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The nextinvisible
threat: inertiain a post-
pandemic world

Executive summary
and key findings

As we learn to live with Covid-19, many businesses are
struggling to develop a clear strategy for operating
successfully in the new business environment.

A pervasive state of inertia is preventing them from
becoming truly future-ready.

These are the findings of Verizon’s latest survey of
600 senior business leaders worldwide. In areas such
as transforming customer and employee experience —
and on critical issues such as the rapid and effective
deployment of new technologies — there is a gap
between business leaders’ ambitions and their ability
to drive meaningful long-term change.

Business, reimagined

This report builds on our 2020 research, The Future of
Work: Reimagining business as usual, which identified
four dimensions of future-readiness:

« Technology
« Leadership
* New ways of working
 Skills and behaviours

In this new report, we explore the latest survey

data measuring two years of progress across these
dimensions and share insights from leading business
experts on how C suite business leaders can
reimagine the future of their businesses while laying
the foundations of success.



https://www.verizon.com/business/resources/reports/2020/future-of-work-reimagining-business-as-usual.pdf
https://www.verizon.com/business/resources/reports/2020/future-of-work-reimagining-business-as-usual.pdf

This paper draws on interviews

with leading business experts about
the challenges of building future-ready
organisations, including:

Osvald Bjelland Kevin Eikenberry Margaret Heffernan

Entrepreneur Chief Potential Officer, Entrepreneur, CEO,

and founder, Xynteo The Kevin professor at the
Eikenberry Group University of Bath

Lieutenant General Rita McGrath Jacob Morgan
Sir Graeme Lamb Author, speaker, Author of
Consultant and former consultant, and The Future Leader
Commander of the British professor at Columbia

Field Army Business School

Laurie Ruettimann Andreas Schleicher Karyn Stetz

HR expert, keynote Director for Education Senior Vice-President
speaker and Punk Rock and Skills, OECD of Human Resources,
HR podcast host Verizon Business Group
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COVID-19: acrisis
thatbecame
acatalyst of change

Our original survey in 2020 coincided with a sudden, unprecedented and
unpredictable transformation of the business operating environment, as COVID-19
swept across the world. Then, we found that business leaders foresaw a number of
priorities emerging from the pandemic. Unsurprisingly, protecting employee wellbeing
was top of the list (an issue identified by 75%); expanding remote-working (74%) and
creating a more empathetic, supportive work culture (64%) were also highlighted as
critical to a successful future work environment.

As well as giving new urgency to the issue of employee wellbeing, business leaders
recognised a clear impact of the pandemic on fundamental market dynamics.
Seventy percent envisioned a need for greater agility and responsiveness to new
opportunities in the marketplace, and, as a result, an imperative for organisational
functions to collaborate more closely; 66% highlighted the need to deploy new
technologies rapidly.

Two years on, we wanted to explore how companies have managed the impact of
the pandemic as a catalyst of change —and how business leaders are charting their
paths into the future.

B
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“The pandemic has forced

a lot of organisations to
rethink the fundamental
components of what it means
to work, what it means to be
a leader, and what it means to
be an employee. It’s forcing
organisations to put people
first. That’s a good thing,

and it’s long overdue.

We’ve changed more in the
past two years than we have
in the past 20.”

Jacob Morgan
Author of
The Future Leader
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The 2022 survey
key findings

Businesses are bouncing back, stronger than before

A majority of business leaders view their organisations today as stronger than
before the pandemic. They are better equipped to make decisions quickly (71%);
think strategically about long-term objectives (72%); adopt new technologies (75%);
and develop more empathetic, trusting relationships with customers and employees
(71% and 69%, respectively).

But uncertainty is leading to inertia

Despite this optimism, continual upheaval and the growing complexity of the business
environment are stirring a deep sense of strategic uncertainty. Two-thirds of business
leaders (66%) say the pandemic has exposed strategic weaknesses, while 60% say
they struggle to respond decisively to new market opportunities.

The growing gap between intent and execution

To kick-start recovery and growth, business leaders’ top strategic priority in 2022

is improving customer experience, cited by 74%. But our research suggests that
many firms fall short on execution. Only 38% say they have accelerated use of data
analytics to improve customer experience. Even fewer (34%) say they are harnessing
automation to better serve customers.

The ‘Accelerators’ point the way ahead

This research has identified a vanguard of firms who are leading the way out of
strategic inertia and narrowing the gap between intent and execution. We call this
group the ‘Accelerators’.

Constituting 10% of the global sample, Accelerators are unflinching in confronting
their shortcomings: 85% admit that the pandemic exposed strategic weaknesses.
Now, however, these organisations are more likely than other firms to be investing
in new, innovative technologies; have created diverse and inclusive workplaces;
be nurturing a culture compatible with innovation and productive risk-taking; and,
ultimately, seeing better business results.

