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... leaders in many organizations are experiencing a 
paradigm shift in terms of how they approach traditional 
workplace models, engage with their team members and

customers, and how they choose to lead. 

REAL-TIME 
LEADERSHIP 
IN A POST-PANDEMIC WORLD 



FEATURE STORY

I n the months leading up to the World Health Organization
announcement on March 11, 2020, the world was

learning about the rapid spread of a new virus, the likes of
which had not been seen for more than 100 years. Despite
numerous studies predicting that a pandemic would likely
occur in the near future, we were caught completely off-
guard and totally unprepared for the wrath and devastation
caused by COVID-19.

The notion that a single incident would fundamentally alter

how we work, live, and run our organizations was equally unex-

pected. We spent far more time than we ever anticipated

either alone in our homes or adjusting to working with, not

simply living with, family members in close quarters. We

struggled to learn how to preserve communication

channels with our teams, adjusting to lock-downs,

while simultaneously homeschooling our children.

Fast forward to the present and the new realities of a

post-pandemic world. Times have indeed changed and flexible

work arrangements are the new norm for millions of people

around the globe. Organizations that offer greater flexibility,

including the opportunity to work remotely, are ideally placed

to attract talent and increase overall job satisfaction. And

leaders who are personally in step with their team members

and are open to learning what matters to them, have a greater

opportunity to strengthen the relationship, regardless of where

their employees are located.

Although some still believe that the concept may be a short-

lived post-pandemic fad, there is no question that remote

work will continue to be the preference for many employees

and gig economy workers. Research from McKinsey’s American

Opportunity Survey revealed that “when people have the

chance to work flexibly, 87 percent of them take it.”1

Therefore, leaders at all levels will need to learn to provide

a different kind of support to those who are not located

in a traditional workspace.

Acquiring the skills to lead a remote workforce is one

imperative. Your current and future success as a leader

is also dependent upon collaborating with your team

and heightening your understanding of what matters

to them while mitigating the impact of talent

shortages in the era of The Great Resignation. 
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So, how do you manage these new conditions, and what

are the implications for your organization? First, self-awareness

and acceptance of a new work world kickstarts the process.

The evolved leader who is prepared to adapt to the change

in work styles, the proliferation of new technologies, and the

emergence of a new generation entering the workforce is one

who is willing to lead right now, or as I call it, lead in real time. 

The process of real time leadership is three-fold: Re-think

your thinking, respond to the new work world, and reinvent

your approach. We will explore each area below. Your objective

is to confidently chart your course through the ever-changing

business landscape and learn to lead differently. 

1. RETHINK
Since the dawn of time, leaders have always been ultimately

responsible and accountable for the success or failure of

their organizations. The old adage, “it starts at the top” hasn’t

lost its relevance. However, the view from the top now looks

vastly different, and astute leaders are constantly redesigning

their systems and approaches accordingly. 

In their review of the 2020 Future of Leadership Global

Executive Study and Research Report, the authors noted,

“Today’s trailblazing leaders increasingly recognize that in

order to credibly transform their organizations, they must

credibly transform themselves and their teams.”2 The report

identified the behavioral traits of leaders who engage, inspire,

and motivate the new workforce, as well as those traits that

“erode” relationships and organizational culture. The latter

traits include rigid top-down approaches that are still prevalent

and that impede talent development at all levels. 

Real-time leaders who employ new behaviors with minimal

delay and eliminate practices that impede the path to progress

are poised to transform the challenges of navigating the future

for themselves and their organizations. One such example is

John Rowling, a trailblazer in the travel industry with more

than thirty years in business.

Several years prior to the pandemic, I had the pleasure of

meeting John, a successful business owner who managed a

team of fifty employees. He was participating in a leadership

retreat with over one hundred and fifty travel agency owners,

and I was facilitating a session on leading change. We had a

robust discussion about the millennials, their values regarding

work, and the “challenge” of leading them effectively. Many

agents had already been working from home for decades;

therefore, the remote work concept was already familiar to

them. Some attendees lamented the fact that their millennial

employees had a “different work ethic” and “too much leeway”

regarding their work preferences. 

John sat quietly, preferring to observe the discussion and

reserved his comments for a private conversation with me.

He disagreed with his colleagues’ sentiments about the

younger cohort, expressing his concern for what he described

as generational stereotyping and generalizing. 

