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From the 

Tarun Matta
Founder - iimjobs.com & hirist.com

2020 was a remarkably challenging year. If it taught 
us anything it was that the future is uncertain and 
the institutions and systems we rely on as a society 
are vulnerable and fragile. The COVID-19 pandemic 
significantly and permanently changed the present 
and future of work, upended organisations, and 
fundamentally challenged HR in every imaginable 
way. 

HR made some difficult decisions to navigate 
COVID-19 challenges and demonstrated just how 
valuable and strategic their function is in the way 
they’ve responded to this crisis. From navigating 
employee safety concerns, adopting new and extant 
technologies, engagement in a remote world, and 
even reshaping the role of HR itself; the pandemic 
has altered the course of HR radically and, perhaps, 
permanently! And now, that the year 2020 is finally 
over, we are not out of the woods yet. 2021 is likely 
to be almost as much of a challenge. 

As the COVID-19 virus will continue to pummel 
our lives in 2021, HR leadership will become 
more critical than ever. It’s no longer a mystery 
how HR functions stepped up to ‘become digital’, 
‘transform brick-and-mortar offices into virtual 
workplaces’, and ‘reorganize for growth’ almost 
overnight - they just did it. In 2021 the challenge 
will be to institutionalize what they’ve learned with 
a continued focus on ‘people first’. To discuss this, 
and the many other changes HR professionals may 
have to adapt to in 2021, we interviewed Mr Unmesh 
Pawar, Partner - People Performance and Culture at 
KPMG India. He shares nuggets of wisdom on the 

CEO’S Desk

Follow

need to re-imagine work, workplace, and workforce, 
build anti-fragile leadership, and develop skills that 
help organisations thrive in an uncertain future. 

Taking the conversation forward, we have special 
interviews with Mr Aman Attree and Ms Reetu 
Raina who share their insights on the year that 2021 
could be for Human Resources. We’d also like to 
thank our other contributors - Harini Sreenivasan, 
Parul Bahl, Sahil Nayar, Geetanjali Wheeler, Ankur 
Gautam, Gracy Tavamani, Jitender Panihar, Vinay 
Ravindran, Ruchi Bhatia, and Sebati Iyengar - for 
giving a face to these uncertainties through their 
thoughtful writeups. 

The HR community’s response to COVID-19 has been 
absolutely incredible, but the buck doesn’t stop here 
- this experience should encourage HR professionals 
to learn how to lead through uncertainty and 
re-evaluate their readiness for future disruptions – 
that will be part and parcel of the future of work. In 
the end, let us be optimistic for this new year. Let us 
hope that 2021 will be a better year. 

Happy 2021!
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NEW APPOINTMENTS

Yes Bank Appoints Anurag Adlakha 
as the New CHRO
Yes Bank has announced the 

appointment of Anurag Adlakha 

as the new Chief Human Resources 

Officer. Adlakha, who is currently 

the Group Chief Financial Officer 

at Yes Bank will take over from 

Deodutta Kurane who is due to retire 

soon. He is a seasoned banker with 

an almost three-decade-long career 

and has been with reputed banks for 

over two decades. 

Cadila Pharma Names Sameer 
Nagarajan as Global President- HR
Sameer Nagarajan has been 

appointed as Global President 

- HR at Cadila Pharmaceuticals

Limited, Dubai. An alumnus of XLRI

Jamshedpur, Nagarajan has about

33 years of  wide inter-cultural

experience in the HR field. Prior to

this appointment, he was working

with Dabur International Limited as

Executive VP, HR in Dubai.

Ogilvy Gets New Global Chief 
People Officer
Ogilvy, a New York-based PR, 

marketing and advertising company, 

has elevated Jag Dhanji to the 

position of Chief People Officer. 

Dhanji joined Ogilvy in 2017 as Chief 

Talent Officer for Europe, the Middle 

East and Africa. She has worked 

with diverse teams including the 

Global Marketing and Innovation 

team at Diageo, the India leadership 

team at Vodafone, as well as the 

International team at Costa.

ASRC Federal Onboards Shaveta 
Joshi as CHRO
Shaveta Joshi, former CHRO at Serco, 

has been appointed to the same 

position at ASRC Federal. She brings 

with her more than 15 years of HR 

experience. In her new role, she 

will be responsible for HR business 

operations, compensation, benefits, 

TA, talent development and HR 

compliance functions. 

Paras Healthcare Ropes in Shashank 
Teotia as Group Head - HR
Paras Healthcare, one of the leading 

healthcare providers of India has 

appointed Shashank Teotia as the 

Group Head - HR. With his vast 

experience of 17 years primarily in 

human resources, Teotia has worked 

with prestigious organisations like 

LEAD School, Max Life Insurance, 

IBIBO, and Mother Dairy to name a 

few. Before joining Paras, Teotia was 

the CHRO, LEAD School.        

Nykaa Hires Surender Mehta as 
CHRO
Mumbai-based online beauty retailer 

Nykaa has appointed Surender Mehta 

as its Chief Human Resources Officer. 

In this new role, he will further the 

company values and promote its 

growth culture. Mehta is a seasoned 

HR professional with more than 20 

years of experience in HR. 
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Flipkart to Set Up Centre of 
Excellence to Bridge Skills Gap
Flipkart has signed an agreement with the Logistics Skill Sector 
Council (LSC) and Karnataka Skill Development Centre (KSDC) to 
establish a Centre of Excellence (CoE) in Bengaluru to build a skilled 
and trained workforce for the e-commerce industry in India. Spread 
across an area of 1,500 square feet, the Centre of Excellence aims to 
highlight the importance of skills development for the sector and 
enhance the all-round development of the candidates. It is open to 
applicants who wish to work in the logistics industry.

20% of Blue Collar Workforce to Be 
Women by 2022: Daimler India
In an effort to create a gender-balanced staff base, Daimler India 
Commercial Vehicles (DICV) recently announced the successful on-
boarding of 46 women for shop floor operations at its manufacturing 
plant near Chennai. The Tamil Nadu based company plans to increase 
the ratio of female factory employees to 20% of the whole by 2022 to 
increase diversity for a more inclusive workforce. The new employees 
have been deployed across key function areas on the shop floor 
including Engine & Transmission, Cab Trim, Quality Management, 
Cabin-in-White and Paint Shop. 

IWEI Names Tata Steel as Top 
Employer for LGBT+ Inclusion
Tata Steel has been named a top employer for LGBT+ inclusion 
by the India Workplace Equality Index (IWEI), the country’s first 
comprehensive benchmarking study that measures efforts put in 
by organisations towards including lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
transgender employees in their workforces. In its inaugural list of Top 
Employer for LGBT+ inclusion, Tata Steel is one of the 18 organisations 
to feature in the ‘silver’ category. It has been recognized for its 
significant progress in the field of gender equality.       

INDUSTRY NEWS
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We’re
hiring

Indians Optimistic about Pay Hike, 
Career Prospects in 2021: Global 
Study
According to a global study by job site Indeed, Indians are the 
most optimistic in the Asia Pacific region about the job and pay 
hike prospects in 2021, the highest in all countries surveyed. About 
64 percent and 56 percent of workers respectively said they were 
optimistic about their chances at better career opportunities, and a 
pay rise in 2021. Yet, 54 percent said they would not pursue other job 
opportunities even if approached by other employers, some citing 
current workplace satisfaction, while most citing job insecurity.

Capgemini to Hire 48,000 New 
Employees by 2021 in India
The French IT major Capgemini, whose more than half of the workforce 
is located in India is planning a massive hiring drive and employing 
over 48,000 new employees by the end of 2021 in the country. The IT 
services major has already hired over 45,000 employees all around the 
globe in 2020. Of these, about 24,000 employees were staffed in India 
itself. The company has informed that despite having a low attrition 
rate, it will continue to hire for lateral positions.

Hybrid Workforce Shall be a Reality, 
Boosts Gig Economy in 2021: Study
According to the 2021 Talent Technology Outlook study by SCIKEY, 
the success of remote working in 2020 will give a strong boost to the 
gig economy and hybrid workforce in 2021. The study is an analysis 
of inputs from 100 plus C-suite and HR leaders representing over 100 
organisations. As per the study, the focus on learning and development 
of core skills and behavioural and leadership competencies will be a 
defining factor in the future and the workforce of the future will be 
expected to be adaptable and possess business acumen skills.

INDUSTRY NEWS
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2020 was quite the 
year, it won’t be 

an exaggeration to say that it has 
been like a punch in the stomach. 
It has been a year defined by an 
unexpected and unprecedented 
global pandemic which brought 
on a variety of changes from 
dealing with a whole new 
world of telecommuting and the 
complexities of remote work, 
revenue loss, and staggering 
numbers of layoffs to tackling 
new and nuanced issues such as 
furloughs, redundancies, and salary 
reductions. Human resources 
confronted more challenges than 
ever this year, they have been 
at the front lines in dealing with 
seismic changes brought on by 
the pandemic and running at full 
speed trying to keep employees 
safe, enforcing COVID-19 safety 

rules, crafting policies that support 
employee wellbeing and mental 
health, handling changes to 
the data-driven strategies and 
minimum wage, and launching or 
expanding measures to address 
diversity, equity and inclusion. 
Going into 2021 many of those 
issues remain, as the disruptions 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic 
in 2020 are set to continue into this 
year which means there are going 
to be a few big challenges 2021 
will throw in HR’s way. It will be up 
to HR to ensure that as companies 
aim for a better, brighter 2021, 
their role becomes integral in 
supporting employees by placing 
their needs to the forefront, on an 
equal footing with the business 
needs; engaging employees in 
this new normal; thinking of work 
more holistically; growing their 

company’s presence and culture 
outside of a physical office setting 
as we emerge from the aftershocks 
of the pandemic.
Various HR trends indicate that HR 
experts will continue to face many 
issues and have plenty of work to 
do this year. In XpertHR’s Survey 
of HR Challenges for 2021, HR 
professionals cite recruiting and 
hiring as top challenges for 2021. 
Workforce planning, health and 
safety measures, employee leave 
and managing remote work round 
out the top five most challenging 
HR issues, according to the survey. 
Another study from Lattice, “The 
State of People Strategy: The New 
World of Work”, asked HR leaders 
what challenges they’re most 
concerned about. (Refer to the 
graphic below)

Emotional 
Exhaustion (for Themselves 

or Their team Members)

Overwhelming 
Number of Projects and 

Responsibilities

Employee 
Morale/Retention

Budget Constraints

Low Perceived
Value of HR’s Worth in

an Organization58%

54%

51%

43%

29%

The State of People Strategy: The New World of Work
Challenges that Concern HR Professionals the Most
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Concerns about remote recruiting 
and on-boarding, as well as rising 
levels of employee burnout and a 
lack of training for remote workers, 
are HR challenges that may persist 
for years to come (MindEdge and 
the HR Certification Institute).
Looking back on this highly 
unusual year, two things stand 
out loud and clear - challenges 
can come out of the blue and 
change is the only constant - and 
2021 will be no different. As HR 
professionals continue to navigate 
pandemic induced challenges in 
this disruptive environment, they 
should be prepared to face a host 
of new challenges. They should 
focus their attention, energy and 
creativity toward preparing for a 
better future by continuing along 
a path of agility and resilience. 
So, what better way to stay 
resilient than by understanding 
the challenges that may be yet 
to come? Let’s look at some 
challenges that HR leaders are 
anticipating in 2021, with thoughts 
on how to be prepared. 

Hiring and On-boarding in 
a Remote World of Work
One of the biggest HR challenges 
in 2021 will be the need to 
come to terms with recruitment 
and on-boarding in a remote-
focused environment. As per a 
report from MindEdge and the 
HR Certification Institute (HRCI), 
a considerable number of HR 
professionals have reservations 
about remote hiring - 35 percent 
say that remote recruiting is 
harder than in-person recruiting 
and 25 percent say that remote 
interviews are less productive than 
in-person interviews. Even remote 
on-boarding has been harder 
than in-person on-boarding. The 
traditional interview process (in-

person) has undergone a radical 
transformation, perhaps through 
an irreversible change. HR leaders 
and hiring managers are going to 
have to completely rethink and 
reimagine not only how people 
are interviewed and what kinds 
of new hiring strategies will need 
to be considered in hiring best 
candidates, but also how to go 
about getting new hires up to 
speed through digital and virtual 
means. For this, they will have 
to leverage technology - adopt 
innovative digital infrastructure and 
programs to help with this.

Supporting Employee 
Mental Health and 
Well-being Needs
Harriet Shurville, CPO at IRIS says, 
“With people working from home, 
it is harder to spot the signs that 
people need help and for people 
to feel connected.” This past year 
has left everyone exhausted and 
mental health and wellbeing have 
declined like never before which 
is why there will probably be 
more people in your workforce 
struggling with their mental 
health and you’re going to have 
a much harder time spotting the 
signs. HR will need to rethink the 
way mental health is supported 
and employees should know that 
there is support available to them. 
Apart from pushing initiatives that 
foster employee wellbeing and 
health-like access to Zumba, gym, 
yoga, and other forms of physical 
exercises-HR professionals will 
also need to focus on promoting 
mental health among their 
employees by ensuring they have 
access to private clinical wellbeing 
counselling and making sure they 
are having fun, connecting with 
their peers and generally enjoying 
work. Employee wellbeing will 

continue to be one of the core 
areas HR professionals will focus 
on in 2021.

Leadership Development 
and Re-skilling Workers
Remote work is in it for a long 
haul and leaders are finding it 
challenging to motivate their 
teams and find effective ways to 
recognize and reward them when 
they’re working offsite. According 
to an SHRM poll, 52% of HR 
respondents indicated leadership 
development as a major concern, 
a significant increase of over 29% 
in 2010. With the workforce 
aging quickly, HR leaders need to 
consider putting formal succession 
plans in place and emphasize 
developing future leaders. 
Successful companies that treat 
leadership development as a major 
initiative will also make strides 
with better employee retention. 

In the pre-COVID era, re-skilling 
and upskilling often took a back 
seat to more urgent priorities. 
However, it was precise during 
times of crisis last year – with 
HR teams facing a shortage of 
talent - the importance of re-
skilling was put in the spotlight. 
Instead of increasing efforts to hire 
talented workers, HR will have to 
focus on re-skilling and upskilling 
their workforce to meet their 
organisations’ needs for innovation 
and reach their corporate goals. 
Also, upskilling is highly motivating 
for employees, allowing you to 
show that you value them and are 
committed to helping them reach 
their career goals.

Data-Driven Strategies
In 2021, with more employees 
working remotely, HR teams will 
face the challenges of recruiting 
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the right people, instilling the 
company culture, engaging and 
motivating employees, and giving 
them the tools to be productive 
and happy. This means that 
HR leaders are more likely to 
lean on data as they make their 
decisions. Latest technologies like 
AI, VR, Blockchain, Chatbots, etc 
are expected to help HR teams 
improve the employee experience 
and boost productivity. 

Be Ready for the HR 
Challenges of 2021
While 2021 may not be plain 
sailing, there is light at the end of 
the pandemic tunnel. The silver 
lining of the Covid-19 pandemic 
is that it forced HR professionals 

to pivot and adapt and set 
themselves up for change. From 
challenges came opportunity. 
While navigating these challenges 
HR fraternity learned something 
new about their organisations, 
workforces and themselves: the 
capacity for resilience, agility, 
empathy, and dynamism. While 
HR has played a significant role in 
managing change and driving the 
necessary innovation during the 
crisis, the pandemic also led to a 
wholesale transformation of the 
HR function:

• HR will broadly be seen 
as a business function 
since how it successfully 
faced an unprecedented crisis 
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Ethical Leadership:
Leading people and
organisation during

a crisis

Business Driver:
Making important 

decisions

IT and 
Privacy Specialist:

Remote work
triggered an
acceleration
of Digital HR

Survey Writer:
surveying employees
regularly to find out

what they need 

Employee Health
Administrator:

HR’s commitment to
employee safety

Social Engineer: 
creating collaborative,

innovative work cultures
in the remote world

HR’s New Roles in 2021

without prior experience is not 
an administrative capability-
that’s business continuity.  

• HR has become an agile 
function as it has become 
more adaptable, flexible, and 
nimble in its approach.

Despite being incredibly 
challenging, 2020 has been a year 
of opportunities for HR - never has 
there been a better time for HR 
professionals to claim their long-
deserved seat at the table. HR is 
no longer just a business partner; 
HR is now a business driver and 
it will continue to be a successful 
business driver-now and in the 
future. 
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BEYOND RESILIENCE: 
MAKING HR LEADERSHIP 

“ANTI-FRAGILE” 
UNMESH PAWAR
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In an exclusive interview with All Things Talent, Unmesh Pawar, Partner - People Performance and 
Culture at KPMG India shares nuggets of wisdom on the need to reimagine work, workplace, and 

workforce, build anti-fragile leadership, and develop skills that help organisations thrive in an uncertain 
future. He also shares his insights on how remote work can improve workplace diversity and inclusion.

ATT:  Let us begin by talking 
about your journey into HR. What 
galvanized you to work at KPMG?