Accelerators are better positioned to capitalise on new market opportunities.
The challenge for other companies is to learn from their example.
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Expertinsights
and recommendations
for action

There is no generic blueprint for business success. Business leaders must build the
futures of their firms, shaping strategy, nurturing a strong organisational culture, and
developing ways of working that make sense for them. Our research identifies seven
priority areas for action.

1. Get comfortable being uncomfortable

Growing uncertainty means that accurate, secure prediction of the factors that

will impact your business is a thing of the past. The future is “uncharted”, as the
entrepreneur, chief executive and management professor Margaret Heffernan puts
it, warning that “We are stuck in an age of crises.” Business leaders need to build

“robust organisations that can adapt to cope with shocks and surprises”. “There’s not a single right
- . . way to lead. There’s not a
Greater robus',t'ness and aQaptablllty allow grea'ter responsiveness to new oppqrtunltles. single right organisational
As former British Army Lieutenant General Sir Graeme Lamb suggests, business culture. What is right for
leaders need to shift from a “defensive” mindset, based on identifying and mitigating your organisation is the
risks, to an “offensive” approach. “You've got to hunt risk. Understand the problem, amalgamation of the nature

of your work; your strategic
direction; the part of the
world where you work; the
experiences of your team;
and so much more.”

deal with it and exploit the outcomes,” Lamb emphasises.

Identify areas that could impact your business, both negatively and positively.
Use scenario-planning to provide context for and evaluate your strategic thinking,
highlighting potential weaknesses. Experiment with your approach to opportunities,

finding your optimum agility in terms of process, people and investment.
Kevin Eikenberry,
Leadership expert

2. Experiment to accelerate

Experimentation — playing out investment scenarios — will identify the best
opportunities for your business with minimal risk. When you have established an
opportunity, go fast and hard to seize the advantage.

Organisations should not take the experimentation phase lightly, however.
As innovation expert Rita McGrath told us: “True innovation is not an undisciplined
process. It's just a different discipline to what you use when you’re optimising.”

Business leaders need to build innovation processes based on “exploration,
measured risk, taking things in steps, building hypotheses and testing them,” says
McGrath. Firms who develop a trusting culture, promote experimentation, and accept
failure as a learning process can leap ahead to better customer outcomes.

3. Exit the echo chamber

Humanity faces profound, even existential challenges — and business has a part to play.
But as Osvald Bjelland, entrepreneur and founder of purpose-driven advisory firm,
Xynteo, points out: “Most of the problems business and society face are too big, too
complex and too expensive to solve alone.” From the pandemic to the climate crisis,
to the ongoing digital disruption of the Fourth Industrial Revolution, business leaders
need to lead in collaboration and partnership building.

Collaborative networks, internal and external, are valuable resources. Jacob Morgan,
author of The Future Leader, says: “As a leader, you don’'t need to make decisions

Business, reimagined 7



on your own. Rely on your team and get feedback and ideas from peers, from co-
workers and from employees.”

An accessible way to expand your worldview is to get the views of co-workers.

As Margaret Heffernan notes: “There’s more knowledge at the edge than at the
centre. Use the intelligence, the fresh thinking and the different outlooks of younger,
less senior, less entrenched, less invested individuals in your organisation. They are
the future.”

Cultivating connections, expanding your network (both within and outside the
organisation) and constructing new partnerships challenges group-think and helps
develop clearer ideas. Building external ecosystems and adopting technology
platforms that enable fluid idea-sharing across the enterprise will be critical.

4. Put sustainability at the core of your strategy

Business leaders need to make sustainability a real priority. The science is clear:

“We need to transform faster than we thought,” says Osvald Bjelland. Rather than
simply tweaking existing models, business leaders need to rethink their organisations
from the inside out. They should direct investment in a circular economy —where use
of finite resources is reduced, and reuse and recycling are maximised.

As Sir Graeme Lamb puts it: “We need a new ‘good growth’ paradigm, based on
innovative growth that is good for the planet, and is inclusive for the many.” There are
immediate commercial opportunities in becoming more sustainable, as consumers
increasingly favour low-carbon, environmentally friendly options.

There can be a tension between the imperative to maximise returns and the desire
to be more sustainable. This can negatively impact profitability and shareholder
return. Yet, sustainability can bring opportunity, winning new and retaining existing
customers. It is not always an easy equation to balance, but business leaders must
accept the challenge.

5. Make diversity and inclusion pillars of your business ethos

Research shows that creative problem-solving feeds off diversity and inclusion.
Seeing the world (and the world of work) from different points of view can offer new
approaches to complex problems. Business leaders need to create inclusive cultures
where all employees feel safe in challenging preconceptions and offering ideas.

