We
We were a few months into the pandemic, in a virtual boardroom comprised of middlemanagement, front-line operators and senior executives. The objective was clear. The team was
gathered to brainstorm strategies to effectively respond to the new market realities brought on by
COVID. The conversation was fluid, unconstrained by limitations of the past and embraced
innovation.

What struck us was this type of 'cross-organizational brainstorming' had started
becoming more commonplace across a range of industries.
The result? Quick solutions and pivots were made that reflected the realities of both frontline operating norms and the strategic direction being planned at the executive level.
Through the course of our work with leaders and employees in both large to mid-sized organizations we
witnessed various forms of clever ingenuity. Unencumbered by past mistakes and razor focused on
sustaining the company through the storm, this new agile way of working was akin to a start-up.
The COVID-19 pandemic presented everyone with uncertainties and unanswered questions. No one had
the foresight to anticipate what was coming next, and this new reality resulted in some varying responses
and invaluable lessons learned.

Curious by what we saw, we deployed a survey to leaders across
the energy, finance and retail sector.
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We asked a simple question:

‘What advice would you give yourself as you navigate during this challenging
time?’

Five months into the pandemic here were their key take-aways:

1

Always be Day 1.
A ‘day one’ organization is akin to a start-up, it is nimble,
hungry and moves quickly. A ‘day one’ organization
prioritizes the customer, focuses on the results over
unnecessary bureaucracy, makes decisions quickly and
embraces agile solutioning. It is important to remember,
the ability to operate as a ‘day one’ organization is an
aspiration that can be difficult to achieve within an
industry or culture that has tended to prioritize process
and regulatory due diligence prior to action. However,
that does not mean it is an unattainable goal. Nor does
it require you to completely throw out your existing
processes or operations. It simply requires an
intentional effort to keep the entrepreneurial spirit alive
in your daily decision-making, with your teams and your
employees.

2
3

Be the expert.
If you truly believe you can help the customer, be the
expert. Demonstrate your ability to problem-solve,
encourage curiosity and ask great questions. When
encouraging curiosity within your organization you also
encourage your employees to become experts. When
you understand your customers’ pain points better, you
can solve those problems better. Encouraging curiosity
helps foster innovation within an organization, and
improves an organization’s ability to problem-solve.

Challenge the status quo.

4
5
6

Your past may not look like your future.
Recognize your past success is not a guarantee of
future profitability. Rethink your operating norms, if it no
longer works it may be time to change it. One of the
biggest ways this has occurred during the pandemic is
through the integration of technology. Everyone has had
to adapt to the remote-work practice in one way or
another. Organizations who are quick to implement new
technology and find a way to still preserve their culture
are the ones that thrive.

Lead with transparency.
Embrace the ‘humanity’ of this experience and lean into
what connects us authentically. The authenticity of a
transparent leader is key to gaining employees’ trust. In
a situation where decisions need to be made quickly
and executed smoothly, humanity and authenticity are
important. For more on this topic read ShiftRight’s article
on “Leading with Candor: Leading in the face of chaos”.

‘Coopetition’ fosters Innovation.
Coopetition means to collaborate with competitors,
and collaboration does not necessarily impede
competition. In most instances, coopetition ramps up
innovation. Competitors often face similar challenges
and would therefore require similar solutions. Take for
example Apple and Samsung. While they are fierce
competitors, Samsung is also Apple’s main supplier of
phone screens. The result is an interesting dynamic in
‘coopetition’ that allows both organizations to learn from
each other.

New working norms don’t just stop at remote work, we
must rethink how we view our peers, suppliers and
competitors. Be willing to employ a ‘test and learn’
mindset, rethink the definition of ‘competitors’ to ‘joint
allies’ when possible. By forming alliances with suppliers
and peers, you are able to explore previously untapped
vertical and horizontal industry solutions. In addition,
you are able to build a stronger sense of community
amongst businesses.
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Inspired by the wisdom of these lessons learned we decided to do another pulse check in June 2021. We
considered what lessons would continue to sustain the organization of the future. Below are our
consolidated insights.

1

Reframing Flexibility.

Prior to the pandemic when employees asked for workplace flexibility we presumed this
primary focused on remote work. With the onset of the pandemic we realize this means
more than just working remotely, this includes the ability to accommodate varying
personal circumstances in a way that is conducive to both work and homelife (i.e. primary
care-giver responsibilities, dependent parents, child rearing etc).

Supersizing Authenticity.

The idea of inclusion and equity has taken a whole new focus, with the ability to literally
peer into the personal lives of our employees, teams and colleagues we have had to
really demonstrate tangible commitment to the values and culture we so effortlessly
espouse. We have had to take a real look at developing policies that ensure appropriate
accommodation to address things like well-being and mental health.

3

Rethinking KPIs.

In the past we measured performance through relatively black and white metrics focused
on profitability, market share and earnings. The pandemic forced us to reconsider these
conventional metrics. When it came to assessing our performance we needed to consider
entirely new benchmarks, ones that recognized innovative new operating models we
stood up in response to market changes and alternative forms of revenue to supplement
the unanticipated downtime.

Digital Deficiency.
Certainly one of the most obvious gaps the pandemic exposed were the holes in your
digital infrastructure. If you were slow to develop the tools, resources and invest the time
required to ensure you had your digital structure ready to go you felt the hit. The focus on
the digital marketplace was a point of obsession. As we look to the future digital tools,
mediums and operations continue to be a focus.

5

2

4

Smart Data = New Currency.

The onset of the pandemic challenged us to think and operate differently. Those that
were able to do this the fastest and most effectively had enviable smart data specific to
their customers and their habits, their employees and their products. The benefit? When
they pivoted in response to the market they had a goldmine of data to ensure their ideas
would be relatively fool-proof. Smart data will continue to be the currency of the future.

Ethical Conundrum.

Almost any leader across any industry you speak to now will say, ‘We have no idea how
to manage this ‘return to work’ thing’. Is it a full return to work or partial? Do we stagger
re-entrance, if so who do we start with? What role does our government or regulators
play? We don’t have all the answers but we certainly know we can’t make these decisions
in a vacuum. It will require close coordination and partnership with our government, our
peers and most importantly our people.

6

We found these insights truly valuable and very reflective of the challenges we have all been contending with as
leaders, entrepreneurs, and innovators. As we make the transition from crisis to normal, these insights will play a
significant role in how we model our future. We thank all participants and leaders for sharing their candid
takeaways!

Page 3

For more content visit:

shiftright.ca/shiftrightinsights

Interested in learning more? Lets talk change!
416-827-5173

shiftright.ca

info@shiftright.ca

