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Getting back to the Workplace
The COVID-19 pandemic is bringing the world into uncharted waters. It is causing widespread concern and 
hardships for businesses and communities across the globe. As companies move from reacting to mitigating the 
impact of the pandemic, strategies to emerge stronger after the crisis is also a key focus area.

Organisations and their leaders can’t afford to wait for clarity. Enterprises need to act fast and be flexible. 
Uncertainty can be an excuse to take defensive actions that may make tactical sense but are strategically 
counterproductive in both the short term and the long term — reducing investment in people, pulling back from new 
technologies, shying away from big challenges.
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Companies need to invest in their people. That’s how many 
companies will survive this crisis and become stronger. It’s 
about people, not about jobs - because jobs will change or 
have already changed as organisations adapt to the 
situation we’re in and focus, in an agile way, on business 
outcomes

Carol Stubbings, PwC Joint Global Leader - People and Organisation



We spoke to +90 HR 
leaders in Sri Lanka 
about their priorities - 
what we found out was 
fascinating 

We heard the immediate needs of individuals 
and organizations to help get a better 
understanding of what they are aiming to 
achieve with the new normal challenges to face 
the COVID-19 and post COVID-19 world. By 
delving into the real-world experiences of 
organisations, we uncovered some surprising 
findings.

More than 90 business leaders and HR 
personnel from a variety of industries - 
including Banking and Finance, IT, 
Manufacturing, Consumer and Retail, Real 
Estate and Property - weighed. The survey 
concluded on 02 June 2020.
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Exhibit 01:
Who did we speak to about their future plans?

Exhibit 02:
Survey respondents by industry



What are the key 
issues facing employers today?
A major challenge faced by HR personnel is paying wages without any reductions or layoffs and 
to keep all employees actively engaged in the workplace. Enterprises are also challenged with 
managing employee’s demand, such as compensation deferments, execution of work from 
home productively and managing that to meet expectations of management.

In addition, some HR leaders also addressed the personal challenges and stress of employees, 
especially due to uncertainty about the global business arena, during these unprecedented 
times.

Another issue raised was restructuring the organization in order to adapt to the new normal 
working culture. They need to deal with emotional and mindset changes of their employees so 
that staff shall be able to remain motivated and willing to resume work without hesitation. In 
doing so elimination of the fear factor and panic mode of staff is crucial to rebuild their work 
morale.

A few logistics, legal and supplier issues were also addressed such as internet bandwidth 
issues to facilitate work from home, legal, government and financial institution requirements for 
hard copies with wet signatures, and vendors and suppliers not geared to provide services 
remotely.

Globally, Employee safety protocols have quickly become normalized but don’t necessarily make people 
more comfortable returning to the office. However, some groups still value those measures more than 
others, such at majority of people over the age of 45 that say “implementing new workplace safety 
measures would make them feel more comfortable being on-site” and people which live where the 
outbreaks are much higher than others that say “they’d feel more comfortable if customers were 
required to follow safety and hygiene measures.”
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Exhibit 03:
What are the key skills that companies aim to develop after the 
COVID-19 crisis?

Nearly 7 in 10 (73%) HR leaders have already converted their classrooms 
into virtual training and 65% have already begun their learning continuity 
planning. However, there are still concerns as to whether organizations 
would be able to face the fast-moving and unknown variables of COVID-19 
pandemic.

It also noteworthy that 82% of business leaders and HR personnel believe 
that their training budget reduction would be less than 40%, showing that 
organizations although faced with challenging times are still aiming to stay 
ahead of the COVID-19 impact.

Business Restructuring

Soft Skills Development

Leading through crisis

Working remotely

Innovation

New Strategy Development

New Business
Model Development
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Leadership Development

HR Practices & Policies

81%
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34%

49%
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49%

46%

42%

New Skills for a new world
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, organistations have had to rethink their 
priorities. Currently HR leader’s primary priorities are to embrace the 
new normal of working from home and restructuring their business to 
suit the post COVID-19 world. 

Consider investments that will improve how your employees work in this new 
normal, think about what resources they need most and target that area. Do 
they need better tools or new skills? Better ways to encourage new ways of 
working? Get input from your people by asking them what they need and what 
could help them be more productive, collaborative and creative—then invest in 
the areas that will have the most impact.

