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Foreword

„The duties of chief people officers (…) currently look critical. They have to keep employees healthy; 
maintain their morale; oversee an extensive remote work experiment“, laments „The Economist“ 
already in the first lockdown of Pandemic 2020. Even more than the 2008 financial crisis, 
the pandemic has proven „the importance of people people“.

All over the world, HR management has faced and continues to face the greatest challenges 
of the 21st century; in fact, the way many companies or even entire industries work has had 
to be rethought from one day to the next. The consequences of the last few months of crisis 
are unmistakable: In companies from sectors hit the hardest, such as the airline industry, 
short-time work, layoffs and cost-cutting were at the top of the agenda. Others, such as the 
healthcare sector, the pharmaceutical industry or the telecommunications industry, became 
round-the-clock service providers of systemically relevant tasks. 

The initial health crisis escalated into an economic one that turned HR management into a 
crisis team, leaving us wondering what role HR and CHROs will have in the future after the 
immediate crisis has passed. 

With this in mind, as three-time hidden champion for HR, leadership and organization, we 
at undconsorten set up a series of talks on the role of HR and CHRO in the new normal last 
year in collaboration with the German Association of HR Managers (BPM). In five rounds of 
discussions with 14 CHROs and around 700 participants, we discussed how HR can fruitfully 
shape the coming new normal. With this white paper, we would like to share with you the 
findings that emerged from these discussion rounds as well as from initial projects results. 

We are publishing our white paper in the midst of a crisis. Sweeping analyses („everything 
will change“) are therefore out of question because the reality will be far more nuanced. The 
only certainty is that these transformation processes will not be linear. This white paper is 
an attempt to identify and examine the upcoming developments and thus contribute to a 
better understanding of the new normal. 

In the end, we ourselves determine whether the new normal can perhaps be the „better 
normal“ after all, because: 

We are looking forward to exploring this with you!

The future emerges when we outgrow ourselves in crisis situations 
and thereby reinvent ourselves.  — Horx, 2020
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1/ HR in the Corona Crisis
During the crisis, HR management also went through various phases. The pandemic turned 
out to be both a challenge and an opportunity for HR. HR took on a great deal of responsi-
bility in strategic crisis management, thereby gaining new visibility and interpretive authority. 
This has led to a higher reputation for HR on the one hand and increased expectations on 
the other.

The crisis mode for HR began in the first phase of shock-lockdown and pull-down. HR work 
here was characterized by an acute operational focus in business-related crisis management, 
setting up home offices, short-time work and the provision of laptops, platforms and com-
munication tools. Protecting employees and their health was the top priority. In addition, 
orientation had to be provided in a complex, fast moving and uncertain situation. 
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Box 01
The greatest challenges of our participants during the different phases of the crisis
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The second phase, characterized by (re)opening euphoria and loosening of restrictions, 
required HR to consolidate, reappraise and make new preparations for the second wave, 
which was already expected to happen. At the same time, the internal and social discussion 
about the new normal began. What we now call the new normal came gradually into our 
everyday working lives and we have already been in the process of reflecting on and appro-
priating the dimensions of the new world for quite some time. The collective VUCA experience 
through Covid-19, with its volatility of numbers and incessant cacophony of forecasts, is 
perpetuating itself. 

With the lockdown reestablished, HR management is entering the expert (and third) phase 
of crisis management: In addition to cost-cutting pressures and economic uncertainty, new, 
strategic challenges are gradually becoming more important, along with operational tasks. 
Issues such as maintaining innovativeness, motivation, productivity and team cohesion in 

September October November Dezember January February

2021

PHASE 2 PHASE 3 PHASE 4

ENGAGEMENT

MENTAL HEALTH

ZOOM FATIGUE

COHESION

VIRTUAL LEADERSHIP

MOTIVATION



8

undconsorten

In HR, we are often said to be administrative and 
process-oriented. During the crisis, however, we 
received very positive feedback on our pragmatic 
approach and were able to contribute decisively to 
the crisis management.
–Dietmar Eidens, Merck KGaA 

a virtual context are becoming more prevalent than ever. In addition, challenges such as 
managing and maintaining personal ties to tackle „home office fatigue“ in a virtual context 
require adaptation and rethinking in many HR areas. Zoom, MS Teams, Skype and Co. imply 
constant availability and raise questions around ensuring work life balance and mental 

health. Chief Human Resources Officers 
(CHRO) have thus increasingly become 
Chief People Officers (CPO), and employee 
orientation is gaining importance as the 
pandemic continues.

Conversely, as the „firefighting“ mode 
decreases, the current phase four will 
allow us to look further and further ahead, 

discuss experiences and what we have learned as well as set strategic priorities. In the 
chapters that follow in this white paper, we hope to contribute to making the future more 
proactive and less reactive. 