They also need to listen to employees and have “courageous conversations” about
inclusivity, says Karyn Stetz, Senior Vice-President of Human Resources at Verizon
Business Group. Those conversations can be uncomfortable, but they show a
willingness to listen and change.

Businesses also need to ensure that hybrid ways of working do not inadvertently
create new forms of exclusion, for instance against those who are less comfortable
returning to the workplace or participating in conference calls.

“There are some concerns that women are not thriving in the remote-work
environment,” warns HR expert Laurie Ruettimann: “They’re not seen, they’re not
heard, they’re not called on enough.” Organisations need to ensure their inclusion
practices meet all the demands and challenges of remote and hybrid working.

6. Rethink your employee value proposition and build a culture of
continuous development

In a changing labour market, where talent is fought over, businesses must offer
employees more options.

In the battle for talent, Karyn Stetz predicts that, “The best employers will make the shift
to offer more flexible, personalised value propositions, so that they can capitalise on and
retain the very best people.”

Business, reimagined



Remote or hybrid work options are now essential, as Kevin Eikenberry points out.
Flexibility to accommodate the circumstances of individual employees is expected, as are
technologies to accommodate the hybrid working experience.

A clear environmental, social and governance (ESG) corporate manifesto and a track
record of putting values into action can attract and retain talent, especially in areas
that require “a more educated, more creative, more innovative group of workers”, says
Laurie Ruettimann.

Employers also need to prioritise support for learning and reskilling. As Andreas
Schleicher of the OECD puts it, “The great workplaces of the future will be great places
of learning.”

7. Make every customer interaction count

Organisations say that customer experience is their top strategic priority. However, our
research suggests they are struggling to make it a reality. Business leaders need to
deliver a great customer experience every time —and make every customer interaction
a source of learning for the company. This means accelerating customer-focused

data platforms and analytics capabilities, as well as designing systems that meet
customer expectations.

This approach hinges on business leaders’ framing a clearer picture of what customers
want. As Rita McGrath argues, businesses have to use their data to analyse “the
customer job to be done”. Business leaders need to identify what is genuinely important
to customers, and then define a technology that will offer it to them.

Business leaders should be wary of focusing too intensely on cost optimisation, an
approach that can detract from customer experiences and result in lost revenue.
Each technological change and addition should be another step on the (never-ending)
road to the perfect customer experience.

Business, reimagined

Laying the right

foundation: Why a
robust technology
strategy is critical

To succeed across the
seven areas highlighted
above, businesses
must adopt the right
technologies and

the right technology
strategy. This may mean
strengthening networks
and cybersecurity
while accelerating
cloud migration to
enable large-scale

data analysis.

Just

2%

of the executives we
surveyed said their
leadership team had
taken an active role in
technology adoption
over the past 12
months. Organisations
that want to thrive
must focus on this
critical area.




Research findings
in detail

Who are the Accelerators?

Against the backdrop of two years of crisis and tumultuous, pandemic-driven change,
we asked business leaders where they and their teams had focused their efforts over
the past 12 months.

The most frequently cited C-suite priority in 2021-22 has been driving the
adoption of new technology, highlighted by 62% of businesses (see Figure 1).
Engaging people has remained mission-critical: 61% of business leaders have
focused on demonstrating empathy in employee communications, with the same
number working on their organisation’s ability to take calculated risks in pursuit
of business performance, and on uniting the workforce in pursuit of objectives.

Taken an active role in technology adoption

Demonstrated empathy in communications with employees

Taken calculated risks in pursuit of better business performance

United the workforce in pursuit of specific objectives

Achieved environmental / sustainability targets

Improved diversity and inclusion across our organisation

Achieved social responsibility targets

Built a culture of innovation and risk-taking across the organisation

Achieved diversity at the top

Figure 1: To what extent has your leadership team done the following over the past 12 months?
(Base size: 600)

Business, reimagined
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Post-pandemic leadership to the fore

This approach seems to have been remarkably effective. As Figure 2 indicates, many
business leaders report that they are stronger after two years of the pandemic than
they were before it started. A majority say their organisations make quicker decisions;
are more agile in adopting new technologies; and more able to develop a relationship
of empathy and trust with both customers and employees.

Strikingly, a cohort of leading companies —which we call the Accelerators (see

page 14) were more likely to report a positive impact across all these indicators.

This suggests that Accelerators have been highly effective in using pandemic-driven
change as a platform from which to improve their businesses. They are also more
likely than the rest to have accelerated important technology initiatives, such as using
data analytics to improve customer experience; strengthening their organisations
networks; and automating customer service.

B Restofsample [l Accelerators
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65%
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Employee productivity
62%

87%
Employee satisfaction
57%
87%

Figure 2: Has the COVID-19 crisis had a positive or negative impact on the following aspects of your organisation? Chart shows % that say
‘positive’ or ‘very positive’ (Base size: Accelerators = 62; Rest of sample = 538)
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As Figure 3 shows, business leaders’ perceptions of improved capability are
supported by increases in revenue, profit and employee productivity for a majority
of firms.

