
and they were threatened. In the 
midst of all these changes, there is 
ambiguity about when will we go 
back to normal?...If that’s still the 
definition of “normal”. For many 
of us, there is a need of accepting 
the fact that we are all susceptible. 
This is not easy to accept and that’s 
why, peeking out on the horizon 
is the topic of “mental wellness”, 
something that was not openly 
spoken about or even considered as 
a significant predictor of employee 
performance and effectiveness. 
Organisations that offer employee 
assistance programs are reporting 
a steep rise in the number of 
employees reaching out.  Today, we 
acknowledge the weight that falls 
on our people managers to manage 
themselves and lead teams in one 
of the most challenging times we 
know. The leaders need to embrace 
uncertainty with mindfulness and 
not shy away from showing their 
own vulnerabilities. It’s about 
leading by example to encourage 
expression since it cannot be a 
pulse survey that’s okay to be 
done annually. It’s people who 
make organisations and therefore 
the resilient characteristic of an 
organisation comes from its people. 
The ability of an organisation to 
overcome challenges or bounce 
back to being successful depends 
upon its people’s resilience and 
motivation as a long-run factor. In 
the face of the current situation, 
the effect of these factors has 

broadened and more widely 
acknowledged. As many leaders 
said that there is no playbook 
available for what the world is 
going through right now and while 
we see stories of organisations 
and people not being able to pull 
through, on the other hand, there 
are numerous examples of those 
demonstrating resilience. They are 
the ones who are creating history 
in their own way. As John Maxwell 
said “The pessimist complains 
about the wind. The optimist 
expects it to change. The leader 
adjusts the sails.” Everyone is a 
leader and it does not matter what 
your title or designation is!

In my last article, I explored the 
role of an organisation to create 
a focus on employee health and 
wellness. Today, I’d like to explore 
the role of its people because as an 
employee myself, I think we play an 
equally significant role. Our health 
and wellness start with “Us”.

• Practice Gratitude: 
I’ll admit this…12 years ago 
when I was first exposed to 
the practice, I asked how can 
we be grateful for something 
every day? That question 
changed my life and I began 
to see so many people, things, 
and life experiences to be 
grateful for. This practice must 
come into workplaces, where 
we encourage each other to 
express. For example,  the 
results that collaboration and 
teamwork bring about, the 
learning from failures, the 
leveraging of the network, or 
even if it means investing in 
emotional bank accounts to 
building real relationships.  

• Practice Mindfulness: 
Even when attempting to 
practice, one will realize the 
potential power of mindfulness. 
Mindfulness helps us be 
guided by awareness and 
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not emotions. Imagine the 
impact this can have on 
interpersonal dynamics, the 
ability of the leaders to lead 
in the light of triggers beyond 
their control. The journey 
starts with self, to teams, and 
then to organisations. This 
is a building block of mental 
resilience.  

• Focus on Physical 
Health: This is not about 
size zero figure but asking 
yourself if you feel healthy. A 
few minutes of exercise, eating 
right and on time, can do a 
great deal in building physical 
resilience.  

• Share Experiences and 
Learning: Rooting from 
adult learning principles and 
the concept of peer learning, 
the benefits of sharing 
experiences can be therapeutic. 
This is why when leaders share 
their experiences and learnings 
from their own lives, it matters. 
It is then about creating a 
culture of trust and credibility 
– this is the invisible culture 
I’m talking about, something 
that is more powerful and real 
than the culture statements 
posted on the walls.  

• From the Classroom to 
Life: Use learning programs 
to improve lives outside of 
work. For example, learning 
time management frameworks 
and not using it in personal 
lives does not help. This is like 
learning algebra for the exam 
and then forgetting about it! 
The “whole” person comes to 
work and goes back home to 
the family. 

• Take Time to 
Rejuvenate: As I write this, 
I have a confession to make. 
There was a time when I felt 
that my work was everything 
– I made it my identity. I have 
come to learn that I’m wrong 
on so many counts. Many of 
you will still put me in the 
workaholic category and that’s 
okay because I have embarked 
on my personal journey to 
become mindfully aware of my 
goals and my being and I’m 
working on feeling the balance 
between the two. There was no 
other or better way for me to 
explain this point to all of you. 
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Today, we acknowledge the weight that falls on 
our people managers to manage themselves 
and lead teams in one of the most challenging 
times we know. The leaders need to embrace 
uncertainty with mindfulness and not shy away 
from showing their own vulnerabilities.

This is not an exhaustive list 
and there is so much we can 
explore! While health and well-
being (both mental and physical) 
were always important, it took a 
pandemic for us to realize what 
truly matters. As leaders, we must 
ensure that we take these learnings 
into creating a better future for 
ourselves. Employee wellness 
and organisational wellness have 
therefore always been two sides of 
the same coin! It’s time we don’t 
choose between “Head” or “Tails”! 

Disclaimer: The thoughts expressed in this article 
solely belong to the professional and do not reflect that    
of the organisation she works for.
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Speaking of Diversity & Inclusion at the 
workplace, a topic he addressed in his top-
performing article of 2020, Jitender Panihar said, 
“The working population has been digital for the 
last 8 months and the emphasis on creating an 
inclusive workplace is still a priority for us. We 
have been able to curate a Returning to Work 
policy (RE-START) for our women employees who 
join us back from maternity. This was important 
since the challenges they face post joining back 
are multifold and immense and we wanted to 
help them with this transition. And we plan to 
uphold this objective in the coming quarters too.”

ALL THINGS TALENT42 SPECIAL  EDITION
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The pandemic has allowed the HR teams to 
effectively demonstrate their ability to plan 
people’s risk. They are crucial to ensure smooth 
operations of their organisations and are thus 
now the driving force to any org success.

A Balancing Act on the 
Driver’s Seat - HR in 2020

R
emote is the new 
normal and it is not 
going away for at 
least some more time. 

And digital transformation is 
essential to survive through 
these unprecedented times. Crisis 
management, business continuity 
planning, digital transformation 
still remains the most critical 
challenges for any business 
and their People/HR teams. The 
pandemic has allowed the HR 
teams to effectively demonstrate 
their ability to plan people’s risk. 
They are crucial to ensure smooth 
operations of their organisations 
and are thus now the driving force 
to any org success. 

At MoEngage, we started 
remote work earlier than a lot of 
organisations with approx 300 
folks from 6 different geographies 
going virtual. We still are remote 
and intend to be that way till we 
deem it fit for our folks to join back 
offices in stages. In late September 
2020, we were super stoked to be 
named as ‘The Most Adaptable 
Organisation’ during the pandemic 
by a leading HR Consultancy. We 
were also recognized in 2 more 
categories for ‘Best initiatives 
towards Employee Communication 
and Employee Engagement’. Very 
recently, we also got named in the 
Top 25 Highest Rated Private Cloud 
Computing Companies to Work 
For During the COVID Crisis by 
Battery Ventures and Glassdoor! 
This is a strong testimony towards 
our people-first philosophy and 
practices during these tough times. 
Leadership matters now, more 

than ever to navigate through this 
new reality since this pandemic 
is the ultimate leadership test for 
many. Here is my countdown to 
what would be crucial for an HR 
leader to address in the COVID era 
workplace:

Digitization of the Talent 
Acquisition Process is 
Inevitable
Recruitment during a crisis like 
this is not an easy feat. There 
have been changes in the hiring 

needs, the way we hire, and the 
talent pool available. This has 
accelerated the use of technology 
for talent acquisition. We all 
resorted to virtual interviewing 
and onboarding. This required a 
quantum shift in hiring processes, 
mindset, and comfort levels. 
Crafting excellent job descriptions 
and setting correct expectations 
from the hiring managers/
interviewers has helped us embrace 
the new normal of recruitment. 
Virtual onboarding needs to be 
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all-encompassing with everything 
that one needs to know about the 
organisation, talk about the culture 
that we embody and encourage 
the new person to do the same as 
well and also have fun at the same 
time. Lending a hand to those out of 
work is also a good strategy to fill 
vacancies at this time.

This is also a time where your 
employer brand is of critical 
importance. Doing things that are 
people-centric, sharing employer 
brand messaging promoting 
community health and employee 
wellness, and COVID-appropriate 
content would definitely help 
you tap into the job seeker pool 
right now. A structured talent 
ambassador program, candidate 
journey mapping, and an 
exceptional candidate experience 
are must-haves.

Employee Wellness is 
Paramount in These Times
The pandemic has also changed 
the kind of support our employees 
need. It is absolutely essential 
to have a corporate employee 
wellness program in place to 
reduce healthcare costs and 
keep employees engaged. We at 
MoEngage collaborated with a few 
health and wellness tech platforms 
to guide us through this time with 
health tips, doctor consultations, 
and live workout and yoga sessions, 
useful webinars, health check-up 
bookings, doctor’s appointments, 
self-health assessments, and 
ordering medicines too. On-demand 
or all-time access to resources on 
nutrition, fitness, mental health, 
financial distress, mindfulness, 
healthy eating, stress management 
would be great add ons to your 
existing offerings. 

Mental wellbeing is directly 
proportional to productivity 
and thus crucial for all of us. 
Maintaining open channels of 
communication to understand how 
they feel, what their challenges 
are and how can you help 
them. Regular communication, 
engagement meet-ups for your 
employees would go a long way to 
relieve them of stress and relieve 
them of isolation. At MoEngage, our 
HR team has reached out to 70% 
of the workforce till now with 1-o-1 
conversations with the sole purpose 
of asking “how do you feel?”

Employee Engagement is 
an Experience that Matters
People have had varied experiences, 
perspectives, and outcomes due 
to this crisis and the remote work 
shift. So curating engagement 
practices also need a personalized 
approach.

Employee Engagement for 
MoEngage would mean to 
infuse a deeper commitment 
in our employees towards the 
organisation. It comprises 
organisational efforts aligned with 
our core values and culture. The 
role of our People and culture team 
was to see things through the lens 
of empathy. And we never missed 
an opportunity to get our teams 
together for a fun Friday activity or 
celebrating Diwali/Independence 
Day together. 

We also believe that continuous 
and democratized recognitions will 
be at a crux in instilling a sense 
of engagement in employees at 
these times. We have monthly spot 
awards, appreciation weeks and 
special gratitude badges shared 
and sent every now or then to keep 
the spirits high apart from our 
quarterly performance rewards.
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Employee Communication 
is an Ongoing Dialogue 
It is important to have an internal 
communications plan, use the 
leaders effectively, ensure people 
come to know about critical 
information from the company 
before they hear it from others, 
use multiple channels and ensure 
employees are enabled with tools 
and resources to stay together even 
while remote.

Increase the internal 
communications volume and 
frequency since internally your 
employees would want to get 
more information and continuous 
feedback. 

All Hands and Town Hall meetings 
with leadership should be more 
frequent. One should be empathetic 
especially during these times when 
people are at home and have to 
balance both household chores, 
parenting, work, and self all 
together! 

At MoEngage, we ran polls 
and surveys to gather useful 
insights that help us improve the 
experience we create for our folks. 
We introduced Office Hours with 
Founders, a platform that gives 
a chance to all our employees to 
have a direct conversation with our 
founders too.

Virtual Office Culture to 
Stay for a Longer Time
Maintaining the org culture 
in the new work normal is 
challenging. With the lack of in-
person gathering and face-to-face 
conversations, it can get harder to 
solidify an organisation’s shared 
beliefs. Cultural adaptability is 
important now more than ever. 
Curating value stories, rewarding 

Maintaining 
open channels of 
communication to 
understand how 
they feel, what their 
challenges are 
and how you can 
help them. Regular 
communication, 
engagement 
meet-ups for your 
employees would go 
a long way to relieve 
them of stress and 
relieve them of 
isolation.

culture champions, hiring 
adaptable folks, encouraging 
culture conversations, and re-
defining values and culture with 
the changing times will be highly 
instrumental in nurturing the org 
culture. Open conversations with 
leaders will help build trust, which 
is imperative for team cohesion. 
Tweak some workplace traditions 
and get some new ones to reinforce 
a culture in the new normal. 
Celebrate an accomplishment or 
encourage co-workers (family/pets) 
to join a few fun meetings.