  
2/ HR Trends and Priorities in the New Normal
The term “new normal” is misleading. There is neither a new normal nor a normal state 
at all – on the contrary, the increased uncertainty is precisely what is normal. At the same 
time, the crisis is accelerating long-standing trends and reminds of a forced, collective learn-
ing experiment in “fast forward mode.” Behind the metaphor, however, lie many different 
facets that are highly relevant to the people function. Last summer, without claiming to 
have created an exhaustive list, we identified nine major trends in the following three areas 
of culture & leadership, working world & organization and personnel & HR, which we tested 
in the five rounds of talks.
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Additional leadership requirements at large

Virtualization of collaboration

Workforce flexibilization

Acceleration in organizational agility

Consistent digitization of further HR processes 

Clear purpose as compass for self-organization

Large-scale (digital) qualification initiatives

Change in values among employees and customers

Management of business-critical health risks

Culture & Leadership (N=161 // Top 3 priorities // Naming in %)Working world & Organization Personnel & HR

Box 02
Overview of trends
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This revealed that almost all trends are considered important; however, three to four trends 
stand out in the opinions of CHROs, HR directors and participants likewise (Box 02). When cluster-
ing and adding to these trends only slightly, six priorities for HR in the new normal emerge:

The transformation of the business and its support is clearly the focus, as many CHROs 
repeatedly noted in the discussions. Digitization has been accelerated once again, agility 
has been practiced in the crisis and the pressure to transform has increased once more. 
At the same time, the above-mentioned trend towards flexibilization is only one aspect of 
the workforce transformation needed, which has many facets. 
The design of the future of work and the issues of home office, mobile working and hybrid 
collaboration were at the center of the discussions from the very beginning. 
Cultures change through crises and, after Covid-19, 
purpose, sustainability and health will most likely 
remain more important than before. 
Along these lines, new leadership requirements 
and new methods of leadership development are 
also high on the HR agenda. 
Finally, the HR function itself is not spared from 
these changes and, in our view, will transform itself 
once again, albeit with a different focus than before. 

The following chapters are structured according to these priorities and provide insight into 
what we believe is now becoming important.

›

›

›

›

›

›

HR TRANSFORMATION
BUSINESS-MINDED STRATEGIC-PROACTIVE DIGITAL-EFFECTIVEDATA-DRIVEN

Box 03
The new HR priorities in the (uncertain) new normal

HYBRID
FUTURE OF WORK

...

...
WORKFORCE
TRANSFORMATION CULTURAL EVOLUTION BLENDED LEADERSHIP

BUSINESS
TRANSFORMATION

DIGITAL FIRST
AGILE AT SCALE
SUSTAINABILITY

HOLISTIC
TARGET STATE

NEAR- / OFFSHORING

VALUES

HEALTH

PURPOSE REMOTE 
LEADERSHIP

TEAM LEADERSHIP

HYBRID
LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

UP- / RESKILLING

INTERNAL / EXTERNAL

EMPLOYEE
DIALOGUEMIGRATION /

LEARNING PATH

We have gained momentum and have to 
consolidate that now. The pull into the 
familiar is great. However, we must now set 
the priorities clearly – the best spirit of HR 
is always long-term and forward-looking.
–Inga Dransfeld-Haase, BP Europa SE
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2A/ Active Business Transformation Support

One topic came up in all our expert panels, even without being explicitly asked: the trans-
formation, which accelerated once again during Covid-19, and the question of what role HR 
should play in it. Accordingly, the demand for business proximity was expressed even more 
clearly, which HR is currently demonstrating in a wide variety of places. Despite all the uncer-
tainty, three trends relevant to HR appear to be accelerating. 

// Digital First
Although digitization is not a new trend, per fast forward mode, Covid-19 brought out what 
we might have expected in the next few years. In addition, the growth of tech companies 
and the digital sales of all companies have confirmed it. 

Digital is therefore no longer something that is „nice-to-have,“ but rather must be deeply 
anchored in all processes in order to exploit the full potential. This involves new products 
and channels, the digital customer journey as well as the digitization of internal processes. 
Technological progress is accelerating, and massive productivity gains are once more within 
reach. HR can contribute a great deal here through reskilling/upskilling, leadership enabling 
or support for carve-outs, new digital business models or M&A. 

// Agile at Scale
Particularly in the first lockdown, everyone experienced that empowerment, iterative trial 
and error, rapid decision-making and quick learning worked very well. In other words, aspects 
of agile working methods have proven themselves in practical application many times over 
– even if it was mostly not about pure theory. 

With or without Covid-19, many companies 
have already introduced agile working meth-
ods in some areas. Can the many positive 
experiences from the crisis now be used to 
scale agile methods to the entire company? 
In our opinion: yes!

In this regard, HR is also challenged, for ex-
ample, in the adaptation of its own systems 

(career models, performance management, talent management, comp & ben), in learning 
and leadership development, in organizational development or necessary change support, 
but also in top team alignment, and in the question of which type of agile working methods 
makes sense at which point and how they interlock. 