B Increased [l Increased to a great extent

Revenue
48% 1%
Profit
47% 14%

Employee productivity

46% 13%

Figure 3: How have the following changed for your organisation over the past 12 months? (Base size: 600)




Spotlight
onthe
Accelerators

As we analysed the survey data, we identified a group of leading organisations —
businesses that are outperforming their peers across a range of metrics —with the
intention of drawing out the common characteristics that propel these businesses
forward and could do the same for others.

We found that 10% of the sample performed strongly across the four dimensions of
future work-readiness. We call these businesses the ‘Accelerators’.

What sets the Accelerators apart?

The Accelerators demonstrate all of the following characteristics (other firms in the
research sample may demonstrate some, but not all):

have moved on from the crisis-management phase of COVID-19 We found

and are rethinking long-term business strategy o
are building a culture of innovation and risk-taking 0

« take calculated risks in pursuit of better business performance of the sample
. . . . o L performed strongly
» have united their workforce in pursuit of specific objectives across the four

dimensions of future
work-readiness.

We call these
businesses the
‘Accelerators’.

demonstrate empathy in communications with employees

We also found that the Accelerators reported better results in key areas of
business performance.

. Rest of sample . Accelerators

Customer satisfaction
60%
84%

]
=

=8
=

59%

81%

Revenue
57%
84%

Employee productivity

56%

84%

Figure 4: How have the following changed for your organisation over the past 12 months? Chart shows %
that say ‘increased’ or ‘increased to a great extent’ (Base size: Accelerators = 62; Rest of sample = 538)
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Turning strategy
into execution

Despite business leaders’ optimism, many are struggling to create future-ready
businesses.

The extent of the challenge is evident: 66% of business leaders admit the pandemic
has highlighted strategic weaknesses. Further, 60% say they struggle to respond
decisively to new opportunities. A similar number (61%) are concerned about whether
their current digital tools can support new ways of working.

The COVID-19 crisis has highlighted We are concerned that our current Our organisation often struggles to act
weaknesses in our business strategy technologies/digital tools are not quickly and decisively inresponse to
sufficient to support the shift to new opportunitiesin the market

long-term/permanent hybrid workina

Figure 5: To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements? Chart shows % that say
‘agree’ (Base size: 600)

Accelerating—and overtaking

We found that the Accelerators were more likely to admit that the pandemic had
highlighted strategic weaknesses: 85%, compared to 64% of the rest of the sample.
Similarly, 76% of Accelerators said they struggle to act quickly and decisively, while
79% report concern about their current technologies, both compared to 58% among
the rest.

While initially surprising, this candid self-awareness may be the key to better business
results over the past 12 months.

Accelerators have greater clarity about their strengths and weaknesses. It's what
Osvald Bjelland, entrepreneur and founder of purpose-driven advisory firm Xynteo,
calls “contextual acuity”: “Understanding changing customer preferences and how
your business relates to the big trends in the world.” It’s vital that business leaders
develop this facility in relation to their businesses.

Another explanation is that some Accelerators have faced potentially business-
ending threats over the past two years and, as a result, have been jump-started.
This acceleration has allowed them first to catch up and then overtake the field in
key areas:

*  95% of Accelerators encourage calculated risks in pursuit of better performance
(vs. 71% among the rest of the sample)

Business, reimagined
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«  98% prioritise investment in core networks and remote-working technologies
(vs. 77%)

*  94% promote continuous improvement and innovation (vs. 76%)
«  95% report improved strategic thinking (vs. 71%)

The question for business leaders in the other 90% of organisations is:
can they follow in the Accelerators’ footsteps to improve their own organisations’
future-readiness?

Outpacinginertia

through scenario planning

and experimentation

Many businesses are struggling to seize new opportunities. How can their leadership
teams take the wheel?

It starts with recognising how business has changed — a change that has been
catalysed, rather than caused, by COVID-19 — and rethinking strategy accordingly.
“We've just had a crash course in uncertainty and unpredictability,” says the
entrepreneur, chief executive and management professor Margaret Heffernan.

“An age of crisis requires

Business leaders need to understand the implications because, as Heffernan warns, leaders who can think

“We are in an age of crises.” imaginatively about the
‘certain uncertainties’ ahead

Business leaders’ ability to base strategy on secure forecasts is much reduced. of us, like climate change.”

For many, that is unsettling, says Heffernan: “We brought up a whole generation
of business leaders who are used to ‘forecast, plan, execute’. But, up against this
amorphous monster of uncertainty, ... their tendency is to pull the covers over their Margaret Heffernan,

heads and not think about it. That’s a huge problem.” Entrepreneur and
management professor

Business leaders have two options, she argues: “Be super-short-term — or think in a
completely different way.” They need not discard long-term goals, but must embrace
strategic flexibility, and, indeed, the possibility that their goals might change.