Productivity and 
Performance Evaluations 
to be More Empathetic
When people are wrestling 
with uncertainty, performance 
evaluations are dreadful. When 
everyone is stretching in a certain 
way, it becomes difficult to assess 
performance empathetically.
Redoing your objectives and 

goals to meet current needs, 
taking an OKR and SMART goal 
methodology, acknowledging 
varying circumstances people 
are in, and communicating and 
sharing feedback regularly with 
team members would be crucial in 
making the performance evaluation 
process successful. 

More frequent recognition 
for employees will positively 
impact morale and retention. 
At MoEngage, we recognize 
accomplishments quarterly. We also 
initiated Speakweek where we aim 
to have all our employees connect 
with their managers quarterly to 
discuss career goals, focus areas, 
and exchange feedback.

A Post-COVID World with 
Its Own Set of Challenges
The post-COVID times will see a 
shift in the office architecture and 
work environment. The important 
question is not when we return to 
the office but how we return to the 
office. You can expect offices to be 
more fluid and remote work to be 
an integral part of office systems. 
The new way of work might create 
the need for new roles or make 
some roles redundant or need heavy 
upskilling of the workforce. It will 
be imperative to keep employees 
motivated and enthused to achieve 
this future together. The post 
COVID era needs organisations to 
get smarter and more digital to 
ensure they build a sense of security 
in the minds of their employees.
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My article of May 2019 (Mirror, mirror on the 
wall…Are organisations diverse at all?) made many 
eyeballs turn. When I wrote that piece, I was trying 
to break myths around diversity in organisations. 
While gender diversity is good, that is not the 
only aspect. My 4-point approach towards driving 
diversity has been well received by my readers. Has 
anything changed since then? Not really, I would 
say. In fact, with the pandemic and its effects, 
diversity and inclusion has taken a prominent place 
once again. Geographical boundaries have blurred 
and opened up tremendous opportunities for 
diverse co-working. Time to re-think and reboot!

ALL THINGS TALENT48

Harini Sreenivasan
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The year gone by has had organisations redefine 
their expectations from the workforce. New 
ways of working have emerged. Now when one 
looks at the Employee Value Proposition (EVP) 
“through the looking glass”, it goes without 
saying that it needs a complete revamp. Strategy 
makers are at it, drawing empathy maps with 
personas and identifying the intersection 
between employee expectations and employer 
expectations.

Who Turned Our 
Sand-Clock?!

O
n a lazy Sunday morning 
in March 2020, I smiled 
and greeted Life. My 
conversations with Life 

have been going on for a while now 
and I was almost close to winning 
a bet that ‘I drive my destiny’. 
Wasn’t it beautiful with many 
hours spent in the skies, jetting 
across cities, meetings, and student 
interactions? Life grinned back at 
me and my cell phone beeped with 
notifications. Amongst many were 
reminders from Khyati Sehgal, 
my dear friend and editor of All 
Things Talent magazine. Oh yes! 
In my happy flirtations with life, 
I had missed the deadline for my 
article. As I began to quickly type, 
my attention got diverted to a very 
unusual call for curfew all over the 
city. It sounded strange at first and 
only got stranger as I realized that 
the entire world was going through 
an unprecedented crisis! Hey! Am I 
losing my bet?

Since then, time has flown past, 
the way we work has changed 
completely and once again there 
is a reminder about the missed 
deadline. This time wisdom 
overtook my confidence and I 
type this piece with a thoughtful 
smile and a hopeful heart. Let’s 
walk down my memory lane with 
All Things Talent and reflect.  I 
have been a crusader of change, 
advocating happy workplaces (April 
2019 article). For me, “Aah to Ahaa!” 
sounded like a measurement of 
stress-free workplaces. Happy, high 
performing teams are nurtured 
with care. It’s proven beyond 

doubt that even today, when team 
members are physically distant 
and led remotely, it is only trust, 
transparency and empathy that 
seems to keep them going. 

The year gone by has had 
organisations redefine their 
expectations from the workforce. 
New ways of working have 
emerged. Now when one looks at 
the Employee Value Proposition 

(EVP) “through the looking glass”, it 
goes without saying that it needs a 
complete revamp (June 2019 article). 
Strategy makers are at it, drawing 
empathy maps with personas 
and identifying the intersection 
between employee expectations and 
employer expectations. Corporate 
Inc is heading towards new 
value propositions and employer 
branding.

TH
R

O
W

B
A

C
K

 2020

https://allthingstalent.org/2019/07/03/from-aah-to-ahaa-measurables-for-happy-workplaces/
https://allthingstalent.org/2019/09/03/through-the-looking-glass-employees-perspective/


ALL THINGS TALENT SPECIAL  EDITION50

The world is now gravitating 
towards digital and so are our 
dashboards and reports. Looking 
into the future with predictive 
analytics is gaining momentum 
since we want to make ourselves 
future resistant. “Are we ready for 
predictive analytics?” (An article I 
wrote back in August 2019). Asking 
the right questions in the right 
context has provided us with very 
useful insights which are leading 
indicators for us to pave a forward 
path.

What is our solution to the future 
of work, you ask? Of course, 
quick response to the stimulus, 
rapid course correction and most 
importantly, keeping a people-
centric approach reigning over 
processes and tools. Doesn’t it look 
like Agile is here to stay?
In the current context, working 
from home or wherever we are, 
does the concept of a ‘9-5 job’ 
really exist? Even if it did, “are you 
making a living?”. To address this, 
organisations are revisiting their 
strategies by following these simple 
hacks:

• Drive home simple messages 
and live by them at all times.

• Make positive messaging the 
DNA of your organisation.

• Leverage your employees as 
your recruiting army and 
experiment with new ways of 
hiring that are more inclusive.

• Encourage them to talk about 
their success stories on social 
media – Do not feel threatened 
to let your employees talk in 
conferences and forums.

• Leverage on their personal 
brand value instead.

• Revamp your on-boarding 
process - Early engagement 
results in positive brand 
building.

• Create strong career 
development opportunities – 
Let employees know that there 
is room for them to grow.

These strategies need a strong 
foundation so that they sustain 
and do not crumble. My co-author 
Rajesh Navaneetham joined me on 
“Our tryst with Trust” in February 
2020 to articulate how trust can be 
made the fabric of the organisation 
by weaving in communication and 
transparency as the warp and weft. 
This is exactly what we need at this 
hour! With trust built-in, “aren’t we 
cool about working from home?”. 
Yes, we are, and this does require 
a balance between the head and 
heart, just the right amount of 
emotional intelligence. Remember, 
too much of it does take you to its 
“dark side”.

Talking of matters of the heart, 
there was a much talked about 
“Corporate Love Story”  in July 
2019. While many have lost their 
jobs, there are many more who are 
untiringly making efforts to help 
them make a livelihood. Humanity 
has risen to the occasion and ‘Ms. 

Purpose’ is doing her best even 
when ‘Mr. Profit’ is battling for life. 

The pandemic is the culprit that 
turned the sand clock upside down! 
About this time last year (October 
2019), I was beginning to feel VUCA 
was an oft-used acronym and 
perhaps even as an excuse at times. 
That’s where life got the better 
of me and threw me into another 
VUCA. Of course, we are the 
“Avengers that manage the VUCA”, 
aren’t we? Here we are finding 
solutions to the challenges of the 
new normal and plugging each 
gap, slowly but steadily. We are not 
going to let the finger snap happen! 

Phew! What a roller coaster ride it 
has been. At this point, my friend 
and co-author, Sahil Nayar, joined 
me on the onward journey to assure 
all our readers who mean the 
world to us, that with our collective 
strength and wisdom, we have 
“sailed the storm and are gearing 
up to dance in the rain” (Sep 2020 
article).
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Agile HR has been considered a buzzword for way 
too long but Kenneth Wheeler, one of our most 
engaging authors of 2020, shared an interesting 
perspective with us when he talked about the 
topic in one of his most-read articles. According 
to him, “The manner in which HR has taken the 
front seat in leading organisations through these 
unprecedented times, proves that Agile HR was 
never just a buzzword... It is a framework that 
gives the role we play a philosophical meaning!”
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HR Leadership: A 2025 
Perspective!

“The power of creating a better 
future is contained in the 
present.” 

This quotation from the German 
speaker Eckhart Tolle rings true, 
especially when we observe how the 
Human Resources (HR) fraternity 
(at a global level) has responded to 
the pandemic situation.

Amidst a series of hardships, I feel 
proud about how the community 
stood strong and successfully 
embraced all challenges. All the 
heads turned to HR for answers 
covering various uncertainties. This 
included how business continuity 
and workforce will operate or even 
survive. The HR didn’t just meet 
but exceeded the expectations on 
multiple counts!

This strong testament of will 
and character is only set to grow 
bolder as we focus our HR vision 
for 2025. I am certain that we 
will see a significant rise in HR 
contributions within the business, 
overall economy and even society. 
I foresee HR to be not just present 
at the board executive seat but also 
to head it with great impact and 
efficiency.

Truly, there couldn’t be a more 
exciting time for HR professionals 
to rise and shine at their brightest 
ever! 

Though there are many dimensions 
to how HR will shape up leading to 
2025, I am sharing my perspective 

on HR attributes that I believe 
will gain more prominence. The 
views of the audience reflecting on 
points outside my column are well 
respected too.

Think, Act, and Execute 
Like a CEO
Mindset is supremely critical for 
success in just about anything 
one wants to achieve. Mindset 
will shift for HR professionals 
from ‘Functional’ ownership to 
‘Business’ ownership. ‘Competency 
expansion’ will be the norm with 
HR leaders turning to various 
course certifications outside of their 
usual scope of work both willingly 
and proactively.

HR will explore and gain working 
expertise in other key functions 
such as Finance, Marketing, 
Operations, and Customer Success. 
Importantly, HR will invest in 

understanding the expectations of 
Investors at an accelerated pace and 
momentum.

To gain credibility at the highest 
level, HR will deepen their 
understanding of the business 
acumen to a much higher level. The 
expansion of bringing ‘value-add’ 
to the organisation will stretch far 
beyond the current recognition. 
‘Thinking’ gears will shift from 
being custodians of defined 
processes to being pioneers and 
leading critical innovations such as 
digitization.

The pandemic, in many ways, 
revitalized HR leaders. It forced 
the HR fraternity, at all levels, 
to manage the situation, operate 
like true business owners, and not 
be confined to mere execution of 
limited functional operations.
This exposure and subsequent 
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success will add rich favour for 
the HR community and it would 
further build on this ‘entrepreneur’ 
mindset. We are bound to witness 
more CHROs globally being lifted to 
a CEO’s profile in 2025.

Trust Facilitators and 
Enablers
I heard a great story from my 
colleague in a recent workshop 
session. He was in an outdoor camp 
(pre-Covid) designed for first-time 
managers to learn key leadership 
skills.

To demonstrate the importance of 
trust (as one of such skills), people 
were divided into groups of 3 (a 
mix of people relatively unknown 
to one another). The task was to 
cross a valley and get from point 
A to point B. Simple isn’t it? Now, 
the twist…the pathway was narrow 
with distinct cliffs (they were safe, 
of course).

All 3 had to hold hands as 
the person in the center was 
blindfolded. He or she was now 
completely dependent on his or her 
partners on either side. To add to 
the twist, no verbal communication 
was allowed between them. All 
guidance was done using body 
language and hand directions to 
suggest the next steps. The middle 
person would eventually walk the 
difficult path placing complete trust 
in his or her partners even though 
they were mostly unfamiliar to one 
another (different cross-functional 
leaders).

This is how HR will operate at 
the highest order. Rapid and 
unpredictable changes to the 
working ecosystem will continue 
to be the norm. The element 
of ‘Trust’ will only continue to 
deepen and hold more value for 

organisations. HR will handhold 
and guide the organisation, its 
people, the business model, and also 
its investors from one-point A to 
another. These stakeholders would 
be at the center, with HR acting as 
the trust facilitators and enablers 
on either side.

