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Introduction
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, virtually every employee in America has experienced 
dramatic change in their work life at the same time that they have been confronted with 
economic uncertainty and isolation from family and friends. Millions became unemployed. 
Many in essential roles risked their health on a daily basis to serve the public. Many 
professional and office employees suddenly began performing their jobs remotely, and many 
are likely to continue to do so postpandemic.1 Meanwhile, several incidents since the start of 
the pandemic have caused a heightened awareness of racial injustice and renewed employer 
commitment to addressing it.2  

In addition to redefining where many employees conduct their work, the pandemic and 
related crises of 2020 and early 2021 are reshaping the employee experience itself. The 
Conference Board conducted its second Workplace Reimagined survey in September 2020 
and found that while 60 percent of respondents reported a perceived increase in productivity 
since the start of the pandemic, many said that multiple aspects of the employee experience 
were eroding. Employee burnout, the number of employees with mental health problems, 
and time spent in meetings had increased, while work-life balance, engagement and morale, 
and the number of employees reporting high levels of personal well-being had decreased.3 
These results suggest that for many organizations, the perceived productivity gains were 
being achieved at the expense of the employee experience. 

However, a number of the September 2020 survey respondents reported an increase in 
productivity and in many of the aspects of a positive employee experience, which is closely 
intertwined with organizational culture. Our research has revealed that the crises of 
2020 and 2021 have accelerated the pace of organizational culture change. While culture 
transformation initiatives typically require two to three years to take effect, almost half (49 
percent) of organizations surveyed in April 2021 reported that their culture had changed in 
just one year since the outbreak of the pandemic.

This report examines how the tumultuous events of 2020 and early 2021 have reshaped both 
the employee experience and organizational culture and what lessons can be applied for 
organizations to be able to thrive in the future. To do so, we combine the qualitative findings 
from seven interviews with companies originally surveyed in September 2020 that reported 
high productivity and high employee experience along with April 2021 quantitative data 
from the third Workplace Reimagined survey (see About this Report on page 13 for more 
information on the study methodology). 
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How The Conference Board defines employee experience and 
organizational culture
Employee Experience (EX): How an employee thinks and feels during the entire 
organizational journey, from beginning as a prospect to becoming a candidate to being hired; 
through onboarding, internal movement, or promotion; and then finally, at retirement or exit, 
including all interactions along the way.4 

Organizational Culture: The organization’s shared mission and set of accepted organizational 
values, behaviors, and practices (in other words, what we do and why we do it).

Insights for What’s Ahead
The thriving organizations that reported both productivity gains and enhanced employee 
experience during the crises of 2020 each demonstrated several of the following six 
attributes that can serve as lessons for those organizations rethinking their talent 
strategy post-COVID-19:

1 Trust and Offer Flexibility. Rather than heightening surveillance, thriving 
organizations trusted employees to make good decisions about where, when, and 
how they performed their work. They offered flexibility, grounded in trust, which 
fostered productivity at the same time that it enhanced the employee experience.

2 Communicate Frequently and Transparently. Thriving organizations communicated 
frequently and transparently through virtual town halls and other forums. Senior 
leaders went beyond the script by authentically sharing their own challenges, inviting 
employees to ask questions, and allowing themselves to be seen on camera as real 
people—rather than solely as polished executives.

3 Make Genuine Caring a Priority. Thriving organizations augmented their well-being 
programs in response to increased stress and anxiety. They asked employees 
what they needed and fulfilled those needs—from more flexible hours to noise-
cancelling headsets. Leaders spoke openly about caring for employees, and several 
companies incorporated caring into their mottos, such as “care and compete” 
and “grace and space.”

4 Commit to Inclusion. Thriving organizations amplified their focus on diversity, equity, 
and inclusion, recognizing the diverse needs and experiences among their employees 
and consciously working to develop both equitable and inclusive solutions.

5 Amplify Mission and Purpose. Thriving organizations recognized the power 
of a common purpose as a unifying force for remote and geographically 
dispersed employees. 

6 See Opportunity in Crisis and Be Agile. Several thriving companies that had 
initiated organizational transformations prior to 2020 used the crises of 2020 and 
early 2021 as an opportunity to accelerate their transformation, rather than allowing 
the crises to impede it. They rose to the challenge with agility and decisiveness.
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Six Lessons from Thriving Companies: Trust, Communication, 
Caring, Inclusion, Purpose, and Agility
The thriving organizations that reported both productivity gains and enhanced employee 
experience during the crises of 2020 each demonstrated several of the following six 
attributes that can serve as lessons for those organizations rethinking their talent 
strategy post-COVID-19.