Unmesh:  Coming out of 
college right from the first job, I 
have had experiences working 
with organisations that either had 
been setting up new business 
lines or had to reinvent/transform 
themselves. I was privileged to 
work with a phenomenal boss 
during my stint in Tata’s, where 
I learned my early ropes of the 
function as she ingrained in 
me the values needed to be a 
successful HR Leader. Mastek 
and then Accenture has been my 
longest tenure - my mecca from a 
career standpoint, where I had the 

UNMESH PAWAR
is the Partner - People, Performance & Culture at KPMG India. He has 
over 25 years of international experience in building high-performance 
leadership teams to meet business outcomes. A sought-after leader in 
human capital strategy, organisational transformation, and coaching, 
Unmesh comes with strong expertise in talent management strategy and 
operations, talent acquisition, development and management, employee 
relations, inclusion and diversity, and human resources transformation. 
Through the course of his career, Unmesh has held several high-level 
leadership positions with leading brands such as TATA, Accenture, and 
Mastek. Before joining KPMG in India, Pawar worked with Accenture 
for nearly 17 years in multiple roles. He completed a Masters in Human 
Resource Development and Management (MHRDM) from Jamnalal 
Bajaj Institute of Management Studies, and a Bachelor of Commerce 

from the University of Mumbai.

privilege of working with some of 
the best HR and business leaders, 
solving the most complex and 
challenging business problems 
locally and globally. These stints 
honed my leadership capabilities as 
I managed teams across different 
cultures and deepened functional 
skills while leading specialist 
functions like Talent Management, 
Acquisition, Learning, Diversity, 
and Human Capital Strategy. 
What I enjoy doing most is helping 
people, teams, and companies get 
to their potential. It was for some 
time that I had done an India only 
role that’s when KPMG happened, 
the role was exciting and I had 
an opportunity to lead the People 
journey in the transformation that 
KPMG had undertaken.
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ATT: The pandemic created a lot 
of pressure on HR, how has this 
crisis impacted HR as a whole? 
What were some of the challenges 
& how do you think HR stepped 
up? 

Unmesh:  The pandemic was 
a test for everyone, not just HR 
function. I feel the pandemic 
provided a stellar opportunity 
for HR to step up and once again 
prove our significance.  As a 
function, we did a remarkable 
job of ensuring employee health, 
safety, and well-being while 
ensuring business continuity. 
Customer expectations through 
the pandemic shifted which 
necessitated changing the 

JOURNEY HR STRATEGY
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business and operating models in 
real-time. On one side, we were 
making decisions on employee 
compensation, workforce mix, 
headcount, ensuring business 
continuity through talent mobility, 
while on the other side, we 
were ensuring high employee 
engagement, reinventing how 
we communicate, and adapting 
to the virtual – hybrid working 
environment. HR function had a 
lot to deal with as we partnered 
with our businesses in building 
organisational resilience and 
preparedness.

The work, workplace, 
home, and workforce 
will have to be re-
imagined. It is no 
longer just about 
tinkering with roles 
but thinking ground 
up on the best way 
to deliver business 
impact and  efficiently 
making the most 
of a distributed, 
diverse workforce 
constituting 
permanent employees, 
advisors, gig, neo 
gig workers, and 
machines.

ATT: What are some of the 
challenges & opportunities to look 
forward to in 2021 for HR leaders?

Unmesh:  To stay fighting fit 
through the pandemic, companies 
had to make tough fiscal calls; 
after-effects of some of these 
decisions have been experienced 
as inequality has risen, resulting 
in social, racial unrest in different 
parts of the world. Closer home, 
we have seen the challenge of 
widening the divide of opportunity, 
employment, and sustainable 
livelihood, especially in daily wage 
earners. HR will have to move 
beyond its functional boundaries 
and take a broader organisational 
and societal view in becoming 
more integral to the people and 
business outcomes they support in 
times ahead.

• The Hybrid Work Model is 
here to stay; in 2021, we 
will see the focus of HR on 
humanizing the corporation. 
The social contract between 
the employer and employee 
has shifted - employees and 
their family’s well-being in all 

aspects will take center stage. 
The work, workplace, home, 
and workforce will have to 
be reimagined. It is no longer 
just about tinkering with roles 
but thinking ground up on the 
best way to deliver business 
impact and  efficiently making 
the most of a distributed, 
diverse workforce constituting 
permanent employees, 
advisors, gig, neo gig 
workers, and machines. The 
reimagination of work needs 
to connect employees to a 
larger purpose, a purpose that 
is empowering and in that 
allowing them to choose what, 
how, and where they work will 
be imperative. The hybrid work 
arrangements necessitate a 
newer relationship model that 
will allow employees to thrive.

• Leadership and Culture 
in the context of the new 
work order will be equally 
challenging. Companies that 
moved from barely surviving 
at the beginning of the 
pandemic to then thrive in a 
couple of months displayed 
what Nassim Taleb says is 
an “anti-fragile” mindset. 
These organisations and 
leaders seem to get better 
in the stressful uncertain 
environment. This pandemic 
will not be the last of the 
unforeseen events we will 
face; hence we will have to 
consciously build leadership 
that is “anti-fragile” beyond 
resilience and robustness. To 
navigate the uncertainties of 
the future, we will have to 
cultivate in our leaders’ skills 
like resilience, compassion, 
courage, agile decision making, 
and flexibility. 

• Skills will be in focus. 
The push for automation/
digitalization will see a pivot 
towards actively using AI on 
structured and unstructured 
data generated across multiple 
touchpoints, and on the 
employee’s life cycle stages. 
Such rich data-powered 
insights will help businesses 
make sound decisions about 
people’s capability, skill 
needs, talent mobility towards 
critical business projects. We 
will all have to relentlessly 
focus on ensuring that we 
are developing skills to help 
the organisation thrive in an 
uncertain future. Managers will 
have to have conversations 
to relentlessly develop 
performance and focus on 
people building next frontier 
skills rather than doing a 

SP
O

TL
IG

H
T

HR IN 2021
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ATT: The sudden shift to a remote 
work setup has been stressful 
for many employees. Since many 
employers expect a long-term 
shift to remote working practices, 
how can HR professionals better 
enable these?

Unmesh:  As we discussed 
above, remote working is going 
to be institutionalized in most 
companies. Assuming their roles 
can support, employees will be 
working from just anywhere – their 
hometowns, homes, client sites, co-
working spaces. It’s also likely that 
with the space optimization and 
hotdesking, employees will at best 
be able to come into their offices 
three or four days a week only. 
To ensure seamless collaboration, 
employers will have to assist with 
infrastructure suitable for sustained 
remote working that could include 
ergonomic furniture, collaboration 
tools, and connectivity. The home 
is now becoming an extension of 
the workplace, companies need 
to focus on data security and the 
safety, sanctity of employees’ 
privacy and their homes. Remote 
working on a sustained basis will 
result in a feeling of detachment; 
hence engaging teams, being 
sensitive to their changing needs, 
leveraging technology to listen to 
them, and continuously striving to 
enhance their employee experience 
will help build trust.  We will need 

ATT: In your view, can remote 
work improve workplace diversity 
and inclusion?

Unmesh:  Remote working 
has created a huge opportunity 
to include talent that was out of 
bounds earlier. Now that roles and 
work itself is being re-architected, 
it will allow us to hire people who 
are not local without needing them 
to uproot and relocate.  People 
unable to leave their homes either 
on account of physical challenges 
or elder, child care can now have a 
chance to find meaningful careers. 
The flexibility that people will 
have around deciding what, who, 
how, when they deliver work is 

ATT: In your experience, what 
does HR need to do differently 
now, post-COVID-19? What are 
your top learnings from this 
pandemic?

Unmesh:  COVID-19 has 
been a learning journey for 
everyone. The crisis brought 
the realization that human 
beings and organisations have 
enormous resilience and an ability 
to adapt, reinvent themselves 
facing all the pressure amidst the 
uncertainty that we were thrown 
in. HR will have to acknowledge 
the corporation’s synergistic 
existence and take a broader view 
of the impact of organisational 
choices on its employees, gig-
workers, and communities it 
operates in. Our employees have 
displayed immense adaptability 
and helped the organisations 
reinvent themselves. As we enter 
the vaccination and post phase 
of this storm, we will have to 
strive to provide our people a 
greater voice in making choices 
allowing them to perform in the 
best possible manner that works 
for them.  The momentum of 
the COVID-19 times of an agile, 
hierarchy free, technology and 
innovation powered organisation 
that empowered everyone in the 
workforce must be sustained as 
we are likely to experience such 
unprecedented challenges in the 
future.

post mortem as part of the 
performance management 
touchpoints. Learning will 
have to undergo a shift 
and be integrated into the 
regular course of work with 
nudge enabled microlearning 
bites rather than a separate 
intervention.

very empowering to further the 
I&D agenda. The other benefit 
I see is people can work from 
their hometowns, leading to a 
better quality of life supporting 
their elderly dependents. Such 
talent mobilization in far-flung 
locations will also result in an 
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REMOTE WORK
FUTURE FORWARD

to integrate physical, mental, 
emotional wellbeing into the flow 
of work.  Leaders will have to be 
trained in managing distributed 
teams virtually such that they can 
virtually inspire individuals and 
empower teams to collaborate and 
innovate seamlessly in an agile 
fashion.

economic uptick in those areas. 
I consequently do see remote 
work as an accelerator to the 
diversity agenda of not just age, 
gender, sexual orientation but 
also of disability, experience, 
race, ethnicity, backgrounds, and 
expertise.
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is a seasoned HR professional with 2 decades of experience in various functions 
of Human Resources. She is currently the CHRO of Quick Heal where she is 
leading the People Strategy to enable the future growth of the company. Before 
this, she was the Head of HR for Network Software at Sterlite Technologies. 
She has held leadership roles with domain-leading brands such as TATA, 
HDFC Bank, and Amdocs focusing on HR transformation, Workforce Planning, 
Performance Management, Organisational Structure, Change Management, 
and Process Re-engineering. She has conducted several pieces of research and 
authored several white papers on leadership, engagement, and Millennials. 
She is also a pioneer in the practice of Adaptive leadership and has also played 
a pivotal role in the design creation of the Leadership Resource Council (LRC) for 
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Learnability: 
A New 

Organisational 
Learning 
Mindset 

R
eetu Raina, CHRO, Quick Heal gets 
candid with All Things Talents and 
shares her thoughts on the evolving 
role of HR as a business driver, major 

challenges for HR in 2021, and the importance of 
learnability.
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Whatever 
happened in 2020 
was a kind of 
forced adaptation 
in response to the 
crisis. The biggest 
adoptions we saw 
in this period were 
technology and 
work from home. As 
we progress during 
2021, the pandemic 
will start subsiding 
and the lessons 
learnt from this 
pandemic that we 
carry forward will 
define our new way 
of working.

ATT:  Having worked as an HR 
leader in the industry for many 
years, how has this journey been 
so far? What was the turning 
point of your life as an HR 
professional?

Reetu:   I think my journey as 
HR Leader has gone through an 
evolution as I feel the industry 
itself has undergone an evolution. 
Having worked across various 
industries helped me to have a 
varied perspective, I always felt 
irrespective of industries people 
are just people and people-related 
challenges are not different. I 
worked predominantly in the 
BFSI industry before joining 
Amdocs which is a technology 
company and I felt that made a big 
difference in my learning growth 
as an HR professional. Technology 
companies were ahead of the curve 
in HR practices and I learnt a lot.

ATT:  As we navigate through 
the next normal, what are the 
major HR challenges that you 
see in 2021? What do you think 
will be the most challenging part 
for people in supervisory roles, 
especially for a CHRO?

Reetu:  The biggest challenge 
of 2021 would be adapting to the 
new normal. We need to accept 
the myths which COVID-19 has 
busted. Whatever happened 
in 2020 was a kind of forced 
adaptation in response to the crisis. 
The biggest adoptions we saw in 
this period were technology and 
work from home. As we progress 
during 2021, the pandemic will 
start subsiding and the lessons 
learnt from this pandemic that we 

carry forward will define our new 
way of working. In that situation, 
the role of the supervisor is 
going to be key and the biggest 
challenge would be a change in 
role perception of supervision 
in the ‘New Norm’. It would be 
empowering and enabling teams 
rather than micromanaging and 
controlling. Since we will have to 
work in a hybrid work model, for 
a supervisor, these new attributes 
will be key to success which has a 
learning curve.

JOURNEY

FUTURE WORKPLACES

ATT:  In 2020, COVID-19 forced 
a transformational shift that 
changed the face of HR as we 
know it. How do you see the 
overall role of HR and people 
managers evolving amid this 
pandemic and how will it shape 
the future of work? 

Reetu:  The role has fairly 
evolved for HR and it has moved 
from administrators to business 
enablers with a focus on employee 
well-being. For people managers, 
it has evolved from control to 
empowerment. The future of work 
will demand different attributes 
for success. Managers who 
empower, enable people, and focus 
on outcomes will be successful. 
HR will be a soft business driver 
managing talent development and 
engagement. HR as a business 
driver became very clear in this 
pandemic because Covid-19 
has provided HR with the ideal 
opportunity to “step up” and 
become more business-focused 
ensuring business continuity.

CHANGE 
MANAGEMENT

ATT:  Today, business leaders 
are focused on the huge business 
continuity challenges posed by 
COVID-19. How has the pandemic 
impacted your people strategies 
and how are you preparing for a 
post-COVID business? What are 
your top priorities?

Reetu:  Thankfully for us in the 
IT industry business continuity 
challenges are at a minuscule 
level, but yes, people strategies 
have changed drastically even for 
us. One of the key strategies we 
changed is to hire talent from any 
location and it does not matter 
whether we have an office there 
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ATT:   Millennials today 
represent the largest segment 
of the working population. In 
your opinion, how has Covid-19 
and remote working changed 
millennials and what long term 
impacts will COVID-19 have on 
future employees?

Reetu:  Millennials had different 
expectations from the workplace 
as compared to the previous 
generation.  They never wanted 
to work in a command and control 
environment. They have long been 
seeking employers that provide 

WORKFORCE

ATT:   Obviously reskilling has 
become a big topic. How do you 
see skills needs changing in this 
changing world? What advice 
do you have for HR professionals 
looking to help people find new 
pathways forward right now?

Reetu:  Before I talk about 
skilling, I would say learnability has 
to be a focus. When you deal with 
the unknown like this pandemic, 
people who are open to learning 
can reskill themselves and move 
forward. I think one of the things 
that were hugely leveraged by 

SKILLING

ATT:   How can the Learning 
Management System (LMS) in L&D 
help in developing skills in remote 
environments? Also, what trends 
in L&D do you think are going to 
be the most important in the years 
to come to cultivate a workforce 
ready to meet the needs of their 
employers?

Reetu:  I think the only thing 
which could create learning in 
this pandemic was LMS and 
other technology platforms for 
learning. This space is only going 
to increase with each day. The 
readiness of learning platforms and 
LMS to meet this huge demand 
along with user experience will 
play a key role. One of the biggest 
shifts in learning culture would be 
learner-centric learning that is a 
‘pull’ and not organisation driven 
learning that is a ‘push’. The main 
trends in  L&D I see is the user 
experience of learning platforms, 
customizations and learner-centric 
learning, and connecting learning 
to the individual career goals and 
organisation business goals.

LEARNING AND 
DEVELOPMENT

or not. What matters is the right 
skill set, attitude and infrastructure. 
We have completely done away 
with attendance management, 
now people will only have to record 
their leaves. Work from home is 
no more an exception but slowly 
becoming the norm. We introduced 
OKRs as a performance philosophy 
since performance is about 
outcomes and not activities.

flexibility, a positive workforce 
culture, opportunities for growth, 
and of course objective-driven 
performance. The industry was 
well aware of these needs but 
still was slow in adopting a 
flexible work model. However, 
the pandemic has fast-forwarded 
the adoption of the new working 
model which will be more suited 
for millennials.

organisations was online learning 
platforms. Learning was happening 
for two reasons: one to learn new 
skills to meet future business 
demands and second to engage 
employees. I think HR can play a 
very important role in navigating 
employees through learning 
paths to meet their career goals. 
Learning can no longer be looked 
at as a stand-alone aspiration, not 
connected to employees’ career 
and business requirements.
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is a seasoned HR leader, thinker, coach and mentor. He brings to the table 
almost three decades of experience across FMCG, Pharmaceutical, Healthcare, 
Utilities and Infrastructure sectors. He has worked with leading organisations 
like Hindustan Power projects, Gillette, FHL, Reliance and DLF, among others. 
Over the years, he has driven organic and inorganic growth and helped create 
customer-centric organisations. He is an acknowledged expert in the areas of 
M&A (HR Due diligence post-merger Integration), Leadership Development, 
Employee Engagement, Strategic Change Management, Organisational 
Design, Organisation Transformation, Talent Strategies, Leadership Capability 
Building, Employer Branding, and Coaching & Mentoring. He is a firm believer 
in analytics and behavioural economics and leverages them successfully. Aman 
has been a coach and mentor to CXOs, in India and the Middle East, guiding 
them on enabling elements that lead to success in business. He is a frequent 
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The HR 
“Efficiency 

to 
Resilience 

Pivot” 

I
n this exclusive interview with All Things 
Talent, Aman Attree, Senior Human 
Resource Advisor talks about the challenges 
of remote work, the importance of ‘total 

workforce management’, and how the Covid-19 
pandemic impacted HR function as a whole. He 
also discusses HR and skilling trends in a post-
Covid-19 workplace. 
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I have had the 
opportunity to 
work with some 
great leaders and 
colleagues during 
my various stints 
and it has forged 
the values of ethical 
leadership, trust, 
empowerment 
and effective 
communication that 
helped me evolve 
as a leader and add 
value to wherever I 
have worked.

ATT:  With your rich work 
experience of 28 + years in Human 
Resources, how has the journey 
been so far? What were some of 
the opportunities, challenges, and 
important decisions that helped 
you evolve into a leader?