Play a Dominant Role as a 
Life Coach 
The following quote from Maya 
Angelou promotes this thought 
profoundly - 

“People will forget what you said, 
people will forget what you did, 
but people will never forget how 
you made them feel.” The relevance 
of employee experience will peak 
supremely by 2025.

The presence of a hybrid workforce 
will demand HR to counsel 
employees and operate with 
compassion. Technology will 
continue to act as both a boon and a 
bane for employees in several ways.
Employees would need cushioning 
to bring back that element of 

human touch. HR will not only be 
restricted to coaching employees 
on the right career advice and 
direction but play a critical role of 
being a coach for mental, emotional 
and even religious wellness. In fact, 
HR will go beyond to coach talents 
and create an ‘entrepreneur’ in 
every employee. 

HR’s influence as a coach will 
also see an expansion of reaching 
out to employees’ families and 
providing guidance and support to 
them as well. The environment of 
the blended workforce comprising 
employees from different 
generations, gig ecosystem, 
extended global boundaries, 
diversity and inclusion – will all 
uplift HR to fulfill this critical task 
for organisations.

More Power to the HR 
Network Community 
My personal experience on the 
power of meaningful network 
convinces me of the many 
merits this view holds for HR 
professionals. One core reason why 
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the startup ecosystem has done 
tremendously well is the great 
value many CEOs have imparted to 
building a founder’s community.

Similarly, HR leaders would 
pay more heed to the value and 
quality of the network zone they 
create. The purpose would be to 
both share and receive opinions 
from other HR professionals. It 
would allow gathering valuable 
insights, adopting best practices, 
and learning how other HR leaders 
are managing similar problem 
statements.

It opens up a forum for forward-
thinking HR professionals to 
develop and cultivate a curious 
mindset and gain from the other 
great minds in the network. This 
will allow space to promote a 
collective spirit of success while 
also endorsing an ongoing learning 
attitude.

Kingmakers!
My heading here is gender 
agnostic…both men and women 
can be called a Hero! Now quickly 
moving to the point – HR’s role will 
intensify in defining a leadership 
culture that is driven by a clear 
purpose.

HR will be architects ensuring that 
‘Leaders’ are focused on driving 
the organisation’s purpose, in line 
with the culture, business decisions 
and employee behaviour. With the 
majority of the workforce in 2025 
being millennials and generation Z, 
operating with a purpose becomes 
that much more important. This 
purpose would hover around the 
themes like:

• Think employee-first mindset 
• Uncompromised investment in 

enriching talent capability

• Operate on the principle of 
compassion and emotional 
intelligence 

• People empowerment and 
mental wellness and well-being 

• Committed to improving the 
lives of the underprivileged 
and create a relevant social 
influence 

• Align employee values to 
organisational values

HR will own this cause and work 
with leadership teams across the 
organisation. Similar to how in 
ancient times voyagers were guided 
by the north star, HR will nurture 
purposeful leadership and help 
leaders stay the course and become 
their organisation’s ‘north star’ as 
the ultimate purpose.

To Sum it Up:
With continued evolution around 
how we work, where we work 
from, the technology influx, rise of 
ownership around CSR and D&I, 
HR Leaders will continue to zoom 
in on operating under the following 
guidelines:

• What do employees genuinely 
want from the workplace?

• What unique strengths will set 
my organisation apart from the 
competition?

• How as an HR do I continue 
to act as a catalyst between 

automation and human 
touchpoints? Be the strong 
thread that connects talent, 
technology, data and 
machine…

• How to create an effective 
hybrid workforce?

• How do we adopt a global 
cultural mindset while 
ensuring the workforce 
remains connected to the 
organisation’s purpose? 

A lot of this, for HR, would play 
around the zeal to continue their 
focus on building a strong employee 
value proposition. Intent would 
be to create a work environment 
where employees are enthusiastic 
to develop a long-term partnership 
with the employer. Among other 
things, 2025 from an HR lens 
will still largely remain to be all 
about ‘the people’. Holding true to 
the closing quotation from Ivan 
Petrovich Pavlov – “If you want a 
new idea read an old book!”

Rapid and unpredictable changes to the working 
ecosystem will continue to be the norm. The 
element of ‘Trust’ will only continue to deepen 
and hold more value for organisations. HR will 
handhold and guide the organisation, its people, 
the business model, and also its investors from 
one-point A to another.
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“An Agile Human Resource Function has to 
keep its eyes and ears on employees, understand 
their needs and requirements and facilitate and 
provide all support in minimal time to ensure 
enhanced employee engagement, experience and 
productivity”, is what Mr Subir Sinha famously said 
in his most engaging write-up for ATT in 2020. And 
as the year comes to a close, let’s see what more 
insights he has to share with our readers.

ALL THINGS TALENT56 SPECIAL  EDITION
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One big remarkable thing which was observed 
was the “trust” factor between employees 
and their managers improving. Mangers were 
not observing and directly supervising their 
teams in WFH scenarios, but tasks were being 
accomplished which indicated that trust and 
confidence between the manager and teams had 
improved.

From Hardships to 
Hardiness: What 2020 has 
Taught Us (So Far)

A
s we near the end of 
2020, a year full of 
new learnings at the 
workplace due to COVID 

19, I would like to dwell upon and 
re-visit my articles published in All 
Things Talent this year and discuss 
what all happened that was written 
and thought of.

Work from Home/Remote Working 
has become the new norm. All 
businesses and companies around 
the world – both small and large – 
were forced to work from home and 
most of them are continuing to do 
so. What earlier was the prerogative 
of the IT sector is now all-pervasive 
and even manufacturing giants 
like Tata Steel have adopted and 
allowed remote working for select 
departments. COVID-19 pushed 
many companies to swiftly change 
their policies to deal with the 
crisis, hence businesses had no 
other option than adopting a new 
kind of online work culture where 
communicating virtually through 
various social media and video/call 
conference applications platforms 
became the new normal. What is 
most noteworthy from all this, 
however, is how the pandemic has 
become the greatest accelerator for 
digital transformation around us 
and how rapidly it is transforming 
business. It has sped up digital 
transformation by 5.3 years - 
years-long digital transformation 
roadmaps have been compressed 
into days and weeks in order to 

adapt to the new normal. Employees 
have also adjusted themselves to 
the new normal - acclimating to 
new work environments and having 
more confidence in employers - they 
are adapting quickly to a new way 
of working.

We saw all small and big companies 
adopting technologies and 

leveraging them for WFH and 
productivity. Work efficiencies 
saw a surge and employees lived 
up to the expectations of the 
organisations. Though there were 
initial teething troubles, they were 
sorted out over time. 

One big remarkable thing which 
was observed was the “trust” factor 
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between employees and their 
managers improving. Managers 
were not observing and directly 
supervising their teams in WFH 
scenarios, but tasks were being 
accomplished which indicated that 
trust and confidence between the 
manager and teams had improved. 
Even though managers were not 
physically present at the workplace, 

they were able to get the work 
done which also shows employees’ 
commitment and self-direction to 
a great extent, leaving aside some 
stray cases where employees were 
taking the wrong advantage of 
WFH. This sudden transition from 
having employees physically work 
in the office to remote work has not 
been easy, but COVID-19 has become 

a reminder for business leaders that 
one of their main priorities should 
always be to build trust. Managers 
are learning to become better 
leaders in dealing with employees 
who are working remotely. Only 
those organisations that are able 
to develop strategies to build trust 
between managers and employees 
will see stronger work relationships 
as well as performance.  TRUST, 
CONFIDENCE & SELF-DIRECTION 
were clearly seen during this 
pandemic.

Managing employees remotely 
and engaging them was another 
big challenge, however, managers 
did try innovative ways to keep 
the teams engaged and keep their 
morale and motivation high. I will 
share my experience at NetCom 
where I head the HR function. 

Our CEO Mr. Russell Sarder 
and Country Head Mr. Sanjeev 
Shrivastava took the decision of 
WFH in  early  March 2020 itself. 
All employees were provided 
with laptops and were brought 
under Microsoft Teams. After 
that, there was no looking back. 
Work from Home Policy was 
documented keeping the best 
practices in mind and released. 
Employees had to abide by the 
policy. Daily morning and evening 
meetings were mandated, and 
all employees happily attended 
and shared their work progress, 
etc. Daily and weekly reports also 
came into existence. Managers 
got an opportunity to monitor 
all employees collectively and 
on one to one basis. We work 
US shifts and hence employees 
were given autonomy to space 
out the work and complete tasks 
as per agreed deadlines. Open 
and Transparent Communication 
between managers and teams 

(2x)(2y) = 4xy

%

a x b = ab

WFH also had challenges of monotony, 
loneliness, fatigue from working extra beyond 
work hours, temporary sickness of employees, 
etc. All these were also being observed. Thanks 
to our CEO Mr. Russell Sarder and Country Head 
Mr. Sanjeev Shrivastava, there were no job 
cuts, increments were on time and all this won 
the confidence of employees during the ongoing 
pandemic.
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was promoted, and efforts were 
taken by the manager to keep 
all employees on the same page 
especially for interdependent tasks 
that were to be completed within 
stipulated timelines. Downward 
and upward communication 
was seen happening openly and 
transparently. Feedback was also 
being shared with all in team 
meetings, essentially the work 
pace was being managed for 
on-time deliveries. We saw lots 
of synergies among departments 
as all of them could come in the 
same frame and the teething issues 
of task completion were closed 
then and there. Cross-functional 
assignments were being done and 
managed efficiently. We also saw 
a surge in online training of our 
products and lots of online training 
sessions for employees were being 
arranged and conducted. Sharing 
feedback and happy hours was 
an opportunity to informally 
meet with employees and was 
appreciated by both managers and 
employees. Many hidden talents 
of employees professionally and 
on a personal level emerged and 
acted as a booster to the morale and 
motivation of employees. Overall 

WFH was a success at NetCom. 
However, I would also share that 
the initial “Trust Building” took 
some time but when managers saw 
the work accomplishments, it was a 
done thing.

WFH also had challenges of 
monotony, loneliness, fatigue from 
working extra beyond work hours, 
temporary sickness of employees, 
etc. All these were also being 
observed. Thanks to our CEO, Mr. 
Russell Sarder, and Country Head 
Mr. Sanjeev Shrivastava, there were 
no job cuts, increments were on 
time and all this won the confidence 
of employees during the ongoing 
pandemic.

We also are getting requests from 
some employees to start the office, 
but the management is yet to decide 
on this. As of now, WFH is officially 
allowed till December 2020. Its 
advantages have been accrued to 
the company.

I had written on ‘Agile Human 
Resource is The Need of the Hour’. 
NetCom has demonstrated its 
Agility during the pandemic. The 
fact that we quickly adopted WFH 

is the best indicator. Leveraging 
technology such as Microsoft 
Teams is another indicator that 
shows the agility at NetCom. All 
employees are on Teams platforms 
operating in different channels and 
efficiently doing their work to the 
interest of the organisation. We 
saw a couple of cross-functional 
teams contributing to WFH 
management, a clear example is 
the Innovation Team and Human 
Resource collaborating to prepare 
an in-house online ESS system in 
a short time frame making HR‘s 
job easy. Innovation Team is using 
contemporary software for project 
management and all this during 
the pandemic demonstrating 
organisational agility.

2020 will go down in our memories 
as a year that taught us to fight 
adversity. We saw COVID cases in 
offices, all around us, death of near 
and dear ones but our resilience 
was at its best. We overcame all 
challenges to continue to work 
and contribute to the organisation 
and lead our lives. The new 
normal of work from home and 
wearing masks, social distancing 
which we had never thought of 
earlier became a reality, but we 
fought it out and found ways 
and means of moving ahead no 
matter what. We demonstrated 
Agility, grit, and determination 
to move on. Empathy, trust, and 
mutual understanding were 
other intangible takeaways. In 
the midst of all this, leaders 
must acknowledge the profound 
challenges that the pandemic 
has created and recognize the 
important opportunities to learn 
and grow from this once-in-a-
century crisis. 