1. Trust and Offer Flexibility
The single biggest change to organizational culture since the onset of the pandemic reported 
by the HR leaders we surveyed was an increased focus on giving employees flexibility 
about when and how they do their jobs. In our April 2021 survey, 80 percent of respondents 
reported an increased focus on flexibility for employees (Chart 1). Born of necessity as 
professional and office staff were required to work from home, flexibility rapidly became 
a lifeline for employees who were forced to juggle multiple competing and concurrent 
demands on their time.

Chart 1

Since the onset of the pandemic, providing employees with flexibility about 
when and how they do their jobs became more of a focus for 80 percent of 
organizations surveyed

How would you characterize the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and other turbulent 
events over the past year on the following aspects of your organizational culture? 

n=229

Source: The Conference Board, 2021

While some organizations we interviewed sought to track employee activity via technology, 
most relied on a focus on outcomes, rather than inputs. Inherent in this approach is trust 
that employees will deliver results without being closely monitored. An HR leader of a 
multinational consumer products manufacturer said their leadership team considered trust 
to be “the golden nugget of success.” One large nonprofit allowed their employees to work 
whatever hours they chose—an approach they say actually increased productivity. Similarly, 
an HR leader at a technology firm reported that their leadership told their employees: 

80%

44%

Employees are given flexibility about
when and how they do their jobs

Aspects of organizational culture Became more of a focus for employees

Employees have the tools, training, and 
support they need to be productive

Employees are encouraged to
bring their full selves to work

Employees have ongoing opportunities for 
development, growth, and advancement

Employees understand the
business and its finances

Employees believe in the fairness of 
compensation, performance management, 
development, promotion, and recognition

43%

26%

17%

16%
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“I don’t care what time you work, as long as you complete 
your tasks on time.”

Once it is safe to return to the workplace, new hybrid models of working will emerge that 
integrate those employees working in the workplace and those working remotely.5 Many 
organizations have already adopted remote work as part of their employment brand value 
propositions, aimed at attracting and retaining the most talented employees. We predict 
that the most successful organizations will be those that support and effectively manage the 
diverse needs of their workforce in terms of where work gets performed.

2. Communicate Frequently and Transparently
In our interviews, an HR leader of a multinational beverage corporation said that in addition to 
trusting employees, the leadership team needed to earn the trust of their employees through 
transparent communication. In times of disruption and uncertainty, employees look to 
organizational leaders to provide stability and create opportunities for open dialogue around 
the current situation and what may happen moving forward.6 In The Conference Board 
C-Suite Challenge™ 2021 report, global CEOs indicated that clear communication is one of 
the key lessons learned in 2020 that would continue to help them navigate future challenges.7  

In our April 2021 survey of HR leaders, 68 percent of respondents indicated that their 
companies increased focus on creating robust, consistent, and aligned communication 
strategies that are done on a regular basis (Chart 2). In our interviews, when asked about 
how communication approaches have evolved, an HR leader of a multinational health and 
insurance company said that the company now employs more frequent and transparent 
communications, especially around well-being and mental health. According to one HR 
leader we interviewed, prioritizing communication meant weekly town halls that became a 
venue for feedback from employees and communications from the company to provide what 
employees needed at that time.
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Chart 2

For over two-thirds of organizations surveyed, enhanced communication 
strategies have become more of a focus since the onset of the pandemic

How would you characterize the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and other turbulent 
events over the past year on the following aspects of your organizational culture?

n=229

Source: The Conference Board, 2021

More than half (56 percent) of surveyed organizations reported that leaders and managers 
are engaged in regular two-way dialogue with employees through town halls and skip-level 
meetings (Chart 3). Such access to higher ups gives employees a chance to have their voices 
heard while breaking down barriers between leadership and the rest of the organization. 
A common theme throughout our interviews with HR leaders included the increased 
prominence of frequent one-on-one check-ins. Creating intentional opportunities for 
meaningful conversations allows leaders to maintain a high level of situational awareness. This 
helps ensure that hardships are being addressed, which, in turn, can have a positive effect on 
employee experience. In addition, 34 percent of surveyed organizations said that ensuring 
that the words and actions of leaders are consistent became more of a focus, creating more 
transparency (Chart 3).