Aman:  I have had the 
opportunity to work with leading 
organisations like DLF, Gillette, 
FHL, Reliance, Punj Lloyd, HPPPL 
and DLF among others across 
FMCG, Pharmaceutical, Healthcare, 
Utilities and Infrastructure sectors. 
Over the years, I have driven 
organic and inorganic growth and 
helped create customer-focused 
organisations through enhancing 
employee engagement and 
transforming culture. 

I have been coaching CEOs, 
business heads and HR 
professionals on employee and 
customer engagement, and cultural 
transformation as enablers for 
executing business strategy. I 
believe in leveraging analytics and 
behavioural economics to ensure 
focused effort in organisational 
development and HR Strategy, 
M&A, process improvement and 
organisational restructuring to 
derive linkages between strategy 
implementation and human capital 
initiatives.

I have had the opportunity to 
work with some great leaders 
and colleagues during my 
various stints and it has forged 
the values of ethical leadership, 
trust, empowerment and effective 
communication that helped me 
evolve as a leader and add value 
to wherever I have worked. 
Whether spearheading the 
entire management cultural 
transformation during the M&A 
phase at Reliance Energy/Reliance 
Infrastructure (Power distribution 
business in Delhi) with large 
workforce and multicultural 
government setup to a private 
company, setting up HR functions 
from scratch and building up 

the entire organisation including 
people, processes and systems 
in HPPPL, or bringing about 
organisational effectiveness-
there has been a great learning 
and it could only be achieved 
through trust, commitment, 
ethical leadership, communication, 
commitment and a ‘can-do 
attitude’. 

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?

Aman:  Earlier, work-from-home 
was seen as an ‘excuse for not 
working’ by most people but the 
Covid-19 pandemic has drastically 
changed this perception. In fact, 
people have started realizing that a 
lot of work could be done over call/
zoom meetings rather than through 
in-person meetings. It has indeed 

changed the way we think and 
work and enhanced productivity 
and efficiency in a way which was 
previously unheard of.

The challenges that HR faces 
today vary with the company’s 
location, sector, and size. Crisis 
management and business 
continuity planning remain the 
top challenges faced by HR today. 
Adapting to new technologies, 
making flexible work arrangements 
and re-looking at policies to adapt 
to the new normal is of foremost 
importance.

During these unprecedented times, 
the role of HR leaders has become 
all the more important and they 
are expected to respond quickly 
and comprehensively, considering 
immediate, short-term, and long-
term consequences and ensuring 
smooth operations through any 
crisis.

We have had a lot of positive 
stories coming out during these 
times. There have been a lot of 
organisations who have gone the 
extra mile to ensure that there 
were no pay-cuts, promotions 
and increments were rolled out 
on time and help could be offered 
to employees and their families 
at the press of a button. This will 
not only go a long way in building 
employee loyalty and brand image 
but also driving the engagement 
and productivity of employees.

The HR folks were proactive in 
redesigning the policies to make 
them more suited for the remote 
working culture and provide the 
maximum benefits possible to 
the employees, which has indeed 
helped the organisations sail 
smoothly during the Covid-19 
crisis.

JOURNEY

HR STRATEGY
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ATT:  HR has been grappling 
with workforce management 
challenges during an 
unprecedented response to 
COVID-19. To manage and 
mitigate the impact on the 
workforce, how can adopting 
‘Total Workforce Management’ 
will prove to be beneficial in the 
post-COVID world?

Aman:  A total workforce 
management system will put 
organisations in a better position 
to make data-driven and strategic 
talent acquisition decisions without 
silos and fractious processes used 
by companies with a less agile 
approach. 

Adapting to new technologies is 
the new normal. Workers across 
industries must figure out how 
they can adapt to rapidly changing 
conditions, and companies have to 
learn how to match those workers 
to new roles and activities. 

WORKFORCE  
MANAGEMENT

ATT:  What do you think are 
some of the most impactful 
measures companies can take 
while formulating a remote-
working strategy? How 
challenging is it to ensure your 
company’s remote working setup 
is optimized for success?

Aman:  Remote work may not 
be ideal for every business, but 
it gives many a chance to rethink 
team diversity and dynamics for 
more creative problem-solving. 
When leaders build diverse 
teams, their business becomes 

The present Covid-19 crisis has 
forced organisations to create 
an agile, futuristic organisation 
enabled by collaborative 
technology, open communication 
and Gig talent ecosystem. 
 
I feel that changing demands from 
professionals themselves means 
that career paths are now fluid, 
forcing companies to take a more 
strategic, long-term view of talent 
management and workforce needs. 

more relatable to a wider range of 
customers and users. Additionally, 
diverse teams can leverage distinct 
viewpoints, experiences, and 
variable expertise to come up with 
unique solutions to problems that 
homogeneous teams may never 
think of.

Despite the surge in remote 
work, many businesses still aren’t 
equipped to adopt an adequate 
remote work model or even 
prepared to facilitate a structured 
work-from-home policy. Some 
have the communication tools and 
software to pull it off, but they have 
concerns, fears, and biases when 
it comes to granting autonomy to 
employees. Others don’t have the 
tools at all and struggle to sustain 
operational standards that meet 
the basic demands of employees 
who value work-life balance as a 
preference rather than a privilege.

There’s no doubt that 
communication breakdown leads 
to grave business failures. The 
biggest challenge facing remote 
teams and employees who work 
from home stems from intermittent 
communication or a lack thereof. 
But when teams leverage a 
full suite of communication 
tools-like instant messaging in 
channels, video conferencing, 
and voice notes—they foster best 
practices that positively impact 
employee engagement, which 
sparks collaboration and boosts 
productivity. 

The key challenge is that the 
workforce is unable to switch off 
from the office because “office is 
always on from home”. HR needs 
to align with the nature of business 
and drive amongst business 
leaders the requirement for a 
‘formal close to the day.’
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ATT:  In your opinion, how 
company culture changed during 
Covid-19? As we enter 2021 and 
deal with the continued fallout of 
COVID-19, how can HR leaders 
ensure to build stronger teams 
and strengthen company culture?

Aman:  Creating a strong remote 
work culture means instilling 
core values and overseeing and 
constantly communicating them. 
Since social interaction is limited 
within a dispersed team, it’s 
important to keep communication 
channels open and promote 
transparency. 

Most firms report having upped 
communication so that employees 
feel more connected. There’s also 
been a huge shift in flexibility with 
firms having to acknowledge, 
some for the first time, that their 
employees have complex lives 
which sometimes incorporate 
children, ageing parents, health 
concerns, and poor housing to 
name just a few of the challenges 
the pandemic has pushed to the 
fore. Even though we’re not seeing 
our co-workers so much, we’re 
often seeing more intimately into 
their lives: Pets and babies appear 
on video calls, messy or neat rooms 
can be observed in meetings. 

To me, company culture has 
held surprisingly well during the 
pandemic and the perception has 
only improved in the majority of 
cases. HR leaders have shown 
immense agility, quickly pivoting 
to manoeuvre in this new world of 
work with very little preparation 
time. HR teams have had to 
support employees mentally and 
emotionally, ensure they have 
all they need to work efficiently 
from home, keep engagement and 
morale high, coordinate furloughs 
and layoffs, and much more. 

The other most important need 
is constant feedback and polling 
of efficiency of understanding/
comprehension and adaptability 

COMPANY CULTURE by the employee. Their emotional 
well-being will need to be 
constantly monitored remotely 
or through online team-building 
strategies. 

There is a constant need for 
retraining and ensuring market 
survival of technology, business 
offering and reviewing and 
embracing change management for 
both high as well as mid and lower 
management and staff. The role 
of human resources has changed 
greatly in a short amount of time, 
and it will continue to adjust as we 
enter 2021. 

Leadership may experience a loss 
of authority and control when 
employees start working remotely 
in a crisis. In addition, they are 
grappling with the timelines of 
ad hoc measures as it is unclear 
when the pandemic will end. New 
working styles and their knock-on 
effect on teamwork, innovation and 
drive are raising concerns amongst 
leaders today.

It is here that Leadership focuses 
on reinventing their outlook 
towards Teamwork. Some of the 
key focus areas are:

• Trust that employees will act 
responsibly when working 
remotely if they are given clear 
outcomes.

• Build a shared team behaviour 
to leverage technology 
wherever possible to network 
and collaborate in such 
turbulent times where teams 
work in ad hoc conditions.

• Challenge existing operational 
models and change managerial 
styles that are dependent on 
control mechanisms with clear 
and open communication, 
empathy, and trust. 

This will help create Team Synergy 
that will help sail smoothly through 
the crisis!

ATT:  What’s different about 
team management in the 
post-COVID world? How have 
team building and trust being 
reinvented in the pandemic?

Aman:  This period has required 
us all to be supportive of one 
another, as we all face uncertainty. 
Control has to some extent given 
way to trust. People are learning 
how to do work disparately and 
with far less oversight: they are 
learning “on the job” what works 
and what doesn’t work at home, 
and holding virtual meetings that 
might have happened before but 
never to such an extent.

If there is a time that your company 
needs all the positive effects of 
trust to be at work, it is now. In 
times of crisis, companies are put in 
survival mode, which is facilitated 
when people stick together, help 
out where possible and explore in 
creative ways how to create value 
for all stakeholders.

TEAM MANAGEMENT

Creating a 
strong remote 
work culture 
means instilling 
core values 
and overseeing 
and constantly 
communicating 
them. Since social 
interaction is 
limited within a 
dispersed team, it’s 
important to keep 
communication 
channels open 
and promote 
transparency.
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ATT:  How do you see skills 
needs changing in this changing 
world? Can you tell us any three 
skilling trends that post Covid-19 
workplace will require?

Aman:  The Covid-19 pandemic 
has made HR leaders rethink their 
workforce and employee planning, 
management, performance and 
experience strategies. 

According to me, the three 
skilling trends in a post-Covid-19 
workplace are:

Sales Effectiveness: 
Connecting with the consumer 
and providing a differentiated and 
consistent customer experience. 
New ways of training also need to 
be designed to prepare your sales 
team for the new normal as they 
are the ones who will drive the 
numbers and make everything look 
great at the end of the day.

Managing Teams Virtually: 
Managing a team and their 
expectations is itself a daunting 
task, imagine doing that virtually 
– it increases the difficulty level by 
that much. The traditional methods 
of monitoring have less chance of 
working, innovation and creativity 
have to be brought on to the table 
to ensure one is connected to one’s 
team and is able to get the best out 
of them.

Business Analytics: 
Managing data and taking better 
educated business decisions to 
bring in more efficiency. Emphasis 
on data to make business decisions 
was never more so important than 
it is today. It is not only about 
maintaining and managing the 
data but to make the best sense 
out of it. Everyone needs to be 
trained to understand and manage 
the data and bring efficiencies to 
the system.

SKILLING

ATT:   Lastly, what are the 
biggest trends, both positive and 
negative, you foresee HR adopting 
after COVID?

Aman:  HR departments have 
had to navigate an onslaught of 
new challenges for employees 
while also hiring and onboarding 
new team members remotely to 
follow social distancing guidelines. 

Remote hiring and onboarding 
involve new challenges for HR 
functions such as:
• Interviewing and assessing a 

candidate’s skills virtually
• Conveying company culture 

during a virtual recruiting and 
training process

Many employees are navigating 
remote work for the first time and 
have to deal with new challenges 
like loneliness or balancing work 
with other at-home responsibilities. 
The role of HR includes advocating 
for the health of an organisation’s 
employees, which is why one of 
the enduring trends in HR we see 
for 2021 is investing in mental 
health and well-being initiatives. 

As more employees are working 
remotely due to the pandemic, 
companies are increasingly 
investing in tools to help them 
assess the productivity and 
engagement of their workforce. HR 
departments have to find ways to 
make sure employees are hitting 
targets while maintaining a work 
environment that takes mental 
well-being into consideration. 

Return to normalcy and the new 
normal in an office environment 
post the vaccine.

The sudden shift in work culture 
has brought new challenges 
for HR. The top priority for HR 
professionals now is how to 

HR STRATEGY keep the employee’s mental and 
emotional well-being in place.
The sudden shift in work culture 
took a toll on overall employee 
health and well-being. Stress, 
anxiety, and other mental health 
issues have always been there, it is 
no new story. Organisations have 
always been initiating wellness 
programs and providing employees 
with security, health benefits, and 
flexibility to help them overcome 
their health issues. But the sudden 
COVID-19 outbreak has brought 
employees’ mental problems in the 
front seat. 

Communication is another major 
challenge that is on the priority 
list. Communication, in itself, is 
a critical aspect that needs to be 
taken into account whether or not 
the workforce is working remotely. 
Without the right communication 
channels, it becomes difficult 
to manage a workforce. The 
COVID-19 crisis had the HR 
professionals on their toes and 
kept them looking for the right 
remote working tools that suit 
their culture and communication 
channels. Consistent and open 
communication is also something 
HR professionals will need to 
continue to survive in the post-
Covid-19 environment. 
A shift in focus – from efficiency to 
resilience.

Traditionally, organisations 
have sharpened their focus 
on employee efficiency, but in 
the post-COVID-19 world, it is 
resilience that will take precedence. 
Keeping in mind the growing 
remote working culture and the 
possibility of future outbreaks of 
infections, recruiters will look at a 
job applicant’s digital dexterity and 
digital collaboration skills at the 
time of hiring.
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Mental Well-
Being During 
Work from Home
Working from home is blurring the boundaries between work and 
personal spaces and creating new mental health challenges for 
employees. This puts higher responsibility on leaders to not just 
allocate and review work in a remote ecosystem, but also recreate 
the social milieu of a workplace that supports mental health. The 
article talks about some of the best practices that are going to be 
critical for keeping workers motivated, engaged, and mentally 
healthy as we enter into the new year. 
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 Sebati Iyengar
is an established HR professional who brings 
with her over a decade of experience in 
building effective people processes for 
successful businesses across functions like 
Organisation Development, Mergers and 
Acquisitions, Technology in HR, Talent 
Acquisition and Management, Learning and 
Development, Compensation, Employee 
Experience and Engagement, and Performance 
Management. Currently, she is spearheading 
the Talent Acquisition function for People 
Experience Centre GILAC at Godrej Group. 
An alumnus of the Tata Institute of Social 
Sciences, Sebati has headed the HR function 
at organisations like Wipro Limited and Asian 
Paints in the past. 
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Good mental health 
means that employees 
are able to focus 
on their tasks, they 
feel connected to 
the workplace and 
empowered to share 
what they think or feel, 
are able to bring their 
‘whole selves’ at work, 
and are able to deal 
with challenges that 
emerge in a positive, 
constructive manner.
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All happy companies 
are similar, but all 
unhappy companies 
are unhappy in 
their own way 

– particularly when it comes 
to mental well-being. This is a 
concept that’s hard to define, and 
much harder to measure at the 
workplace, but at the same time 
easy to spot when it is present in 
an organisation. As I sat down to 
pen my thoughts on the topic, I 
found myself taking a trip down 
memory lane to happy office 
times. What made those moments 
happy were a myriad things – 
an out-of-the-blue interesting 
conversation with a coworker, 
the after-lunch rituals of catching 
up on the grapevine, working in 
a space surrounded by friends 
whom one could approach for 
help at any time, a sudden query 
resolved which brought a smile 
to a leader’s face, overhearing 
conversations that were part of 
‘work as usual’, the support of 
a colleague after a challenging 
meeting – the list can indeed go 
on.

What is Mental Health
To borrow WHO’s definition for 
Mental Health, “Mental health 
is a state of well-being in which 
an individual realizes his or her 
own abilities, can cope with 
the normal stresses of life, can 
work productively and is able to 
make a contribution to his or her 
community.” 

So good mental health means 
that employees are able to focus 
to their tasks, feel connected to 
the workplace and empowered 
to share what they think or feel, 
are able to bring their ‘whole 
selves’ to work, and are able to 

deal with challenges in a positive, 
constructive manner. Mental 
health, like any other indicator 
of health, can be understood 
as a spectrum – where one end 
represents individuals with mental 
illnesses that require medication 
and/or therapy, while the other 
represents individuals with high 
levels of satisfaction, resilience 
and optimism. 

Between these two ends emerges 
a series of behaviors which 
indicate mental health challenges 
– sudden anger, severe pessimism, 
anxiety triggered over trivial 
matters, disconnect with people 
around, or cognitive distortions 
like ‘all or nothing’ thinking, 
magnification and minimization, 
etc. It is this middle cohort where 
the surroundings and effective 
practices can make a huge impact 
– just like someone obese may 
simply be breathless after climbing 
stairs today, but can be at 
increased or lower risk of a heart 
attack based on their exercise 
routine.

Mental Health at the 
Workplace
As we came to terms with the 
new normal amidst the pandemic 
normal, there is now growing 
awareness about the importance 
of mental health, and many 
organisations have established 
tie-ups with “Employee Assistance 
Programs” or EAPs, where trained 
counsellors are available 24x7 
to talk with employees and their 
families. Some organisations have 
also supported this with increased 
awareness about the importance 
of mental health, and worked 
towards dispelling the taboo 
around talking about 
it. HUL leads the journey here, 

starting with defining overall 
well-being, with mental health 
being a specific subset. They 
identified 4 elements that need 
to be in place to support mental 
health initiatives: leadership and 
management, communication 
and culture, improving resilience, 
and support. The critical element 
of this framework is that it 
acknowledges the role that 
organisations play in influencing 
mental health, rather than 
relegating mental health concerns 
to a purely employee-led issue. 
Other organisations like Johnson 
& Johnson and Google too have 
taken up leadership positions in 
advocating for mental health. 

