
82% Employees Feel Role of Today’s 
Leadership Influences Mental Health 
at Workplace
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Organizations acknowledge 
that workplaces influence 
mental health, however, 
employers and employees 
contradict each other on 
factors of influence. 
According to a study, 77 per 
cent of employers point to 
long, erratic, always-on 
work hours, as the top 
factor, and play down the 
role of leadership. Whereas 
79 per cent of the employees 
put the role of leadership 
right on top of the factors.

The top concerns that lead to 
mental health issues, as 
perceived by employers are 
Work-life balance (49 per cent 
of all employers), Work-
related stress (42 per cent) and 
Anxiety over career growth 
(34 per cent), as per the recent 
research conducted by GWFM 



Summary.
   
The urgency of work 
invariably trumps the 
luxury of learning. But, 
what if we could make 
learning more a part of 
our day-to-day jobs? 
How can we use the flow 

of work to drive learning? 
First, be open to learning 
opportunities as you go about 
your day. Don’t just sit in on 
that negotiation with a 
procurement expert; notice 
and learn her tactics and 
techniques as you engage 
with her. Ask product 
managers about product 
features; ask sales people 
about industry trends; ask 
peers for feedback on your 
presentation skills. Let 
colleagues know how 
important learning is to you. 
Agree on a sensible 
proportion of your work 
week that can be devoted to 

learning (an hour, say) with your 
manager. Then put it on your 
calendar and stick to it. 
Subscribe to a small number of 
high-quality, hyper-relevant 
newsletters, and share 
interesting things you’re reading 
with colleagues. Companies 
should make sure that internal 
corporate knowledge systems are 
up to date and easy to use. Make 
sure that there’s a dedicated 
online space for learning and 
promote it with meaningful 
contributions from business 
leaders. And use e-mail 
(sparingly) to sprinkle learning 
into your staff’s inboxes

Refine the Learning Trends at workplace in 2021

What Corporate 
Learning Leaders Think
The concept of learning in 
the flow of work has resonat-
ed with chief learning offi-
cers around the world. The 
$360 billion corporate learn-
ing industry has typically 
walked in the shadows of 
other more “glamorous” 
aspects of doing business, 
largely because proving the 
impact of specific learning 
programs is difficult 
(although the benefits of 
training in general for indi-
viduals and society are 
beyond doubt). But that may 
be about to change as compa

nies start to take employee 
engagement and well-being 

more seriously. Here are three 
views from learning leaders 
who are breaking the mold:

Ann Schulte, Chief Learning 
Officer at Procter & Gamble 
(P&G), explains why learning 
is more important in 2020 than 
ever, and how the firm’s strate-
gy reflects this: “At P&G, we 
believe that the ‘fastest learner 
wins’ because we see in uncer-
tain and changing markets that 
experimentation, rapid-cycle 
feedback, and the ability to 
adapt are competitive impera-
tives — and all require learn-
ing. To help our people learn 
faster, we are disrupting how 
we manage learning and devel-
opment to focus more on the 
immediate business context 

and personalized needs by 
providing easy access to informa-
tion, performance support aids, 
and carefully curated training 
that is relevant and can be direct-
ly applied to work.”

Helen Smyth, Group Digital 
Learning and Design Manager at 
Sainsbury’s, underlines the 
importance of design thinking in 
formulating the right corporate 
learning solution: “Too often, 
learning opportunities and tech-
nology deployments are devel-
oped based on what centralized 
groups think would be useful, or 
on what is possible, rather than 
on what would actually enable 
someone to do something better 
or differently at work. To over-
come this, it’s important that we 

spend more of our time as learning 
professionals understanding the 
practical realities of daily work for 
people, and ensuring that our 
products and services are in tune 
with those realities.”

Elisabetta Galli, Global Head of 
Knowledge, Development & 
Talent Management at Banco 
Santander, suggests that corpora-
tions should look at consumer soft-
ware for inspiration: “Employees 
use social media and search in 
their spare time to satisfy their 
curiosity, right when they need it. 
It should be exactly the same at 
work. We must create corporate 
learning experiences to match con-
sumer-grade experiences. This is 
our vision: to create a learn-
ing-in-the-flow-of-work ecosystem 
and become a learning organiza-
tion, whose workforce is upskilled 
in real time.”

Learning in the flow of work is one 
of the most powerful levers avail-
able to business leaders today. We 
believe every organization can 
benefit from this new paradigm. 
It’s an exciting next wave of inno-
vation, which has been a long time 
coming. Make sure that you and 
your company are on the crest of 
it.