This points to two key tools: scenario-based planning and experimentation.
“Scenario-based planning will give your strategic choices real context,” explains
Heffernan. “It has all sorts of side-effects that are incredibly beneficial to the quality
of thinking in the organisation.”

Faced by huge challenges such as the climate crisis, business leaders must be open
to changing course: “We can’'t map out which forests are going to burn down, which
crops are going to flood, or which raw materials might come into short supply. But we
can start thinking about what our organisations need to do if they’re going to cope.”
This is not typically how businesspeople are trained to think. “It requires imagination
and a huge amount of tolerance of ambiguity,” advises Heffernan.

Organisations also need to overcome a reluctance to experiment. “Experiments are
a way of poking complex systems, to see things that you might not see otherwise,”
Heffernan explains. “Experiments sometimes provide revelations on which entire
new businesses are based. Use experiments to find out where there’s untapped
opportunity. Every experiment will tell you something.”

Business, reimagined
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The four dimensions
of future-readiness

Two years on, what’s changed?

Our 2020 research identified four dimensions of future-readiness. Two years on,
our new survey examines the progress organisations have made on these dimensions
and their priorities for 2022 and beyond.

Future readiness - 1. Ways of working

Mastering new ways of working is not just about remote or hybrid work, indispensable
as these have become to many people. There is a more fundamental shift under way
towards agility and internal and external collaboration.

Improving the customer experience
74%

Sourcing the right talent to meet business objectives
70%

Supporting the mental health of our employees
69%

Supporting the shift to hybrid working
67%

Reducing costs
65%

Working towards social responsibility goals
65%

Moving more of our products and services to the cloud
65%

Improving integration and automation across our supply chain ecosystem
64%

Upskilling/reskilling the workforce
64%

Working towards environmental/sustainability goals

63%

Entering new market segments and new geographic markets
62%

Improving our organisational culture

62%

Figure 6: To what extent are each of the following strategic priorities for your organisation in 2022/2023? Chart shows % that say ‘high priority’
or ‘very high priority’ (Base size: 600)
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integration and automation with supply-chain partners.

Improving customer experience means understanding the concept of “the customer
”, says Rita McGrath of Columbia Business School. What are

“What we're seeing now is the emergence of ‘single-threaded teams’,” she explains.
“The team has all the skills it needs; [it has been set] a very specific task; and
[there is] a very clearly demarcated end-point.” In this new framework, everything is
oriented around a specific topic or problem. “This way of working gives you tighter
deadlines, faster feedback and better results,” McGrath suggests.

Building the ability to deliver

Despite this common strategic focus on customer experience, the research raises
questions about how effectively organisations are delivering it.

For many, if not most, organisations, digital technology is critical to customer
experience. Yet only 38% of organisations report that they have accelerated digital
initiatives over the past 12 months; only 34% have built more automation into how
they serve customers.

. Rest of sample . Accelerators

Using data analytics to improve the experience of our customers
37%
40%

Using data analytics to improve the experience of our employees
35%
50%

3
45%

33%
48%

3

Training our leaders with the skills required to manage a hybrid workforce
Strengthening our organisation's network
Automating manual processes

Building more automation into how we serve customers
33%

Reskilling the workforce to support adoption of new technologies

Reassigning/reskilling staff impacted by automation
30%

48%
A fail-fast approach to innovation, which allows employees to take calculated risks
26%
34%

Figure 7: Has your organisation accelerated any of the following initiatives over the past 12 months?
(Base size: Accelerators = 62; Rest of sample = 538)

Business, reimagined
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Business leaders need to be wary of allowing a gap to grow between strategic intent
and execution.

Structuring teams around customer experience

So, why has this focus on customer experience not extended to greater use of
customer insights? The answer lies in organisational structure and culture.

Business leaders need to give employees more authority to make decisions
based on customer data. “Leading organisations are moving towards what | call a
‘permissionless organisation’ model,” says Rita McGrath. “You don’'t want people
waiting around asking for permission —you want people moving fast.” Decision
rights are pushed down to the lowest possible level and business leaders provide
“guardrails”, she explains. “It’s saying: ‘Here’s the arena you’re going to play in.
Within this, you can move forwards without having to get permission.’”

Such a business model is based on mutual trust between business leaders and
employees. HR expert Laurie Ruettimann recalls a lesson from a leading fashion
entrepreneur who, when asked by an employee what she wanted from a project,
replied, “I want you to do your job as if | wasn't here. Take a swing! There is nothing
you could do that would get you fired — even if you do screw it up, we'll figure it out.