// Sustainability 
Although sustainability is not just a 2020/2021 issue, after Covid-19, companies will probably 
increasingly be expected to have a clear „sustainability agenda.“ If you look at the Davos 

If we succeed in transporting that agility and 
experimentation to the workplace, make everyone 
understand we need to learn fast and that failure 
provides a fantastic learning opportunity, we can 
make great traction as a function. 
–Caroline Barth, Lonza
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agenda for 2021, you can see how relevant these issues now are to a majority of the business 
community. Customer behavior is changing. Investors are constantly inquiring, partly also 
because the Covid-19 response showed how a systematic, global and rapid response to the 
climate crisis could look like.

Together with the rest of the top team, CHROs can ensure that these values are credibly 
anchored in the culture. This in turn can be used externally in the employer value proposition 
and employer branding towards the applicant market. 

// Mastering the Transformation
Ultimately, we believe these trends are accelerating the already high need for transformation 
in most businesses. HR can actively support the business on all six levers that are critical for 
successful transformation. 

What story is credible and motivating for employees? 
How do we further develop our cooperation? 
What values and attitudes does the organization need to develop, and how? 
How do we design pilots and internal learning processes? 
What learning and development needs does the transformation require? 
Which systems and processes do we need to adapt? 

To support transformations more intensively, it is above all necessary to be close to the 
business. HR can help the business to find the right balance of push and pull in transformations, 
thus increasing the probability of success in major changes. 

›
›
›
›
›
›

Box 04
Lever for successful transformations
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2B/ Hybrid Future of Work

// Covid-19 as a Catalyst for Virtual Collaboration

In the spring of 2020, at an unprecedented speed, work was shifted into the virtual space 
from one day to the next, wherever possible. Software was introduced, laptops were made 
available and, barely a year after the crisis began, a quick Zoom call is as much a part of 
everyday life as reaching for the phone. Particularly at the beginning, 
people were enthusiastic. Managers overcame their reservations about 
home office, and a lot of stress factors, such as commuting, disappeared. 
By this, many employees could combine family and work much more 
flexibly. In fact, recent studies demonstrated that productivity has in-
creased in the home office setting. 

Over time, however, this involuntary „field experiment“ has also shown that mobile working 
brings challenges in many areas. These begin with alienation and a lack of identification 
with the company at home and extend to increased psychological stress among employees. 
According to an HBR study, communication in strong relationships increased by 40% during 
the crisis, while communication in weak relationships decreased by 10%2.  Innovation, how-
ever, comes primarily from random encounters. Research has long affirmed the „strength 
of weak ties“, referring to them as bridges for information not normally accessed, such as 
information from another department. Building new relationships and maintaining weak 
relationships doesn‘t work as well online as it does offline. In addition, cognitive and emo-
tional trust is essential for productive collaboration and tends to emerge more in a physical 
context. That‘s why offline contact is also an important building block, especially for on-
boarding new team members.

// The Future of Work as a Hybrid Model

Because of these challenges, a large majority of the CHROs we surveyed confirmed that the future 
of work will take place in a hybrid model; the same result was reached with a benchmarking 
exercise conducted at the same time. Only 1 in 10 companies surveyed in our benchmarking 

plans a complete return to an attendance culture after 
the pandemic ends. However, the hybrid model is very 
context-specific, which means there will not be a one-size-
fits-all solution with a 50/50 split for all companies. The 
choice of work location will depend, among other things, 
on the nature of the task. Thus, going to the office will be 
more intentional and deliberate. For topics such as infor-
mation gathering, concentration and routines, working in 

a quiet room at home is suitable – but only if the workplace environment supports this. For topics 
such as cohesion, identification, innovation and trust, work will take place in a space that is 
suitable for this purpose, for example, using the office as a meeting place or a co-working space.

1) ifo Institut, 2020, approx. 800 German CHROs
2) Harvard Business Review, 2020

80%
of employees could

theoretically
work from Home1

Hybrid will be a huge challenge and 
we need to redefine the very nature of 
work – not only home office and office, 
but how we work together.
–Dr. Emmanuel Siregar, CLAAS KGaA 
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However, mobile working in a hybrid model goes far beyond the use of tools and legal 
regulations (Box 05). Mobile working requires a cultural shift towards more empowerment, 
enablement and responsibility. It also implies changing demands on managers as well as a 
new mode of collaboration that must be shared within the team. In this context, the design 
of the workplace and workplace location is only one of many discussions that need to take 
place. Finally, to motivate employees in the long term, the organizational framework and 
processes must also fit the new world of work. We also observe that, accelerated through the 
pandemic, employee expectations are changing. Companies that want to position themselves 
as attractive employers in the long term must embed the newly acquired flexibility throughout 
the organization.