Subsequent to crisis management skills, enterprises are prioritizing 
organisational skills such as strategy, leadership and business model 
development. It is highly possible that development of organization is 
the medium-long term plan of companies as embracing 
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What are HR Leaders 
prioritising for the 
Workforce?
Today, as businesses shift priorities to get through this COVID-19 period, their 
HR personnel would have to rethink the skills that their employees should 
possess in order to fit the new upcoming structure that the new normal has in 
store for them. The shortage of right skills and adaptability could be problematic 
for companies, as they would want their employees to improve in order to 
complement these changes.

Based on our survey findings, it is evident that major focus areas for 
improvement for HR leaders was to stay ahead of the crowd through innovation 
and creativity, therefore strategic and design thinking, decision making, creative 
problem solving long with digital transformation were some of the top-of-mind 
areas of HR Leaders. It is apparent that most companies are looking at new 
ways of coping with the new normal, to emerge stronger in the long-term.

The secondary areas of concern for HR of leaders was to mitigate internal 
problems such as risks and financial problems faced by companies. As seen 
through the HR Survey, it was clear that companies are looking for ways to pay 
wages, without any reductions or layoffs, thus causing major concerns.

In every major industrial revolution, a broad new underlying technology has 
appeared that fundamentally transformed society, and, more specifically, the 
nature of work. Globally, it is believed that 20-40% of the jobs currently held 
by 16-24 year old’s may be automated by the mid-2030s. However, 
surprisingly, at the moment, many Sri Lankans are not very keen on developing 
their technology side such as automation, artificial intelligence, cyber security 
and data analytics. However, this could be due to a number of reasons; cash 
flow pressures, focus on core business segments, expertise etc.
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Exhibit 04:
What are the key focus areas for training and development
in the workforce?



Future of Work in a post COVID-19 world

Accepting the fate of digitization

The crisis has driven organisations to engage fully in the virtual realm. Hence, the business workforce should 
take this forward to learn not only digital skills, but also to improve auxiliary skills such as collaboration, 
creative problem-solving and openness to new ideas. Managers and team leaders, for example, are having to 
learn how to motivate and engage teams from afar. At work, everything that can be done online will be, while 
activities we can’t do remotely will have to be reconfigured to adapt. 

Due to the impacts of COVID-19 globally, we are in a time of extreme cost-cutting (73% of industrial products 
CFOs plan to cancel or defer investments), only 15% of industrial products CFOs are planning to cut digital 
transformation investments (e.g., automation, AI and the industrial IoT), and only 2% say they will cut planned 
investments in cybersecurity and data privacy. 

With 54% of finance leaders globally, in PwC's CFO Pulse Survey, planning to make remote working a permanent 
option, there’s a greater need to ensure people have the tools and resources they need to be productive and successful 
in a virtual work environment.

This is a glimpse of how well-suited existing platform companies are to survive COVID-19 - and thrive 
afterwards. In an ecosystem, the players rely on each other collectively, while the virtual aspect adds critical 
flexibility overall, so weakness in some areas won’t necessarily sink the entire enterprise.

Even before COVID-19, many workers around the globe lacked key skills - including digital capabilities.Hence, the 
pandemic has accelerated the need to ensure that people around the globe have the necessary technology skills 
and access to do their jobs. 

Throughout our analysis, it was clear that the primary objective of enterprises is to get through this current 
economic backdrop of uncertainty - and many parts of the world still haven’t felt the pandemic's full impact. 
However, recovery will come and organisations have begun to think about restructuring their business and improve 
their current business models. So, what should employers and individuals be doing to make sure they can come 
back to the workforce stronger? 

Here are some steps that we think you could follow today to prepare for tomorrow

PwC HR Leaders’ Pulse Survey | 07

USD 15 Trillion
Contribution by artificial intelligence, 
robotics and other forms of smart 
automation to global GDP by 2030 



Re-evaluate your skill set

Business leaders need to create a culture of learning. According to Jim Keane, Chief
Executive Officer of Steelcase investing in people and helping them continually develop their 
skills should be embedded in a company’s culture. That doesn’t just mean training people in 
what the company decides is important to them. At least a portion of the learning agenda 
should be based on what the individual chooses to learn about. The role of the company is to 
continually challenge and develop its people. 

For those who gain time in the day because they now work remotely and no longer have to 
factor in a commute, there’s an opportunity to use the time to gain new skills. As people get 
used to changes in the rhythm of daily life in a world where work and personal lives are 
happening in a shared space, they can and should build time to assess their skills - digital and 
otherwise - into their new routines. You won’t know what skills you need to bolster until you 
assess your current knowledge, so it makes sense to start with a diagnostic.