That level of managerial trust, says Ruettimann, breeds confidence in a workforce

to take calculated risks that, overall, lead to improved business performance. Yet our
data shows that only 26% of business leaders have implemented a fail-fast approach
to innovation.

A useful way of encouraging risk-taking is to run a ‘pre-mortem’ on a new project.
“Teams come together to make sure they really understand what they’re about to
undertake and how it might fail,” explains Ruettimann.

Karyn Stetz highlights that it is essential for business leaders to find “new ways
to connect” with remote- and hybrid-working team members. Verizon is doing
that through what she calls “moments that matter: connection points that aren’t
necessarily work-related”. Talking about topics that matter to employees, such as
the challenges of balancing childcare and eldercare or sharing creative interests.
“can feel like non-productive time, but it creates better relationships and better
collaboration when we are focused on the corporate goals,” affirms Stetz.

Vi, ltn PR
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Future readiness - 2. Leadership

Our 2020 research highlighted widespread concerns, with many business leaders
admitting they had not responded effectively in terms of managing business
performance (44%), nor in terms of looking after employee wellbeing (41%) in the
early phases of the pandemic.

Although today’s picture of performance looks more positive, questions remain over
wellbeing. While 61% of respondents in our 2022 survey say that business leaders
have demonstrated empathy in communications with employees, only 38% report
initiatives to support wellbeing in a hybrid-working environment.

Sir Graeme Lamb suggests that wellbeing should always be a top priority:
“Organisations were falling well short if they weren’t looking after people’s wellbeing
and mental health, even before COVID-19,” he asserts.

Social responsibility

The pandemic has coincided with rising expectations around diversity, equity and
inclusion (DEI) and the mainstreaming of environmental, social and governance
(ESG) concepts.

However, only 39% of business leaders overall say they have implemented social-
responsibility initiatives; even fewer report initiatives to support ethnic minority or
LGBTQ+ employees (28%). The Accelerators, however, are more likely to have acted
on most measures, especially supporting employee wellbeing and promoting DEL.

Employers who only pay lip service to DEI risk their workforces becoming
disengaged and moving on, with dire repercussions for workforce morale and
effectiveness. Failing in this area will also reflect badly in the firm’s public profile.
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Clear routes for employees to report discrimination or harassment
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Figure 8: Which of the following ESG (environmental, social and corporate governance) initiatives has your organisation implemented?
(Base size: Accelerators = 62; Rest of sample = 538)

Delivering on diversity, equity and inclusion

Has the pandemic set back employee efforts around DEI? Laurie Ruettimann believes
it has. Women are often shut out of remote-working conversations, for example.
Team leaders need to “ensure that all voices are heard”, she advises.

Karyn Stetz agrees: “A lot of the good work that business has done on gender
diversity in the workforce could be undone by the pandemic.” Employers need

to do more to support reskilling, especially as technology disrupts existing jobs.
“The companies that are going to win will be those that create pathways for non-
traditional candidates to gain skills and help them to be successful in new roles.”

Business leaders need to host “courageous conversations” about societal issues like
inclusion. “It can be really hard for a white male supervisor to host a conversation
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about social justice,” admits Stetz. Nevertheless, the benefits can make it worthwhile.
For Verizon, striving to make this connection has generated “some really valuable
conversations”, Stetz enthuses. “We all come from somewhere different, but we

can learn and we can find common ground. People feel that they can be heard and
they belong.”

Diversity isn’'t only a question of fairness or social justice; businesses benefit directly.
Andreas Schleicher, Director for Education and Skills at the OECD, explains that
diversity fuels creative problem-solving through accessing a range of perspectives.
It also makes work more engaging for everyone involved. “What gets people really
interested —and what we do too little in the workplace —is creating that kind of
chemistry where you challenge yourself with a different perspective.”

But chemistry requires guidance, says Schleicher: “If you just let things play out,
people tend to sort themselves into like-minded groups. But, where leaders make
that effort, it becomes extremely rewarding, both in terms of the productivity that you
achieve and the personal experience.”

Leadership on climate

One surprising survey finding was that only 33% of companies have implemented
initiatives to measure their carbon footprints and just 26% have set targets for
reaching net zero. Inertia strikes again?

In part, it comes down to “the complexities of what it takes to change”, says Osvald
Bjelland. “If you want to decarbonise cement, steel, transport or food, well, nobody
can do that alone. People now realise that you need a partnership approach.”
Nevertheless, he recognizes signs of authentic commitment: “I believe there is less
greenwashing and more commitment to real change.”

Our survey found 63% identify sustainability as a priority for 2022. To deliver on
that aspiration, business leaders need to put sustainability at the core of their
operations. “We have been trying to optimise the current model,” says Bjelland.
Organisations need to focus on building demand for green products and creating
a circular economy —reducing the use of finite resources and increasing reuse and
recycling options.