// First Steps toward Implementing the „New Ways of Working“

So what needs to be done? One thing is clear: returning to the office can no longer simply 
mean opening the doors and carrying on as we did before the crisis. Instead, it must be part 
of a systematic reexamination of exactly how the future of work should be shaped. This 
ranges from creating a new role called “Head of Remote Work” to a cross-functional project 
team. HR is also leading the way on this issue and should not be afraid to drive the dialogue 
forward by involving various stakeholder groups and gaining different perspectives. In doing 

Box 05
Selection of topics to be discussed and defined when designing new ways of working

New Ways
of Working

LEADERSHIP
Trust & delegation

Empathy & care
Communication &

feedback
Ambiguity &
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Equity
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Trainings &
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ORGANIZATION
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Org setup

Responsibilities
Focus

LEGAL
FOUNDATION
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Work safety

Tax
Benefits

COLLABORATION
& WORKING MODE

Interfaces
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Routines
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so, it is key to better understand the categories and contexts mentioned above as well as 
set the right focus for your company. Alignment on fundamental issues in the senior leader-
ship team is just as important as involving employees, for example, through pulse checks 
and focus groups. In the best case scenario, the organization defines guard rails and con-
victions (at the global level), along which departments or teams can then coordinate individ-
ually (at the local level). Implementation and actual culture change are therefore the major 
challenge.

In practical terms, it goes without saying that HR is also responsible for all topics relating to 
people management. In addition to adapted performance criteria and compensation models, 
this includes above all empowering employees and managers, for example, support to im-
prove work in the home office, creativity in the virtual space or mental and physical health. 

Hereafter you will find more practical tips for dealing with the typical challenges of the 
hybrid future of work:

IMPROVE
COLLABORATION

COMMUNICATION &
TEAM SPIRIT

 RANDOMLY ASSIGNED VIRTUAL 
“COFFEE-DATES” across all hierarchy 
levels to increase random encounters  

  AUTOMATICALLY SHORTEN ALL MEETINGS 
BY FIVE MINUTES to increase break times 
between consecutive meetings 

  USE DIGITAL TOOLS TO PROJECT 
VIRTUAL ATTENDEES into a physical 
meeting space to optimize hybrid 
meetings  

FOCUS TIME BLOCKS AT BOTH THE INDIVIDUAL 
AND TEAM LEVEL within a defined time windows 
to optimize information flow and increase
communication efficiency
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ENSURE
MENTAL & PHYSICAL HEALTH

PROMOTE
REMOTE-LEADERSHIP

COMPANY-WIDE VIRTUAL HEALTH PROGRAMS 
such as online yoga, resilience training or workouts 
to increase physical well-being

 SELF-MANAGEMENT TRAINING AND 
PROFESSIONAL SUPPORT to improve 
mental health 

   1.5-HOUR LUNCH BREAKS WITHOUT 
MEETINGS to ensure sufficient break 
time in the home office and shared 
lunch in the office 

   WALKING MEETINGS: CONVERTING 
VIDEO CALLS INTO SHORT AUDIO CALLS 
to avoid digital routine and fatigue  

 EMBED CHECK-INS AND SMALL 
TALK INTO MEETING AGENDAS 
to improve collaboration and 
trust

 DELIBERATE FOCUS ON REPETITIVE COMMUNICATION  
(„chief repetition officer“) to increase clarity and provide 
orientation

MANDATORY (PHYSICAL OR VIRTUAL) FACE-TO-FACE 
INTERACTIONS between managers and employees to 
improve visibility and engagement 

 SUPPORT SELF-DIRECTED LEARNING through a 
flexibly accessible toolbox for remote leadership 
and virtual communication
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2C/ Accelerated Workforce Transformation

The lack of future-important skills in their workforce had been a lingering concern for 
organizations for some time. Since the beginning of the pandemic, however, the issue has 
increasingly moved into the spotlight, because the ability to react quickly and flexibly to 
changing conditions has become a survival factor for companies. 

The shift to home offices and the shutdown of local retail stores not only brought a lightning-like 
urge towards digitization and more flexible working models, but for many companies it 
also caused a fundamental change in products, business models and 
sales channels. International supply chains collapsed, which meant 
that production could not continue, despite demand. This resulted in 
short-time working on a large scale. In other places, the IT staff out-
sourced in the past were missing, therefore it was difficult to meet the 
unplanned rush to online sales and support channels. 

In contrast, however, many companies also manifested an impressive 
loyalty among their core workforce to tackle these new challenges together.

What does this mean for the future? On the one hand, companies will be under increasing 
pressure to adapt, to rethink existing business models and supply chains more radically and 
to make them more resilient. This also includes the strategic transformation of the work-

force, for example, through developing digital 
skills more strongly, introducing more flexible 
ways of working and new leadership roles.

On the other hand, questioning previous work 
models and structures opens up completely new 
opportunities. Not only is the talent pool for new 
hires significantly larger due to the possibility of 
remote work, but digital and technological possi-

bilities also create additional opportunities for individualizing learning opportunities as well 
as enabling or expanding continuous and integrated learning at the workplace.

50%
of employees need
significant Reskilling

or Upskilling until 20251

It is precisely the education sector that is changing 
the most, the fastest and the most sustainably. 
That‘s why HR must rethink education and 
learning, design it innovatively, and make it 
available to the right target groups.  
–Gunnar Kilian, Volkswagen AG

1) World Economic Forum, 2020
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The three key levers for closing the gap between current capabilities and future needs
– upskilling, reskilling and recruiting – are not new per se. However, the lessons learned 
from the pandemic allow for a new interpretation:

The topic of UPSKILLING has experienced a quantum leap in the context of the pandemic. In 
recent years, many companies have created the conditions for more „self-directed learning“ 
(e.g., by introducing mobile-enabled LMS platforms and large learning libraries, such as 
LinkedIn Learning). However, for the majority of employees, there was no personal reason 
to concern themselves with this issue, as their tasks had not yet changed. For many, the 
sudden shift to virtual working was the compelling, but also necessary (in terms of learning 
psychology) reason to look into learning opportunities for digital collaboration tools and 
leadership at distance.  