Many companies now 
have a fun hour in a 
specified frequency – be 
it a week/fortnight or a 
month, where employees 
connect and talk about 
everything other than 
work. This enables 
employees to let off 
steam, share about their 
lives outside work, share 
anecdotes, participate 
in an activity together 
– be it singing, yoga, 
Zumba dancing, playing 
games, etc. Sharing is 
an incredible support 
to mental health, as it 
surfaces thoughts and 
reaffirms togetherness.
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All managers and HR 
professionals must understand 
the importance of sharing the 
responsibility for mental health 
between an organisation and the 
employee, and some of the points 
below will help clarify how they 
can play a role in enabling positive 
mental health.

Mental Health Before the 
Pandemic
If we keep aside the program 
approach to mental health 
(EAP tie-ups) and consider the 
cultural aspects of driving good 
mental health at the workplace, 
we will find many differences 
in organisations pre-pandemic. 
Most of these were in the way 
employees supported each other 
to get through their work day 
and week. More than any specific 
policy, it was the organisational 
culture – of fairness, of leadership 
support, of supportive colleagues, 
of finding purpose and challenge 
at work – that enabled positive 
mental health.
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These are some of the practices 
which were helpful at regular 
work: 

• Colleagues experienced other 
colleagues more holistically; 
they saw how others behaved 
in meetings and outside, 
in front of superiors and 
with their team members, 
in formal and informal 
settings. Irving Goffman in 
his book Presentation of 
Self in Everyday Life writes 
extensively about this 
tendency of people to put on a 
show as their role demands – 
and being in office meant that 
one could also see the person 
separated from his/her official 
behavior. 

• Colleagues could converse 
and collectively participate 
in sense-making at their 
workplace. This is far more 
important than gossip; it 
is a social activity, where 
plausible stories are shared 

and retained, and employees 
extract cues from this to 
decide on what information 
is relevant and what 
explanations are acceptable. 
In the absence of sense-
making, people may form 
skewed views about their 
workplace, which could 
distort decision making and 
even discretionary effort. 

• Colleagues could give and 
seek help easily. Sometimes 
an offer for support would 
come even without asking, 
simply by observing another’s 
behavior. Since we could 
observe our colleagues in 
totality, we could make 
sensible decisions about 
whom to ask for help without 
the fear of being ignored. 
Common sense and research 
suggest that helping others 
make us feel good, and this 
was an important boost for 
mental well-being. Whether 
it was help for a complex 
MS Excel task, or sharing 
a contact to get some 
information, or even sharing 
some background about a 
difficult stakeholder – all of 
these were naturally possible. 

• Colleagues could bring 
and share their ‘whole 
selves’ at work. There were 
multiple informal cliques 
that employees joined 
spontaneously, where they 
shared tips on health, baby 
care, trading, books, movies, 
vacations and more. This 
translated into spaces where 
employees shared their 
interests and challenges 
outside work, in turn making it 
easier to communicate freely 
at work as well.          
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• Colleagues provided 
healthy competition and 
performance ideas. It 
was easy to somebody’s 
performance and take 
personal notes to try 
something new. Sharing about 
something new was easy be 
it at lunchtime or breaks at 
work, which kept everyone 
updated, making it easier to 
build on that knowledge or 
find applications in one’s own 
work.

• Leaders – be it the CEO or 
the functional leaders – were 
more visible and accessible, 
at least for those who 
working in the same floor/ 
building. They could be seen 
having lunch, slipping in and 
out of meetings, walking 
around the floor, smiling or 
frowning, asking questions 
or information, sharing 
anecdotes about the larger 
organisation.  

Mental Health after the 
Pandemic
One of the biggest forms of 
disruption has been the absence 
of collective working in a shared 
physical space. Given the social 
nature of our work lives, this 
is definitely a large void and 
can perhaps only partially be 
filled with some of the practices 
described below. This puts higher 
responsibility on leaders to not 
just allocate and review work 
in a remote ecosystem, but also 
recreate the social milieu of a 
workplace that supports mental 
health. Some of the practices 
that have helped involve creating 
unique spaces apart from work 
meetings for employees to share, 
support, communicate and 
celebrate together.

• Spaces to share: Many 
companies now have a fun 
hour at a specified frequency 
– be it a week/fortnight or a 
month – where employees 
connect and talk about 
everything other than work. 
This enables employees to 
let off steam, share about 
their lives outside work, share 
anecdotes, participate in an 
activity together, whatever 
that may be, from singing 
to yoga, Zumba dancing to 
playing games. Sharing is an 
immense support to mental 
health, as it surfaces thoughts 
and reaffirms togetherness. 
These initiatives can now be 
made available to a larger 
workforce given that everyone 
is working from home, and 

break down barriers between 
corporate and regions, 
functions, etc. Another 
practice is to spend the first 
5-10 min of every meeting 
checking in on the members 
before beginning the work 
agenda. Some organisations 
have now moved to daily/
weekly/monthly short surveys 
to capture employee well-
being and these can provide 
early warning signs that can 
be addressed quickly. 

• Spaces to support: One 
of the key messages that 
all managers need to share 
with their teams is asking 
for help. In the physical 
workplace, it was easier to 
spot a colleague struggling 
with a high workload or a 
task that required higher skills 
simply by observation. That 
is no longer possible in the 
work from home landscape, 
and hence it becomes more 
important for employees 
to voice it out. Sometimes, 
employees are apprehensive 
that asking from help may 
seem weak and reflect poorly 
on them; these fears need 
to be assuaged. Innovative 
solutions to share work 
opportunities, or opportunities 
to help colleagues can also 
be crowdsourced through 
technology.  

• Spaces to communicate: 
The pandemic has reaffirmed 
the importance of leaders 
continuously communicating 
with their employees – 
through town-halls, open 
houses and more. Authentic 
communication by leaders 
on what they are predicting 
for the business, as well as 
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The pandemic 
has reaffirmed 
the importance of 
leaders continuously 
communicating with their 
employees – through 
town-halls, open houses, 
and more. Authentic 
communication by 
leaders on what they 
are predicting for the 
business as well as 
acknowledging the 
efforts of employees 
reduces anxiety and 
is appreciated by all 
employees.
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acknowledging the efforts 
of employees, reduces 
anxiety and is appreciated 
by everyone. Another 
important node in effective 
communication is conducting 
effective meetings, as it is 
now well documented that not 
being able to see participants’ 
faces and gauge their 
reactions causes an additional 
psychological and emotional 
workload for many. Employees 
also find meetings that are too 
long or too many in number 
tiring. Keeping meetings 
brief, with smaller number 
of participants, keeping 
them specific to agenda, and 
sticking to time, can help. 

• Spaces to celebrate: 
Many recognition platforms 
have been recreated online 
successfully, particularly 
award ceremonies. Birthday 
and work anniversary 
celebrations too have gone 
online with virtual cakes 
and snacks. Having a day 
off has now emerged as 
one of the best celebration 
and recognition tools. Many 
organisations have sent 
hampers to the homes of their 
employees to celebrate new 
teams coming together or big 
wins. These little gestures 
are now becoming pivotal in 
spreading connectedness and 
positivity.  

• Advocate best practices 
for individuals: As 
the pandemic continues, 
it becomes critical for all 
employees to practice 
simple well-being rituals like 
promoting self-care, detaching 
from work, managing stress, 
getting adequate exercise, 

C
O

VER
 STO

RY

practicing meditation and 
sleeping well. While a lot of 
material is available online, 
mature organisations actively 
communicate about the 
need to practice these and 
have leaders roleplay such 
behaviors. This can also 
strengthen the awareness 
about mental health in all 
employees, and sometimes 
even extend to their 
families and communities. 
Communicating about the 
Employee Assistance tie-ups 
is also critical to break the 
taboo about mental health 
and encourage participation 
for employees and their 
families.

Concluding Thoughts 
Despite the challenges, work from 
home also offers several boosts 
for mental health. Increased 
quality time with family is the 
most important one, as many in 
the workforce have moved back 

to their hometowns to be with 
parents and relatives during 
the pandemic. Even those who 
continue in the same city, the time 
saved from travelling in traffic 
means more time to spend with 
family and even self. 

At the same time, the pandemic 
has been a wake-up call for 
employees and employers alike 
to appreciate the importance of 
mental health and consciously 
cultivate habits for well-being, 
as the familiar rituals of work 
and play get dismantled. As the 
news of the vaccine spreads 
everywhere, with the hope of 
normalcy being restored in the 
future, it will be important to 
remember the habits around 
mental health and incorporate 
them along. In the words of Glenn 
Close, “What mental health needs 
is more sunshine, more candor and 
more unashamed conversation.”
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Looking 
Forward to 2021 
with ‘Agile’
With almost a year with the COVID-19 pandemic now, the recent 
developments in the vaccine trials offer hope for normalcy and a 
safe return to the office. However, even when it is safe to return to the 
office, there would be a lot of challenges ahead of the HR community 
as work will never be the same again. The article explains how an 
outcome focussed, people-centred, and an agile approach can 
help HR leaders in reimagining work and overcoming unforeseen 
challenges in 2021. 
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is the Chief People Officer at MoEngage Inc., 
Bengaluru. He comes with a rich experience 
of more than 12 years of delivering change 
and transformations across Indian & APAC 
geographies. His specialties include- 
HR Strategy, Organisation Design and 
Restructuring, Leadership Development and 
Alignment, and Talent Management. Before 
MoEngage, Jitender has worked with major 
companies like- Healthkart.com, PwC, and 
Deloitte. A recognized professional, he has 
been named among Top 100 HR Minds in 
India 2018 by World HRD Congress and Top 
100 Training & Development Minds in India 
2018 by World HRD Congress. Jitender has 
also been recognized as an HR Rising Star of 
the Year 2018 by the HR Association of India.
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More and more research 
has been pointing out 
that the issues of mental 
health, concerns around 
increased household 
work, homeschooling 
kids along with regular 
work has been rising 
ever since and women 
are more likely to be 
impacted by these. To 
make things worse, 
the feeling of not 
being connected 
and networked with 
colleagues and peers 
is making work-life 
balance more difficult.
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2020 proved that a 
company’s ability 

to survive lies in the ability to 
adapt and manage change. 
When we were confronted 
with the Covid-19 crisis last 
year, the unprecedented nature 
of the pandemic was proving 
overwhelming for many 
businesses, threatening their 
continuity, however, businesses 
thrived and survived due to their 
ability to adapt to the new normal. 
And HR has been on the front 
lines during this entire time, its 
role in monitoring and managing 
change has become even more 
critical. We have been working 
with Covid-19 for almost a year 
now and the glimmer of new hope 
in the form of the recent vaccine 
developments in 2021 is definitely 
positive. However, even when 
it is safe to return to the office, 
there would be a lot of challenges 
ahead of the HR community to 
consider and solve. And tackling 
those challenges would definitely 
require a change in mindsets and 
digitization of processes. 2021 
according to me would be another 
year of transformation - in the 
way we work!

Organisation Design and 
New Working Models
The biggest challenge for HR 
in 2021 will be to decide when 
and how to go back to work. The 
recent developments in vaccine 
trials and potential vaccine 
candidates across the world 
are promising, however, new 
working models are most likely 
to persist - especially when the 
effectiveness of such work models 
has proven to be successful. The 
shift to an outcome-based work 
culture will be the demand of 
the workforce and employers 
will have to consider that. The 

pandemic has helped us move 
away from the traditional thought 
process of productivity being 
linked to working hours in the 
office and has also busted quite 
a lot of myths associated with 
remote work. Work design which 
has predominantly focussed on 
efficiency for the longest period 
of time until now has resulted in 
rigid workflows and role designs 
that would need an overhaul 
to accommodate flexibility and 
safety. This has, in turn, resulted 
in friction and inefficient response 
to change. 

A future-focused organisation 
design with defined work 
boundaries to help responsiveness 
and prioritization of efforts will 
go a long way. And since work 
models are not only structural 
and logistical but also cultural, 
employee preferences and 
experiences would matter the 
most. Reinforcing uniform culture 
throughout diverse geographies 
and community groups will be a 
natural challenge HR professional 
will face in the coming times.

The establishment risk posed by 
this pandemic can result in various 
work models in the coming years 
- a mix of office centralized work 
with remote work, full remote and 
no office space, or a hybrid model 
which is more of a project-based 
approach. Also, with the vaccine 
in the distribution phase, there 
will be a plethora of questions 
thrown at strategy and HR folks 
- Would you encourage the team 
members to get vaccinated before 
joining the office? What kind of 
information/communication can 
you share regarding the newest 
vaccine? etc. Focussing on the 
how part of getting back to 
work will be critical since you do 
not want to end up opening up 
office spaces without taking all 
necessary precautions. 

Addressing the Critical 
Skills Gap
The most important challenges 
that come from the remote 
working model are the most 
underrated skills till now - 
adaptability and emotional 
intelligence. Collaboration is 
multi-dimensional and helps 
employees respect each other 
at the most crucial times like 
these. Change management is 
going to be an important aspect 
when interviewing and every 
employer will look for people who 
are adaptable and responsive in 
their approach. Employees who 
are resilient and less thrown 
off by change will be sought 
after. However, how you induce 
these qualities in your existing 
employees is the challenge we 
have to address?

You might have managers who 
have never worked remotely and 
are now handling a big team 
working all remote. Cross-training 

The pandemic has 
helped us to move away 
from the traditional 
thought process of 
productivity being linked 
to working hours in 
the office and has also 
busted quite a lot of 
myths associated with 
remote work.
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for different roles can be tricky 
and information exchange in a 
virtual environment is difficult. 
However, building critical skills 
and organisational competencies 
will be the need of the hour. 
Businesses will continue to 
face challenges and they would 
require teams to be innovative in 
approaching problems and thus 
critical thinking would be a huge 
skill to have. Do not get surprised 
if you are evaluated on how you 
navigate through ambiguity 
in all your interviews in 2021. 
Re-skilling your workforce to 
attain operational efficiency and 
business transformation needs 
to be the objective of any HR 
professional.

Diversity and Inclusion 
Struggles
With almost a year with the 
COVID-19 pandemic now, diverse 
workgroups have still been asking 
for more support - be it women or 
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even working parents, balancing 
work and life has been daunting 
and still the same. More and more 
research has been pointing out 
that the issues of mental health, 
concerns around increased 
household work, homeschooling 
kids along with regular work have 
been rising ever since and women 
are more likely to be impacted by 
these. To make things worse, the 
feeling of not being connected and 
networked with colleagues and 
peers is making work-life balance 
more difficult. Women and 
working parents are more likely to 
not prefer returning to the office 
soon as well. And this may impact 
visibility, performance, and even 
raises at a few places. 

Thus, prioritization and expanded 
budgets on the D&I programs and 
initiatives will also be the key to 
restoring balance or at least have 
minimal impact on these diverse 
groups. Empowering leadership 

for a stronger employer brand will 
be extremely helpful in creating 
trust. We all know the impact of 
COVID-19 on gender equality has 
been serious and we all need to 
start addressing this if not already. 

The pandemic has surely forced 
upon dramatic changes in the 
way the business operates. 
Digitization, the widening 
skills gap, shifting mindsets, 
expectations management, and 
employee wellness has added 
to the list of HR priorities like 
never before. However, an 
outcome focussed, people-
centred approach, and an agile 
mindset will enable HR and teams 
to overcome these unforeseen 
challenges in 2021 as well.

A future-focused 
organisation design with 
defined work boundaries 
to help responsiveness 
and prioritization of 
efforts will go a long 
way. And since work 
models are not only 
structural and logistical 
but also cultural, 
employee preferences 
and experiences would 
matter the most.
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Unfolding the 
‘Hybrid’ Future 
of Work 
The COVID-19 pandemic has brought to the fore a slew of 
challenges upending how we work and where we work thus putting 
the future of work in a state of unprecedented transformation. 
This has pushed businesses to work remotely and adopt a flexible 
“hybrid” work model. The article explores the challenges around 
hybrid workplace models and how we can be more proactive in 
leading this change within our organisations.
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There are very few 
types of organisations 
that could move to 
complete virtual working 
and there are many 
that cannot. So, what 
used to be a part of an 
organisation’s digital 
strategy as a mid to 
long-term roadmap has 
become a reality without 
any opportunity to run a 
pilot, accumulate data, 
analyze, and then do a 
wider phased launch.

Geetanjali Wheeler

is a seasoned L&D professional passionate 
about building a culture that promotes learning 
agility at all levels in the organisation. With 
an experience of about 16 years in varied 
verticals like Telecom, Airline & E-commerce, 
Geetanjali has spearheaded both global and 
national roles. Before moving on to her current 
role of leading L&D for a global financial 
services group in India, she worked for a large 
Telecom company. As the Enterprise L&D 
lead, Geetanjali was instrumental in winning a 
prestigious award from the Indian Society for 
Training Development for innovative training 
practices. In the same year, Dun & Bradstreet 
also published a case study in its yearly 
compilation of HR best practices about an L&D 
intervention designed and led by her.
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December for me always 
has been the best time 
of the year… there is 
something different 

about this month as you can 
celebrate the year going by and 
look forward to the excitement 
and thrill of the coming new year. 
As we step into 2021, I don’t 
remember a year where it was 
more about the year gone by 
than it is about the year to come. 
I think one of the reasons for this 
is that 2020 has changed our 
ways of living and working in a 
revolutionizing way. Therefore, 
in my view, if any individual or 
organisation is expecting to go 
back to exactly how things were, 
it may very well mean that they 
probably have not yet learnt the 
lessons from this pandemic.