While L&D has always been a criti-
cal area of focus for organisations, 
the pandemic has given a new 
meaning to workplace L&D initia-
tives.

The pandemic has brought a par-
adigm shift in the way people 
learn and work across the world. 
On the one hand, having realised 
the importance of continuous 
upskilling to stay relevant in this 
competitive world, working pro-
fessionals are now actively look-
ing for upskilling opportunities 
and accommodating them in 
their daily schedule, which other-
wise would have been largely 
ignored. On the other hand, as 
attracting and retaining skilled 
talents have become challenging 
due to increasing demand, organ-
isations are now actively upskill-
ing their workforce to strengthen 
their in-house capabilities. With 
workplace L&D back in focus 
and being the top business 
agenda for organisations in 2021 
and beyond, here are some trends 
that will accelerate and trans-
form workplace learning.
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Top-Down Learning

Bottom-Up Learning

The concept of learning in 
the flow of work has resonat-
ed with chief learning offi-
cers around the world. The 
$360 billion corporate learn-
ing industry has typically 
walked in the shadows of 
other more “glamorous” 
aspects of doing business, 
largely because proving the 
impact of specific learning 
programs is difficult 
(although the benefits of 
training in general for indi-
viduals and society are 
beyond doubt). But that may 
be about to change as compa

nies start to take employee 
engagement and well-being 

more seriously. Here are three 
views from learning leaders 
who are breaking the mold:

Ann Schulte, Chief Learning 
Officer at Procter & Gamble 
(P&G), explains why learning 
is more important in 2020 than 
ever, and how the firm’s strate-
gy reflects this: “At P&G, we 
believe that the ‘fastest learner 
wins’ because we see in uncer-
tain and changing markets that 
experimentation, rapid-cycle 
feedback, and the ability to 
adapt are competitive impera-
tives — and all require learn-
ing. To help our people learn 
faster, we are disrupting how 
we manage learning and devel-
opment to focus more on the 
immediate business context 

and personalized needs by 
providing easy access to informa-
tion, performance support aids, 
and carefully curated training 
that is relevant and can be direct-
ly applied to work.”

Helen Smyth, Group Digital 
Learning and Design Manager at 
Sainsbury’s, underlines the 
importance of design thinking in 
formulating the right corporate 
learning solution: “Too often, 
learning opportunities and tech-
nology deployments are devel-
oped based on what centralized 
groups think would be useful, or 
on what is possible, rather than 
on what would actually enable 
someone to do something better 
or differently at work. To over-
come this, it’s important that we 

spend more of our time as learning 
professionals understanding the 
practical realities of daily work for 
people, and ensuring that our 
products and services are in tune 
with those realities.”

Elisabetta Galli, Global Head of 
Knowledge, Development & 
Talent Management at Banco 
Santander, suggests that corpora-
tions should look at consumer soft-
ware for inspiration: “Employees 
use social media and search in 
their spare time to satisfy their 
curiosity, right when they need it. 
It should be exactly the same at 
work. We must create corporate 
learning experiences to match con-
sumer-grade experiences. This is 
our vision: to create a learn-
ing-in-the-flow-of-work ecosystem 
and become a learning organiza-
tion, whose workforce is upskilled 
in real time.”

Learning in the flow of work is one 
of the most powerful levers avail-
able to business leaders today. We 
believe every organization can 
benefit from this new paradigm. 
It’s an exciting next wave of inno-
vation, which has been a long time 
coming. Make sure that you and 
your company are on the crest of 
it.

While L&D has always been a criti-
cal area of focus for organisations, 
the pandemic has given a new 
meaning to workplace L&D initia-
tives.

The pandemic has brought a par-
adigm shift in the way people 
learn and work across the world. 
On the one hand, having realised 
the importance of continuous 
upskilling to stay relevant in this 
competitive world, working pro-
fessionals are now actively look-
ing for upskilling opportunities 
and accommodating them in 
their daily schedule, which other-
wise would have been largely 
ignored. On the other hand, as 
attracting and retaining skilled 
talents have become challenging 
due to increasing demand, organ-
isations are now actively upskill-
ing their workforce to strengthen 
their in-house capabilities. With 
workplace L&D back in focus 
and being the top business 
agenda for organisations in 2021 
and beyond, here are some trends 
that will accelerate and trans-
form workplace learning.