At the same time, employees would probably learn new skills to continue the job without 
leaving home. In the weeks of quarantine, you’ve likely had to bring different skills to your 
work: managing time to get work done and tend to others who are quarantined with you. 
Whatever reserves of resilience people would have, will likely have been tested, - and 
organisations could draw on that as they move forward. PwC’s free Digital Fitness app, for 
example, allows anyone to assess their skills as well as boost knowledge in topics that help 
shape your behaviors and mindset. PwC Digital Fitness App 
(https://www.pwc.com/us/en/products/digital-fitness.html).
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CEOs are concerned about the availability of 
key skills to grow their business even before the 
COVID-19 crisis. 74%(Source: PwC’s New World New Skills)



PwC HR Leaders’ Pulse Survey | 09

Accelerate the move to platform

One of COVID-19’s most immediate economic effects is to accelerate effort to not only digitalize, 
but also transition to a platform model. The employers need to consider the ability to operate in a 
platform-based world, which will turn out to be more important now due to linear models – the 
most basic example of which is the factory assembly line - are not agile or resilient enough to 
withstand major disruptions like COVID-19.

However, not all sectors are wholly suited to the platform model, but many industries and 
companies that haven’t started to evolve in that direction will be forced to do so much faster. As 
a workforce, if you own a business you should explore opportunities of adopting a 
platform-business model or partnering with a platform and should prepare to compete with them. 
And all of us - whether owners or employees - need to study platforms to understand how they 
affect our lives, our work, and our future.

Failure to plan is planning to fail

Planning for the future in uncertain times is tricky at best. However, we can extrapolate how 
things might shake out by doing some personal scenario planning, similar to the way businesses 
set strategy. The key is to begin thinking about where demand for work will exist and how best to 
prepare for those spaces, while realizing that there are real uncertainties in the answers to those 
questions. The type of work that is robust across a lot of different futures is not a bad way to 
start.

However, establishing the facts are important. Although, globally 87% of respondents agree on 
the importance of establishing facts accurately, nearly 4 in 10 report that they didn’t actually 
have the facts they needed to mount an effective response while another quarter of 
organisations acknowledge that they did not communicate effectively in their most serious crisis.

In times such as these, it’s always good advice to bet on known trends, rather than try to 
anticipate what might be. For example, some parts of the world with demographically older 
population profiles - such as Europe, North America and Asia - may respond differently to these 
trends than populations in other parts of the world where there is a need for education and as 
they are about to enter the workforce. Finding ways to connect to these trends, and the 
implications for where there is likely to be work, makes sense.



End notes PwC’s 9th annual - Employee Financial Wellness Survey - 2020 COVID-19 Update
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/industries/private-company-services/images/pwc-9th-annual-employee-financial-wellness-survey-2020.pdf

Talent trends 2020 - Upskilling: Building confidence in an uncertain world - 
Findings from PwC’s 23rd Annual Global CEO Survey
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/ceo-survey/2020/trends/pwc-talent-trends-2020.pdf

23rd Annual Global CEO Survey - Navigating the rising tide of uncertainty
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/ceo-survey/2020/reports/pwc-23rd-global-ceo-survey.pdf

Will robots really steal our jobs? - An international analysis of the potential long term impact of automation
https://www.pwc.co.uk/economic-services/assets/international-impact-of-automation-feb-2018.pdf

New world. New skills. - Everyone should be able to live, learn, work and participate in the digital world
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/issues/upskilling.html

A guide to thriving in the post-COVID-19 workplace
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/05/workers-thrive-covid-19-skills/

PwC’s COVID-19 CFO Pulse Survey
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/library/covid-19/pwc-covid-19-cfo-pulse-survey.html

PwC Workforce Pulse Survey
https://www.pwc.com/us/covid-19-employee-survey?WT.mc_id=CT1-PL50-DM1-TR1-LS4-ND30-PR3-CN_COVIDWoF-&eq=
CT1-PL50-DM1-CN_COVIDWoF&fbclid=IwAR1UKR2KkCyP2vNZmL1F97a_RwqsHySsd2tQcSkVPEmXAMpQmB7WB4Tazo4  
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How we can help?

This content is for general information purposes only, and should not be used as a substitute for consultation with professional advisors.

© 2020 PricewaterhouseCoopers (Private) Limited, Liability Company incorporated in Sri Lanka. All rights reserved. PwC refers to the Sri Lanka
member firm, and may sometimes refer to the PwC network. Each member firm is a separate legal entity. Please see www.pwc.com/structure for
further details.
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Should you require any assistance in addressing any workforce challenges during these difficult times please contact us.