The changes are not limited to 
employees working from home. 
The impact of this pandemic is 
wider – on regulatory, financials, 
customers, internal processes, 
and technology. Something 
has changed – for all of us! 
The pandemic has set a huge 
change in motion. Out of the 
many changes we are seeing 
and will experience in the time 
to come, I’d specifically like to 
discuss some challenges around 
hybrid workplace models and 
how we can be more proactive 
in leading this change within our 
organisations. While there can be 
contrary arguments, in my view 
a hybrid workplace is one of the 
most employee-centric decisions 
an organisation can take as long 
as it’s driven by choice, flexibility, 
and a performance management 
framework that truly measures 
objectives and key results.
There are very few types of 
organisations that could move 
to complete virtual working and 

there are many that cannot. So, 
what used to be a part of an 
organisation’s digital strategy 
as a mid to long-term roadmap 
has become a reality without 
any opportunity to run a pilot, 
accumulate data, analyze, and 
then do a wider phased launch. 
While many organisations during 
this pandemic have demonstrated 
resilience and successfully 
transitioned to the new world 
of virtual working, it has also 
highlighted many challenges that 
come with it. Many reports that 
surveyed organisations working 
from home found that their 
employees were able to effectively 
execute their individual tasks. The 
teams also highlighted that while 
it was not a deal-breaker, working 
remotely does have challenges 
around tasks that needed 
collaboration and teamwork. As 
it’s said people do business with 
people they like! 

The human need to connect and 
build workplace relationships, will 
always remain as one of the core 

elements of a successful team, 
whether temporary or permanent. 
A very respectable and seasoned 
leader I know once said that he 
would observe people on the floor 
together especially in informal 
settings such as canteens, water, 
or coffee area. It would always 
give a good idea of how to bring 
cross-functional team members 
together. The chemistry mattered, 
he said! Well, now after working 
for almost a year from home, how 
many of us would say that this 
is something you do not miss 
with your colleagues? As new 
employees join the organisation, 
imagine the efforts needed to 
bond and make them feel like a 
part of the team, as much of an 
organisation’s invisible culture is 
observed and felt when together. 
The values and principles of an 
organisation come alive beyond 
being artefacts only when it 
is actually practised. Another 
significant challenge that surfaced 
during this time was about the 
mental wellbeing of employees 
as we battled stress, anxiety, 
and isolation fatigue. The long 
in-person meetings were as it is 
stressful and now long hours of 
meetings on virtual platforms! 
This indeed changes the playing 
field for leaders because now it 
is not enough to just focus on the 
physical aspects of health, safety, 
and well-being.

The pandemic caused a 
mandatory transition to work 
from home and an expansion in 
the scope of business continuity 
planning. The organisations 
realized that they can make 
huge savings in real-estate and 
infrastructure costs by directing 
those funds to more business-
impacting areas. The social media 
during the lockdown period 

Communication is 
therefore a key factor 
that needs to be used 
well without isolating 
those working from 
home at any point in 
time. For example – the 
communication plan for 
meetings, celebrations, 
etc. needs should be 
merged for both sets of 
employees.
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flooded with pictures of clear blue 
skies, mountain ranges and even 
saw the movement of people from 
metro cities to their hometowns 
– because now all you needed to 
work with was your laptop and 
a good internet connection. So, 
imagine the opportunities it opens 
up for organisations to contribute 
to climate, environment, opening 
up the platform to hire and retain 
talent across without being 
restricted geographically. Why 
force employees to travel for 
hours only to get stuck in traffic 
when that time can be used more 
proactively to work, be with family 
or practice mindfulness, indulge 
in a hobby or learn! The hybrid 
workplace model can encourage 
an organisation’s D&I strategy 
and encourage more people to 
come forward and balance their 
caregiving responsibilities. 
 
Organisations need to rethink 
business models, leadership, 
culture, performance, hiring, 
re-skilling as a renewed strategy 
apart from transforming the 
operational processes, policies, 
procedures, and systems. 
Knowing that a hybrid working 
does not force one to be 
working from home as we 
had to during the lockdown in 

C
O

VER
 STO

RY

itself is a psychological relief. 
Communication is therefore a key 
factor that needs to be used well 
without isolating those working 
from home at any point in time. 
For example – the communication 
plan for meetings, celebrations, 
etc. should be merged for both 
sets of employees. People 
Managers need to be sensitive 
about this and understand new 
ways of managing hybrid teams. 
These may sound like small things 
but if not kept in sight, may result 
in creating groups within teams 
or employees feeling biased about 
how their managers treat them. 
A hybrid workplace model cannot 
be sustained without strong tech 
platforms and the organisations 
will need to continually enhance 
security and employee experience 
to avoid shadow IT taking over. 
This includes helping employees 
set up a home office with basic 
necessities or even exploring 
nearby co-working spaces. The 
main offices can be more of a 
place where wider teams can 
meet for collaborating, ideating 
or brainstorming. It really has 
to become productive and 
efficient for the organisation that 
its employees can work from 
anywhere.

The fact is that there are benefits 
for both organisations and their 
employees to fully leverage 
the hybrid workplace model. 
Therefore, organisations must 
consciously take the best of both 
the worlds and bring that into 
hybrid workplace models. There 
will be resistance and challenges 
and it’s only fair to embrace 
them as this transition into the 
future of the workplace is about 
establishing newer standards 
of excellence. It is indeed one 
of the most impactful change 
initiatives we will be leading in 
this decade that can be driven and 
sustained by using a refreshed 
change management approach 
and strong organisational culture. 
If this win-win is achieved, a 
hybrid workplace will indeed be 
one of the most employee-centric 
decisions an organisation can 
take! I could have not thought 
about this just a year ago, and 
now I cannot see a smart future 
without it. Well, here’s to a great 
hybrid workplace model - until the 
next disruption that will change 
the game again!

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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Re-skilling and 
Winning in the 
New Normal
If nothing else, the recent pandemic has taught us the importance 
of sharpening our skills and keep moving on. As we enter 2021, 
we will see a rise in the need to re-skill and upskill the workforce to 
ready them to take on new roles and challenges. Let’s understand 
why re-skilling will be the winning Mantra in this New Year.
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Traditional learning 
and development 
methods are based on 
the textbooks, manuals, 
videos etc. and at 
present has evolved in 
the e-learning. Virtual 
Reality, however, is 
aimed at driving the 
behavioural change 
that will strengthen 
the connection of the 
brain to translate those 
learnings to the real-life 
events.

is an SPHRi certified Human Resources 
Professional with rich and varied experience 
in various industries and HR functions. 
Currently, he is spearheading the Human 
Resources function of the Hyderabad delivery 
Centre of SG Analytics. An alumnus of IIM-
Kozhikode, Vinay comes with 15 years of 
experience managing knowledge workforce, 
engineering/IT workforce and sales HR with 
PAN India exposure. He is a passionate and 
transformational leader who can manage HR 
projects from conceptualization to completion 
and build relationships with clients and across 
organisations and teams.

Vinay Ravindran
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The outbreak of the 
unprecedented 
pandemic, COVID 19, 
hit the world with its 

mighty claws and made the 
globe to stand still. Not only 
did it affect the normal lifestyle 
and health of the communities 
across the globe, it also hit the 
industries and business that led 
them to undergo vast transitions 
and transformations in business 
operations, business models, 
customer relations, workflows 
and the organisational structure 
so that it can adapt to the new 
normal.

As companies embrace the new 
normal, there is an imbalance in 
talent supply and demand. Some 
jobs have become obsolete, and 
the demand for new skill sets 
is steadily increasing across 
different industries. For example, 
cloud computing, data science, 
machine learning, quantum 
computing, blockchain, healthcare 
professionals and software 
engineers are in demand. 

Companies are being forced 
to find new ways to solve the 
puzzle of matching the current 
employees’ skill set to new 
emerging roles. To streamline 
operational agility, it is important 
that top Management finds an 
ideal strategy that would work 
best for the company adapting to 
the new normal. 

Learning and Development is a 
major component of operational 
agility. Nonetheless, you must 
establish the right systems to help 
develop employees’ skills and 
knowledge to adapt seamlessly to 
changing needs. The employees 
must accept that they will 

be required to be educating 
themselves continuously. 

Re-skilling Vs. Upskilling 
Vs. Cross-functional 
Skilling Gaining More 
Importance as Learning 
and Development 
Strategy 

When it comes to rapid employee 
development, most companies 
are focusing on Hybrid approach 
of re-skilling, upskilling and 
adopting a cross-functional 
training program to keep the 
employee’s skill set relevant to 
their organisational requirements. 

Re-skilling helps existing 
employees to shift to new roles 
or adjust to significant changes 
in their current job’s unique, 
changing requirements. Retraining 
them, the company engages 
employees and enables them to 
best leverage their experience and 
tactical knowledge. 

Upskilling is tasked with providing 
training to the employees to 
enhance their performances in 
their new roles and upgrading 
their skills, so they qualify for 
positions that remain relevant. 
This strategy trains employees to 
take up on new responsibilities 
within their roles. For example, a 
senior employee may get a new 
responsibility of leading a team or 
function. 

Cross-functional skilling trains 
employees wholly on the duties 
and responsibilities of different 
roles which are not exercised in 
the current Job. Cross-functional 
Training is majorly helping the 
employees to develop the skills 
and abilities on the job. 

Retraining, Upskilling and Cross-
functional Skilling the present 
team is cost-effective. It also 
cushions the company from losing 
efficient and engaged employees. 
Further, it lowers the cost of hiring 
and training a new workforce. 
By cross-functional skilling, 
employees with experience and 
skills in different fields work 
together. It leads to innovation, 
creativity, better communication, 
conflict resolution, and teamwork. 
The experienced employees also 
act as mentors to their juniors for 
cost-effective skilling. 

The Road Map to 
Upskilling and Re-skilling 
Employees
Upskilling and re-skilling 
employees may not be a downhill 
task in most cases. Ideally, the 
focus would be to maximize the 
ROIs on each talent and evaluating 
their transferable skills.
Identify the skills gap the business 
is facing. Use the findings to 
assess the employee who needs 
immediate re-skilling. To avoid 
a slump in productivity, retrain 
employees who are in critical roles 
first. After filling this gap, there 
should be learning programs for 

To streamline 
operational agility, it 
is important that top 
Management finds 
an ideal strategy that 
would work best for the 
company adapting to 
the new normal.
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long-term business objectives. 
Hence, retraining should be a 
long-term goal.

Check for Trends
It is vital that the Learning and 
Development team identifies 
relevant industry trends and then 
examines how they impact the 
business model. Note down the 
areas that affect your business 
productivity, and then adjust those 
parts of your business model to 
survive the situation.

Single Out Relevant Skills
The focus of Upskilling and re-
skilling employees is on equipping 
the workforce with skills they 
currently don’t have but can learn 
to ensure continuity. Therefore, 
you’ll need to determine the skills 
and knowledge required for your 
business model to thrive. You’ll 
need to figure out if the new 
set of skills and knowledge are 
present in your organisation. If 
not, you’ll need adjustments that 
may change the employees’ skill 
requirements, implying that they 
will require new knowledge and 
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skills to maintain productivity in 
their jobs.

Modular Learning 
Programs
It is prudent to tailor your 
learning experiences to ensure 
that learners can efficiently hit 
their goals within the shortest 
time possible. For instance, 
if one employee is already 
knowledgeable in a specific field, 
it may not be wise to give them 
the same Training as another who 
doesn’t have the same skills.

Instead, you’ll need to tailor 
learning programs to suit each 
employee’s needs to save time and 
investments. You can achieve that 
by developing modular learning 
programs that consist of varied 
building blocks that can be joined 
to match individual needs. 
To ensure that the programs are 
effective, you will need to clearly 
understand the Learning progress 
for more precise insights on 
employee performance in practice. 
You can then use these insights 
to steer the skills development 

programs to relevant directions 
and adjust the learning programs 
as needed.

How Learning has 
Transformed Post-COVID
Organisations must find how 
to nurture digital, social and 
emotional adaptability,
resilience and cognitive skills to 
succeed at the end of all this. 
Besides, there is a need for talent 
developers to focus on four 
primary areas; 
 
• Soft skills and cognitive skills 

for learners
• Leadership and management 

skills to ensure better 
collaboration, self-expression, 
and management

• Mental well-being and 
cognitive skills to adapt to 
and withstand such drastic 
changes and be able to design 
and innovate

• Technology awareness so 
learners can be able to adapt 
to varying changes with lesser 
struggle

Learning & Development 
Functioning in the New 
Normal
Disruptions that followed, the HR 
and learning professionals are 
tasked with readying for the new 
normal in workplaces. Even as we 
shift into a new phase with eased 
lockdown restrictions, a significant 
fraction of organisations will still 
have to deal with a mix of remote 
workers and those working from 
the office, social distancing and 
remote leaders, etc.

To ensure high performing L&D 
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function that supports workers 
in the new normal, managers 
will have to come up with new 
ways of helping juniors learn from 
seniors and being able to conduct 
performance reviews without 
physically observing employees.

The learning process and the 
choices available should focus on 
career growth and the individual 
needs and personalization. 
Learning and Development team 
should identify the preferred mode 
of learning for each employee and 
then try to customize the learning 
module as per the individual 
requirement. If the employee 
perceives training options only 
focus on benefits to the company, 
it may not motivate employees.

The learning method selected 
should fit the purpose of the 
course to a learner. It should also 
suit the ability of a learner to 
navigate the training course. 

Virtual Learning Models 
and App-based Social 
Learning 
One of the most common digital 
learning methods uses digital 
learning materials and videos. 
These resources are available to 
a learner at a self-paced speed. 
AI and ML driven platforms give 
more personalized and adaptive 
approach to training. 

Two other learning methods are 
virtual classrooms and blended 
learning.

To make an employee empowered 
enough so that they can make 
any decision for the need of the 
company, and to allow them 
in their growth, the Training of 
the employees will need the 

usage of the data to analyze the 
learning trends that will be further 
communicated to draw attention 
and influence the learning 
journeys as well as the experience. 
The most critical part of the 

whole process is to capture and 
document bite-sized, regular and 
long-term learning at various 
levels – teams, functions, projects, 
etc. the usage of mobile Learning 
through the various applications 
will make the process more user-
friendly and easy. 

Use of the Virtual Reality, 
Gamification, Simulation-
based Learning
Mid-level employees are 
increasingly becoming quite 
critical with the advent of the 
remote working and the increased 
responsibility during the COVID 
era. 

Artificial Intelligence is used with 
the aim of automating specific 
programs that were traditionally 
done by the human. Thus, the 
training on the virtual realities 
can become a differentiator of 
the organisation offering a clearer 
employee experience and enable 
them in focusing more on their 
personal growth and paves the 
way of career development. 
Traditional learning and 

Learning and 
Development team 
should identify the 
preferred mode of 
learning for each 
employee and then try 
to customize the learning 
module as per the 
individual requirement. If 
the employee perceives 
training options only 
focus on benefits to the 
company, it may not 
motivate employees.
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development methods are based 
on the textbooks, manuals, videos 
etc. and at present has evolved 
in the e-learning. Virtual Reality, 
however, is aimed at driving 
the behavioural change that 
will strengthen the connection 
of the brain to translate those 
learnings to the real-life events. 
By means of the spatial design 
the brain can perceive the Virtual 
Reality environment to be 
indistinguishable from the Reality.

In-house/Complimentary 
Learning
In-house Learning eliminates 
unnecessary course material. It 
also emphasizes skills in demand 
in the workplace. For example, 
upskilling a manager can enhance 
their skills. The manager will 
gather appropriate learning 
materials and create study guides. 
An in-house expert can teach 
Tableau, Python Programming, 
cloud computing tutorials, 
Microsoft Excel, and data analysis. 

Companies are increasing 
the credibility of In-house 
Learning through robust 
internal assessment and issuing 
professional certificates with 
the certificate number, grades 
obtained, hours spend and giving 
them badges through https://
www.youracclaim.com/ or https://
certifyid.com/

Tie-ups with Education 
Technology Players, 
Academic Skill Training 
Institutes and Universities
There are many resources for 
long-term Learning. For example, 
MOOC like, Coursera and edX 
offer courses in partnership with 
colleges and universities. Zero-
rated content industry experts 

offer skills alongside educational 
content from institutions.

Corporations and companies in 
a specific field provide training 
programs too. For example, 
Microsoft launched courses to 
provide in-demand digital skills. 
These courses have a path to 
certification upon completion of 
the Training.

Continuous, Ongoing and 
Flexible Training 
Employee motivation ensures 
continued learning even after 
acquiring crucial skills. Flexible 
learning hours allow employees 
to gain new skills as they work. 
It also considers the fact that 
employees work from home. The 
skills acquired should be useful 
for a while so that employees can 
enrol in more courses.

Learning Analytics
Nothing like having good 
real time analytic-enabled 

You’ll need to tailor 
learning programs to 
suit each employee’s 
needs to save time 
and investments. You 
can achieve that by 
developing modular 
learning programs 
that consist of varied 
building blocks that 
can be joined to match 
individual needs.

Learning Management System, 
which will help to address the 
training operational challenges 
of nominating, tracking at a 
micro and macro level. Learning 
analytics analyze the time learners 
spend in each phase of the 
Training and assessments could 
be done seamlessly. The data 
also shows how learners interact 
with the materials provided. 
This learning data highlights the 
elements affecting or influencing 
the performance of learners. It 
also offers insights to improve 
learning methods.