When you ask HR & WFM lead-
ers how they plan to build new 
skills for the future, almost 
two-thirds say they will go out 
and recruit for the new skills they 
need. This is costly: one of our 
clients found it is six times less 
expensive to build technical skills 
internally than it is to go hire 
them from the job market.

So how can corporations better 
make use of the flow of work to 
develop the skills of their work-
force? Of course, many of the 

characteristics of big com-
panies inhibit learning, but 
others can be used to cata-
lyze it. This section is espe-
cially for business leaders 
who are willing to change 
systems, processes, and 
culture in order to lift the 
capability of their  work-
force.

What might you as an indi-
vidual with an appetite for 
learning do to learn in the 
flow of work? Here are 
some practical measures 
you could implement 
today:

Practice metacognition and 
mindfulness. Be aware and 
be present as you go about 
your daily job. There are 
many benefits to this, one 
of which is an increased 
ability to learn and devel-
op. For example, don’t just 
sit in on that negotiation 
with a procurement expert; 
notice and learn her tactics 
and techniques as you 
engage with her. Ask prod-
uct managers about prod-
uct features; ask sales 
people about industry 
trends; ask peers for feed-
back on your presentation 
skills. These kinds of inqui-
ries are learning experienc-
es and most peers love to 
tell you what they know.
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1. Continuous learning & Staying 
Relevant: As more and more 
organisations adopt a WFH & 
Work from Anywhere model, 
making remote working a new 
norm, there is a radical shift 
towards virtual learning. Organi-
sations are investing in collabora-
tive tools and learning solutions to 
strengthen their employee training 
programmes. While in-person 
training won’t be obsolete, the 
focus will be on online training & 
learning as it’s convenient and 
flexible.

2. Passion & Career Building: 
Learning should be purpose-driv-
en and not forced. Every employee 
has their interests, and upskilling 
initiatives should encourage them 
to hone their skills or gain knowl-
edge in the area of their interest. 
Hence, giving employees the free-
dom to choose what (skills), when 
(flexibility), and how (online/of-
fline) to learn not only makes the 
upskilling process seamless but 
more effective. Further, this also 
helps the organisation build a 
strong pool of skilled and diversi-
fied talent. Hence, personalised 
learning is a win-win.

3.  Incentives for Skilling & 
Upskilling: Efforts should be made 
to ensure that continuous learning 
becomes a way of life at the work-
place. For this, there has to be a 
mechanism to track the progress 
and link it to rewards. Appraisals 
or recognitions should not just be 

performance-based. Instead, 
they should also factor-in the 
proactive approach that 
employees take towards learn-
ing new skills to stay relevant in 
the ever-evolving dynamic 
workplace. This approach 
encourages individuals to 
self-assess their skills, analyse 
where they stand among their 
peers and how competitive they 
are in their respective field/ca-
reer.

4. Gamification: Online learn-
ing can be enhanced through 
gamification elements, such as 
Leaderboard, Badges, Certifi-
cates, Programme/content feed-
back, etc. Integration of these 
elements makes learning engag-
ing and provides much needed 
intrinsic and extrinsic motiva-
tion to perform better.

5. Self-paced learning: Learn-
ing methodologies change as 
workplace L&D initiatives 
evolve. As mentioned earlier, 
online and self-paced learning 
intervention will continue as 
working from anywhere is a 
new normal in global market. 

Considering the huge 
learning platforms learn-
ing, skilling and upskilling 
from anywhere is a new 
trends for every profession.

6. Develop Learning Agili-
ty?
Learning agility is the 
capacity for rapid, continu-
ous learning from experi-
ence. Agile learners are 
good at making connec-
tions across experiences, 
and they’re able to let go of 
perspectives or approaches 
that are no longer useful — 
in other words, they can 
unlearn things when novel 
solutions are required. 
People with this mindset 
tend to be oriented toward 
learning goals and open to 
new experiences. They 
experiment, seek feedback, 
and reflect systematically.
Since developing learning 
agility involves learning to 
recognize and change auto-
matic routines, the aid of a 
coach can be invaluable. 
Coaching, which Peterson 
calls “the ultimate custom-
ized learning solution,” 
helps clients understand 
how their minds work and 
how to make them work 
better. But even if you’re 
not working with a coach, 
there are steps you can take 
on your own to enhance 
your learning agility.