Leveraging on technology as Microsoft 
Teams is another indicator that shows the 
agility at NetCom. All employees are on Teams 
platforms operating in different channels and 
efficiently doing their work to the interest 
of the organisation. We saw a couple of 
cross-functional teams contributing to WFH 
management, a clear example is the Innovation 
Team and Human Resource collaborating to 
prepare an in-house online ESS system in a 
short time frame making HR‘s job easy.
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With the face of the workplace 
changing in a way never seen 
before in history, HR has evolved 
dramatically - the Covid-19 
pandemic and virtual working 
have pushed changes that no 
one expected to happen so 
immediately. With all these 
changes, it’ll be interesting to 
see how HR will adapt, shape the 
future of work, and find solace 
in new business-enhancing 
specialisms.
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I 
began my IR & Personnel 
journey two decades ago. Have 
been witness to changing 
business dynamics that 

required time to time changes in 
people’s strategy and approach. 
Also witnessed the expectations 
that the organisations had from 
the HR function. The role of 
HR and the positioning in an 
organisational context kept 
changing. 

When I started, my role was as 
an IR Officer, and was required 
to manage the workers in plants. 
The staff term was then used for 
employees who were working in 
administrative blocks. I remember 
my prime role was to maintain 
good and effective relations with 
workers. Used to participate 
and celebrate festivities with my 
workers. I was also required to 
monitor shop floor attendance 
every time there was a shift 
change, my responsibility was 
to ensure there is no shortfall of 
numbers else production will be 
impacted. Many times, I will stop 
workers/ ask them to stay back 
for extra work, send my teams 

to workers’ colonies to get the 
workers to manage the shift. All 
policies/ processes and any new 
intervention was the responsibility 
of the Corporate HR function. 
Corporate functions used to be 
small teams then.

Time changed, moved into a 
services company. My role was 
now HRD, remember being 
designated as Executive HRD. 
The comparison changed, you are 
a Corporate employee and you 
are a Regional office employee. 8 
Regional Office needed to frontend 
sales and customer services. The 
Corporate Office had all core 
business functions. Corporates 
functions used to be power centers 
with every function holding their 
turf. Getting corporate office 
employees to agree on a common 
agenda was way challenging and 
it took a longer time. Powerful 
and Successful Regional Heads 
were the blue eyed boys of the 
business. High level of motivation, 
togetherness and drive was visible 
in these regional teams.

Time changed a bit, now it was 
Corporate Teams, Regional Teams 
and 5 State Teams. The new 
concept of Regional Teams was 
introduced to manage the sheer 
business volume and geography. 
State teams were responsible for 
delivering the numbers. Regional 
Team members were experts who 
needed to work with Corporate 

and State Teams. They were 
experts who will be responsible for 
driving business in the region and 
their respective state functional 
leads. Their role was to drive 
central policies, ensure and create 
awareness, involved in audits/ 
reviews and will ensure all support 
is organized for state teams. They 
were also responsible for regional 
approvals/ recommendations. 
Regional teams being one more 
level, met with challenges and 
continued to be questioned on their 
relevance and value addition, lost 
their stay.

Between Corporate & State teams, 
what to delegate and what to 
retain continues to be a challenge. 
Autonomy and empowerment 
continue to be questioned 
frequently by State Teams. Driving 
volume is the responsibility of 
State Heads and someone driving, 
and exceeding was allowed to 

Simulation-based 
training experience 
is the future of 
training. What 
differentiates a 
simulation-based 
program from rest 
is that it enhances 
better experiences 
and is sharp and 
real. We have every 
learning solution 
available on virtual 
platforms today and 
customizable as per 
organisation needs.

The Changing Landscape 
of HR - 2021 and Beyond
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have/ participate in the final call. 
Corporate function continues to 
drive new policies and processes 
and State teams are expected to 
implement them.

The Role of HR continues to 
change the way business dynamics 
changes and so is the overall 
people structure. Pandemic and 
virtual working has pushed 
changes that no one expected 
to happen so immediately. 
Most working professionals are 
experiencing such change for the 
first time in their lives and careers. 

Based on the various interactions 
I have had with HR and business 
professionals I have arrived a few 
of them impacting us and that 
we are expected to change faster 
than ever. Have summarized few 
pointers as bellow; they may not 
be all but some of the crucial ones 
that the HR fraternity has been 
grappling with and has been acting 
upon -

1.    HR has two roles, one 
of a Specialist and the other 
of a Generalist. The challenge 
that I see is that it will have its 
first impact on the generalist role 
and let me tell you why. There 
is a huge amount of automation 
that has been witnessed in the 
last few years and this lockdown 
has focused on pushing it further. 
Also, we have seen the self-service 
model evolve every day.1.The 
day to day work challenges are 
mostly addressed and all data 
and information required by 
the employee are available in 
self-service portals. The point of 
connection with the HR function 
is lesser as compared earlier. With 
work from home, this has pushed 
every employee to spend time in 
these HRIS or other people related 
system learnings and become 
proficient. You are now expected to 
know your HRIS well.

2.    Employee benefits, the 
companies providing these 

services have considerably 
improved over the years. They 
are now proficient in handling 
issues and are well connected 
through their partners across 
geographies. Their focus on 
technology gives them an edge 
to provide real-time employee 
information and support. They 
provide an implant and help 
desks to support employees. These 
portals are now part of single sign-
on access in most organisations.  

3.    Learning & Development 
moves out of the rooms to 
virtual mode. As we move to 
virtual the expertise (variety/ 
abundance) is suddenly a big 
opportunity. Connecting employees 
virtually from anywhere any time 
opens a different dimension. 
Simulation based training 
experience is the future of 
training. The major difference of 
simulation-based programs is that 
it enhances better experiences 
and is sharp and real. We have 
every learning solution available 
on virtual platforms today and 
customizable as per organisation 
needs. 

4.    Talent Management 
practices and employees 
are connected with their 
managers more than ever. The 
managers play a more important 
role today as they are expected to 
build trust both personally and 
professionally along with driving 
performance and engagement. 
Retaining and developing talent 
becomes essential for them. If a 
manager is going to be responsible 
for every decision pertaining to 
people, 4.he is expected to become 
effective HR Managers as well. All 
tools currently in control of HR 
shift hands to the people managers 
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and they will have a much bigger 
and larger say.

5.    HR has been a custodian 
of policies and practices, 
rules and regulations, 
culture and environment. 
In a sense HR is expected to do 
policing and writing the do’s and 
don’ts. Trust plays an important 
role and it now shifts in the hands 
of employees. Keeping in mind 
the virtual and multi location and 
geography connect, all things 
driving policies and processes 
will undergo change. Keeping the 
organisation interest in mind and 
the people’s expectation has to be 
clearly drawn. 

6.    Emphasis will be on 
delivering results and not 
how the results are delivered. 
Working hours will not matter but 
the timelines will. Goal Setting, 
KRA settings and mid-year/ annual 
review will be revisited. Most 
organisations are now reviewing 
their existing PMS in light of 
continuing lock down/ new way of 
working. 
 
7.    Gig working is 
introducing us to a new 
breed of talent. They come 
and deliver the required outcome 
and they move on. These are a set 
of specialist and temp workforce 
who will be hired for a specific set 
of work. For them commitment 
to anything other than work/ 
money will have no meaning. 
Every organisation will have a 
plan to manage this Gig workforce. 
HR will have to adapt and plan 
differently for the changing 
workforce.  

8.    The millennials believe 
in practicality and they get 
attached to an element of 

common vision. Creating a 
common vision and ensuring that 
the same is clearly understood by 
them, will play an important role 
as we have more young people 
joining our workforce. 

9.    To continue to attract 
the women workforce, 
radical thinking and support 
systems needs to be created. 
Attracting and retaining talent will 
be a challenge as they go through 
the pull and pushes of managing 
work and home. I believe with 
work from home becoming a 
common feature, this will open up 
new avenues and opportunities. 

With all these changes emerging 
I see the HR structures become 
leaner. I also see new HR 
entrepreneurs with a shared 
services model coming-up. They 
will provide entire HR services 
under one roof i.e. hiring to 

retiring. They provide end to end 
services and expertise to unlimited 
clients across industries. In a true 
sense they manage outsourcing.

By being leaner, I believe very few 
HR resources in an organisation 
and they work closely with CEOs/ 
CXOs and help with the critical 
contribution in running the 
businesses. They help bring clarity 
and manage the change in the 
businesses as true HR Business 
Partners.

This brings to fore another 
important question, what is needed 
as future capabilities for HR. HR 
professionals have to be Coaches, 
Mentors and Counselors and help 
employees perform in the new 
evolving environments. They will 
have to facilitate collaboration 
between individuals and teams 
that are separated by time zones, 
distance, geographies and different 
cultures. HR has to move from 
compliance mindsets to build 
future organisation by inculcating 
trust and confidence. As we focus 
on moving power to the hands 
of employees and empowering 
them, focus has to be on employee 
coaching that will ensure that the 
organisation interests are met and 
protected. HR will have to enhance 
the manager capabilities so that 
the managers can handle people 
processes with maturity and enable 
in creating an environment of 
trust.

HR has adapted and evolved 
with changing times and so will 
they again. Believe it, we have 
to enhance more finesse and 
sharpness.

HR has to move 
from a compliance 
mindset to build 
future organisations 
by inculcating trust 
and confidence. 
As we focus on 
moving power over 
to employees and 
empowering them, 
the focus has to 
be on employee 
coaching that will 
ensure that the 
organisation’s 
interests are met 
and protected.  FU
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of experience in various HR genres like HR Business Partner, 
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The last few months of change 
and crisis have done a number on 
employee wellbeing and morale. 
With most of the workforce now 
working from home, leaders will 
have to look for ways to revise 
performance assessment and goal 
setting to get employees back 
into the swing of things. In this 
article, we learn how HR teams 
and leaders can use effective 
communication and consistent 
performance assessment to 
refocus employees and eventually 
achieve results. 
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T
he COVID-19 has given a 
setback to performance 
management in the 
pandemonium situation. 

It has been almost 8 months since 
the pandemic hit us, but the 
uncertainty and confusion still 
prevails - when will we be out 
of this; and whether we will see 
anything of the pre-COVID days. 
Companies of all sizes, across 
industries, are battling these 
uncertain times and having to deal 
with performance evaluation and 
goal-setting in the new normal 
hasn’t been easy.  

In this nature-imposed situation, 
organisations need to create 
a balance among things like 
employees’ work and personal life, 
employee wellness and well-being, 
streamlining business activities, 
and at the same time, focusing on 
the growth of the company as well 
as the employees.

In current circumstances, 
organisations are more focusing on 
productivity and output resulting 
exceeds in goals for individual. 

So here, we need to assess current 
workload of individual and 
feasibility to achieve them as 
pressure can be given for time of 
period but if it remains incessant 
then thing will not go longer 

gleefully between organisation 
and employee. Being an HR, we 
need to restructure and emend the 
way of assigning task, output as 
per finances approved for whole 
process. We need to weigh up with 
team to understand the scenario 
of company, required output and 
their goal setting which should be 
feasible to achieve as unachievable 
target can create discomfort in 
employee’s mind and to force 
them to leave the organisation 
in spite given hundred percent. 
If somedays, if it is expected to 
work in extra hours and additional 

Impact on Performance 
Assessment and Goal 
Setting during COVID-19
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responsibilities are required to 
assign, the leaders should discuss 
the all the scenario with employee 
to get their willful consent. By 
adopting this process, work quality 
will not retard, and employee will 
feel privileged for job enlargement 
post consent. 

HR leaders should revise the 
KRAs and goals so that employees 
could realize that organisation is 
acknowledging their contribution 
and can be part of the evaluation 
in the next appraisal period. 
Organisations must define their 
fresh targets and goals along with 
R&R. 

For achieving goals in new normal, 
when most of us are working from 
home, proper communication 
between managers, peers and 
client is must to understand 
the requirement to complete on 
time. We all have adopted new 
environment of working from 
home and some are working 
from office as per their role 
in organisation, so we need 
to make team more attentive 
and calculative towards time 
management specially those are 
working from home so that rhythm 
of working can be matched up. 