Conclusion 
Pandemic made some job roles 
obsolete; Companies have the 
option of retraining, separating 
them or start looking for fresh 
talent. Learning and Development 
team should focus on asking 
the right questions to discover 
and engage employees in 
their development process. 
Make coaching a part of every 
manager’s key result area. 
Organisations must not blindly 
re-skill their employees to make 
them able to take more and 
more responsibilities. It should 
be strategic and align with the 
business requirement and focus on 
the transformation of employee’s 
skill set from “X” measure to “Y” 
measure. 
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The Year 2021: 
Fear of Freedom to 
Freedom from Fear
2020 has been a difficult year, and for many, it was full of tough 
lessons. However, the experiences of 2020 due to COVID-19 
became the largest game changer in modern times. As we enter 
2021, we are hopeful that this is not just a new year, but a year of 
possibilities and an entirely new way of working and looking at work 
from a new perspective.
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The experiences of 
2020 have taught 
everyone to think out 
of the box and develop 
a solution mindset for 
survival. Never before 
tried ideas have taken 
centre stage and risk-
taking ability is on the 
rise. Whether it is ‘work 
from home’ or moving 
to a ‘hybrid working 
model’, organisations 
are prepared to take it in 
their stride. Sahil Nayar, Senior Associate Director – HR 

at KPMG and Harini Sreenivasan, Partner at 
Semcostyle Institute, India thrive on a common 
purpose - unlocking human potential. Both 
Sahil and Harini are design thinkers, enjoy 
weaving stories from every day life and 
sharing them with their followers. They believe 
in investing their time and energy in nurturing 
and influencing the next generation of Human 
Resource leaders through their experiences and 
reflect.

Harini Sreenivasan
Sahil Nayar
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Never before did we 
welcome the new year 
with so much hope. 
Never before did we 

look back at the year gone by with 
so much relief. Never before did 
we wait so impatiently for the 
calendar to change. So, what’s 
making the year 2021 a hero 
in our hearts, an angel in our 
minds? We look back at 2020 as 
an unforgettable teacher of all 
times. A year that has taught us 
tough lessons by isolating us from 
things that we loved doing, by 
depriving us of freedom that we 
perhaps took for granted. Yet, we 
moved on, fought hard, lost a little 
ground, gained strength again all 
until we decided to sync with the 
times. And how did we do that? 
Yes, it’s not yet the vaccine, but 
the four-letter word ‘HOPE’ has 
been an antidote to fight another 
four-letter word ‘FEAR’. Some 
businesses have boomed and 
some have bombed. Yet all are up 
on their feet letting go of FEAR 
and holding on to HOPE.
Getting back to business but is it 
going to be the proverbial “BAU” 
(business as usual)? Is it ‘hope’ or 
‘fear’ that is going to be on top of 
the leaderboard? Of course, ‘hope’ 
is going to be the winner all the 
way. And how?  Let’s start with 
the basics. The year 2021 opens 
up opportunities for each one of 
us like a brand-new book with 
new chapters.

Chapter 1: An explosion 
of path-breaking 
ideas that stir the 
entrepreneurial spirit
The experiences of 2020 have 
taught everyone to think out of 
the box and develop a solution 
mindset for survival. Never before 
tried ideas have taken centre 
stage and risk-taking ability is 

on the rise. Whether it is ‘work 
from home’ or moving to a ‘hybrid 
working model’, organisations 
are prepared to take it in their 
stride. Job losses have created 
stronger individuals who are 
ready to take anything that fate 
decides to throw on their faces. 
The entrepreneurial spirit is 
nothing but the behaviour of 
taking complete accountability of 
decisions and facing hurdles and 
taking obstacles head-on. New 
business models might emerge 
ranging from creative usage of 
technology to reconfiguring virtual 
workspaces. Talent acquisition 
would move away from ‘pin-code’ 
based to purely ‘skill’ based.

Chapter 2: Being remote 
but staying connected
Vaccines will come, citizens will be 
vaccinated yet staying social even 
though by distancing, may remain 

a preferred option. Giving away 
office spaces, reducing work-
commute definitely would be seen 
as having a favourable impact on 
the carbon footprint. Knowledge-
intensive industries will make 
optimum use of technological 
solutions to build repositories 
and platforms to collaborate. 
Who says remote won’t work? 
A common thread of purpose 
running from person to person 
will function like fibre optic cables 
that will bind people together. 
There was a time when people 
feared automation and there were 
apprehensions about automation 
creating role redundancies. The 
same fear factor would now 
turn into hope and support 
organisational growth. Employees 
would look up to automated 
services as an enabler for 
efficiently meeting deadlines, 
quickly responding to stakeholders 
and aiding better decision making. 
With data playing a crucial role, 
the distributed workforce would 
connect and collaborate even 
better. So much for strengthening 
ties to face the future together!

Chapter 3: Forward-
looking and not backward 
gazing
Our dashboards and metrics 
will see a change in perspective. 
Instead of the focus being on 
the lagging indicators, there 
will be a shift towards leading 
indicators. Predictive analytics 
will come into the spotlight while 
reporting analytics will continue 
to be a strong foundation. People 
related policies and procedures 
will move into being more agile 
in their implementation. Human 
capital custodians will have 
to play the role of students of 
behavioural sciences and observe, 
understand and interpret changed 
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Brand rebuilding and 
repositioning, employee 
value proposition, and 
rebuilding relationships 
will become focus 
areas. Business leaders 
will scout for creativity 
and novel ideas 
for rebooting their 
businesses. It is not just a 
new year, but genuinely 
an entirely new way of 
working and looking 
at work in a new 
perspective.
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There was a time 
when people feared 
automation and there 
were apprehensions 
about automation 
creating role 
redundancies. The 
same fear factor would 
now turn into hope and 
support organisational 
growth. Employees 
would look up to 
automated services as 
an enabler for efficiently 
meeting deadlines, 
quickly responding to 
stakeholders and aiding 
better decision making.

behaviours driven by changed 
mindsets. Take a look outside 
the organisation, consumers too 
have faced the storm of 2020 
and their expectations have 
changed too. Brand rebuilding 
and repositioning, employee 
value proposition, and rebuilding 
relationships will become focus 
areas. Business leaders will scout 
for creativity and novel ideas for 
rebooting their businesses. It is 
not just a new year, but genuinely 
an entirely new way of working 
and looking at work from a new 
perspective.

Chapter 4: High touch co-
existing with high tech
All these years we spoke about 
High Touch moving to High Tech. 
Suddenly we are looking at High 
Touch and High Tech joining 
hands in beautiful harmony. 
Hyper personalization by the 
usage of Artificial Intelligence 
and Machine Learning will take 
customer experiences to the next 
level. For organisations to achieve 
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this, investment strategies would 
change, thereby impacting the 
economy in a way that can’t go 
unnoticed.

What does all of this really mean? 
Increased intensity of competition 
in a new world. Sailing in VUCA 
by changing strategies of market 
outreach, nurturing customers 
and growing businesses would 
become inevitable even for well-
established brands. New ways 
of doing business will have to be 
adopted with clear minds and 
embraced with open arms. The 
year 2021 is indeed an interesting 
new book to read after the 
learnings from the year 2020. 
Let us look forward to turning 
its pages with empathy, people 
centricity and resilience to face the 
future.

And here is a song from the 
album ‘Across the Border’ that 
sums up what we felt as we 
welcomed 2021.

So the king sent his soldiers - loyal 
veterans

On horses, in armour, with swords 
in their hands -

To take our freedom, to destroy our 
dreams

To bind us in chains, in cold 
dungeons deep

To ravage our homes, to break our 
bones

But never our spirit, our will and 
our songs

- never our spirit, our will and our 
songs

We now move on to freedom from 
fear...

But wait a minute, it’s 1st January, 
the date has changed, has 
anything else?



ALL THINGS TALENT JANUARY 202154

2021 Please 
Be Good!
2020 is gone, Covid-19 hasn’t. As we look back on 2020 and start 
2021, we understand that many of the problems we experienced in 
2020 due to the pandemic will continue well into this year. While 
HR teams across the globe have taken the challenges head-on and 
have shown immense resilience amidst all chaos, there are still key 
challenges HR Leaders will have to face this year. 
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Lack of face-to-face 
connection has 
increased the number 
of calls and zoom 
meetings. While virtual 
lunches and coffee 
breaks are a solace, 
they fail to provide the 
same level of connection 
as meeting face to face 
at the office, causing 
the risk of isolation and 
fatigue. is an evolving HR professional working as the 

Senior Manager HR at DLF Limited. Prior to 
this, she worked as the HR Business Partner 
at the TATA Consultancy Services. She has 
been recognised as a Global Top Performer 
in Resource Management for the year 2013-
14. She is passionate about providing the best 
candidate experience and thinking out of the 
box to create business value. Her specialities 
include- Talent Engagement, Performance 
Management, Learning and Development, and 
Resource Management.

Parul Bahl
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The novel coronavirus 
(COVID-19) has changed 
the way organisations 
function. From complete 

work from home to work from 
anywhere, from virtual  
on-boardings to virtual farewells 
- the pandemic has fundamentally 
changed the way businesses 
function and employees work in 
just a few months. The year 2020 
has seen it all and provided the 
much-needed nudge that forced 
organisations to adopt technology 
and innovate to survive.

While HR’S around the globe put 
their best foot forward to ensure 
that the change management is 
smooth and employees adapt 
to the new ways of functioning, 
there are a few apprehensions/
challenges that the HR team 
will still have to face and plan to 
tackle this year as we bid farewell 
to 2020 and begin 2021 with 
expanded coronavirus restrictions 
and glimmers of hopes of a cure 
for Covid.

1. Attrition Rate May 
Increase: The pandemic 
slowed most of the businesses 
down, bringing recruitments to 
a rude halt. Many organisations 
rescinded campus and other job 
offers and employees focused 
all their attention on ensuring 
that their jobs were protected. 
However, with the news of the 
vaccine doing the rounds, there 
is an expectation that the job 
market will start to recover slowly 
but steadily. Employees will start 
scouting for better opportunities 
again causing a spike in the 
attrition rates. HR teams will 
need to relook at their benefits 
and perks policies in addition 
to finding ways of intrinsically 
motivating employees.

2. Employee Burnout:  
With work from home practically 
melting the difference between 
office start time and end time, 
employees are increasingly facing 
burnout risks which can have 
significant consequences like 
excessive stress, fatigue, etc. 
Lack of face-to-face connection 
has increased the number of 
calls and zoom meetings. While 
virtual lunches and coffee breaks 
are a solace, they fail to provide 
the same level of connection as 
meeting face to face at the office, 
causing the risk of isolation and 
fatigue. HR teams will need to 
come up with new and innovative 
ways to keep employees 

motivated and engaged in the 
new year, for example, no meeting 
day or mandatory days off to help 
employees recoup. 

3. Safety Concerns: 
With the lockdown opening 
up, a percentage of employees 
have started returning to their 
workplaces while others plan 
to do so by March – April 2021. 
One of the biggest concerns for 
the HR team will be to ensure 
the safety and hygiene of the 
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employees working out of office 
locations. In addition to ensuring 
that employees stay vigilant in 
ensuring that social distancing 
norms are followed at the 
workplace till each one of us gets 
vaccinated, a standard protocol in 
terms of setting up action teams 
and isolation rooms will have to be 
taken up to tackle any employee 
showing symptoms. 

4. Revamping Policies: The 
lockdown made organisations 
more comfortable with the idea 
of anytime anywhere working, 
which came with its own set of 
pros and cons. With the vaccine 
around the corner, organisations 
will have to take a call on whether 
to tweak their policies to allow 
permanent work from anywhere 
even after the pandemic is over 
or to go back to their old ways of 
working from an office location. 
While companies like Twitter 
and TCS have taken a call to 
continue with work from home 
to reduce infrastructure costs 
and allow flexibility, many others 
are yet to take the call. Besides, 
organisations may need to relook 
at existing medical benefits to 
include more in-house counselling 
and therapy support to employees 
to deal with anxiety and burnout.

Takeaway
While 2020 has been a rough 
roller coaster ride, it has also 
taught us some important 
life lessons. Above all, it has 
taught the HR fraternity to take 
challenges in its stride and rise to 
the situation. While we all remain 
optimistic, it’s practical to assume 
that 2021 will not solve the 
pandemic situation overnight. It’s 
imperative that we have an action 
plan in place to face expected 
challenges.
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Vicissitude 
in HR - 2021 
2020 has been a year defined by a devastating global pandemic 
which became the accelerator for one of the greatest workplace 
transformations of our lifetime. Dramatic changes caused by the virus 
had unprecedented implications on work and influenced human 
resources profoundly. In this article, we learn how HR leaders can 
navigate the unforeseeable future and develop crisis management 
plans and elaborate new policies for remote as well as hybrid 
working systems as a response to the current crisis that might play 
out in 2021 and beyond.
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At the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, 
continuing business 
operations and 
managing employees 
became a massive 
challenge, as nobody 
had faced something like 
this before. However, 
HR leaders played a 
key role in handling this 
unpredictable situation 
by devising a response 
that was rapid and 
robust, implementing 
proper policies and 
revamping the functions 
to maintain continuity 
in the face of uncertain 
times.
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worked in a variety of industries including IT, 
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Manufacturing. Previously, he has worked with 
Unicode Systems Private Ltd, Energy and Fire 
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Sahara India. He holds an MBA in International 
Business from Pondicherry University.
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We are all witness 
to drastic changes 
in our personal 
and professional 

life due to COVID-19 this year 
and there is no denying the fact 
that its reflection of impact will 
continue in coming years too. The 
pandemic has negatively impacted 
the careers and businesses of 
many of us, still, during this hard 
time we have also discovered 
alternate options to continue 
business and found ways to work 
from home in the best possible 
manner.

At the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic, continuing business 
operations and managing 
employees became a massive 
challenge, as nobody had faced 
something like this before. 
However, HR leaders played a key 
role in handling this unpredictable 
situation by devising a response 
that was rapid and robust, 
implementing proper policies 
and revamping the functions to 
maintain continuity in the face of 
uncertain times. HR managers 
were most engaged during this 
period to keep their organisation’s 
goal achievable and employees 
motivated. While managing 
business operating activities and 
those things which ran parallel 
to it were explored and modified/
revamped as and when required, 
expectations or motivation factors 
of employees, technology change, 
working infrastructure, etc were 
also addressed. 

Previously, it was hard to imagine 
that desk work can be done and 
managed from home, but now it 
seems feasible and organisations 
are planning strategies and 
processes to continue the same 

as it is cost-effective and spares 
space in the office which can be 
utilized for business expansion or 
for that workforce whose nature 
of work requires their presence in 
office premises. By adopting this 
new culture, organisations can 
shrink their expenses in managing 
their staff without procuring new 
space for business operations. 

In this new normal, we have seen 
many changes in our ideology 
and business practices on the 
personal and professional front. 
During this period, organisations 
have experienced scenarios 
where business operations 
were almost inactive and for 
some organisations, they were 
completely dormant due to 
lockdown like manufacturing 
units, plants, and other non-IT 
sectors. This pandemic has shaken 
our understanding of the business 
world, be it work, technology, or 
employees. 

Organisations are now ready 
to implement technology into 
their system to avoid further 
such losses in a similar kind of 
situation, which was earlier just 
a matter of discussion at board 
meetings but was never given 
due importance considering such 
activities being an unnecessary 
cost to the company. Similarly, 
now employees are saving their 
income sincerely for the future and 
showing an inclination towards 
contribution in government-
sponsored welfare schemes 
like EPF and ESIC for securing 
their future. It was seen in 
general practices that most of 
the employees used to focus on 
higher in-hand salary and for 
that, they were ready to opt-out 
from government-sponsored 
welfare schemes. During this 
pandemic period, the government 
has extended its support to 
its contributors by allowing 
withdrawal of EPF contributions 
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made by the employer and the 
employee to run their normal life. 
All these factors have changed the 
mindset of most of the employees.

In April 2021 a new labour code 
is going to be implemented which 
is expected to bring significant 
changes in our HR practices. 
As an organisation, employer, 
and employee, we must prepare 
ourselves for those changes and 
their effects on our professional 
practices. 

So, let us discuss the changes we 
can implement, or we can see in 
the coming time in our different 
processes in certain HR domains.

Recruitment
Waiting for the right time to learn 
new things can land working 
professionals in hot water. With 
disruptions intensifying, this 
theory won’t work anymore. 
Now, HR leaders will focus on 
those employees who are agile, 
active, and tech-savvy. Such 
employees will be an asset to the 
organisation, and they will be able 
to survive in tough periods like we 
had this year in 2020. Such skills 
give them flexibility in adapting 
to new changes in this VUCA 
world. Such employees reduce the 
cost of training if they are already 
tech-savvy or have a skill set 
which makes them adaptive for 
upcoming changes. 

The role of the recruitment team 
also becomes important here, as 
we all know that the COVID-19 
is still with us and we need to 
use all precautionary actions 
to protect our organisation and 
employees. HR leaders need to 
use cloud-based recruitment tools 
and techniques to perform end 
to end recruitment process to 

avoid human interactions in the 
initial stages of an interview with 
any candidate.  The recruitment 
team must ensure that if someone 
is coming to the office for the 
final round of interview or the 
completion of joining formalities 
should have one day or max two 
days prior the COVID test report 
and Antigen report with them as 
per requirement. Such practice will 
certainly reduce the possibilities 
of the spread of infection. We 
should have a separate cabin 
for those hiring, in which human 
interactions are required and 
technology cannot be used 
specifically in blue color hiring to 
avoid the spread of infection to 

others. We should keep stationery 
and official documents in other 
locations or the same cabin in 
the locker to avoid unnecessary 
interaction of other staff with 
those items to restrict spread. 
If we carefully notice our daily 
routine of the work process, 
we can implement many things 
which can be beneficial in these 
circumstances.