I recently saw John at a travel industry event, their first

major gathering since the pandemic. He told me that although

the impact of COVID-19 had hit the travel and tourism sector

hard, he was able to take stock of his business and reinvent

his hiring strategy by recruiting millennial home-based agents

while still maintaining his brick-and mortar office. As millennials

represent 27 percent of the global population and are traveling

more than any other demographic,3 John recognized the benefit

of adding them as team members, based on their insights,

experiences, and unique understanding of the latest trends.

REFRAME YOUR PERSPECTIVE
Whether you are reacting consciously or unconsciously, the

time has come to recognize that judging your team or

prospective talent based on their demographic can have a

deleterious impact on your business, as a billing company or

a travel company – the consequences of maintaining a myopic

viewpoint can be dire. In challenging as well as positive times,

employer biases add more undue pressure on employer brand

By focusing on what is within your control, creating the optimum work

environment, and a more empathic, supportive approach, you can help

mitigate the impact of the “great resignation” on your business.
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strategy as well as effective recruitment. Your organization

cannot afford to ignore opportunities to recruit this new work-

force and will need to maintain a remote workplace policy for

those who wish to work from home.

2. RESPOND
Every real-time leader should adopt Heraclitus’ famous

dictum, “There is nothing permanent except change,” as their

catchphrase. Unfortunately, some leaders may find comfort

in maintaining the status quo alluring unless they are forcibly

shaken out of it. Instead of fighting the inevitability of change,

responding to it is the far better choice. 

The process of thoughtfully assessing change is a skill,

whether the change occurs unexpectedly or by design. Oper-

ating in a reactive or “firefighting” posture is a risky alternative.

For example, although many organizations were aware that a

sizeable portion of their baby boomer workforce would even-

tually retire, they operated without a succession or recruitment

plan to replace the loss of knowledge and experience. Real-

time leaders are aware of changing workforce demographics,

regularly assessing skill gaps, talent shortages, and people

movement to safeguard their organization’s future. 

THE CASE FOR REMOTE WORK
While working on a communications project for NASA in the

1970s, engineer and physicist Jack Nilles invented the concept

of telecommuting in the 20th century. Nilles realized the

benefits of performing technology-based work from a distance,

that is, at a place other than the typical workplace. In contrast,

those working remotely today may not be near their employer

and could be in a different geographic area entirely.

In the twenty-first century, the opportunity to work from

home is considered a highly desirable perk. Post-pandemic

surveys conducted by Owl Labs have found that people expect

to work from home at least one day per week, and 80% expect

to work from home three days a week.4 Companies that offer

greater flexible work arrangements are ideally placed to attract

talent and increase overall job satisfaction. Numerous remote

work studies indicate that remote workers experience reduc-

tions in stress levels and sick days. 

According to Randall Zisler, an independent consultant and

former head of real estate research at Goldman Sachs Group

Inc, 30% of office buildings in the United States, worth an

estimated $1.1 trillion, are in danger of becoming obsolete

as tenants’ tastes change in the hybrid-work era.5 Against

this backdrop, it behooves leaders to respond to the call and

employ new strategies to manage their remote workforce.

ENGAGE YOUR REMOTE TEAM
Over the past eighteen months, I have worked with many

leaders who expressed both a need and desire to embrace

the shift to remote work. The most frequent questions

pertain to engaging their teams and successfully managing

online meetings taking place on a plethora of platforms. In

addition to heightening their understanding of technology,

they realize that keeping the channels of communication

open, while maintaining productivity and workplace culture,

are key priorities. 
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EASIER SAID THAN DONE? 
Once again, it depends on the lens you choose to view the

world. Working remotely requires being proactive in the same

ways as being physically present in the workplace. As leaders,

you should hold yourself to the same standard and tap into

your creativity to engage your team. 

How many of us have participated in meetings devoid of

involvement, where leaders have tried almost everything to

secure involvement and interest? I am sure many of you have

been there! The good news is that you can easily spice up your

online meetings with simple and innovative ideas, using new

technologies to bring your agenda to life, if you are willing to let

go of control and give your team permission to take the lead.

I have worked with several medium-sized businesses to

help make their online meetings more fun. Their leaders

realized that it was possible for their employees to take the

initiative during their Zoom or Team meetings by introducing

a host of virtual activities, including virtual potlucks, virtual

morning coffees, gamification and “ugly works sweater Fridays”

theme days, to name a few. 

If you do your research, you will find that there are literally

thousands of ideas to revitalize your meetings and remote

work atmosphere. There is no question you can preserve, or

even re-create your workplace culture by collaborating with

your home-based team members, as long as you genuinely

stay connected to them, without micromanaging or making

arrangements that are devoid of flexibility. 

COMMUNICATE OFTEN
The key to success is exceptional, frequent communication.