2021 New Trends in Learning
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Conclusion:
While L&D has always 
been a critical area of focus 
for organisations, the pan-
demic has given a new 
meaning to workplace 
L&D initiatives. As the 
technology landscape con-
tinues to evolve rapidly, the 
demand for skilled talents 
in the latest technologies 
has accelerated. Thus, 
L&D has become a key 

Global Companies Set Up Biz Continuity Plans

contributor in supporting busi-
ness objectives/success for com-
panies. Organisations will contin-
ue to invest in upskilling and 
reskilling their workforce to gain 
a competitive advantage. In fact, 
according to a survey conducted 
by LinkedIn, 64% of L&D pro-
fessionals agreed that reskilling 
the current workforce to fill skills 
gaps has become more of a priori-
ty than ever before, and 78% of 

L&D professionals said that 
they are going to have more 
virtual/online training for their 
employees after Covid-19. 
L&D will play a critical role in 
rebuilding and re-shaping an 
organisation’s future business.

The author, 
Dr. Shivakumar, 
Sources: GWFM Research, 
HBR & Economic Times 

Tech companies’ Covid war rooms are work-
ing around the clock as the number of 
distress calls from employees seeking help — 
many of whom have been infected by the 
coronavirus — have increased. Companies 
have increased insurance cover, set up Covid 
helplines, home quarantine facilities and 
mental wellness programmes for employees 
and their families. They have activated 
shadow IT teams and business continuity 

plans (BCPs) to ensure work does not get disrupted. 

Goldman Sachs’s technology and business services 
centre said it has been focused on potential disrup-
tion risks and maintained a map of critical functions 
and related business continuity plans, which were 
adapted to the Covid situation in 2020. Accenture 
said it has the agility to transfer work across its 
network to help its people in India while continuing 
to meet the needs of its clients. An Accenture 
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Synopsis

Companies Can’t Stop Overworking

employee, who requested that he not be named, 
said the company has had a backup plan since 
last year.

Wipro has formed a Covid global crisis manage-
ment task force comprising members from 
cross-functional teams, which focuses on gover-
nance, people safety and wellbeing, customer 
delivery, facility readiness and business continu-
ity. “For employees engaged in critical projects, 
we have arranged accommodation either at our 
guest houses or in hotels close to our facilities,” 
the company said. 

Kishor Patil, co-founder and CEO of KPIT, 
said 3% of its people globally have been 
affected over the past year. “We have allo-
cated more people for projects so that we are 
able to manage client deliverables,” he said. 
The company has over 6,000 employees. 

Persistent Systems CEO Sandeep Kalra said 
the active number of cases may be in the 
range of 200-250 now.“Many people who 
have gone through it have recovered from 
it,” he said.

 Sindhu Gangadharan, MD of SAP Labs 
India, said the company’s crisis manage-
ment team is working around the clock to 
answer employees’ questions and clarifica-
tions. 

IBM said it was covering medical treatment 
of its employees and their dependents under 
Corona Care Insurance for up to half 
million.

Research suggests all of this excess work 
isn’t good for anyone, employers included. 
So why are so many companies still 
encouraging it? And when companies do 
claim they are trying to reduce long hours, 
why do these efforts so often fail to make a 
difference?

By Corinne Purtill 
“We want them to be challenged, but also to 
operate at a pace where they’re going to stay 
here and learn important skills that are 
going to stick. This is a marathon, not a 
sprint.” 

That was David Solomon’s response to com-
plaints of grueling working conditions for 
junior analysts at Goldman Sachs — in 2013. 
(The bank’s current CEO was then Gold-
man’s co-head of investment banking.) 
Shortly thereafter, the bank announced a 
“Saturday rule” forbidding most work from 
9 p.m. Friday to 9 a.m. Sunday. 

Eight years later, there’s a Groundhog Day 
quality to the discussions about burnout and 
long hours, prompted by a group of 
first-year analysts at Goldman who 
described “inhumane” labor conditions 
involving 100-hour workweeks. 
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The Diminishing Returns of Overwork

“There is now a mountain of careful research 
showing that people who experience long hours 
of work have serious health consequences,” said 
John Pencavel, professor emeritus of economics 
at Stanford and author of “Diminishing Returns 
at Work: The Consequences of Long Working 
Hours.” 

A review of more than 200 studies over two 
decades on the relationship between long work 
hours and health found a correlation between 
extended workweeks and a higher incidence of 
heart problems and high blood pressure. People 
who worked longer hours (which in most studies 
meant 50 to 60 hours a week — practically part 
time by some industry standards) were more 
likely to suffer injuries on the job and poor sleep 
at home. There was also a strong link between 
long work hours and behaviors — such as smok-
ing, and the use of alcohol and substances — that 
end up affecting workers’ health. 