Here, the task of the analytics team 
will enhance as they will have to 
keep an eye on the performance 
of individuals on a quarterly basis 
especially for remote teams. When 
an employee performs a task in 
a work from home model, he/
she can have multiple situations 
which can hinder assigned task to 
be completed on time; only in rare 
cases, one can manage to maintain 
the same performance in the same 
time frame like they used to do it 
in past. The grievance should be 
handled carefully and tactfully 
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and the concerned party should 
be dealt professionally and an 
alternate process should be figured 
out to handle the re-occurrence 
of similar incidents for the same 
employee or any other without 
creating a fuss. 

Consistent performance 
assessment can assess the 
agility of individuals and ensure 
output as per the organisation’s 
goal.  Sometimes if we do not 
establish communication about 
performance and day-to-day 
challenges with teams, they feel 
discarded or unacknowledged. 
Timely conversation brings a sense 
of responsibility and agility to 
complete tasks on time. 

Effective communication 
matters a lot when it happens 
frequently between teams and 
their team managers. Two-
way communication helps to 
understand the situation, tasks 
and challenges that lie within it. 
It reduces the chances of getting 
distracted from goal and targets 
looks more achievable. Proper goal 
setting and proper communication 
are key to success in this new 
normal. 

Goal setting should take place at 
the individual level, department 
level and organisation level. 
Balancing between all these 
verticals are important to avoid 
ambiguity in any manner, so 
that whole team can focus in 
one direction desired by the 
management.

At the time of deciding goals at 
the level of organisation we must 
reconsider what action is required 
to take or not and purpose of 
opting and leaving. We need to 

focus between those goals that can 
be achieved or those are not going 
to be succeed during this time. 

Similarly, same practice is required 
to perform on department level 
that as a team whole, how we are 
going to leave most impact on the 
organisation’s new goal. We must 
not ignore our previous goals and 
we should also ponder that what 
critical goals should be proceed 
with. What should be postponed 
for some time and how we can 
adjust with unavoidable goals.

Similarly, for team goals, we must 
outline goals for individual as well 
but here your reporting manager 
will be mentor of individual who 
will guide to achieve the goals. It 
is ideal scenario when employees 
have a voice in opting their 
own goals and aligning them to 
company’s drive, they tend to set 
higher goals and have higher 
performance than those whose 
goals were assigned by their 
reporting manager. This culture 
brings more clarity in expectations 
and its output with effective 
strategies to achieve the goals for 
individual. 

As an individual contributor 
one should update about goal’s 
achievement and status with their 
peers and managers. Individual 
should welcome feedback from 
their peers and managers as well. 
Individual team person should 
do it introspect before opting any 
goals that how can his goal line up 
with team, how can new goals or 
revised goals help him in personal 
skill development.

Now, with this approach you can 
see new agility in entire team to 
work in one direction without 
distraction. Proper alignment 
of goal setting can help you to 
achieve vision of organisation 
in this pandemic situation when 
there is multiple scenario which 
can create disruption. Goal 
setting for individual could be 
flexible with fixed periodic review 
process to analyze the succeed in 
decided goals or re-adjustment if 
required, and as an organisation, 
we must appreciate contribution 
of  each team member in achieving 
organisation’s goals, not only 
performance always, especially 
in this new normal when goals 
and expectations of output are 
changing rapidly. 

 P
ER

FO
R

M
A

N
C

E 



iimjobs.com | hirist.comSPECIAL  EDITION 67



ALL THINGS TALENT SPECIAL  EDITION68



iimjobs.com | hirist.comSPECIAL  EDITION 69



ALL THINGS TALENT SPECIAL  EDITION70

Manavi Pathak 
is the head of Talent and Leadership Development at Trent Limited. 

She is a seasoned HR professional with over 15 years of experience 
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Among the many things that the 
Covid-19 Pandemic has put to 
test, leadership is one of the most 
critical. The crisis has taught us 
to look at leadership through a 
new lens. The decisions leaders 
make now will impact how the 
workforce adapts and responds 
to the change in future. 
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T
he global pandemic has 
taught us a lot of things 
and one of them is about 
the way we evaluate 

leadership. 

Covid-19 is causing much more 
than health and economic damage. 
Leaders are scrambling to secure 
supplies, keep fearful employees 
motivated to work , and in some 
cases, keep bold strategic plans 
that have been years in the making 
from falling apart. Indeed, this 
is an unnerving test of corporate 
leadership. If you combine that 
with the short tenures of many 
current senior leaders, its quite 
possible that many of today’s 
top executives are even more 
unprepared for such a challenge. 
There are no set scripts for 
leaders to follow in order to sail 
through this situation. Now, as 
in any crisis, we have  so much of 
uncertainty and there are pressing 
questions - Is the virus going to get 
better or worse ? Will we be able to 
Pivot fast enough ?

These questions are difficult to 
answer, yet leaders have to take 
decisions. And how one makes 

decisions during these times, 
teaches us a lot about leadership. 
Uncertain times tend to favour 
flexible thinking , decentralized 
decision making and speed. How 
many leaders are able to do this  
and break away from old habitual 
patterns ? 

For Business and People Leaders, 
we are in a New World. When we 
are facing complex transitions, we 
must adjust our behaviour to the 
changed (or changing) reality.  One 
of the most important qualities 
that we look for is, in such times, 
the ability to understand – and 
respond to – what people need 
on a human level. This skill is 
never more crucial than during 
times of uncertainty and change, 
which also gives us an opportunity 
to reconsider how we evaluate 

Leaders are 
scrambling to 
secure supplies, 
keep fearful 
employees 
motivated to work , 
and in some cases, 
keep bold strategic 
plans that have 
been years in the 
making from falling 
apart. Indeed, this 
is an unnerving 
test of corporate 
leadership.

Lessons in Leadership 
During Pandemic
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Leadership Potential. Crisis brings 
out the Leadership persona and 
it tells us who is better at crisis 
management. 

According to Josh Bersin, today’s 
CEO is the Chief Empathy Officer 
first and foremost.  There are few 
things that the best leaders of all 
stripes are doing to foster strength 
in the people right now. 

• Flexibility: In normal 
times, the goal of a leader 
is to execute efficiently in 
order to achieve well-defined 
goals. To do this, they provide 
incentives, enforce discipline, 
and encourage perseverance in 
face of setbacks. However, in 
times of crisis and uncertainty, 
rigid mindset can become 
a liability and bottleneck. 
Leaders need to be flexible, 
and to swiftly change course 
while being open to ideas.  
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• Empathy and 
Compassion Come 
First: Former US President 
Barack Obama had said 
“Empathy is the quality of 
character that can change the 
world.” Leaders have to believe 
in the unlimited potential of 
the human spirit, and only 
by making people safe and 
comfortable, trusting and 
empowering them can we 
come out of the crisis. People 
need to know (the leader) 
cares for the employees and 
understands what they are 
going through.  

• Agility : Out of the fear of 
taking wrong steps, Leaders 
have a tendency to delay action 
and downplay the threat until 
the situation becomes clearer. 
But behaving in this manner 
means failing the coronavirus 
leadership test – according 

to HBR Article ‘What Good 
Leadership Looks like during 
Pandemic’. Its because by the 
time the dimensions of the 
threat are clear, you are badly 
behind in trying to control 
the crisis. Leaders need to 
act in an urgent, honest and 
iterative fashion. Mistakes 
are inevitable and correcting 
course is the way to deal with 
them when they occur.  

• Forward Thinking: 
Leading people through 
sudden crisis is challenging 
enough. Guiding them 
through prolonged periods 
of uncertainty and hardship 
is even more so and it 
requires forward thinking 
and developing a long-term 
sustainable approach.   

• Transparency: Leaders 
need to provide a honest and 
accurate description of reality. 
Jack Welch taught us this, 
when he said, “Great leaders 
deal with the world as it is , 
not as we want it to be.” Strong 
leaders give the “truth as it 
is” – being as clear as humanly 
possible about what you know 
, what you anticipate and what 
it means for people. However, 
communication cannot be 
utterly devoid of hope or 
people will simply give in to 
despair.  

• Listen Well:  They listen to 
people around, talk less and 
listen more. Why? Its because 
the real action is in the front 
lines. If they do not listen to 
them , they can possibly take 
the right decisions. Right now, 
every individual with a story 
has an important message. 
CEOs need to ask their HR, 

Leaders have 
to believe in the 
unlimited potential 
of the human 
spirit, and only by 
making people safe 
and comfortable, 
trusting and 
empowering them 
can we come out of 
the crisis. People 
need to know (the 
leader) cares for 
the employees and 
understands what 
they are going 
through.
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Finance and IT leaders to 
‘listen to everyone.’ KF experts 
believe “The leader must lead 
from the front, exhibiting the 
values and behaviours they 
expect from the team.”  

• Engage & Engage More: 
Leaders have always struggled 
with engagement, surveys have 
shown that fewer than half 
of the employees worldwide 
say they are ‘highly engaged’ 
at work. Its only human for 
people to feel disengaged and 
demotivated at tough times 
like these. Soliciting feedback 
through a pulse survey can 
give leaders information 
about what employee concerns 
are and what actions are 
most helpful to resolve those 
concerns. Gathering employee 
feedback about what would 
be most helpful to them as life 
returns to normal will ensure 
that leaders and managers 
focus on the actions that will 
have the greatest impact.  

• Focus on Competence: 
Effective leaders focus on 
results, accountability and 
competency. They empower 
experts and they put great 
leaders in charge. Oftentimes, 
political leaders put military 
in charge during crisis. Why? 
Its because they are experts 
and know how to mobilize, 
empower and execute. In 
a world, where trust is 
everything, we want experts 
showing us the way. During 
times like these, we must 
empower people with direct 
knowledge of a particular 
situation to make choices 
about the best way to move 
forward – regardless of their 
role. 

In this crisis, we have tried a 
lot of new things - working at 
Home, Bringing Teachers online, 
Learning new skills, letting people 
find new tools. Great leaders trust 
their people to innovate, knowing 
that some ideas will work and 
some may fail. The truly effective 
leaders will come on the other side 
of this crisis as better, humble and 
more learned leaders. This crisis 
has given the leaders across all 
levels to showcase a new model of 

leadership. It reminds us the above 
all the business is all about people.  
Without a feeling of trust, truth 
and power , people cannot perform. 

“The pessimist complains about 
the wind. The optimist expects it to 
change. The leader adjusts the sails.” – 
John Maxwell. 

To conclude, people who become 
leaders do not always seeks the 
challenges they face. Challenges 
always seek leaders. Its not so 
important whether you find the 
challenge or they find you. What 
is important are the choices you 
make when the stuff (crisis/
uncertainty) happens. The next 
time you say to yourself, “Why 
don’t they do something about 
this?” look in the mirror. Ask the 
person you see , “Why don’t I do 
something about this?” The legacy 
you leave will be the life you lead. 

They listen to people 
around, talk less and 
listen more. Why? 
Its because the real 
action is in the front 
lines. If they do not 
listen to them , they 
can possibly take 
the right decisions.
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Vinodh Chelambathodi
(VC)

is a futuristic HR leader who has an extensive experience of 25+ 

years in leading people function across industries. He was a part 

of the HR leadership team under Vineet Nayar at HCL, where 

he played a key role in transforming HCL’s employer Brand 

and positioning HCL as “People First and Customers Next”. He 

then took over as CHRO for Intellect Design and was part of 

the Executive Leadership team headed by Arun Jain, founder of 

Intellect Design. Vinodh then moved on to becoming the CHRO 

of FSS, where he is leading the Global People function including 

Org. Design, C&B Modelling, Org. Effectiveness, Learning and 

Development Dialogue, Coaching, Talent Attraction, Workforce 

Management, Capability Management, Joy and Wellness at Work 

place and all other People Development functions. Vinodh is an 

alumni of the NIPM, Kolkatta and was named top of the rack in the 

list of Top 50 Inspiring CEO’s by Silicon India magazine. 