With warnings about the impact of climate change growing ever more dire'—and
rising consumer expectations of action —businesses need to pick up the pace.

1‘Climate change risks are greater than thought, warns IPCC report’. FT.com (28 February 2022)
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Long-term priorities, short-term pressures?

It's clear that businesses have a key role to play in meeting the existential challenges
facing humanity, chief among them climate change. But they will still need to run
profitable businesses that deliver value.

As Kevin Eikenberry puts it, “For leaders to be successful in the new world of work
requires us to invest and not just spend. That means we're not expecting a return
on all efforts tomorrow.” The tension lies in maintaining that attitude when annual or
quarterly targets need to be hit. “We have to get past the tyranny of the urgent and
recognise that there are things that are more important to long-term value.”

This includes investment in people —and in business leaders. The Great Resignation
is a strong taste of the consequences of focusing on short-term concerns, argues
Eikenberry. “For two years, businesses said, ‘We don’t have time to train our new
supervisors and new leaders.” But now they say, ‘We're losing all of our people.

Do you think there’s a connection?”

Striking the right balance
“It's a constant battle,” agrees Jacob Morgan.

“You have to be able to zoom out, to look at the big picture and think about the long-
term vision. At the same time, you need to be able to zoom in and focus on what’s
going on right in front of you. It is a very delicate balance.

“Too many leaders assume that, if they just keep focusing on the short term, it is
automatically going to guide them to long-term success. Ultimately, it's about a leader
who understands that the purpose of an organisation is to create a better world.”

Business, rei

Personal effectiveness in a
“moment that matters”

How can business leaders
maximise their effectiveness
in a time of deep uncertainty
and fast-paced change?
The answer may be to slow
down, suggests leadership
expert Kevin Eikenberry.
“When change is coming at
us, we tend to speed up,” he
notes. “Sometimes we need
to stop, slow down, and get a
broader perspective.”

Otherwise, business leaders
risk focusing on the wrong
things. “Busy is a dangerous
four-letter word,” he says.
“Busy is not productive!”

Business leaders also have
a responsibility for their own
wellbeing and mental health,
as well as that of their team.
“We can't thrive in times

of change if we're not at our
best,” he says.

“Don’t forget about yourself
- remember that self-care
isn't selfish.”




Future readiness - 3. Technology

When it comes to the technology dimension of future-readiness, business leaders are
seeking to catalyse adoption.

We compared companies’ technology investment priorities for 2022/23 with the
intentions reported in our 2020 research. In all categories, more companies are
planning to increase investment this year.

@ Were expecting to invest more once @ Plan toinvest more this year compared
the pandemic ended (in 2020 research) with 2021 (in 2022 research)

71% | 718% 1%  75% 67% 4%

Cybersecurity Data analytics Cloud enablement/
services software and tools cloud migration/
virtualisation

61% | 65% 60% = 68% 57% | 70%

Internet of Things Artificial intelligence/ 5G and network
machine learning technologies

57% | 65% 46% | 56%

Automation/robotics Mobile Edge Augmented reality/
Computing virtual reality

Figure 9: Technology investment — expectation vs. reality
(Base size: 2021 research = 644; 2022 research = 600)

Investment in technology was one of the hallmarks of the Accelerator group of
companies, across all categories.

But are business leaders aligning technology acquisition with their new business
priorities, such as improving customer experience? Again, while Accelerators were
more likely to do so, relatively small numbers overall report using technology to
provide faster transactions or more personalised interactions.
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Rita McGrath says that business leaders need to ask questions about how
technology supports customer experience: “Where does this technology improve the
experience for customers, and where does it not?”

The trouble, she says, is that many companies implement technology via poorly
designed systems. And, while technology can offer efficiencies, companies often
over-optimise through a cost-saving lens.

Experiences such as inflexible call-handling that wastes callers’ time can take

a heavy toll on customer loyalty: “Many companies are blithely unaware of how
frustrating they make it for their customers to get jobs done in their lives,” McGrath
observes. “This is where | think companies just get it wrong. You've lost a customer
and you don’'t even know it.”

A smarter blend of technology and human touch can help. As Andreas Schleicher
points out: “Technology is never a magic power that replaces humans. Technology is
just a great amplifier and accelerator of many human qualities.” Business leaders
need to strike the right balance in technology, according to their sectors and
business models. It is vital to harness technology to make every customer
interaction count, while at the same time empowering employees to tailor the
customer experience.
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Enabling customers to choose whether they would prefer to interact with us via a digital or human advisor
55%
58%

Ensuring that we speak the language of our customers in face-to-face and digital interactions
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Using data analytics to personalise customer interactions
51%
61%

Automating specific customer interactions for efficiency
51%
65%

Developing digital tools that make it faster and more straightforward for our customers to interact with us
48%
68%

Empowering customer-facing employees to make decisions based on their knowledge of the customer
45%
63%

Integrating solutions to create a more automated service experience
40%

73%

Figure 11:Is your organisation doing, or planning to do, any of the following to become more customer centric?
Base size: Accelerators = 62; Rest of sample =538)
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Future readiness - 4. Skills and behaviours

The fourth dimension of future-readiness relates to people: to talent, and companies’
workforce capabilities.