Today

Future

RESKILLING
some employees who will be retrained for a 

completely new role with a different job
description and skill set

UPSKILLING
many employees with the 
help of extensive further 
training programs aimed 
at closing smaller qualifi-
cation gaps

RECRUITING
a small but highly competitive pool 
of talent to fill large skill gaps

EXTERNAL
COMPETENCE
NETWORKS

   FUTURE ANALYSIS & SCENARIO PLANNING

Box 06
Workplace Transformation
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Before the pandemic, RESKILLING as an approach to prepare substantial parts of the 
workforce for completely new tasks was more of a future concept than common practice 
for many companies. With the switch from combustion engines to electric mobility, the 
automotive industry was most likely to have experience in the mass reskilling of employees. 
Here, the pandemic has shown that what matters most is the determination and motivation of 
everyone involved to rise to the challenge and seek the best possible outcome. Physicians 
who suddenly took on the role of nurses in intensive care units and soldiers on telephone 
duty for health departments are just two examples of sudden job changes. Not all lessons 
have been learned yet, but the reality has shown that it is possible. Companies, employees 
and works councils will have to be measured against this in the future when they think about 
upskilling and reskilling. The pandemic has provided proof of how effective learning with the 
new task works compared to the previous approach of learning on the fly.
 
For companies, it is now a matter of changing the reality of work in a targeted manner in 
the direction of the prioritized future topics, for example, through job rotations, projects, 
new tasks, processes and roles. By doing so, they do not only give employees the task, but 
also the opportunity to develop themselves further in this direction.

Another lesson learned during the pandemic, not to underestimate the enormous value of 
loyal employees, should nevertheless be remembered as a constant and important success 
factor in personnel decisions despite all the change and flexibilization. 

RECRUITING remains a (time-)consuming and costly way to bring new expertise into a 
company. Exciting candidates, such as those who have expertise in cloud, data and AI, are 
still highly sought after, but have a disproportionately strong urge to work on a freelance or 
contract basis. However, now that the longstanding, essentially mandatory requirement to 
work on-site has been lifted, we have the opportunity to make the workforce more flexible by 
creating hybrid working models consisting of internal employees and freelancers or working 
with external skills networks.  

2D/ Cultural Evolution: Purpose, Health and Sustainability

Many of the CHROs we interviewed confirmed that values are changing right now; they 
mentioned how important purpose is, but also stressed the focus on physical and mental 
health of employees. 

// Purpose

The crisis has shown what clarity in purpose is worth, namely orientation in times of great 
uncertainty as to what is important and right, above and beyond established processes. This is 
why everyone had to and actually was able to take on responsibility to an unforeseen extent. 
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In the new normal, companies now have the opportunity to (re)define what really matters 
to them, and what is really important – including issues beyond economic success in the 
narrower sense of the word. In the process, many companies will place employee success 
alongside customer success, perhaps not necessarily with equal weighting, but nevertheless as a
necessary prerequisite for success in the 
market. Studies have long documented 
the correlation between employee satis-
faction, employee commitment and cor-
porate success on various dimensions. 

The BPM summed this up perfectly: 
“We should therefore appreciate values and multiply diversity – even against all resistance 
from short-term cost-cutting efforts – and not become frustrated by short-term setbacks. 
Because despite all the current challenges, organizations need purpose as a source of 
energy for transformation. Purpose provides of sense identification for the workforce and 
competitive difference. Nothing connects more than being part of a larger whole and having 
a common direction.”

HR has three central tasks here:
Organizing a dialogue on purpose and, if applicable, vision and mission
The support of managers and often employee communication 
Integration into HR and, if possible, other processes  

// Health

During the crisis, protecting employee health was the top priority. Our conclusion here is 
that health, both physical and mental, including resilience will be even more important after 
Covid-19 than before.

After Covid-19, effective health management (also as a basis for performance and willingness 
to perform) will also involve measures to shape the working environment and change atti-
tudes and behavior toward health among all those involved. The traditional dichotomy of 
relationship and behavioral prevention is still correct. Increasingly, we are recognizing that 
this cannot be achieved by processes, rules and offers alone, but rather must be accepted by 
managers as one of their most important tasks. The Corona crisis can provide a good impetus 
for this change in perspective. To achieve this, HR needs to make its current services and 
options more customer-oriented so that they are seen by managers as a real help and not 
as an additional burden. 

For more practical tips on managing health in the hybrid world, see pages 14/15.