What does the future of learning 
look like post-pandemic? Can 
organisations redefine their 
learning philosophies and 
develop entirely new learning 
practices through the way 
of experimentation? In this 
special column, Mr Vinodh 
Chelambathodi, CHRO at FSS 
Systems, talks about ‘The 
Learning Frame’ - a new L&D 
initiative at the organisation - 
and why there is no normal to go 
back to and companies should 
instead explore and experiment 
with new methods.
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T
he Pandemic 
has bestowed an 
unprecedented 
opportunity to 

Organisations to take their 
Learning philosophy to the Future. 
Simplicity should take over the 
new learning design because there 
is no other substitute. This brought 
a singular clarity and urgency of 
purpose to experiment and design 
an entirely new organisation 
learning practice. 

The long path to recovery (from 
this pandemic) presents us with 
two distinct choices. The first is to 
recoil back to normal, following 
the path of least resistance, 
reverting to old tested methods, 
predicted outcomes, settling down 
with yesterday’s results. This 
choice is less risky, resulting in 
middling performance or even 
failing in the new world. The 
second choice is an exploratory 
path, to experiment, chart a new 
course in the new world. There 
is no normal to go back to and 
instead, we should explore and 
stop the gravitational pull of 
the older methods to capitalize 
in learning through the crisis. I 

vote for the second path and the 
subsequent effort and month-long 
Zoom-storming led to what I call as 
‘The Learning Frame’. 

EDUCATION CONCEPT

Frame is Born
Simplicity is another unexpected 
outcome of the pandemic. We need 
to redesign not just  Learning, but 
also re-calibrate roles in the new 
future. We need to consciously 
construct an agile matrix with 
multidimensional role architecture 
by the name “Climbing Frame”. The 
re-engineered Learning philosophy 
– Learning Frame, compliments 
the employee’s transition through 
the Climbing frame.

The new cadence in learning is 
short, agile, and focused bursts 
of activities that were more 
energizing and engaging. We need 
to ask our employees, the relevant 
questions like:

• What have you learned from 
the pandemic in terms of 
focus, faster decisions, and 
less bureaucracy?

• Where have you deployed Agile 
teams?

• Where do we retreat, adapt, 
and advance to be ready for 
the future?

Learning takes a new name and 
a shape every decade, and this 
decade belongs to Futuristic 
Learning. Having said this, 
where does the learning take the 
learner?...

To a future with possibilities or to 
the past where the learning can be 
inferred from?

Learning is a loop that connects 
the past and the future in the 
present continuum.

I call this continuum as the 
Thinking Loop – a learning loop 

There is no normal 
to go back to and 
instead, we should 
explore and stop the 
gravitational pull of 
the older methods 
to capitalize in 
learning through the 
crisis. I vote for the 
second path and the 
subsequent effort 
and month-long 
Zoom-storming led 
to what I call as ‘The 
Learning Frame.’

Learning Frame and 
Interdisciplinary Thinking
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where the learner revels in the 
present, very much aware of future 
possibilities, and having imbibed 
the past lessons. 

My Thoughts on Thinking 
Loop and Intrinsic 
Thinking Organisation 
Learning is a continuous process. It 
is only complete when the learner 
interprets his/her experience 
under the light of newly acquired 
knowledge and thus prepares 
himself for the future. This past-
present-future connectivity creates 
a Learning loop, which I like to call 
the Thinking Loop. Thinking Loop 
completes the learning process and 
the newly imbibed information is 
now a ready-to-apply knowledge.
This transition aided by reflection 
(thinking), is significant for a 
Thinking organisation. A thinking 

organisation facilitates thinking 
and conscious decision making 
at all levels against the ‘Few 
think and others execute’ type of 
organisation. Every role should be 
associated with a share of thinking 
and I strongly believe that this 
should be the objective of learning.

Think Labs
We need Think Labs which would 
trigger “problem solving thinking” 
in graduates and facilitate the 
metanoia where they imbibe the 
requisite knowledge and apply in 
business simulations. They should 
be trained to reflect and exercise a 
degree of decision making vested 
on them through simulations. The 
idea is to engage them by sharing 
stories from the industry and 
setting the aspirations high. 

Non-Linear Growth 
through Interdisciplinary 
Thinking
Sooner or later organisations 
will realize that the career ladder 
is a limiting, regressive way to 
approach employee development. 
Linear growth is essentially a 
survival instinct and it forces a 
person to fit into molds of career 
options that are forged for people 
who sidestep risks and are hesitant 
to learn. 

With the dawn of interdisciplinary 
thinking, we should encourage 
people to make career choices 
to help with non-linear growth. 
Employees can and shall pursue 
roles that need these crossbred 
competencies that are unique and 
build strategic capability in the 
workforce. 

We need to include social-learning 
components in our learning 

A thinking 
organisation 
facilitates thinking 
and conscious 
decision making at 
all levels against 
the ‘Few think and 
others execute’ type 
of organisation. 
Every role should 
be associated 
with a share of 
thinking and I 
strongly believe 
that this should 
be the objective of 
learning.
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programs. These components 
include discussion boards, learner 
journeys and should focus on 
cohorts of people undertaking 
learning together, alongside Self-
paced learning of employees. These 
programs will enable a fully digital 
experience. I find these insights 
profound. 

We need to drop few old practices 
viz., 
1. Adhoc Interventions
2. Training in Silos
3. Push Training (External push)

The new Learning Frame should 
accommodate:
1. Forecasted and planned 

interventions
2. Integrated Learning approach
3. Pull Learning (Intrinsic 

Motivation)

‘Learning Frame’ would promote 
interdisciplinary collaboration, 
creating compounded value, a 
sense of community, encouraging 
employees to learn new 
competencies.

Individual Learning 
Disposition© and 
Personalized Learning 
Expedition 
Learning is Vision driven and 
I can ascertain that technology 
will help in realizing this vision. 
Technology aids in catering to 
different learning styles and in 
transforming the landscape of 
learning. Individual Learning 
Disposition© relates to employees’ 
interest to learn across domains 
and adding capability.

Individual Learning Disposition© 
is driven by two factors:
• Aspiration - What one can 

learn

• Gratification - What one 
can gain from what one had 
learned

Individual Learning Disposition© 
= [ (What one can learn * How one 

can learn) * Gratification ] / 
Learning Frequency

Frequency is the number of 
learning instances in a year. 
Frequency is 1 for once a year, 0.75 
for twice a year, 0.5 for thrice a 
year, and 0.25 for every quarter. If 
the learning happens across the 
year, which is the desired state, 
the ILD score would be high for the 
individual and the organisation. 

When an employee completes 
the Design Thinking course 
(40 Learning Credits) through 
E-learning mode and earns a 
certification, which is the fourth 
such certification he had earned 
over the year, the frequency 
becomes 0.25

Total Credits earned =40*3*2 / 0.25
 Total Credits earned = 960

We should focus 
upon human 
connections, 
creating intentional, 
meaningful 
interactions. We 
should aggressively 
adapt to new 
practices  - to stay 
not just relevant, but 
focused on a cause 
and purpose.

• Individual Learning Efficiency 
= Actual individual learning 
man days / Desired individual 
man days

• Organisation Learning 
efficiency = Actual learning 
man days (collective) / Desired 
man days (collective)  

Individual Learning Disposition 
can drive astounding 
Organisational learning efficiency. 
When we dematerialize the 
medium, the learning becomes 
unconditional and can happen by 
choice. This approach takes the 
game to the next league.

What Should We Measure
The “re-framed” learning objective 
gives us an opportunity to rethink 
and design the learner’s end-
to-end experience. We should 
focus upon human connections, 
creating intentional, meaningful 
interactions. We should 
aggressively adapt to new practices  
- to stay not just relevant, but 
focused on a cause and purpose. 

Closing thought - the learning 
ability of people and their interest 
keeps shifting with the venture of 
new technologies and skillsets. We 
need more thinking organisations 
to sort the clamor around us. 
Today universities are extending 
interdisciplinary courses that 
interlink Ecology with other 
regular streams with the hope 
of producing a new world order 
to sort complex problems. We 
should re-calibrate our metrics and 
measure what one can solve from 
what one has learned. This is what 
we would need to measure, if at all 
we want to measure.
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Mona Cheriyan
comes with over 30 years of experience in Human Resource 

Management and Training, with a truly global perspective of 

human resources. During her extensive career, she has developed 

a deep understanding of talent development especially at the 

executive leadership level. Currently, she is the President and 

Global Head of Human Resources at the Thomas Cook Group. 

Her role involves defining corporate strategy, developing and 

influencing culture within the group companies, ensuring group 

policy alignment and meeting the business challenges of the 

organisation. In her previous stints, Mona has spearheaded the 

HR function at organisations like NIIT Ltd, Essar Information 

Technology Ltd, Oracle Financial Services Software Ltd., and ASK 

Investment Holdings Pvt Ltd. 

Leadership is the key to 
transforming organisational 
culture, through creating 
organisations in which women 
can thrive and reach their 
potential. In this article, Ms 
Mona Cheriyan talks to us 
about creating truly inclusive 
organisations and the various 
initiatives that Thomas Cook 
undertakes to encourage 
diversity at all levels and truly 
empower the female workforce in 
our organisation.  
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G
reat leadership is at the 
heart of great business 
and great organisations. 
It is also at the heart 

of creating cultures which are 
not only diverse, but cultures 
which leverage that difference for 
competitive advantage. Inclusive 
leadership is a leadership style 
which embraces, encourages 
and taps into the creativity and 
ideas which come about in non-
homogeneous groups. 

Leadership is the key to 
transforming organisational 
culture, through creating 
organisations in which women can 
thrive and reach their potential. 
Truly inclusive leaders are not 
as widespread as we might like, 
and building a workforce which 
is truly diverse requires effort. 
The best inclusive leaders have 
developed through osmosis not by 

design – they build their ability to 
make the most of the diverse talent 
in their organisation through 
experience, learning from different 
experiences and situations.
The Thomas Cook Group has 
developed a truly inclusive culture 
and encourages gender diversity 
at all levels. The focus of the 
leadership team has been to truly 
empower the female workforce in 
our organisation.  

Some of the practices that have 
been set in place include –

Considering Opinions: The 
first step in empowering the female 
workforce is to hear them out and 
actively seek their opinion and 
make them a part of the strategy 
and planning in our organisation. 
We ensure that opinions are not 
only heard but valued and given 
due credit where deserved. 
 
Equal Pay: We have ensured that 
across the Thomas Cook Group, 
we do not distinguish between 
a male and a female employee 
when it comes to fitment in our 
compensation structure. If a female 
employee is as deserving as her 
male counterpart, she deserves and 
receives an equal pay. There is no 
reason why we as a organisation 

would want to pay her less if she 
has all the necessary qualifications 
and is a performing employee.
 
“ If a female employee is as 
deserving as her male counterpart, 
she deserves and receives an equal 
pay. There is no reason why we as 
a organisation would want to pay 
her less if she has all the necessary 
qualifications and is a performing 
employee.”
 
Creating a Safe Work 
Environment: In addition to 
having policies like ‘Respect at 
Work’ which addresses sexual 
harassment issues, we have tried 
to create a culture where both 
men and women work together as 
professionals and have a healthy 
respect for each other in the 

Truly inclusive 
leaders are not 
as widespread as 
we might like, and 
building a workforce 
which is truly 
diverse requires 
effort. The best 
inclusive leaders 
have developed 
through osmosis 
not by design – they 
build their ability to 
make the most of 
the diverse talent in 
their organisation 
through experience, 
learning from 
different 
experiences and 
situations.

Inclusivity During 
Unprecedented Times and 
Beyond - Lessons from 
Thomas Cook
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workplace. Any sexual or other 
misconduct towards a female 
employee within our organisation 
from anyone of any gender or 
designation is taken very seriously. 
What is important to note is that 
though The Sexual Harassment of 
Women at Workplace (Prevention, 
Prohibition and Redressal) 
Act, 2013 is a legislative act in 
India and covers only female 
employees, our internal policy 
covers sexual harassment for 
both genders. Our policies at the 
workplace address issues and 
have a redressal mechanism in 
place that safeguards the dignity 
and interests of the complainant 
whether male or female.
 
