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ABSTRACT

Rationale

Recent forces of social, economic, and medical have forced senior leaders to reevaluate the approach to fostering, and
communicating a positive corporate culture in their organizations. This shifting trend is complicated by the expanded
adoption and utilization of “remote” workers as a key component of future organizations. A mobile and geographically
unencumbered workforce presents tremendous opportunities for organizations to recruit and staff based upon
capabilities and skills more than proximity. Leaders are recognizing the growing importance of a corporate culture
beyond the walls of their traditional focus. Drafting, adopting, and communicating the “culture” now requires leaders
to reimaging strategies and efforts to build and instill a culture. Organizations that understand and take proactive

actions will be better equipped to optimize future employee engagement and productivity.

Objectives

This research will provide a roadmap of core elements to be considered, debated, and implemented within
organization. Leaders will need a broader understanding for their future efforts to instill, refine, and solidify a positive
corporate culture. The objective is to elevate the awareness and knowledge of topic for leaders to then begin a
deliberate process of focus and evaluation of their evolving organizations. The research results indicate that leaders as

well as other members of the organization see this as an opportunity to clarify the organizations mission, and values.

Methodology

This research looks at this emerging trend by qualitative interviews of multiple CEO’s, Presidents, and C-Level leaders
of multi-million/billion dollar organizations. We have focused the research on assessing current ideas and efforts
occurring while many future organizational structure elements are being defined. Each leader was interviewed via
video conferencing for approximately one hour. All were asked a series of questions about the future of their
organization. To establish a foundation of these selected leader’s current thinking for the future we explored multiple
topics. It was discovered as a result of the global pandemic and “lock downs” leadership views had evolved. All the
qualitative data was collected and reviewed independently and collectively to identify similar issues or concerns
identified by the leaders. There were a total of eleven executives interviewed. Multiple industries were included in

this research (medical, tech, retail, distribution, HR, and recruiting).

Key Findings
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The results indicate a powerful and resounding concern for leaders to identify and address a “new normal” for their
organization. This research identified key issues and elements that will be directing future organizations to rethink
and refine the building of their “corporate culture”. Additionally, we also discovered an increased awareness of
empathy and concern for the members of the organization. A “people” focus emerged even stronger as a results of the
global crisis. Additionally the executive realized the importance and value of communication, transparency, and

channels.

Conclusion

All organization were thrust into an unpredicted business operation due to global pandemic. Subsequently, the crisis
resulted in leaders having a heightened awareness of the importance of “culture”. We believe the future will hold a
tremendous opportunity for organizations to rethink their vision, mission, and values. A new awareness of business
planning and contingency strategies will require a proactive approach to culture formation. Collaboration and
communication will become vital as workforces are more geographically distributed and less dependent on “face to
face” interactions. The mandate for future organizations is to reevaluate their culture, communication, and
collaborative efforts.

Keywords: Corporate Culture, Post-Pandemic Organizations, Leadership Trends

Introduction

Organizational design and structure has been fluid in most organizations for the last several decades. We have seen a
constant evolution and refinement to multiple elements of corporate culture. HR departments and senior leaders have
been strategically making adjustment and adaptation to reflect the organizations mission and vision. Unless an
organization was in dramatic shift due to acquisition, competition, or environmental variables it was for the most part
a patient process. The last two years have ushered in a dramatic force and awareness on “corporate culture”. Given
the crisis of a global pandemic senior leaders have been thrust into a need to reevaluate their corporate culture. The
impact to people will be impactful as a result of style, substance, but even physical structures organization will be
making in the future Mantesi, Chmutina, Goodier (2022). This corporate soul searching now requires leaders to
consider new modes and methods of work; work from home, transitory workforce, employee satisfaction, engagement,
compensation, as well as, customer/market demands. Recent research addressing the future of work and the new
normal, “leaders should begin to take steps to consider what the workplace will look like when it arrives” (Kane,
Nanda, Phillips, Copulsky 2021 p.12). It is further explored by Pederson. L, and Ritter. T in Harvard Business Review
article (April 2020) when they discuss they pose the questions to leaders “How will your culture and identity change?”
The pandemic can pull organizations and teams together or push them apart. This thinking is advanced by multiple
research projects and papers identify the future for organization. Compounding this new requirement for attention on
evolved corporate culture is the reliance on better communication. Research survey conducted by McKinsey (2021)

proscribe more frequent communication even if policies are not finalized.