Diversity and Inclusion
Diversity and inclusion policies 
were earlier limited to the HR 
handbook for many organisations 
but now most of the organisations 
are exploring this practice to 
cut down their financial loads 
in manpower hiring and in 
other departments to make 
their recruitment strategies 
more effective. From a business 
perspective, diversity in the 
workplace helps the business unit 
to understand their stakeholder 
and customer insight for doing 
well and provides data to meet 
the needs of stakeholders or 
customers as well. A well-
executed inclusion strategy makes 
a happy workforce, attracts 
qualified employees, brings job 
satisfaction and increases the ROI 
of employees. HR leaders need 
to ensure that everyone gets an 
equal opportunity to grow within 
the organisation irrespective 
of their diverse factors and 
inclusion policy should nurture 
and empower employees so that 
they feel included irrespective of 
who they are or what they identify 
themselves as. 

HR leaders need to prepare 
proper diversity strategies as it 
differs from industry to industry. 
For instance, hospitality diversity 
factors will be different from the 
real estate or IT sector. Without 
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A well-executed 
inclusion strategy makes 
a happy workforce, 
attracts qualified 
employees, brings job 
satisfaction and ROI of 
employees. HR leaders 
need to ensure that 
everyone gets an equal 
opportunity to grow 
within the organisation 
irrespective of their 
diverse factors and 
inclusion policy should 
nurture and empower 
employees so that they 
feel included irrespective 
of who they are or what 
they identify themselves 
as.
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proper policy and strategy, the 
execution of the D&I policy will 
be inconceivable. This is the time 
to implement THE RIGHTS OF 
PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES 
ACT, 2016 to interpret the real 
meaning of D&I and to name CDI 
(Corporate Disability Inclusion). 
As per one survey conducted 
in 2019, only 34 lakhs of the 
about 1.34 crore people with 
disabilities (PwDs) in the 
employable age have a job 
in India, according to Equiv.
in, a recruitment platform 
that cited government data 
for the numbers. That is an 
unemployment rate of more 
than 70%. Similarly, we have a 
proficient female workforce who 
have to leave their running job due 
to motherhood and could not get 
a better job or job opportunities 
post-maternity. However, this 
COVID-19 pandemic situation 
has proved that work from 
home can be done easily and is 
manageable, as employees are 
ready to manage things as earlier 
they used to do it from the office. 
We have an opportunity to find 
ways to incorporate our talent 
search with these professionals 
who are out of the mainstream of 
the working environment due to 
fewer opportunities. Reach of the 
recruiter will enhance with the 
inclusion of these two manpower 
segments for which we need to 
frame proper work policies and 
monitoring system. 

Organisational Change
We all have seen a drastic change 
in our working methods and 
working culture in the last year. 
Top to down working culture and 
its functionality got changed to 
some extent and additional job 
responsibilities were incorporated 
to some positions without 

defining proper job roles. Such 
action is understood as it was an 
ad hoc situation, but now when 
things are getting normal and 
everyone is coming back to the 
office to resume their routine jobs, 
HR leaders need to redefine job 
responsibilities, KRAs and goal 
setting for every employee to 
avoid conflicts in the workplace 
especially in the post-COVID -19 
scenario.  

Clear objectives for organisation, 
team and individual are the need 
of the hour as they help everyone 
succeed. Leaders should be 
more agile in connecting with 
their peers and team members 
to motivate them. Setting 
clear expectations will help 
leaders to mould themselves 
and the team with new goals. 
A gap in communication may 
hamper organisational goals. 
Employees should also be given 
the opportunity to opt for their 
KRAs and goals to perform better. 
The platform should be given 

where employees can discuss 
their goal’s performance with 
peers to improve their output and 
to relate to the organisation’s 
goal. Employee surveys should 
be conducted for knowing ESI 
(Employee Satisfaction Index). 
ESI analysis will provide desired 
information and clarity on 
redefining the organisation’s 
policies as per the need of the 
amendment in the respective 
policy. Such surveys help HR 
leaders to draft proper factor 
comparison, skill competencies, 
employee wellness programs, 
and R&R policies, etc. which 
are required to keep employees 
motivated. Organisational 
structure revamping should stand 
on a plinth of equality where 
each employee classification 
will get an equal opportunity to 
grow and one who is working 
from home or remote areas is not 
treated as a less performer/less 
required compared to those who 
are working from the office. The 
performance assessment process 
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should be the same for each 
employee within the organisation. 
A better organisational design and 
structure in this new normal will 
help everyone to understand their 
role and their alignment with the 
organisation’s goal. 

Performance 
Management
The COVID-19 pandemic has 
created a lot of fuss for HR 
leaders when it comes to PMS 
(Performance Management 
System). HR leaders must share 
the organisation’s expectations 
from individuals or teams for the 
coming period. For the previous 
year, the HR leader must take a 
performance review according to 
goals achieved by the individual or 
whole team during this pandemic 
situation and the ROI of their 
efforts. HR leaders should not 
forget to appraise individual’s/
team’s best efforts during this 
pandemic situation. Recognition 
of one’s efforts is more important 
for keeping them motivated. 
Employees and their respective 
team leaders must have proper 
communication which will bring 
clarity of goals and expectations 
as clear goals and expectations to 
motivate employees to perform 
better. HR leaders should 
ensure that team leaders are 
well connected between their 
regular office team and remote 
team to avoid communication 
gaps. Organisations should use 
Performance Management tools 
which help to narrate accurate job 
profiles and expectations, create 
relevant objectives that align with 
the company’s goals and mission, 
document performance, and write 
the appraisals. 

On-boarding Process
During the pandemic situation, 

we have understood well that 
social distancing is key to save 
ourselves from infection. Joining a 
remote location will depend upon 
your travelling to the reporting 
office then moving to the joining 
location. Employees coming for 
joining may spread infections in 
visiting places unknowingly, hence 
to avoid such instances, we can 
conduct online on-boarding with 
the help of various joining tools 
in the market. Web-orientation 
can be done, and team interaction 
can happen online, which will 
be a safe process of joining. HR 
leaders must introduce and adopt 
technologies to enable online on-
boarding, induction and joining 
process end to end to make the 
entire process paperless and 
safe without human interactions, 
in future, it will also reduce the 
travelling cost per hire.

Learning & Development 
Process
HR leaders need to restructure 
L&D policies to give equal 
opportunity for learning and 
development to remote employees 
like regular employees who are 
working from an office or work 
location. L&D specialists should 
be focused to align employee’s 
goals and performance with that 
of the organisation’s. Identification 
of skill gaps among employees 
(employees working from the 
office or remote employees) 
will help to develop and deliver 
proper training to bridge the 
gaps. Facilitating employees with 
L&D will help to attract, retain, 
motivate, and engage employees 
and create a value-based 
environment. L&D team needs to 
collaborate with the IT team to 
create a platform for providing 
online learning space along with 
regular employees to keep each 

team member on the same page 
of learning. 

Employee Engagement 
Program
Remote employees were existing 
earlier, but post COVID-19, the 
number of remote employees has 
increased drastically and every 
passing day it’s rising. Recognition 
is something which has become 
more valuable than any monetary 
benefits. HR leaders should define 
processes for regular interaction 
with remote employees virtually 
so that they feel engaged and 
connected with the team working 
from the office. They should be 
invited online for celebrating 
any office event or occasion. For 
appreciating the contribution or 
efforts of the remote team, HR can 
send local gift cards which can 
be redeemed later by employees. 
Remote employees can be given 
the opportunity to learn online 
through platforms like Udemy, 
LinkedIn Learning and Vskills by 
providing discounted or free online 
courses which will help them 
to grow professionally in a time 
where they might feel stagnant. 
HR leaders should define proper 
standard operative processes for 
developing proper systems and 
execution methods. 

To conclude, in this new normal 
HR Leaders need to prepare and 
implement those human resource 
policies which should be one size 
fits all considering all factors and 
areas of the human resources 
department. Attentiveness is very 
much required as we all have 
entered that era where few team 
members are coming to the office 
and some are working from home, 
but better HR policies can erase 
the difference between these 
employee classifications. 
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Fast & Stable: How 
Data-Decisioning & Tech 
Solutions Enabled Quality 
Hiring with Lower Attrition
HR Technology is revolutionizing the HR domain in every way - 
multiple HR responsibilities such as hiring, on-boarding, training, 
engagement, retention are seeing transformation at every level. 
Thus it becomes important to leverage the predictive power of data-
decisions and tech-led solutions to bring in structured information 
and transform HR practices for the future. This article takes you on 
Kinara Capital’s journey of adopting tech practices and data-driven 
methodologies in their HR practices to maximize recruiting efficiency, 
reducing attrition, and elevating the way they work.
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Gracy Tavamani

A data-driven approach 
has served us well as 
we kept doubling our 
workforce year on year 
and geographically 
expanding to over 90+ 
cities. Leading with data 
sped up the process by 
2x which meant that 
as a team of about 5 
people, we were able to 
review over 20,000 CVs 
within a year and close 
on 800+ openings, 
including extra resources 
to increase the sales 
numbers.
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Gracy leads a diverse HR team at the company that is 
responsible for talent acquisition for both the head office 
and field positions, resource management, employee 
engagement, employee relations and performance 
management. Prior to joining Kinara Capital, Gracy 
was the President of HR & admin at MVJ College of 
Engineering in Bangalore. She holds 18+ years of rich 
experience having worked in multiple sectors including 
financial services, education, infrastructure, technology, 
and apparel. Gracy holds an MBA in Finance & HR from 
the University of Mysore and an Executive Development 
Program In Human Resources from XLRI Jamshedpur. She is 
currently pursuing her Ph.D. in Business Management from 
American Business Management & Technology College. 
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While HR has 
long been 
considered one 
of a company’s 

core assets, the need to manage 
it efficiently has grown even 
stronger over time. I believe that 
HR is most appreciated and the 
most under pressure when a 
company is experiencing a rapid 
growth spurt. This has certainly 
been my experience when I joined 
Kinara Capital a little over 5 years 
ago to head HR and recruiting 
operations. Since I joined, we 
have scaled from 50 to 1000 
employees, growing across six 
states with 110 branches and 
expanding our corporate office 
in Bangalore with many new 
departments. 

At Kinara Capital, from the 
beginning, we built digital 
processes using AI data-decisions 
as we provide collateral-free loans 
to small business entrepreneurs 
(MSME sector), mainly because 
many of our customers are 
new to formal lending. Many 
of our customers don’t have a 
credit score; therefore, we built 
our proprietary methodologies 
for risk assessment and used 
psychometric testing for 
unbiased insights about how the 
entrepreneurs handle problem-
solving in their business. 

In parallel to how we operate our 
business, we began adopting 
tech practices and data-driven 
methodologies in our HR practices 
from early on. As the head of 
HR of this fast-growing fintech, 
we began digitizing and taking 
a data-based approach for three 
main reasons, (i) avoiding bias in 
the system, (ii) reducing attrition 
with a diverse workforce, (iii) 
enhancing the employee’s career 
growth. 

Data-Driven Approach 
Maximizes Recruiting 
Efficiency and Reduces 
Bias
When it comes to recruiting, too 
many of us HR professionals are 
still too squarely focused on the 
qualitative matching of CVs and 
JDs. As Kinara was experiencing 
rapid growth, I was tasked to 
scale our human capital quickly 
and rapidly. A data-driven 
approach has served us well as 
we kept doubling our workforce 
year on year and geographically 
expanding to over 90+ cities. 
Leading with data sped up the 
process by 2x which meant that 
as a team of about 5 people, we 
were able to review over 20,000 
CVs within a year and close on 
800+ openings, including extra 
resources to increase the sales 
numbers. 

We customized our HR Analytics 
to quickly review hundreds of 
resumes for fast hiring to reduce 

attrition. HR Analytics provides 
more insights at every stage of 
the employee lifecycle, as data 
keeps flowing in and when an 
employee crosses stages like 
induction, a probation period, 
confirmation, promotions, and so 
on. Instead of basing decisions on 
just the interview performance, H
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HR Analytics provides 
more insights at every 
stage of the employee 
lifecycle, as data 
keeps flowing in and 
when an employee 
crosses stages like 
induction, a probation 
period, confirmation, 
promotions, and so on
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reviewing data gave us insights 
into the factors that are likely to 
reduce employee attrition. For 
example, we review parameters 
like Integrity, Commitment/
Accountability, Teamwork, 
and Culture Fit that suggest a 
person is well-thought, through 
questionnaires and is most 
likely to commit to a 3+ year 
stay with the company. By 
finding innovative ways that 
helped us scale our workforce, 
we simultaneously maintained 
our attrition at around 20% on 
average over the last 5 years 
(2015-2020) while reducing year 
on year attrition by 10%, which is 
well below the industry standard. 

As we continued to open up new 
branch after branch across six 
states, we required quick decision 
making of local talent. Emotional 
Intelligence is critical for fast-
growing organisations to work 
well and has become even more 
important in the wake of the 
pandemic. Emotional Intelligence 
from a blend of psychometric 
testing and behavioural 
interviewing questions helps us 
uncover the candidate’s problem-
solving approach and ability to 
build team rapport. 

Our end-to-end process is 
completely automated and user 
friendly. Before finalizing the 
candidate, we have a rigorous 
selection process such as 
assessing psychometric tests 
to understand their emotional 
intelligence and behavioural 
aspects, a technical written test 
for critical roles, field exposure, 
including the standard interview 
process. This also provides more 
transparency about the candidate 
because judgement is no longer 
solely based on the interviewer’s 

feedback. Data-decision making 
means that we are always 
evaluating our processes from 
many points of view. In addition 
to always securing feedback from 
our current employees, we also 
take time to reach out to former 
staff and secure their honest 
feedback on internal processes. 

Tech Enables 
Cohesiveness and 
Transparency in the 
Organisation 
With recruiting and hiring in 
place, we turned our attention to 
employees. As an HR professional 
who has spent years in this 
industry, I know that the most 
common employee complaint 
is usually the lack of access 
to information about policies, 
grievances, benefits, leaves, 
and performance reviews. Like 
most other aspects of our lives, 
the way we approach hiring 
and on-boarding has also been 
transformed by tech-led solutions. 
A unified platform that allows 
the HR team to interface with 
employees, both new and old, in a 
fast and efficient way saved both 
time and effort and minimized 
paperwork. 
 
With a mobile-first secure human 
resource management system 
(HRMS) in place, we have enabled 

H
R

 TEC
H

Emotional Intelligence is 
critical for fast-growing 
organisations to work 
well and has become 
even more important 
in the wake of the 
pandemic. Emotional 
Intelligence from a 
blend of psychometric 
testing and behavioural 
interviewing questions 
help us uncover the 
candidate’s problem-
solving approach and 
ability to build team 
rapport.

employees to access everything 
at their fingertips any time of 
the day and to easily sign in 
for attendance, request leaves, 
get salary details, or any other 
relevant data they require. A 
dedicated employee portal keeps 
all apprised of new company 
policies and gives all an option 
to file tickets for anything they 
need, and all this can be done 
easily from their mobile phones. In 
addition, the HRMS encompasses 
all relevant performance 
evaluation processes with the 
information made accessible 
to the employees, making the 
process transparent and smooth. 
For employees, regardless of their 
role, we provide clear expectations 
by designing KRAs/KPIs, 
measuring both the qualitative 
and quantitative parameters in 
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performance reviews. Systematic 
reviews and consistent feedback 
help both the Manager and the 
team focus on the company goals 
whilst enabling employees to 
enhance their personal career 
growth.

While the Covid-19 pandemic 
threw a spanner in the works for 
the regular operations of many 
companies, despite our rapid 
growth, our HRMS allowed us to 
carry out the process seamlessly 
with information accessible to 
all employees. Having an HRMS 
in place ensured that the annual 
performance reviews and annual 
promotions, internal job postings 
(IJPs), and incentives were not 
delayed. Our company was tech-
ready, and employees were able to 
participate in the review process 
easily from any location. 

Use of Tech to Connect 
and Upskill 
The recruitment and review 
process is not where Kinara 
Capital’s engagement with tech-
driven solutions ends. There are 

other practices to build and foster 
a connection with the company 
culture and overall mission. Field 
employees are taken through 
quarterly refresher training, and 
employees across the board are 
given access to study material 
through the LMS portal so 
that they can keep re-skilling 
themselves. Field employees are 
also given access to the Enguru 
app to help them learn English if 
necessary. 

Kinara Capital as a whole 
prioritizes the implementation 
of data-decisions and tech-led 
solutions to elevate the way 
we work. At the heart of any 
organisation, it is the people who 
carry forward the company’s 
mission. During the Lockdown, we 
introduced new initiatives to keep 
the team spirit alive by introducing 
Zoom sessions that included 
everything from playing games 
such as charades and antakshari 
to creative pursuits that included 
everything from how to make 
mandalas, to cooking biryanis, to 
appreciating Kannada poetry. 

HR analytics is designed to 
facilitate recruiting and retention 
through proactive, data-driven 
decision-making. While this has 
turned our team into confident 
recruiters, the rest depends on 
the culture we create every day. 
When it comes to employee 
engagement, HR Management = 
Human Engagement. 

As #TeamKinara, we are a proud 
group of believers and doers, 
unified in our mission to build a 
collaborative, inclusive team and 
continue in our mission of driving 
financial inclusion. 