Transport Services As and 
When Required: Both male and 
female employees are provided 
with transport services when 
they are required to work late. 
Especially for female employees 
who stay late or come in early, care 
is taken to ensure that they use the 
transport services.
 
Caring for Health & 
Wellness… Not Merely 
Wellness Programs: This 
applies to both men and women, 
but more so for the latter. Most 
females have a tricky time when 
it comes to achieving a balance 
between work and personal life. 
Women are often tasked with not 
just professional commitments, 
but also with household chores. 
This can put them under a lot 
of stress. Added to that is the 
sedentary lifestyle most of us have 
these days - there is hardly any 
physical activity that employees 
indulge in. We therefore organize 
health camps for our employees 
from time to time. We have regular 
yoga or Zumba workshops which 
employees can participate in. 

We also believe that for mental 
wellbeing, sometimes there is a 
need to seek external help. We 
have tied up with professional 
counselors, should any of our 
employees want to visit them for 
their personal or professional 
concerns.
 
Work-from-Home: All 
employees have an option to work 
from home on days when they have 
personal pressures which need 
attending to. We have found that 
this is a facility used by both male 
and female employees equally. 
Our female employees who are on 
their way to maternity tend to use 
this more frequently. A lot of times 
it gets very difficult for them to 
travel for work and a lot of them 
simply quit or take a sabbatical. 
This not only hampers their career 
path but in a time when they are 
actively looking at their finances 
and how would things shape up 
after a baby is in their lives, a 
work-from-home option helps both 
the employee and the organisation. 

Flexibility in Timings: We 
have a fixed number of hours an 
employee needs to work for in 
the company. However, at times, 
employees are not able to do so. We 
have offered them the benefit of 
flexible work schedules every once 
in a while which allows them a 
flexibility to come in early or late, 
but at the same time, ensure that 
company guidelines of hours of 
work are followed.
 
While all of the above practices 
and more, are in place in our 
normal work day, we have tried as 
an organisation to be as supportive 
as we can of our employees during 
this time. The current pandemic 
has been very difficult for all of 
us and each one has being trying 
to find ways to cope with the lock 
down and consequent work-from-
home that it has entailed. Female 
employees have had to cope with 
not only the office work but also 
with the household chores which 
has been and continues to be 
difficult for them. We have had 
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interesting experiences shared 
by employees particularly those 
who never cooked, on various 
experiments that they tried out 
during this time. New acronyms 
are being used by everyone – “I 
am busy with BJP work” which 
is an abbreviation for “Bartan, 
Jhadoo, Pocha”….or “I’ll call you 
EOD” which is an abbreviation 
for “End of Dishwashing” ☺ There 
is no doubt that the pandemic 
has intensified emotions around 
the globe. Whether it’s fear, 
anxiety, anger, or any other host 
of feelings, we as employers know 
that employees do not leave their 
emotions at home but to carry 
them to the workplace. Whether 
our employees physically work in 
our office or from a remote location 
or are on work-from-home, they 
still contribute to our business. If 
employees are uncertain, on edge, 
short-tempered, or ill-at-ease, it 
becomes evident to everyone they 
work with and then manifests in 
lower performance levels.
 
As an organisation committed 
to both the physical and mental 
wellbeing of our employees, we 
have increased support by creating 
mechanisms for employee concerns 
to be discussed, encouraging 
the sharing of ideas to address 
family needs. The managers and 
supervisors have been trained 
to listen to their team members. 
Empathy is an important tool in 
helping people deal with stress. 
Creating a safe space for the use 
of technology resources (such as 
creating a channel in Microsoft 
Teams) to enable frequent video 
interaction has helped. Most team 
meetings start with 10 minutes 
of updates on how employees are 
resolving complexities with their 
families. This helps employees to 
share their day to day challenges 

and encourages discussion to 
lessen the isolation employees can 
feel when they work from home.
While we have put a structure 
around timings for a work day, 
we accommodate different start 
times and different work hours, 
and provide general flexibility on 
when employees are required to be 
“on.” The demands of significant 
others, children, parents and 
other extended family members 
sometimes do not allow for 
traditional working hours in a 
work-from-home scenario. We 
empower employees to decide and 
change when, how and where work 
gets done, as needed. 
 
We have created a “Back2Work” 
project team which reduces 
employee stress by giving clear 
guidance (based on governmental 

and company guidelines) on which 
and when employees should come 
in or stay away from the office 
and other large gatherings. Safety 
guidelines are published at regular 
intervals a clear message that 
coming into work when feeling ill 
helps no one and threatens all.
 
The work environment in all 
organisations has changed. It has 
made all of us look at the issue of 
work differently. Remote working 
has become the “new normal”, but 
can an organisation only operate 
on a remote work model? In some 
sectors like the Travel & Tourism 
sector, remote working may not 
be feasible for all employees.  The 
Back2Work teams have worked 
on various models….. Who will 
go to the office? and if so, how 
often? What impact will a ‘hybrid’ 
way of working have on how we 
communicate, connect and create? 
Will work-from-home be the great 
leveler in terms of gender equality 
and diversity? And what will work 
mean if our offices are virtual and 
we lose those day-to-day social 
interactions?  The need of the hour 
is to re-imagine business models 
which is an extensive exercise 
done by all our teams. We have 
now worked on a hybrid model 
which has proved effective in our 
organisation.
 
We all know that work will never 
be the same, we have discovered 
some ways in which things are 
different and we still need to 
understand all the ways in which 
it will be different. What all of us 
need to focus on is reinventing 
ourselves and how we do business 
in the new environment.

Empathy is an 
important tool in 
helping people deal 
with stress. Creating 
a safe space for the 
use of technology 
resources (such as 
creating a channel 
in Microsoft Teams) 
to enable frequent 
video interaction 
has helped. Most 
team meetings start 
with 10 minutes 
of updates on 
how employees 
are resolving 
complexities with 
their families.
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Vimmi Chachra
has above twenty eight years of extensive experience in Talent 

Management, Operations Management, Corporate Strategy 

development, Enterprise Reporting, Business Development, 

Presales, Program & Project Management. She started her 

corporate career as a Software Engineer with TCS and made 

a lateral movement in her career to HR almost a decade ago. 

Before moving to Sopra Steria, she was associated with Genpact/

Headstrong for more than 12 years. At present, she is CHRO of 

Sopra Steria India; her responsibilities include Recruitment, 

Employee Engagement, Training, and Talent development. She is 

leading key Talent Transformation initiatives in line with business 

needs adjusting talent strategies to respond to changing business. 

Vimmi is an MBA from IIT Delhi and MCA from IMT Ghaziabad.

From transitioning to 
remote work seamlessly, 
supporting employee wellbeing 
while upholding business 
commitments, thinking ‘people 
first’ to  bringing employees back 
to offices, the article explores 
how Sopra Steria, India navigated 
the implications of the COVID-19 
pandemic and ensured employees 
adapt effectively.
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I
t’s been a challenging time, 
the COVID-19 pandemic has 
had tremendous effects on 
the world of work, as well 

as our mental and physical well-
being. What started out as a crisis 
response has now become the 
next normal. The pandemic has 
accelerated the future of work 
trends, putting a spotlight on 
the workplace and prompting 
innovative companies like ours 
to manage the enterprise in 
newfound ways. At the same 
time, it has shed a clear light on 
things that need to change which 
has led us to re-imagining our 
ideas and hopes for the future. As 
we navigate the unprecedented 
challenges, the following 
highlights explore how we have 
been adjusting to operating during 
the pandemic and preparing for 
the recovery. 

Going from 100% work-
from-office to 100% work 
from home
If we were to say this in a 
single word, we could say, we 
transitioned seamlessly. We set-up 
a ‘COVID-19 Crisis Management 
Committee’ at the very beginning 

to continually monitor the volatile 
situation and proactively prepare 
for the challenges that came 
along. We rapidly mobilized 
and collaborated across diverse 
stakeholders and external partners 
to enable >85% of our IT workforce 
for remote-working and left no 
stone unturned in procuring 
the necessary infra towards 
this objective. With the delay in 
delivery timelines of purchased 
laptops, we explored and opted 
to rent some. In addition,  we 
physically moved the desktops to 
the residences of our employees. 

We were preparing for remote-
working to ensure employee safety 
and business continuity even 
before the country lockdown was 
announced. Prior to COVID-19, 
we did not have a documented 
WFH policy and as a transparent 
and trust-based organisation, 
employees would WFH on an 
urgent need basis. However, today 
most of our employees are enabled 
to work remotely. We prepared and 
implemented an agile and focused 
delivery framework to facilitate 
remote working, wherever 
possible, increasing our office sites 
from 5 to over 4500. 

When the virus started to affect 
European countries, we had close 
to 200 employees and some with 
their family members overseas, 

in various countries including 
France, UK, Belgium, Germany, 
USA and Netherlands. Our 
dedicated travel desk offered travel 
guidance to all our team members 
and to a feasible extent supported 
their decision to either stay back 
or return to India. We closely 
tracked each incoming employee 
for the entire leg of their travel 
beginning from their quarantine 
process to onward journeys to their 
hometowns. We got almost 110+ 
people back in India before the 
government restrictions came 
into force and evacuated another 
52 employees via the Vande Bharat 
mission. During these trying 
times, we constantly reassured 
our employees, keeping them duly 
informed amidst ambiguity over 
governmental processes, volatility 
of shortlisting by High Commission 
/ Embassy, Ticket Availability, 
etc. Our HR teams here and 
overseas worked seamlessly over 

In the current 
scenario, our 
managers and leaders 
have stepped up, 
shown resilience, 
trusted in their 
people evermore, 
and attempted to go 
beyond barriers for 
enhanced business 
and customer 
orientation thinking 
‘People First’, invested 
in keeping our task 
force motivated, 
employable and 
future-ready.

From Surviving to 
Thriving: Reimagining 
Work Like Never Before
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frequently changing assignment 
end-dates and visa extensions 
amid lockdowns thereby, ensuring 
minimal risk-exposure to our 
employees. 

Trust, sense of collective 
responsibility, customer focus, 
and respect for others are the 
key pillars of our DNA. The 
business, delivery and function 
leaders constantly connected 
with  their teams on various 
available virtual platforms to share 
updates, discuss deliverables and 
address areas of concern. The 
leaders also collaborated with 
their teams to brainstorm new 
initiatives in the new normal 
world. We also deployed additional 
project management tools to 
track deliverables, timelines, and 
all customer KPIs to continue to 
support in the remote-working 
model. Our organisations’ strong 
culture and values, showed the 
forward path to sustain the 
pace of our delivery and retain 
the trust of our clients and 
employees.

Employee well-being 
initiatives undertaken by 
the company
Since the onset of the pandemic, 
we stayed focused on supporting 
employee safety while upholding 
business commitments. With 
employees well-being in focus, we 
established a Doctor’s helpline 
for medical advice, developed in-
house tracking tool and a query 
assistance mailbox to address all 
concerns related to COVID-19 We 
kept close contact with each of 
our employees who were infected 
or had a family member infected 
or had recently returned from an 
overseas location. We are grateful 
that largely all our infected / 
infection-exposed employees are 

stable or recovering. We have stood 
firm on our support with medical 
insurance for team members / 
families covered. . We also had 
inspirational and health related 
sessions for all employees and 
their families.  

Our long-standing wellness 
program “WeCare” was further 
bolstered in Q3 with a focus on 
the emotional wellbeing of our 
employees and their families. It 
helped with with confidential 
support, resources and information 
on personal and work-life matters.  

Our Talent Management teams 
are closely working with the 
employees to ensure that they are 
engaged and motivated enough 
during these trying times. Many 
contests and employee-connect 
activities are being organized on 
a regular basis to promote the 
feeling of ‘unity’ and ‘oneness’. To 
cope with the new normal we have 
implemented several innovative 
ways to remain engaged with our 
colleagues, this includes sessions 
on mindfulness to help employees 
build resilience and deal with 
crisis, concentrated sessions by 
Doctors/Experts oncoping with 
Covid-19, virtual walkathons, 

yoga sessions, trivia quiz, virtual 
coffee sessions, talent shows, and 
many more. We launched our own 
radio infotainment show which 
had both employees and leaders 
exchanging lighter moments and 
music.