Methodology
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To fully explore this developing shift in organizations we collected data and current research on organizations in a
post COVID world. We specifically sought to uncover trends in leadership direction and priorities as a result of actual
experiences and issues presented during the pandemic. Our design consisted of a series of research question to
introduce a concept and they let executives detail their insight and experience. We conducted 11 interview of
executives holding c-level positions (CEO, COO, CSO, President, EVP, and HR). We sampled a myriad of industries
including Health Care, Electronics, Gaming, Technology, Retail, Distribution, and Professional Services. All
interviews were held for 45 min — 1 hour via Zoom. Interviewees were asked the same series of questions and given
the opportunity to expand or redirect as they determine. All interviews were recorded and content transcribed for

accuracy.

Results and Analysis

The results of the research indicates a desire and need by all leaders to rethink and adopt new strategies about shaping,
communicating, and instilling “corporate culture”. It became evident in all of our discussions that leaders had
developed a new sense of “people” in the equation of corporate culture. A more intentional expression of the future
structure and focus of their organization was embedded in all future plans. Consistent themes emerged from the

interviewees and we have aligned our findings to capture the findings accordingly.

Show Compassion

As demonstrated in the literature review, showing compassion involves seeking to understand and empathize with
others. All leaders that participated in this study mentioned how the pandemic certainly called for greater compassion
across their organization but certainly from the top. As example, Jeremy Lenk, CEO of Resource Group, shared that
when the pandemic hit, he was first and foremost concerned about his employees’ well-being. He stated that the
pandemic brought about change to the business process that required him to adopt a position of “focusing on the
people much more.” He linked the focus on employees and leading with compassion as a key driver that allowed them
to emerge as the pandemic became more manageable and to record the largest revenue month in the history of the
company. He shared how showing his employees he cared came through in some of the little things he did, such as
giving every employee a planter and home depot gift certificate with a note that said go spend some time outside. This
is just a small gesture that goes a long way. The intention is to maintain this focus in the future to shape the culture

and the people.

Similarly, Neal Manowitz, President and COO for Sony North America, shared how showing compassion and concern
for his employees’ well-being during the pandemic was essential. He related his concern for people in a brief analogy
of getting people into a lifeboat, he stated his focus was “how to get everybody into the boat and how to make sure
people feel protected” was a primary objective when the pandemic forced the organization to shut down. The pandemic
accelerated the need and desire to get more feedback from people in the organization. Having been forced to adapt to
the challenges and requirements of a pandemic, employers seem to have elevated the focus on giving people more

control and power of workflow. This is advancing an initiative to consider redefining the traditional work week
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expectations. The focus and responsibility he sees for leaders is simple and direct, “to be a steward of the business, to
take care of people and, in these times of crisis, you are given an opportunity to really make a positive impact on the

business and on people as well.”

Juergen Stark, CEO of Turtle Beach Electronics, witnessed an interesting element of a global lock down. While the
world was staying at home, the need and market radically expanded for his product. Facing unprecedented constraints
to normal business operation and rapidly accelerating demand, he needed to consider the balance of people and the
profits more intensely than ever before. During this time of demand and crisis he witness the ability and desire for his
organization to deliver and feel like they were connected and in control. He also echoed the realization that the future
will require new processes and thinking when it comes to corporate culture. It became clear from talking with these
senior leaders that people are always the most valuable asset, but during a crisis, they can make the difference for

organizational survival and the potential path to unprecedented growth.

Be Adaptable

While research points to the fact that leading every day and leading through a crisis both require the leader to focus
only on the future and have someone else manage the work, the leaders in this study pointed to the fact that leading
during the pandemic required being adaptable and moving back and forth between oversight of daily operations and
foresight of what’s coming next. This trial by fire that leaders have been thrust into for the last two years will shape

their future vision and direction when it comes to culture.

The dynamics and rhythm of business during the pandemic promoted a reorientation of how to accomplish required
tasks and serve clients or customers. For example, Jeremy found that an effective concept was “more collaboration”
with team members on a daily basis. It awakened a new focus on coaching of employees. In the process, he found that
he became more engaged in dealing with employees and customers. Typically, as the leader, he would take on a high
level view or big picture perspective. During the pandemic, he found that he was more informed and meetings were

more about substance versus impressions.

Common concerns were expressed by Neal in his comments and observations at Sony. As a point of reference he
explained that the organization had to be “adaptable when required.” The contingency and emergency plans had not
been developed for a situation like the COVID-19 pandemic. Leaders had to move quickly and cautiously at the same
time and that required flexibility. He provided an example of a sinking ship, “get people on the lifeboat quickly and
then cautiously navigate the course.” Emphasizing the importance of adaptability, Neal referenced that his role

“jumped back and forth” between managing and leading.

Juergen explained how he is constantly anticipating what will come next and builds out best and worst case scenarios.
This foresight prompted him to stock up on necessary supplies that he predicted would be in short supply during the

pandemic. Having foresight is what allowed Turtle Beach to thrive during the pandemic.
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In addition to learning about the leadership skills these three leaders utilized during the pandemic, they all spent a
significant amount of time discussing the “new normal” and a realization that some things, specifically

communication, will not return to normal.