It’s not only employees’ health that suffers when 
regularly working long hours. It’s also their 
work. Research has suggested that relationships 
between rest and problem-solving ability, 
between time away from work and some aspects 
of job performance, and between sleep depriva-
tion and lower cognitive performance. 

Goldman’s “Saturday rule” is 
technically still on the books, 
but it's flouted as much as it's 
observed. Enforcing it more 
diligently was one of the 
actions Solomon pledged to 
take last month. 

Overwork and burnout aren’t 
just issues at investment 

banks. For many, the pan-
demic has essentially erased 
the boundaries between 
work and home: White-col-
lar workers feel stretched to 
their breaking point. And 
when offices reopen in 
earnest, few expect overwork 
to vanish or burnout to be 
relegated to the past. 

Research suggests all of this 
excess work isn’t good for 
anyone, employers included. 
So why are so many 
companies still encouraging 
it? And when companies do 
claim they are trying to 
reduce long hours, why do 
these efforts so often fail to 
make a difference? 

An eye-opening study by Pencavel explored how 
long hours affect work output by examining 
detailed data about munitions plant workers 
during World War I, who, like today’s invest 
bankers, often worked 70 to 90 hours a week. 
(The importance of their work, or at least the 
danger of it, is hard to compare with editing slide 
decks at an investment bank, but white-collar 
work is hard to quantify in a similar way.) 

For the first 49 hours of the week, there was a 
direct relationship between time and productivi-
ty — the more employees worked, the more they 
got done. Starting at hour 50, employees still pro-
duced more the more they worked, but the 
output for each additional hour worked started 
to shrink. And after about 64 hours, productivity 
collapsed — there was little to show for all that 
extra time except for a lot of additional 
on-the-job injuries. Pencavel also found that 
workers who worked seven consecutive days 
without rest produced less than people who 
worked the same number of hours over six days 
in a week. 

There’s no magic number of hours at which 
returns diminish that applies to all workers and 
all industries, he said. But research doesn’t sup-
port the idea that extreme work schedules direct-
ly translate to extraordinary productivity.
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Why Efforts to Reduce Overwork Fail

Even in demanding fields, companies have had 
some success with models that produce high 
volumes of quality work without decimating 
employee health and engagement. 

Over the past decade, Boston Consulting Group 
and London-based PwC, the brand name for 
PricewaterhouseCoopers, have both rolled out 
flexibility policies that allow for greater work-life 
balance, in large part thanks to demands from 
younger workers. PwC granted all employees the 
right to ask for flexible work schedules, and this 
past week announced it will pay a $250 bonus, up 
to four times a year, to employees who take a full 
consecutive week of vacation. Boston Consulting 
introduced options for employees to take up to 
two months off or reduce their work schedules 
while remaining on their career tracks. The grad-
ual return to the office also offers employers an 
opportunity to experiment with flexible sched-
ules. 

Organizations can change. Their people are often 
better off when they do. But they have to actually 
want to do so. And when it comes to ultracompet-
itive firms such as Goldman, and the people who 

choose to work there, the incentive to change 
may simply not be there. 

That’s the conclusion that Alexandra Michel 
has reached after two decades observing invest-
ment bankers, both in the depths of analyst hell 
and, for those who eventually leave, in their 
post-banking lives. Michel, an adjunct profes-
sor at the University of Pennsylvania’s Gradu-
ate School of Education, also worked at Gold-
man for five years — three as an analyst and 
two in the chief of staff’s office — before leaving 
to get her doctorate at Wharton. 

Michel has been following four cohorts of 
investment bankers for the past 20 years. She 
has documented a business model that relies on 
inexhaustible waves of new talent. Most work-
ers endure grueling working hours, and around 
the fourth year on the job, many analysts start 
seeing their bodies break down. Yet after count-
less hours interviewing current and former 
bankers, she believes that discussions of flexibil-
ity and work-life balance are moot in a culture 
that values the process of competition at least as 
much as the actual result. 
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Summary

Research: Art of Managing Workforce in Covid
Times is To Provide A Big Morale Boost With
A Little Recognition

- Shibeal O'Flaherty,Michael T. Sanders, and Ashley Whillans

As organizations large and 
small face the twin challenges 
of increasingly strained budgets 
and burned out workforces, 
what can managers do to keep 
employees engaged — without 
breaking the bank? In this 
piece, the authors share new 
research on the power of sym-
bolic awards such as thank you 
notes, public recognition, and 
certificates. They find that 