We found that 44% of companies reported that employee churn had increased
over the past 12 months. This mass exodus reflects a failure to respond to people’s
changing expectations of work; their desire for more flexibility; or a need for greater
alignment with their values. It also points to a rebalancing of power between
employers and employees.

So, how can businesses access — or develop — the skills they need for the future?
And where are businesses facing specific skills shortages that affect their
strategic goals?

The most common gap facing businesses is in digital skills, with data-analysis skills
also near the top of the table.

Digital skills

Risk-management skills

Data-analysis skills

Communication skills

Creativity skills

Leadership skills

Problem-solving skills

Analytical skills

Emotional intelligence skills

Design-thinking skills

Collaboration skills

Negotiation skills

Ethical-reasoning skills

Figure 12: Is alack of any of the following skills making it difficult for your organisation to achieve its strategic goals? (Base size: 600)
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We found that a majority of companies have adopted a range of good practices in
their talent, skills and recruitment activities (Figure 13). Across the board, Accelerators
were more likely than other firms to have adopted these practices, underlining the fact
that future-readiness is built around people.

Il Restofsample [l Accelerators

Clear routes for employees to report discrimination or harassment
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Initiatives to support employees' wellbeing in a hybrid workplace
“Talent has power.
36% People have started to
55% realise that there is aneed

for their talents and they can
exercise some confidence in
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Figure 13: To what extent do your talent and skills strategies include the following?
(Base size: Accelerators = 62; Rest of sample = 538)
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A desire to learn—and a willingness to adapt

As automation disrupts more of today’s jobs, it will be imperative that employees
continue to learn —and that employers support them. Accelerators are already doing
more to help people reskill when they are affected by automation.

“The future of work is the future of learning,” says Andreas Schleicher. “The good
workplaces of the future will be great places of learning.” New ways of working
mean that ‘horizontal’ skillsets will be vital, such as the ability to collaborate and build
partnerships. “Innovation is no longer just about what you do in a specific silo, but
about connecting the dots to see where the next big idea is going to come from.
People who can think across boundaries will be crucially important.”

Schleicher also emphasises the value of social and emotional skills to an innovative,
problem-solving environment. However, these can be learned: “The biggest mistake
we make is to treat them as personality traits,” he says.

Researchers in China and Japan have shown how a collaborative approach to
problem-solving can accelerate the process. Both countries do well on individual
problem-solving skills, but the Japanese do far better on collaborative problem-
solving — the result, says Schleicher, of a cultural emphasis on social and emotional
skills — one that can be replicated and nurtured in an organisational context.

A culture of collaboration, both internal and external, is no longer something to aspire to.
To solve the complex challenges of the future, it will be nothing short of essential.
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Accelerating into
the future

As the Accelerators identified in this research demonstrate, companies can break
their strategic inertia if they act boldly across each of the four dimensions of
future-readiness.

It means adopting new ways of working that focus on meeting customers’ needs; that
enable collaboration within and between organisations; and that put employees first,
meeting their changing expectations of work and winning their trust and loyalty.

It means adopting technology that enables you to improve customer experience and
support strategic aims.

It means hiring and developing people with skills, capabilities, values and behaviours
aligned with your company’s purpose, culture and refreshed strategic goals.

The leadership of a future-ready business should:
+ steer a clear path through a deeply uncertain business environment

» understand the importance of building resilience and delivering change
through partnerships

« unite the workforce with a clear purpose
+ drive innovation through experimentation and fear-free risk-taking

» unlock the potential of the whole workforce through inclusive cultures

Businesses face a potent cocktail of challenges, from changing consumer behaviours
to technology-driven market disruption and the imperative for sustainability. Business
leaders need to accelerate the pace of transformation in their organisations. In doing
so, they can define the future of their businesses on their terms.
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About the survey

The data presented in this report is based on a survey of 600 business leaders
conducted on behalf of Verizon by Longitude, a Financial Times company, in January
2022. Respondents were drawn from across nine industries: energy and utilities,
finance, insurance, legal, manufacturing, media, professional services, retail, and
supply chain.

W EMEA 1bn to 4.99bn USD W C-Suite2
Il APAC B 500m to 999.99m USD Il C-Suite
I N.AMERICA Il 5bnto10bnUSD B C-Suite1

I More than 10bn USD
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