Communicating “Corporate Culture” post COVID

When it comes to the future these leaders had much to say about how communication is being impacted. Inevitably,
some leaders will ask their employees to return to the workplace and will go back to primarily in-person
communication; however, many organizations are not going to be so quick to abandon remote communication;
actually quite the opposite, they plan to leverage what they’ve learned about operating remotely to their advantage. It
appears the pandemic, while devastating to the world, forced a “disruptive innovation” in communication and provided
the opportunity to fast forward the technology of doing day-to-day business within the workplace in the form of remote
meetings. According to the leaders interviewed in this study, some of the benefits of remote meetings include:
efficiency with work, flattened structure, and convenience, while the challenges center on building relationships,

sharing company culture, and collaboration.

Work-life Balance

As people become more accustomed to working from home and doing business remotely, many have started to prefer
this to going into the office. Due to the somewhat concerning work-life balance results on an employee survey
completed several years ago at Sony, Neal proposed a plan to have employees work from home on Fridays. He said
he received much push back from many in the organization about the idea of working from home, as they wanted to
come into the office to work. Then, the pandemic hit and all employees were required to work remotely. Now,
according to a recent employee survey, only 4% of Sony’s employees want to return to 100% face to face work. He
said with confidence, “We will not go back to the way it was.” Additionally, Juergen finds that retaining employees
is going to be an issue in the future for all employers, so he is not forcing employees back into the office abruptly but
being flexible and making sure his managers “stay close” or keep a pulse on how their employees are doing. Juergen

while acknowledging the component of remote as a future element, he was cautious about how much and how soon.

Efficiency

All leaders agree that their employees are efficient and productive in a remote environment and many of those
capabilities will help inform the new work roles and responsibilities. For instance, Jeremy shared how pre-pandemic
he would go on quarterly trips to visit organizations and it was all “show.” Now, in a remote format, there is less focus
on him, and he can take a step back and allow others to take the lead. This new trust of employee performance was a
result of the forced trial of remote work. According to Juergen, “I have no concerns about productivity anymore,
because, clearly, everyone has proven that that works fine.” Overall, all three leaders agree that their employees are
more on track and efficient when working remotely, so one might wonder why organizations would ever go back to

the in-person way of doing business. Taking an objective view of the evolution of performance and efficiency, Neal
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equated it to improvement in technology, “email changed us forever and the fax machine changed forever and teams
and zoom has changed us forever.” While remote work may have some major advantages, these three tech giants

recognize that it doesn’t come without some relational and cultural cost.

Difficulty Establishing Relationships

Simply put...there is no “water cooler” talk. Neal points out while employees may joke around for a minute at the start
of a meeting, they get to business quickly. Juergen shares that his employees have proven that they can get the work
done remotely, but what is missing is the “relational” component. He states, “How do you have the watercooler
discussion, how do you get the interaction that organically happens. They can’t just say things like, ‘nice shoes’ to
someone.” There’s just no opportunity for employees to casually talk and build a rapport with others. Similarly,
Jeremy shares that his employees are getting more task-oriented in the remote environment and he wants to try and
get back to more collaboration and “small talk.” Not only is the relational aspect an issue with remote work, but

instilling a sense of company culture is a problem of even greater concern to these leaders.

Absence of Company Culture Exposure

Several interviewee expressed the challenge of not only supporting the desired company culture but given transition
in the workforce indoctrination and education of the corporate culture is difficult and will forever change given hybrid
work models. While companies have spent time creating a company culture, how can this culture be shared and
instilled in a remote format? Research has shown that collaboration is vital to building a company’s culture (Yang, et
al., 2021). Bartel, Wrzensniewski, & Wiesenfeld point out that despite the many advantages of working remotely, one
concern is how remote employees can develop a sense of organizational membership (2007). According to Neal
Manowitz, core aspects of an organization can be lost or present new challenges when work includes remote as a part
of its core process, “How do you get culture through zoom?” This culture may include artifacts such as wall hangings,
sculptures, style of office furniture, office arrangement, colors of environment, lighting, visual displays of core values,
etc. Jeremy noted that for the 90% of employees at Turtle Beach that worked in the office prior to the pandemic, the
company culture was already ingrained in them, so when moving to a remote work environment, they still had that
common bond with each other. However, for the 10% who joined the organization during the pandemic, there has
been a great challenge of instilling company culture. Similarly, Juergen exclaims, “if you fast forward and everyone's
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remote for a year or two and you’ve got 30% new employees, they've never met anybody!” With all leaders bringing
this issue up, the process of sharing, instilling, and supporting company culture appears to present a new requirement

of all leaders going forward.