As we enter into the second year of the Covid-19 pandemic, frontline public sector workers such as 
healthcare professionals, teachers, and social workers are under more strain than ever. At the same 
time, organizations in every industry are being forced to downsize and restructure, meaning 
they’ve got less cash in the bank to support an increasingly burned out workforce. In these trying 
times, what can managers do to keep their employees motivated ?

these simple interventions can 
significantly improve employee 
motivation, but clarify that to 
maximize their effect, it’s essen-
tial to customize these rewards 
to your unique context. Specifi-
cally, the authors draw on prior 
research to highlight five key 
considerations for managers 
looking to implement symbolic 
awards: the most impactful 
messenger, the best timing, 

whether to make it private or 
public, attention to detail, and 
the importance of starting 
small. While these interventions 
are no substitute for fair mone-
tary compensation, especially 
when cash is limited, symbolic 
awards can go a long way to 
demonstrate your appreciation 
for your employees and keep 
spirits high.
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To answer this question, we conducted a series 
of studies in collaboration with the non-profit 
What Works for Children’s Social Care, exam-
ining the impact of light-touch, cost-effective 
interventions designed to promote the overall 
happiness of social workers. While many orga-
nizations (especially in the private sector) have 
traditionally used monetary incentives to boost 
employee morale and performance, recent 
research suggests that symbolic awards — 
interventions such as congratulatory cards, 
public recognition, and certificates — can 
significantly increase intrinsic motivation, per-
formance, and retention rates. As such, we were 
interested in measuring the impact of symbolic 
awards that demonstrated the organization’s 
appreciation and respect for employees without 
offering cash incentives.

While past research has started to outline these 
benefits through surveys and lab experiments 
conducted with college students, most of the 
field research on this topic has been conducted 
in the private sector. That work is helpful, but it 
may not be fully applicable to the non-profit 
and public sector organizations that employ 
many of the frontline workers most impacted 
by the pandemic. Research suggests that 
employees in fields such as health care, social 
work, and education tend to be more motivated 
to do work that has a positive impact on others, 
to place a higher value on social recognition, 
and to be less motivated by salary than their 
private sector counterparts, meaning that 
financial incentives may be less effective and 
symbolic recognition may be especially import-
ant to support these workers.
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The Messenger

To better understand the effectiveness of sym-
bolic recognition for public sector employees, 
we ran a study looking at the impact of sending 
social workers personalized letters of apprecia-
tion to their home addresses. We randomly 
assigned half of the social workers to receive 
letters from their direct managers, while the 
other half did not receive a letter.

The letters contained two sentences of positive 
feedback: The first sentence was selected from a 
menu of options such as, “your work has consis-
tently had a positive impact on the children you 
work with” and “your continued dedication 
and hard work makes children and families in 
the region better off every day,” and the second 
sentence was written by the manager them-
selves. In this way, we ensured that the letters 
were reasonably standardized but still person-
alized.
What did we find? One month after this simple 
intervention, the social workers who received a 
letter reported feeling significantly more 
valued, more recognized for their work, and 
more supported by their organization than 
those who didn’t receive a letter. There were 
also positive (though not quite statistically 
significant) impacts on subjective wellbeing, 
belonging, intrinsic motivation, and sickness 
absence rates for social workers who received 
letters.
In addition, prior research suggests that help-
ing employees feel more valued and supported 
is important not just for those individual 
employees’ wellbeing, but also for the organiza-
tion as a whole. Studies have shown that when 
employees are more satisfied with their organi-
zation, they are more productive and less likely 
to leave, and that recognizing and empowering 
employees can increase motivation and improve 
performance across the organization.

Clearly, symbolic interventions can be effective. 
But to maximize their impact, it’s important to 
customize these efforts to your organization’s 
unique context. Research suggests that there 
are a few key factors managers should consider 
when trying out low-cost symbolic awards:

One of the most important considerations is 
who the award will come from. Management 
should consider where there might be current 
gaps in feedback — perhaps employees do not 
interact much with the beneficiaries of their 
work, or with senior leaders in their organiza-
tions - and should prioritize notes of apprecia-
tion from these groups. Especially when inter-
action is limited due to remote work, studies 
suggest that positive feedback from key stake-
holders is likely to be particularly essential to 
keep socially-driven employees motivated.