A dedicated employee 
portal keeps all apprised 
of new company 
policies and gives all 
an option to file tickets 
for anything they need, 
and all this can be done 
easily from their mobile 
phones. In addition, 
the human resource 
management system 
(HRMS) encompasses 
all relevant performance 
evaluation processes 
with the information 
made accessible to the 
employees, making the 
process transparent and 
smooth.
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Employer 
Branding - The 
Armour of HR
Today, the employer brand is more important than ever as it forms a 
backbone of recruiting strategy. So it is imperative that companies 
have a robust strategy for building an appealing brand to expand 
their reach to prospective employees and achieve business goals.
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Today, the employer 
brand is more important 
than ever, as candidates 
will preemptively reject 
a company with poor 
reviews. Companies 
need to show 
prospective candidates 
why their organisation 
is great, and why they 
should want to work 
there.

is the founder of HRGurukul and Employer 
Brand India. She has previously worked as 
a Social Brand Practitioner and Recruitment 
Branding Lead at IBM. She has 20 years of 
professional work experience across Strategic 
HR, Recruitment, L&D, Diversity & Inclusion, and 
Employer Branding. She is a Feminist, honoured 
as Top 50 Women to follow in Asia, as Top 
10 Sheroes in India, Sheroes Mentor, and Top 
10 HR Influencers in India. An IIM-C alumna, 
she is honoured and recognized as Top 100 
#FutureofWork Influencers worldwide. She 
loves to read, write and is fond of trekking and 
travelling. She can be contacted via Twitter @
rucsb or email – ruchibhatia23@gmail.com.
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Employer Branding has 
gained prominence in the 
last 4-5 years. Companies 
are realizing that it is 

not enough to continue with old 
recruitment and hiring practices if 
they were to hire the best talent 
from the market. Each hire in a 
critical role is an investment for 
the organisation. Companies want 
to make sure that there are fewer 
hiring mistakes and they hire the 
right candidates which fit the 
culture of the organisation and is 
a superstar employee. “Candidate 
Experience” has become a popular 
buzzword, but it’s only going to 
become an increasingly important 
factor in attracting great people 
to your company as candidates 
see it as a window into how your 
company operates. Candidate 
experience is as important as 
employee experience and is a 
major part of both your employer 
brand and your hiring process.

What is Employer 
Branding?
Employer branding is the process 
of promoting a company, or an 
organisation, as the employer of 
choice to the desired target group, 
one which a company needs 
and wants to recruit and retain. 
Today, the employer brand is more 
important than ever, as candidates 
will preemptively reject a company 
with poor reviews. Companies 
need to show prospective 
candidates why their organisation 
is great, and why they should 
want to work there. In short, it 
involves defining your unique 
employee value proposition. 
Some of the benefits of having an 
effective employer brand in place 
are:
• Reduced turnover of staff
• The attraction of right-fit 

candidates

• The attraction of high-quality 
talent

• Help in retaining best 
employees

• Reduced cost per hire
• Engaged employees
 
As the lines blur even more 
between marketing and 
recruitment, the best brands are 
bold and authentic, sharing ‘what 
it’s like to work here.’ An insight 
into the company culture, career 
progression and colleagues, is 
now a must for job-seekers. – 
Chris Pateman

Recruiters need to think and 
act like marketers to attract the 
best candidates. With the rise of 
different digital platforms, it is 
becoming increasingly difficult 
to choose how to advertise or 
market your jobs to potential 
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Recruiters need to think 
and act like marketers 
to attract the best 
candidates. With the 
rise of different digital 
platforms, it is becoming 
increasingly difficult to 
choose how to advertise 
or market your jobs to 
potential candidates. 
Gone are the days, 
when candidates 
would apply to jobs 
without researching the 
company.
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candidates. Gone are the days, 
when candidates would apply 
to jobs without researching the 
company. Candidates research 
their potential employer on 
Glassdoor, read reviews, see 
ratings of top management as 
much as companies try to find 
about candidates. Candidates 
want to know what it feels like to 
work for your organisation. What 
is the culture, what are the career 
and advancement opportunities, 
what kind of learning does your 
company provide, what are the 
rewards for performers, what are 
the benefits and perks for working 
with your organisation? In short, 
candidates assess their potential 
employers before applying for 
jobs. That’s where the importance 
of employer branding lies.

Many a time, passive candidates 
don’t apply to opportunities 
because of the time-consuming 
application process. Linkedin 
offers an easy apply button and 
many companies’ Recruitment 
systems i.e. ATS (Applicant 
Tracking Systems) are integrated 
with LinkedIn. What it means for 
candidates is the ease of applying 
to companies with the click of a 
mouse, they can submit their CV 
in companies databases. 

Companies rely on a different 
source mix for diversity in 
hiring, for example, Career 
Sites, Employee Referrals, Job 
Boards, Social Media, sometimes 
external Recruitment Agencies 
and Vendors. Social media in the 
recruitment world is growing 
exponentially. According to 
research, 73% of Millennials 
report finding their most recent 
job on social media, 92 percent 
of recruiters use social media to 
find the best candidates for each 
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Stories of the employees, 
when narrated in the 
first person, are much 
more appealing to 
external candidates than 
formal Corporate Brand 
messaging. Employees 
are adopting social 
media platforms, hence 
the Corporate Brand 
gets humanized.

position, and 86% of people in 
their first 10 years of employment 
say they use social media to find 
work. All these are potential 
options to reinforce your branded 
messaging which is consistent as 
well as authentic.

Employees’ stories make a 
really good option to indulge 
in Corporate Storytelling and 

showcase the culture of your 
organisation. Stories of the 
employees, when narrated in 
the first person, are much more 
appealing to external candidates 
than formal Corporate Brand 
messaging. Employees are 
adopting social media platforms, 
hence the Corporate Brand gets 
humanized. Effective employer 
branding is the combination 
of market research, advisory 
services, communications, and 
marketing to achieve both a 
credible and desirable brand 
position.

Finally, through talent acquisition 
and retention, the end purpose of 
employer branding is to stimulate 
business growth and achieve 
strategic business goals.
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As we get ready to usher 
in 2021, HR teams will 
continue to remain crucial 
in the aspects of business 

growth and employee engagement. 
Here are some top HR trends for 
2021 to help HR professionals brace 
themselves for the times ahead.

12 HR Trends to Look Out 
for in 2021
Let’s take a look at the most 
promising HR trends for 2021.

1. Remote Working
Earlier remote working seemed like 
a luxury that only a few companies 
offered. Most of the time, work-from-
home options were only available 
once or twice a week. However, 
today, many companies have partly, 
and in many cases, decided to 
completely adopt a remote working 
model. 

According to the World Economic 
Forum, 98% of people would prefer 
to work remotely for the rest of 
their careers. HR teams are drawing 
up remote work policies to tackle 
different work situations in a wide 
variety of industries. HR technology 
providers are also gearing up to 
tackle issues like performance 
management of virtual employees, 
accessing payroll information 
securely online, incorporating leave 
management functionality, etc.

Switching to remote working has 
also impacted the mindset of both 
employers and employees. An 
important trend that seems to be on 
the decline is that of ‘presenteeism’. 
Previously, many employees would 
stay on longer at work - well beyond 
office hours - to create a good 
impression. This approach is on its 
way out due to remote working.
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Many companies will continue 
remote working at least till the time it 
is safe to re-open their office doors.

2. The Hybrid Workplace 
Model
The work cubicles, open floors, 
meeting rooms, and office buildings 
have been eerily silent for most of 
2020. Things will change as we enter 
2021 with the emergence of the 
Hybrid Workplace Model.  

The Hybrid Workplace Model allows 
employees the flexibility to work 
both from the office and remotely. An 
employee does not need to remain 
restricted to a specific spot. He or 
she can choose to work from the 
home, a co-working space, or even 
a cafe as long as productivity and 
accountability are unhampered.   

The Hybrid Workplace Model allows 
employees to cut down on both 

An important trend 
that seems to be on 
the decline is that 
of ‘presenteeism’. 
Previously, many 
employees would 
stay on longer at 
work - well beyond 
office hours - to create 
a good impression. 
This approach is on its 
way out due to remote 
working.

commuting time and cost. They 
can thus work better, and this has a 
direct, positive impact on the output 
of the organisation.

The hybrid working environment 
is one of the best ways for an 
organisation to cut down expenses, 
take care of staff well-being, and 
increase productivity. The unique 
Hybrid Workplace Model offers an 
unbeatable combination of structure 
and flexibility, and this trend is one to 
watch out for. 

3. Virtual On-boarding 
Processes
Companies put the brakes on their 
hiring processes after the pandemic 
struck. But hiring and re-onboarding 
of employees have already begun. It 
looks like the start of 2021 will bring 
out some changes on that front with 
the creation of new jobs.

The on-boarding process will go 
virtual, and companies will have to 
figure out a way ahead. HR teams 
will need to work out a way to 
onboard employees they haven’t 
met and who may not have met their 
colleagues either.

Here are some ways to help you 
make the most of the virtual on-
boarding process:

• Set up separate on-boarding 
templates for different types of 
employees. An organisation may 
hire different types of employees 
like executives, full-time 
employees, contractors, or even 
international hires. So, specific 
templates must be created for all 
types of hires. 

• HR teams must ensure all 
compliance needs are met and 
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local regulatory requirements are 
fulfilled. 

• You can send an email to a 
prospective employee with 
instructions on how to create a 
new account with the software. 
The employee can fill out the 
required forms, supply the 
necessary documents, and 
e-sign wherever necessary.

• HR teams must check-in 
regularly with the new hires to 
make them feel welcome and a 
part of the organisation.

• Team members must also be 
encouraged to reach out to the 
new hires to get to know them 
personally.

• HR teams must request 
feedback from new hires 
about the virtual on-boarding 
process. Also, keep an eye on 
the satisfaction rates, so the 
information can be used to 
improve the process.

It’s essential to understand that the 
virtual on-boarding process can be 
tricky. If implemented incorrectly, an 
employee may feel a disconnect with 
the organisation, and this can directly 
impact the retention rate adversely. 

4. The Gig Economy and 
Freelancers
Many organisations across the world 
went into a downsizing mode during 
the pandemic. They have realised the 
possibilities of remote working and 
the advantages of hiring freelancers 
or contractors.

Hiring a freelancer can cut down 
on the time and money spent on 
recruiting a new employee. You can 
choose from a global workforce 
that is talented and highly skilled in 
multiple fields. 

A freelancer can fill a temporary 
position or work on specific projects 

as required. Sometimes they can be 
even hired on a long-term basis as 
consultants to fill positions that are 
hard to fill.

HR teams will have to keep track 
of how much it costs the company 
to hire gig workers to see if it is a 
feasible solution for them.

5. Upskilling
While many businesses shut shop 
in 2020, some of the resilient ones 

decided to offer new products and 
services to survive. With these 
changing times, HR teams must 
look at ways to retrain or upskill 
employees. It is time to introduce 
new processes to ensure that 
employees have the right training 
and knowledge to tackle any 
challenges ahead. 

Companies must prioritise and invest 
in creating comprehensive learning 
and development programs if they 
haven’t done so already. Sometimes, 
employees may also decide to 
explore other career avenues. HR 
teams must be flexible if they want 
to retain their talented and valuable 
workforce. 

6. Data-Driven HR
HR teams deal with a lot of data, 
and it seems that in 2021, HR 
analytics will use that information 
too. HR teams can use analytics 
to get insights into the data they 
collect. These data-driven insights 
can be valuable to companies and 

The hybrid working 
environment is one of 
the best ways for an 
organisation to cut down 
expenses, take care of 
staff well-being, and 
increase productivity.
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their leaders. They can be leveraged 
to make smarter predictions and 
decisions about the workforce.

HR teams can use this data to learn 
about the productivity habits of the 
employees, the tools they find most 
beneficial, etc. Some other metrics 
where analytics can be applied are 
absenteeism, turnover rate, offer 
acceptance rate, etc.

Apart from assessing team 
performance, HR professionals can 
also use this data to understand 
the reasons behind these numbers 
and come up with actionable 
solutions. For example, by looking 
at the insights behind the reasons 
for employee resignation, HR 
teams can create more successful 
employee retention plans. 

7. Employee Engagement
One of the biggest challenges 
for an HR team is to keep the 
employees happy, engaged, and 
productive. An organisation must 
make efforts to show employees 
what their physical and emotional 
well-being means to them. Unless 

employees feel valued, it is almost 
impossible to keep them engaged, 
healthy, and avoid burnout.

Here are some ways to keep a 
remote workforce engaged.

• Be flexible with benefits 
and offer employees a 
comprehensive package, if 
needed. 

• Include mental health 
consultations as a part of your 
employee health plan. 

• Companies can consider 
offering perks like flexible 
timings, parental leave, etc.

• To help employees tackle 
financial stress, consider 
organizing financial education 
webinars for them.

• Companies should pay 
attention to strengthening their 
corporate social responsibility 
strategies (CSR). Employees 
today want to contribute more 
to the community they live in 

It’s essential to 
understand that the 
virtual on-boarding 
process can be tricky. If 
implemented incorrectly, 
an employee may feel 
a disconnect with the 
organisation, and this 
can directly impact the 
retention rate adversely.
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and make a difference. Having 
a strong CSR strategy can 
be effective as a recruitment 
tool as employees today like 
to work for organisations 
that provide volunteering 
opportunities.   

8. Employee Wellness
The significance of focusing on 
employee wellness has taken 
centre stage this year.

Company leaders made it a point 
to connect more often with their 
employees. They also made 
substantial efforts via video calls 
or virtual events to check in with 
them regularly. As employees 
prioritized physical and mental 
health, companies realised they 
needed to support them in their 
efforts.

Here are some points to keep in 
mind to take care of employee 
wellness -



ALL THINGS TALENT JANUARY 202178

• HR teams must look at ways to 
create wellness programs that 
promote a happy workplace 
and great organisational 
culture.

• Instead of offering freebies like 
coffee machines, and indoor 
games, companies must ask 
employees what they want.

• Companies must find the 
best ways to offer emotional 
and mental support to their 
employees.

• They must also create 
wellness programs that allow 
employees to achieve work-life 
balance. 

9. Employee Monitoring
Organisations always want to 
make sure their employees are at 
their productive best. Companies 
have been using tools like virtual 
timekeepers, computer usage 
trackers, etc. to monitor employee 

schedule adherence. Some of 
these tools are used to keep track 
of employee productivity. In other 
cases, they use tools to understand 
employee experience or to monitor 
employee engagement.

In 2021, the trend of data 
collection will see an upswing 
with the additional responsibility 
of monitoring remote workers. HR 
teams will also have to collect data 
regarding the health and safety of 
employees. 

They must follow best practices 
and company policies to ensure 
employee information and data are 
used and handled responsibly. 

10. Diversity and Inclusion
According to a recent report by 
McKinsey, the representation of 
women in the C-suite grew from 
17 to 21 per cent between 2015 
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Employees today want 
to contribute more to the 
community they live in 
and make a difference. 
Having a strong CSR 
strategy can be effective 
as a recruitment tool as 
employees today like to 
work for organisations 
that provide volunteering 
opportunities.
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and 2020. However, women 
continue to be under-represented 
vis-a-vis men in the workspace. 
The need to build a workforce that 
is gender-balanced and culturally 
diverse has never been more 
crucial.

Inclusive and gender diverse 
organisations are most effective in 
bringing about a positive change 
in corporate culture. McKinsey also 
notes that when women are well-
represented at the top, company 
profits can be up to 50 per cent 
higher.
 
Companies are looking at ways to 
increase organisational awareness 
about diversity, inclusion, and 
equality. They have also been 
adopting behaviours and skills 
so they can be an ally for gender 
and racial equality. More of these 
initiatives are likely to be seen in 
2021. 

11. Organisational Culture
Organisational culture plays a 
massive role in an organisation’s 
long-term success. Positive and 
well-defined company culture 
defines its identity. It also helps 
to promote its mission and give 
employees a sense of purpose and 
belonging to the company. 
Culture is not something that can 
be automated nor does it have a 
formula that can be replicated en 
masse. Employees can tell whether 
the organisation is merely paying 
lip service or really means what it 
says when it comes to workplace 
culture.

Companies must also remember 
that the steps taken now to 
preserve the company culture are 
what employees will remember 
long after the crisis is over. Keeping 

your employees engaged and 
keeping communication always 
open will help boost employee 
loyalty in the future.
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12. Getting Back to the 
Workspace
Many industries do not have 
the option or luxury to work 
from home. Some examples 
are healthcare, manufacturing, 
hospitality, retail, etc. In such cases, 
how does the HR team ensure that 
employees are safe when working? 
What are the steps the HR team 
must take to ensure a productive 
and supportive workspace for 
them now and in the future?

It is natural for employees to feel 
apprehensive about venturing out 
of their homes. They may also be 
concerned about the health of their 
loved ones and themselves as they 
resume working in the office. 

Companies are 
looking at ways to 
increase organisational 
awareness about 
diversity, inclusion, and 
equality. They have 
also been adopting 
behaviours and skills 
so they can be an ally 
for gender and racial 
equality. More of these 
initiatives are likely to be 
seen in 2021.

Here are some steps that 
companies can take to help 
employees feel at ease when 
rejoining the workspace.

• Have strict protocols and 
security measures in place to 
make employees feel safe.

• Implement and enforce social 
distancing guidelines.

• Ensure that the employees 
have access to the necessary 
essential medical equipment.

• Practice and enforce all 
the recommended public 
health guidelines to keep the 
workplace disinfected.

The HR department has a massive 
impact on how a business runs 
and how successful it is. HR 
professionals have to develop a 
brand new perspective to embrace 
2021 and all its challenges. 
Running an agile and flexible 
HR department is critical to help 
organisations adopt and thrive, no 
matter what the situation may be.
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