›
›
›

Despite the physical distance, we have grown even closer 
together as KPMG this year. This cohesion is based on 
our values, along which we have aligned all our actions.
–Dr. Vera-Carina Elter, KPMG AG
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// Sustainability

To be honest, it is still too early to speculate about the sustainable change of values; however, 
CHROs emphasized how important it is to stay close to employees, as well as recognize and 
react to changes in a timely manner, both now and in a more hybrid world of work in the 
future. Although we can almost certainly assume sustainability will become even more im-

portant after Covid-19, it is also unlikely that 
this long state of emergency will pass us by 
without a trace and leave no changes in our 
attitudes to community, solidarity, proximity 
or, as already described above, agility. In this 
respect, HR should provide the tools for rapid 
early detection to ensure they can react in time. 

2E/ Blended Leadership

The demands on managers at all levels are constantly increasing and global megatrends 
such as digitization, agility, delayering, globalization, demographics and diversity are leading 
to ever new aspects of leadership. These aspects are explained in diverse leadership styles 
in numerous publications on leadership.

// Adapted Requirements for Leadership

Dealing with uncertainty and complexity in all its forms has become the new normal for 
everyone. In this respect, many managers are confronted by the conflicting demands of 
operational adaptation, such as in crisis management, and the need to drive forward long-
term strategic transformations. At the same time, for successful leadership, trust, delegating 
responsibility to more self-organized teams, as well as clear communication and authentic 
feedback are even more crucial, in addition to a tolerance for uncertainty and the ability to 
deal with ambidexterity.

A frequently mentioned piece of advice is as follows: In turbulent times – which might last 
for some time – focus first on individual resilience and mental stability so that you can 
continue to provide guidance and empathically adapt to the individual needs of employees. 
Whether virtual, analog or hybrid, while many familiar requirements for good leadership 
continue to apply, future success will primarily require greater flexibility in mode. This 
blending of various requirements is called blended leadership.

We now have to look after people even more, which
includes giving them direction, supporting the
managers and making sure that employees feel 
well cared for and supported. 
–Dr. Immanuel Hermreck, Bertelsmann SE & Co. KGaA
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The Corona crisis has reinforced many familiar demands on leaders and, in some cases, set 
new priorities:

// Team Leadership

Can all these requirements be combined in one person? Not necessarily! 
Therefore, one of the trends we have been observing for some time is 
to think more about leadership as a team task. Teams are the anchor 
point of every organization – this is where collaboration, problem 
solving, innovation, exchange of experience, further development and 
appreciation predominantly take place. However, high-performing 
teams do not develop by themselves. For this, teams need something similar to the modular 
logic of role-specific programs and building blocks in individual leadership development, 
especially in the hybrid future of work.

25%
of team performance is 
directly influenced by

the leader1

1) Goleman, 2017
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// Implications for Leadership Development

HR cannot leave managers with these challenges alone: Hybrid enablement at both the indi-
vidual and team level is necessary, and “blended” takes on a new meaning beyond blended 
learning.

Leading at distance or by adopting a blended approach (analog and digital) is also a technique 
that can be supported by suitable formats. In addition to revised leadership programs that 
have a focus on the requirements described, the focus beyond this will be on a suitable 

mix of virtual knowledge transfer, for 
example, via learning nuggets, and 
peer-to-peer exchange formats with 
relevant self-reflection activities. You 
can find very specific tips for leadership at 
a distance on page 15.

At the same time, the focus and budget must be redirected from individual development to 
team development. This is another area where digitization helps companies become both 
more efficient and more effective. In the medium term, they may even be able to offer a 
leadership experience platform that opens up integrated opportunities. In addition to team 
leadership, it could also bring aspects of organizational development into an even sharper 
focus. 

In this respect, leadership development of the future is blended as well: Leaders lead hybrid. 
This is not only a question of blended learning on its own, but also as an individual, in a team 
and as an organization. 

  
3/ HR-Transformation to a Better Normal
Shaping these trends will require HR and CHROs to change their roles, many of which will 
require further transformation of the function. 

We asked participants for hashtags for the new role of CHROs. They came up with many 
positive attributes around innovation, orientation and leading by example, in other words, 
a role that leads, shapes, motivates and provides direction. HR is still considered to be 
responsible for engagement, inspiration and motivation. These are key aspects of the role 
and will remain so.

Mutual trust is very important, but is a major challenge 
in hierarchical organizations. The leader has to trust, but 
the employees have to organize themselves in return. 
–Dr. Renata Häublein, Bundesagentur für Arbeit
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Therefore, it’s more about attitude, new capabilities, an overarching people strategy and 
holistic thinking in terms of employee orientation and employee experience. In the crisis, 
HR has also taken on precisely this end-to-end responsibility and can thus shape the entire 
employee experience ecosystem beyond the usual 
boundaries. In this new role, HR is bringing together 
competencies from across the business, reaching out 
openly to other areas. By means of co-creation, the 
role is no longer just shaping the employee experience, 
but also the organization and workforce, and thus the 
overall work performance itself.