Timing
It is also important to think about when the 
symbolic gesture is likely to make the biggest 
impact. For employees whose daily workflows 
have become increasingly stressful and 
unpredictable during the pandemic, daily 
recognition of the impact of their work could 
well be effective, while in other environments, 
daily feedback may start to feel forced or 
repetitive. In addition, research on the Fresh 
Start effect suggests that recognizing your 
employees can be particularly impactful at key 
temporal landmarks. For example, a thank you 
note sent at the start of a new quarter or 
positive feedback delivered at the conclusion of 
a major project can serve as a booster shot of 
motivation when employees need it most.
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Make It Public
Private feedback is appropriate in some 
situations, but public recognition - such as 
awarding certificates during a team meeting 
can often be a cost-effective way to motivate the 
entire team. Public recognition can feel more 
impactful to the recipient, and it can also boost 
motivation among all employees, including 
those who aren’t recognized themselves. In one 
field experiment, when thank you cards were 
publicly awarded to the three top performers in 
small work groups, researchers found that 
performance increased not just for the top 
performers who received the recognition, but 
for all members of their group. This may be 
because witnessing a colleague receive 
accolades could compel other employees to 
improve their own performance to measure up. 
However, another study found that recognizing 
employees publicly led to negative social 
comparison that reduced performance among 
non-awardees — so it’s important to consider 
both the positive and negative signals that 
public awards can send to employees, and 
adapt your messaging accordingly.

Start Small
Perhaps most importantly, instituting symbolic 
awards shouldn’t feel like a daunting, Hercule-
an task. The whole point of symbolic awards is 
that they’re cost-effective (typically free!), easy 
to implement, and can go a long way when done 
right. If you’re not sure where to start, try one 
of these low-lift ideas:

• Write a short, personalized note expressing
  gratitude for an employee’s recent good 
  performance.
• Publicly recognize an employee’s 
  contributions in your next team meeting.
• Hold a morale-building meeting to celebrate
   your team’s successes.

Effective symbolic awards must be designed 
with a specific workplace context in mind. 
What might be effective in one environment — 
such as for social workers, teachers, or among 
public-sector employees more generally — 
might not translate to other contexts. Further-
more, our research should not be misconstrued 
to suggest that symbolic awards could take the 
place of fair monetary compensation. Indeed, in 
many cases, research has shown that financial 
incentives can be an effective motivator.

But especially when budgets are strained, 
non-cash rewards offer an appealing and effec-
tive alternative to traditional incentives. More-
over, research has shown that even when funds 
are available, financial rewards can sometimes 
come at a cost to the organization’s culture. For 
example, one study found that in some public 
sector organizations, merit bonuses actually 
reduced motivation and morale due to a wide-
spread perception that the performance levels 
needed to earn the incentive were nearly impos-
sible for many employees to achieve.

Details Matter
Your employees can tell the difference between 
a rushed job and genuine appreciation. To 
make sure your symbolic interventions are 
well-received, it is important to pay attention to 
the details. For example, in our studies, the 
letters of appreciation were signed in ink by a 
direct manager and mailed to employees’ 
homes. A blanket email would no doubt have 
been much less effective. Another study found 
that employees were significantly more produc-
tive after receiving a physical, non-monetary 
gift that when they received small financial 
gifts. Employees reported feeling more valued 
when they could see that their employer took 
the time and effort to choose, purchase, and 
wrap the gift, and so they increased their own 
efforts in return.
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2021 Workforce Management Trends WFM &
HR Leaders Need To Know

In contrast, our research suggests that simple, symbolic interventions such as thank you notes can 
also make a real impact — without the potential downsides of cash rewards, and with little to no cost 
to the employer. During these exceptionally challenging and stressful times, a bit of appreciation can 
go a long way.

The business landscape is changing at the speed of light, and the companies of today are hardly the 
same as 10 years ago. Digital transformation, the Covid-19 pandemic, cultural shifts and 
generational differences have all contributed to this change. Today's HR leaders should be quick on 
the uptake in navigating the upcoming workforce management trends to ensure the organizations' 
success and their competitive advantage. Here are the global trends we should be expecting in 2021 
based on existing workforce management statistics.  
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Adapting To The Distributed 
Workforce Model
Even before the Covid-19 pandemic, we saw 
that a major uptrend in remote work in the U.S. 
Statistics from FlexJobs showed an increase in 
people working remotely — by 44% in the five 
years preceding the pandemic and by 91% in 
the previous 10 years. And worldwide, 70% of 
the workforce worked remotely at least once a 
week, according to CNBC. These data pose an 
important question for companies: Are they 
ready for the future of work ? 