Difficulty Collaborating

Collaboration or bringing others together is central to establishing a sense of community. What leaders have learned
during the pandemic is that collaboration does not come as naturally as it did in an in-person work environment, and
they must be more intentional to foster collaboration in a remote environment. McKinsey (2021) cites a term to

represent remote collaboration has surfaced called “digital inclusion” (Appelbaum & Emadi-Mahabadi, 2021).
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Complicating the process of remote collaboration even further is the additional consideration that needs to be given
to conflicting roles for all employees, including work space, childcare, and homeschooling. One thing we know for
certain is that the continued pursuit of new methods for expanding collaboration will continue as the pandemic eases
or expands with new variants. The degree of work-life balance and prioritization of culture and collaboration will be

an ongoing struggle as these leaders seek to define the new rules when forming corporate culture.

Discussion

Leaders are now faced with a new definition of work in the future. The recent forces impacting their operation from
the last two years has prompted a reevaluation of every aspect of their operations. Research, interviews, and survey
all indicate the potential risk to an eroding corporate culture if not proactively addressed. Leaders will be tasked to
more than ever before challenge the status quo or their operations forced by major shifts in global and local markets.
In the post pandemic economy leaders will need to account for “remote first and office first companies (Smite, D.,
Moe, N., Hildrum, J. Huerta, J. Mendez, D. 2021). Employee retention and recruitment can be enhanced with the
emphasis placed on the organizations culture. While the pandemic has caused damage to many industries and people
it also offers hope. Leaders and organization now can feel empowered to think and act differently. This will arm them
to be more competitive and more agile for future changes in their organizations or the world. It also has provide an
opportunity for all employees to rethink their role and their objectives. An opportunity presents itself to allow better
alignment between individuals and groups residing in the same company. We have found that research does show

consistency for the need and the direction, but extensive variance in formation, and execution exist.

Conclusion

Leaders are now faced with moving from a remote workforce as a matter of convenience or crisis to a matter of
strategy and effectiveness. New methods and processes will be formed for a better connected business environment
not dependent on physical proximity. The future promises to deliver more tips on how to hold hybrid meetings, for as
these tech giants revealed, we will likely never go back to 100% in-person meetings. Covid has changed us and the
way we do business now and forever. Leaders will be required to be better connected and more relational with their
organizations. Corporate culture will be on the forefront of future strategies and tactics to connect and create an
organizations community. Leaders will have to battle the risk of “always-on” culture (Chafi, Hultberg, Yams, 2022).
In the past, the luxury of location was, in a sense, defined by status quo and now, we will likely see more technological
improvements for thoughtful communication, coaching, and agility. We have witnessed and will continue to witness

a new model of leadership emerging as an opportunity in the new normal.

The researchers were keenly aware that while leadership for the future will be impacted by the pandemic, there are
also other critical factors in society and business today that will further mold the future of leadership. In particular,
organizations have witnessed an increased concern for issues of equality and diversity. The field of DEI (diversity,
equity, and inclusion) will no doubt influence leadership, and the critical issues of compassion, communication, and

community will be central to any DEI discussions. This is an area of need for comprehensive and integrated research.
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All leaders will would be well advised to think proactively about the corporate culture of the future and intentionally

discover their path forward.

While the pandemic influenced leadership on a global basis, we see a trend in moving away from “command and
control” leadership style to more of a “servant leadership” model. CEO’s have witnessed during the crisis many
employees rose to the challenge than pre-pandemic levels. We have discovered a sense and a confidence from leaders
to feel more secure in changing their culture to be more participative and less defined by location. The empowerment
and sense of control of their work is an area for further exploration and research. A heightened sense of mutual trust

was established as a result of a disparate, mobile, and remote organization.

It would be expected that organizations harnessing new technologies and more mobility in operations will need to
account for challenges to the existing views and practices related to organizational structure. While the future of work
is still being defined, we anticipate issues of structure and shared leadership will emerge. Clearly, this will require
introspection and research by every leader. An environment of co-determination and self-management with return
high commitment and engagement to the corporate culture (Child, 2021). These adaptations will serve as the
foundation for evolved corporate culture and will not be exclusive to their organization but will also include
stakeholders who are refining their corporate cultures. New paradigms and processes are expected to spread in ways
not unlike the pandemic itself. With this in mind, the skills of leaders will continue to be put to the test, and acting
quickly, communicating frequently, having foresight, showing compassion, and exercising adaptability will
undoubtedly be keys to survival. The leader we interviewed did not fear the future, but rather saw it as an opportunity
to grow as a leader and organization. So while challenges undoubtedly lie ahead, these leaders did not seem fearful,

but rather hopeful for the opportunity to navigate, embrace, and improve their organization culture.
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