A good example is the hybrid work model design, where great things can be achieved 
together with IT, works council and real estate departments. HR is also the voice of the 
workforce and the communication channel between employers and employees. During the 
crisis, we saw the importance of good communication. In order to minimize the discrepancies 
between employee communication and customer communication, close integration with 
marketing is essential.

Box 08
The new roles of CHRO

people oriented
change facilitator

beyond boundaries

strongertogether

future of work

confident

proud2beHR

love

mediator

balance
human relations

better normal driver

learning journey

impulse

sk
ill

s

workforcepotentialcollaboration

diversity
ho

m
e 

offi
ce

performance

communication
tr

us
t

new work

boldness

responsibility
empathy

strategic advisor

driver

close to the business

cu
ltu

re

le
ad

er
sh

ip

motivator

resilience

orientation

future-orientedenabler

employee experience

co-creation

crisis manager

chief people officer

digitalization

business partner

partner on eye level

impact

ag
ili

ty

da
ta

flexibility

H
R 

st
ra

te
gy creator

innovation
purpose

role model

consultant

analytics

experimentation organisational development

transformation

Selected Hashtags of participating CHROs

Chief people officers with a focus on 
employee orientation must also be 
performance drivers in the company – 
these are the two sides of the coin.
–Birgit Bohle, Telekom AG
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// Other Skills in HR

How can the new role become reality and not just remain wishful thinking? The first step is to 
accept the task of shaping the organization and have the courage to take responsibility for it, 
despite growing uncertainty and complexity. The organization will only accept the new role 
if HR actually adds value, in other words, visibly increases performance while simultaneously 
focusing on employee orientation. To meet this challenge, HR should strengthen the following 
four skills in particular.

If the HR function no longer wants to be perceived as the administration of complicated processes, a strategic, 

proactive attitude and mindset must be deeply anchored in HR. In this case, an agile mindset can also help – the 

keyword here is results orientation rather than „processitis.“ At the same time, to map the employee experience, 

the HR function of the future should also think holistically about HR and organizational topics.  

HR will only manage this strategic shift if it is managed like a business 

with clear resource management, prioritization along a backlog and 

extended project competencies. Many HR organizations constantly 

overwhelm themselves with a we-do-everything mindset – this is 

where strategic priorities must be clearly drawn. HR cannot, and 

should not, do everything at once. Focus is essential and that also 

means having the courage to say „no“ to some topics. 

By now, this point should be clear to everyone: HR must be oriented to the business and its 

needs in all its activities. The absolute priority is therefore to understand the business even 

better so that we can offer customer-friendly, „Amazon-like“ experiences and products. Clear 

HR activities therefore mirror business priorities. Perhaps now is the right time to rethink and 

reduce the sometimes overloaded HR product portfolio to what employees are actually actively 

requesting and demanding.

For HR, this also requires upskilling. HR employees must learn, for example, how to evaluate

financial business performance, how to promote business growth or how M&A work. 

Cross-functional squads, in which HR thinks together with the business about a process from 

the customer‘s perspective using methods 

such as EX/UX design, are a possible agile 

start. 
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The interlocking between departments is 
changing and with it the need for transformation 
grows. In this context, the HR business partner 
is in much greater demand than perhaps it was 
years ago. 
–Angela Stoffers, Kaufland Stiftung

In HR, we need to become even better generalists 
who understand and develop the business; how-
ever, at the same time, deep expertise in specialist 
topics is becoming increasingly important. 
–Christina Trelle, Swiss International Airlines AG
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Not only the fact that HR employees sometimes spent a lot of time in the office during lockdown, shows 

how much still needs to be done to digitize HR processes. Covid-19 has brought the need for a holistic view 

beyond introducing a classic HR-IT suite into focus. A stronger integration with IT as well as, for example, 

targeted recruiting of IT experts for HR-specific roles is therefore becoming increasingly important. 

HR can only perform its new role if as many operational, stand-

ardized processes as possible are embedded into digital systems, 

thus remain administratively outstanding. This path is key to 

ensure can HR concentrate on the situations where people are 

sitting at the table and seniority, experience and emotions are 

important – this is where HR creates real added value. However, 

this does not mean that everything should be handed over to the 

virtual world and transformed into self-service in every respect. 

HR is and remains the face and voice for employees. That is why personal responsiveness and physical 

encounters should also take place in the long term – conscious reflection is key.
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During the crisis, HR and the organization 

both realized that excellent people data 

is the basis for making fast and good 

decisions, and will also be needed in the 

future. However, data quality and a conscious approach to the ever-increasing amount of 

available data is also important. 

HR must therefore become more disciplined and experienced in dealing with data. In most 

companies, tools exist and there is a broad database – now the next step is to use them in a 

very concrete way. For this, our practical tip is to first start in one area, for example, analyze the 

benefits and added value of each training and the impact on customer satisfaction (not training 

participant satisfaction). These data-driven insights can then be extended to the entire company 

and will convince even the last sceptics in the company of the value added by HR.