Today’s technology has become very affordable, providing

great opportunities for leaders and teams to stay connected.

Your success will depend upon whether you have established

strong relationships with each member of your team, or

leaders who you may not necessarily see in person on a

regular basis, if at all.

AS A LEADER OF A REMOTE TEAM, 
ASK YOURSELF:

n Do I trust my team?

n How often do I need to connect?

n Have I clearly articulated the vision, as well as the

higher priorities?

n Is my team equipped with the essential tools to work

remotely?

Your answers to the above questions will help you respond

effectively to determine what is working and where the gaps

exist. Make it a priority to study the practices of organizations

that are revolutionizing their hiring practices, making flexible

arrangements the norm. Since remote work will continue to

be a sought-after alternative as employees and managers

seek greater work/life integration, factoring this into your

business plans will serve you well.

3. RESET
Recent times have provided us with the opportunity to re-

evaluate, recalibrate, and reset. In the same way that many

individuals have chosen to rethink their careers and explore

new opportunities, leaders in many organizations are experi-

encing a paradigm shift in terms of how they approach tradi-

tional workplace models, engage with their team members

and customers, and how they choose to lead. 

Unlike previous recessions or periods of great uncertainty,

underemployment prevails, and workers are playing a signif-

icant role in driving the “great reset.” Many have felt

misaligned to their organization’s mission and purpose. They

have witnessed insensitivity and a lack of communication at

the senior level as leaders reacted to the pandemic’s signif-

icant business disruption. Under these circumstances, a

considerable number of employees decided to take charge

of their future and quit. 

HUMAN-CENTERED LEADERSHIP
According to new research from Microsoft, 50% of employees

and 53 % of managers report that they are burned out at work.6

Organizations that intentionally focus on workforce well-being

and respond positively to their employee’s desire for “the best

of both worlds” (i.e., hybrid work), will see a reduction in attrition

and stronger, more collaborative workplace relationships. 

By focusing on what is within your control, creating the

optimum work environment, and a more empathic, supportive

approach, you can help mitigate the impact of the “great resig-

nation” on your business. Research by Catalyst confirmed

the powerful, positive impact of empathic leadership on an

employee’s psyche and on the organization.7

Leaders who are aware of their employee’s stress are
   i
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proactively addressing their mental health by maintaining

regular connections and offering attractive, well-being benefits.

As a result of these initiatives, they will be more likely to

retain their workforce. Organizations that recognize their

employees’ contributions and show genuine interest in them

as individuals during both prosperous and challenging times

will remain desirable places to work.

EXPECT THE UNEXPECTED
If there is one lesson to be learned from the past few years,

it is this: Expect the unexpected. The true champions of the

types of change described throughout this article are those

who are at the forefront of disruption and innovation. They

are always ready to reset and create new pathways. It is no

longer enough for organizations to simply keep up or be caught

off guard by unexpected disruption. 

Real-time leaders who have a propensity for anticipating

change are acutely aware of the need to stay ahead of the

curve. They create change, realizing that non-complacency

often goes hand in hand with success. They are trend-setters,

unafraid to shake up the status quo, and eager to be first to

market with their products and services. 

The exponential growth in technology will continue acceler-

ating and so the pressure on leaders and organizations to

constantly evolve has never been greater. Despite all the

evidence, pushback from leadership against essential change

initiatives continues to be the number one reason for the

collapse of many businesses in almost every sector imaginable. 

When an organization’s leadership prefer to build walls

instead of bridges, there is a significant risk to the organi-

zation’s future. Not only do they risk their own downfall, but

they also place their entire organization, workforce, and

customer base in jeopardy. The fear of change is greater than

the potential of tomorrow. Enlightened leaders are always

attuned to the inevitability of disruption. They continue seeking

fresh ideas, new approaches, and look for the good in change,

whether it occurs unexpectedly or intentionally. 

Are you ready to become a real-time leader?  n

With more than 25 years of experience researching

leadership, accountability, change and workforce

trends, Michelle Ray has a deep understanding of

new realities demanding the attention of leaders.

Her clients include Microsoft, Dell, Proctor & Gamble, TD Bank,

and the Australian Army. Based in Vancouver, Canada, Michelle

is a Hall of Fame business keynote speaker, consultant, hockey

fanatic, and author of two books: Lead Yourself First!

Indispensable Lessons in Business and in Life and Leading In

Real Time: How to Drive Success in a Radically Changing World.

For more information about Michelle, please visit

www.MichelleRay.com or connect with her on LinkedIn.