Virtual onboarding and 
exit process implemented
In the current scenario, our 
managers and leaders have 
stepped up, shown resilience, and 
attempted to go beyond barriers for 
enhanced business and customer 
orientation keeping our task 
force motivated, employable and 
future-ready. As rightly stated by 
Winston Churchill “A good crisis 
should never go waste”, this crisis 
has sparked innovation among us 
resulting in disruptive innovation 
and realignment of several of our 
business processes, on-boarding 
and exit procedures. 

Our first virtual onboarding 
session, a process introduced 
before the lockdown, was 
conducted from office with New 
Joiners and the Employee Services 
team (in close collaboration with 
the recruitment team) sitting in 
separate meeting rooms. Joining 
kits were shared in advance with 
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the new joiners to complete the 
documentation, which was then 
uploaded, verified a day before 
the joining. Virtual introductory 
sessions were organized via 
Microsoft Teams to integrate the 
new joiners within the delivery 
teams. 

Similarly, the exit process 
was completely reviewed in 
consultation with the various 
internal stakeholders like IT 
support, Legal, Finance, HR 
business partners, Facilities, 
Transport, etc. This meant waiving 
off ID Card amount while also 
getting a ‘Proof of Destruction’ 
from employees, publishing an 
asset submission schedule ahead 
of time, carefully taking handover 
of IT assets and verifying them) 
at any Sopra Steria location and 
releasing the relieving documents. 
Many of those who separated were 
out of station and others were 
unable to return assets due to 
border restrictions. 

The future - coming back 
to the office after COVID
We re-opened our offices at Noida 
and Pune in Q2 for some of our 
projects who had been unable to 
work remotely owing to client 
restrictions and data security. Ever 
since our services resumed, the 
team was welcomed with the B2O 
kits, and they have been excited 
at the opportunity to deliver. The 
positive impact on our people, the 
SSI business and our client has 
been almost tangible! 

In fact, a lot of precautions and 
measures were undertaken prior 
to the opening date. The entire 
office premises were fogged 
thoroughly. Each of the cabs 
deployed were sanitized both at the 
main gate and after every pick-up. 

In addition, there has been regular 
sanitization of workstations, 
break-out areas, coffee machines 
and touch points like common 
surfaces, door handles and lift 
buttons. . To ensure physical 
distancing, the seating has been 
altered and washrooms have been 
modified The housekeeping staff 
has been specially trained on 
ensuring a high level of hygiene 
and cleanliness. All of these 
measures are well-defined in our 
B2O (Back2Office) handbook. We 
also have an in-house app that 
allows employees to book seats 
in advance to adhere to the social 
distancing norms.
These steps are indeed helping us 
provide a clean, safe, and secure 
environment to our people as 
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We were preparing 
for remote-working  
to ensure employee 
safety and business 
continuity well before 
the country went into 
lockdown. Prior to 
COVID-19, we did not 
have a documented 
WFH policy and as a 
transparent and trust-
based organisation, 
employees would WFH 
on an urgent need 
basis. However, today 
most of our employees 
are enabled to work 
remotely.

they focus on meeting the client 
requirements. In the new hybrid 
WFA, WFH and WFO normals, we 
are fully focused on enhancing 
the team building and morale of 
our employees, and at the same 
time measure the output on their 
deliverables. 

Conclusion
It is an understatement that people 
will always want to work for the 
organisation that has their best 
interests and well-being at heart. 
We, SopraSteria, recognize that 
people are at the heart of every 
change and thus from responding 

with increased benefits and 
flexibility for employees and 
encouraging overall wellbeing to 
ensuring employees transitioned 
smoothly to remote work or 
bringing employees back to offices, 
we believe we have stepped up to 
take the lead in response to the 
crisis. The pandemic has altered 
the world of work in unimaginable 
ways and its effects will be long 
lasting– perhaps even permanent 
in nature, however, this crisis also 
provides an opportunity for us to 
re-shape an organisation’s mission 
in a manner that helps it navigate 
through this crisis and thereafter.  
Now is the time to unveil hidden 
capabilities, transform problems 
into opportunities, and rethink the 
purpose of your business and value 
proposition.
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Workplace Unlock: 
How to Reinforce 
Psychological Safety 
in the Workplace?
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Dr 
Timothy Clark’s 
book, ‘The 
Four Stages of 
Psychological 

Safety’ sums up the ground rules 
of what signifies psychologically 
safe conditions for employees at 
workplaces. These are conditions 
in which one feels included, safe 
to learn, safe to contribute, and 
safe to challenge the status quo, all 
without any fear of embarrassment 
or punishment in any way.

A common question might be why 
is psychological safety so important 
in the workplace? There is enough 
research and evidence to emphasize 
the fact that workplaces or teams 
that are psychologically safe are 
some of the highest-performing 
ones.

A human brain cannot function at 
its best under the conditions of fear 
of rejection or criticism. This can 
slowly lead to the shutting down of 
perspective, analytical reasoning, 
and strategic thinking functions 
of the brain, which are the 
cornerstones of the modern work 
environment. The ability to take 
risks and take on new challenges 
helps one think creatively and 
increases cognitive abilities. But 
these virtues bloom only in a calm 
and composed mind.

Psychological safety as a term 
has gained huge momentum, 
considering the challenging work 
environment of today, which cannot 
be truer in the current scenario of 
the global pandemic affecting every 
single sector and handicapping the 
economy. With increasing Work 
From Home jobs and the slow 
unlocking of physical workplaces, 
psychological safety cannot be more 
relevant than now!
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How to Reinforce 
Psychological Safety in 
Workplaces?
Here are a few ways to positively 
reinforce psychological safety at 
workplaces:

Be Human
Nothing complements human 
psychology better than the people 
around trying to stay as empathetic 
as possible. Everybody has a certain 
set of needs which are largely 
universal such as respect, social 
status, autonomy, and competence. 
If one recognizes these deeper 
needs, one can expect to elicit the 
most natural response in the form 
of trust and positive behaviour.

Google’s Paul Santagata used 
exactly this approach called “Just 
Like Me” to explain to his team that 
no matter how argumentative the 
other party seems, they are just like 
them and looking for a win-win 
outcome.

The other person has beliefs, 
hopes, anxieties, vulnerabilities, 
opinions, and perspectives, etc. just 

like anybody else. Acknowledging 
this fact helps one understand the 
concept of psychological safety 
much better, as one accepts others 
as human beings just like them.

Welcome Curiosity
Indulging in blame games has never 
really helped anyone. If anything, it 
is a major contributor to escalated 
conflict situations. Blaming 
someone leads them towards 
defensiveness and eventually to 
disengagement. Instead, one should 
try being curious about the other’s 
affairs in a manner that displays 
genuine interest.

For example, state an observation 
about the employee’s problematic 
behaviour using factual and neutral 
language, explore the reasons 
behind the behaviour, and finally 
engage the employee in zeroing-
down on a solution. Here’s how this 
can possibly play out  “I was going 
through the performance report 
and could not help but notice the 
steep decline in your performance 
in the last quarter of the year. 
I understand there would be a  
genuine reason for this and I would 
love to sit and work through it with 
you. Please let me know how I could 
support you with this.”

According to statistics, soft skills 
will be considered power skills in 
2020, therefore, managers must 
hone their soft skills and develop 
better ways to communicate 
problems, rather than simply 
shifting blame.

Enquire
Oftentimes, the senior-most 
managers responsible for 
formulating policies and guidelines 
are unaware of specific challenges 
that may be hampering their 
employees’ sense of well-being. 

According to 
statistics, soft skills 
will be considered 
power skills in 2020, 
therefore, managers 
must hone their 
soft skills and 
develop better ways 
to communicate 
problems, rather 
than simply shifting 
blame.
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To combat this, it is imperative to 
enquire into the reasons behind the 
same and figure out solutions.

Use mechanisms that highlight 
employee experience information 
such as engagement surveys, 
workplace climate surveys, and 
focus groups to arrive at the factors 
contributing to your employees 
feeling psychologically unsafe at 
work and address them.

Encourage Learning
According to a study by 
ClearCompany, 68% of employees 
say training and development is the 
company’s most important policy.

It is not possible to foster an 
atmosphere of learning and 
innovation without giving 
employees the leeway to make 
mistakes. It is important to allow 
them to demonstrate vulnerability 
by making mistakes and being okay 
doing so.

When managers encourage 
their teams to learn from their 
mistakes, they give their employees 
the freedom to take initiatives 
and discover innovative ways of 
dealing with problems. Build a 
culture around taking risks, where 
everybody’s ideas are encouraged 
and people can be vulnerable 
without any penalty.

Respond Positively
When humans are criticized or 
rejected, their brains activate ‘fight 
or flight’ reactions, which can affect 
their self-esteem. In order to avoid 
feeling so, most people would want 
to minimize putting themselves in 
a situation that seems threatening. 
Therefore, psychological safety can 
never exist in a workplace where 
there is a fear of being wrong.

A Harvard Business Review study 
revealed that as much as 58% of 
people trust strangers more than 
their own boss! The whopping 
number indicates the sheer 
absence of psychological safety that 
employees experience at office.

Managers need to know that 
employees will never feel safe 
speaking up where they are 
negatively judged for making 
errors. Instead, it is necessary to 
think and respond in a positive 
manner. If there is a mistake, 
recognize it, rectify it, learn from it, 
and move on.

Interpersonal trust and mutual 
respect are two major aspects of 
psychological safety and a positive 
approach goes a long way in 
building the same.

Include Everyone
Feeling valued and included is a 
basic psychological need that can 
be fulfilled by including employees 
in the decision-making process.

According to Gallup, as much as 
70% of the workforce is actively 
disengaged at work, making it the 
number one priority of companies 
to think innovative ways to deal 
with this.

This can be accomplished by asking 
for their thoughts, inputs, and 
feedback. Managers must actually 
consider their inputs and arrive 

When managers 
encourage their 
teams to learn from 
their mistakes, they 
give their employees 
the freedom to 
take initiatives and 
discover innovative 
ways of dealing with 
problems. Build 
a culture around 
taking risks, where 
everybody’s ideas 
are encouraged 
and people can be 
vulnerable without 
any penalty.
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at a decision that benefits the 
greater good. Once a decision has 
been reached, they can explain the 
reasoning behind the same and how 
employee inputs were valuable in 
the whole process.

Even if the decision is not 
supported by a few, most employees 
will appreciate the honest and 
transparent way which was used to 
arrive at the decision, promoting a 
sense of psychological safety in the 
long run.

Measuring Psychological 
Safety
Addressing psychological safety 
issues starts with recognizing their 
causes and symptoms. However, 
how do you determine these factors 
in the first place? In order to dig 
deep, prepare a survey that asks 
some mind-stirring questions about 
workplaces, answers to which will 
reflect the level of psychological 
safety.

Here are a few sample 
responses that you might 
receive:
1. It is difficult to ask for help 

from other members of the 
organisation.

2. If I make a mistake, it is often 
held against me.

3. I feel hesitant to express what 
I really feel about different 
issues.

4. People think twice before 
bringing up any issue or 
problem that they may be 
facing.

5. I feel people here value my 
efforts and appreciate my 
unique skills and talents.

Almost everyone in the organisation 
understands the importance of 
team-work and offers help when 
needed.

A Harvard Business 
Review study 
revealed that 
as much as 58% 
of people trust 
strangers more than 
their own boss! The 
whopping number 
indicates the 
sheer absence of 
psychological safety 
that employees 
experience at office.

A negative response to the first four 
questions and a positive response 
to the last two questions indicates 
strong psychological safety and vice 
versa.

Once the data from the above 
survey is gathered, it becomes much 
easier to bring about improvements.

Psychological safety seems like 
a tough nut to crack but is quite 
simple at its core. Workplaces 
that foster a positive environment 
filled with trust, mutual respect, 
confidence in others’ abilities, and 
good work ethics will always be a 
safe haven for the employees.
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