Managing a distributed workforce has its 
unique challenges, as workers struggle with 
loneliness (20%), collaboration and communi-
cation (20%) and difficulty unplugging (18%). 
That's why the implementation of proper work-
force management tools will decide the compa-
ny's future — with the right digital tools, orga-
nizations will thrive in the new normal of 2021. 
Otherwise, they are very likely to see slow 
growth in the years to come.   

Rise Of Global Talent Mobility 

The global mobile workforce is expected to 
reach 1.88 million in the year 2023. What this 
means for large enterprises is that we'll be 
seeing less focus on well-known hubs like New 
York, London or San Francisco. In fact, in the 
last 60 years, this shift has already been taking 
place, with cities like Kyiv, Mumbai and Hong 
Kong overpowering traditional business hubs 
by population size.

Increased talent mobility makes it easier for the 
workforce to find employment anywhere in the 
world. Moreover, with millennials, who are 
expected to make up 75% of the workforce by 
2025 and 71% of whom expect to have at least 
one international assignment in their career, the 
demand for going global is high. 

Democratization Of Compensation 

During the pandemic, many workers moved to 
suburban areas in order to reduce living costs 
and companies like Facebook decided to intro-
duce pay cuts, which 33% out of 7,109 employ-
ees found unfair. In 2021, pay transparency 
based on the employees' specialized skills will 
become more important, regardless of whether 
talent comes from high-cost or low-cost areas.

Remote work, in particular, makes the market 
rate compensation philosophy irrelevant, as 
employees can perform their duties from any-
where in the world with geography playing no 
role in the quality of their work. As a result, 
location-based pay will become secondary 
moving forward, while skills and experience 
will serve as the most important determinants 
of employee compensation rates. 

Heated Fight For Global Talent

Economies and markets will be seeing an 
increase in the fight for high-skilled talent 
globally. Today's HR leaders should expect 
shortages of labor in mature markets while 
emerging markets are likely to demonstrate 
surplus. Labor supply in countries like the U.S. 
or Germany will improve slowly as their popu-
lations are considerably older than the world's 
average. But, for instance, China will observe a 
5% increase in college-educated talent thanks to 
the younger population and heavy investment in 
education. As a result, HR leaders will need to 
develop strategies and incentives for recruiting 
the best-fit talent globally rather than locally.
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How Business Leaders Can Prepare For The 
Changing Economic Landscape In 
2021 And Beyond
Due to the ongoing digital transformation and a 
switch to a distributed workforce model, we will 
be seeing a further increase in remote work, 
talent mobility, productivity-based employee 
compensation and the fight for global talent 
moving forward. Existing workforce statistics 
demonstrate the acute need for data-driven 
approaches to workforce management. More-
over, considering that over 30% of today's 
workforce are millennialswho grew up surfing 
the internet, organizations need to advance 
their technology use to keep up with the market 
changes and maintain a competitive advantage. 
Here are the two main areas of improvement 
that companies can address to prepare for the 
upcoming workforce management trends: 

1. Personalization of Daily
    Employee Experience

Employees working at an organization each 
have their own needs and goals for personal and 
professional development. That's why a person-
alized approach to employee experience is 
becoming more and more important for build-
ing a healthy company culture and achieving 
growth. Introducing experience tailored to each 
individual employee by leveraging people ana-
lytics can help address two big problems in 
workforce management: talent retention (think 
about 36.4% turnover rate in the U.S. in 2019) 
and employee engagement (as 85% of employ-
ees are not engaged at the workplace). 

2. Upskilling And Reskilling Existing 
    Talent on Demand 

The increase in population mobility and global 
shortage of high-skilled talent can make it 
harder for organizations to identify and recruit 
candidates whose background, experience and 

personal skills are most suitable to fill the 
much-needed positions. Moreover, considering 
the economic impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
a business might not have the resources neces-
sary to go through a lengthy and costly hiring 
process. This is where upskilling and reskilling 
the existing talent base through personalized 
training can deliver a major advantage by 
engaging employees and saving costs that can 
instead be directed to the development of other 
forward-thinking strategies for organizational 
growth.
  
With ongoing digital transformation and 
remote work wide acceptance, we will be seeing 
a further increase in talent mobility, productivi-
ty-based employee compensation and the fight 
for global talent in 2021 and beyond. This is why 
people analytics and data-driven workforce 
management tools will play an important role in 
building an agile workforce resilient to market 
changes and for organizations to ensure success 
and maintain a competitive advantage in the 
years to come.
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