We create the greatest value when we automate 
the classic HR processes and put them into the 
“employee-self-service” and focus on what is 
really important. 
–Nikolas Schmitz-Lau, Deutsche Börse Group

People analytics will be key, and HR needs 
to learn how to use data for business 
needs. We need people who are strong in 
IT, analytics and end-to-end processes . 
–Dr. oec. Hans Werner, Swisscom AG
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// The next HR Transformation

The change in role, attitude and skills requires a transformation of HR analogous to the business. 

Up to now, HR transformations have often been characterized by increased efficiency, 
division of labor and the introduction of an (adapted) 3-pillar model. In some cases, these 
transformations have reached their limits and the path taken has not achieved the desired 
and promised effects. The perceived focus on efficiency has distanced HR further and further 
from the business, while the workforce – also accelerated by ubiquitous Amazon-like service 
experiences – has significantly increased its level of expectations from HR. The Corona crisis 
has further highlighted these same experiences and changed the framework conditions. 

 

For the HR function of the future, the focus is therefore primarily on transforming the business 
and, along these lines, the strict orientation and prioritization of business requirements. Due 
to the large number of transformations, change processes and accelerated digitization, HR‘s 
focus on supporting these comprehensive changes is also changing. In particular, organizations 
need support in reskilling and upskilling employees, in strategic workforce planning and 
talent management. The trends are now so broad and can no longer be handled from silos.

Therefore, the direction is clear: we need to move away from people processes and toward 
customer solutions. One of the CHROs we interviewed put it aptly when he mentioned that 
the goal here is „how to transform people power into client satisfaction.“ At the same time, 
this is precisely why the next functional HR transformation is not imminent. The crisis has 
also taught us that a self-preoccupation with optimizing HR costs is only a fraction of the 
possible #workforcepotential, in other words, the potential that can be achieved through 
value-enhancing activities of the HR function for the entire workforce. That is why this time 
the path goes much more frequently via effectiveness (Box 09).

Box 09
Transformation paths and levers
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Closing Words
Much of the reasoning about trends in the new normal remains mere speculation. Every 
pandemic comes eventually to an end, and in the case of Covid-19, the end currently seems 
clearer, despite the virus‘s mutations. However, we still don‘t know whether Covid-19 is an 
anomaly or the beginning of larger pandemic era. An even more important point to keep 
in mind is that we cannot predict with certainty what lasting social, political and economic 
changes Covid-19 will leave in its wake. While the world changed dramatically after the 
bubonic plague in the 14th century, the Spanish flu had a less fundamental impact on social 
life after World War I in the 20th century. 

On the other hand, there is a broad consensus 
that there will be no simple return to the old 
normal. Accelerated trends in particular are 
more likely to be sustainable than forced 
changes that diametrically contradict previous 
behavior patterns. 

Therefore, although operationally challenged, 
HR needs to act now, a move which will also enable them to meet higher expectations in the 
future. In our opinion, a three-step approach will be useful. 

Ongoing location determination and self-reflection
Data-based understanding what is already changing internally, what problems and potentials 
exist and what external trends are becoming more likely is worthwhile. 
In HR, and particularly in the top team and broader management circle as well, it is essential 
to enter into strategic discussions about the potential new normal, an action which simul-
taneously creates a great opportunity to network and work creatively and innovatively.

Alignment of people/HR strategy
On the one hand, since HR is the process owner, it can work to clearly define the company-
wide issues of organization, culture and leadership.
On the other hand, HR has to answer which implications arise for the strategic HR agenda 
and roadmap beyond mobile work policies  

HR organization and transformation
HR‘s responsibilities include assessing whether the new priorities require new resources, 
competencies, processes and structures. 
Last but not least, HR should also apply to itself the lessons it has learned from the crisis 
regarding agile working, rapid trial and learning.  

›

›

›

›

›

›

The crisis will continue and we must continue to 
deal with it. It is now important that we set our 
own priorities again and use the momentum 
of the crisis to shape the future instead of being 
driven by it. 
–Carmen-Maja Rex, HeidelbergCement AG
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In this way, HR will be well equipped to positively manage the new normal and 
make it a better normal for all.

We hope this white paper has provided you with some navigation tools for this and 
would be happy to support you on your way. 
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This goal has guided us for more than 15 years. We want to contribute to organizations 
that are successful in their markets and fun to work in. When people are motivated to 
work together instead of doing things by the book, when their actions are consistently 
aimed at their customers and markets, then companies can achieve great things. To 
achieve this, we apply our expertise in organizational, leadership and strategic HR issues 
– and we do so successfully. We have already received the Hidden Champion Award in 
the category „Leadership and Organization“ three times in a row (2015, 2018, 2020).

We focus on establishing true co-production between our clients and our strong team. 
This is what the name „undconsorten“ stands for. Together we develop solutions that work 
and last. We think from the strategic challenge standpoint of our clients and always 
have implementation in mind.

Since our foundation we have grown continuously. Our consultants are now based in 
Berlin, Munich and Basel. Our clients include large and medium-sized companies
(including half of the DAX30 companies), private equity and public institutions. We support 
them in making their organizations more efficient, stronger and more innovative.
Or, in a nutshell: better.

Inspiring people
to grow
and build better
businesses.
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