72%

68%

Networks and infrastructure have been established 
to build community for virtual/remote workers

Aspects of organizational culture Became more of a focus for organizations

Robust, consistent, aligned communication 
strategies are deployed on a regular basis

Strong support, guidance, and coaching are provided for leaders
and managers to help them create an inclusive environment

Organization is agile and responds quickly to
changing conditions and shocks to the system

Robust, integrated programs and practices designed to support 
employees throughout the employee lifecycle are in place

Mission, vision, and values are understood 
and widely championed

Physical space is designed with employee 
engagement and performance in mind

Widespread, basic assumption that the organization exists to
benefit employees, customers, stakeholders, and communities

59%

57%

56%

45%

39%

36%
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Chart 3

Two-way dialogues between leaders and managers with their employees have 
become a greater focus since the onset of the pandemic
How would you characterize the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and other turbulent 
events over the past year on the following aspects of your organizational culture? 

n=229

Source: The Conference Board, 2021

3. Make Genuine Caring a Priority
Genuinely caring about employees was apparent in the actions that organizations took 
to support workers during the pandemic. As workers faced many challenges in getting 
their work done, leaders responded to provide support ranging from increased well-being 
initiatives to revised work-from-home policies. While the levels of support varied, most 
surveyed organizations say they placed a priority on employee well-being and safety (Chart 4). 

Chart 4

Addressing the well-being and safety of employees became more of a 
focus since the onset of the pandemic for over three quarters of surveyed 
organizations
How has your organization supported workers during the pandemic? (Select all that apply)

n=223

Source: The Conference Board, 2021

56%

43%

Leaders and managers are engaged in regular two-way dialogue
with employees through town halls and skip-level meetings

Aspects of organizational culture Became more of a focus for leaders and managers

Leaders and managers are accountable for 
fostering a positive working environment

Words and actions of
senior leaders are consistent

Senior leaders make decisions
in a measured, disciplined way

Leaders and managers are accountable for embracing and 
driving continual improvement and efficiency and productivity

34%

27%

27%

82%

81%

Increased well-being initiatives (e.g., getting 
COVID-19, stress, burnout, connecting with others)

% of organizations

Implemented new safety
guidelines for the workplace

Purchased safety equipment for the workplace,
including Personal Protective Equipment (PPE)

Provided additional flexibility in terms of hours worked

Redesigned workplace to minimize employee contact

Supplied home office materials/equipment 
for remote workers

Revised work-from-home policies

Increased services/offerings in
Employee Assistance Program (EAP)

76%

74%

74%

70%

68%

61%
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In addition, some of the thriving organizations we interviewed made commitments not to lay 
off any employees, with senior leaders either dramatically reducing or even eliminating their 
own salaries. All of the organizations we interviewed instructed their leaders and managers 
to have regular check-in calls with employees to make sure they were doing well, had the 
resources they needed, and felt connected with the company. In addition, they augmented 
well-being programs in anticipation of increased stress and anxiety. The HR leader from a 
multinational health and insurance company said they introduced resilience, mindfulness, 
work-life balance, and stress management tools to help employees and received “huge 
appreciation for all the programs put in place.”

Not surprisingly, the organizations that regularly surveyed their employees were more aware 
of the challenges they were facing. The HR leader from a multinational consumer products 
manufacturer reported that they surveyed employees at least monthly about COVID-19. 
Similarly, another HR leader we interviewed reported that managers asked about and fulfilled 
employee needs—from noise-cancelling headsets to more flexible hours. Interviewed HR 
leaders spoke openly about caring for employees, and several companies incorporated 
caring into their mottos, such as: “grace and space” and “we can’t be our best if you 
can’t be at your best.”

4. Commit to Inclusion
The last few years have seen a growing expectation that organizations are expected to play 
a role in social change conversations. The death of George Floyd while in police custody in 
the early months of the pandemic incited extensive protests that criticized police brutality 
and racism against Black Americans. The protests struck a chord with many organizations, 
prompting them to respond and amplify their focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI). 

The April 2021 Workplace Reimagined results found that 59 percent of surveyed 
organizations increased their focus on providing stronger support, guidance, and coaching 
for leaders and managers to help them create an inclusive environment (Chart 2). In addition, 
43 percent of surveyed organizations increased their encouragement of employees to bring 
their full selves to work (Chart 1). Several interviewed HR leaders mentioned that they had 
added Juneteenth to their official holidays to commemorate the emancipation of slavery 
in the US. The HR leader from a large nonprofit said that their organization previously 
implemented many DEI initiatives, but after the racial unrest, had fast-tracked the first-time 
hiring of a DEI officer. Additionally, another HR leader affirmed that moving forward, the 
organization would commit to expanding opportunities for Black managers and all people of 
color, a prime example of tangible goals in response to the ongoing civil unrest.

These actions represent an acceleration of the focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion 
that has been slowly but steadily growing in recent decades.8 Organizations that commit 
to inclusion recognize the diverse needs and experiences among their employees and 
consciously work to develop equitable solutions. Focusing on workplace inclusion helps 
create a working environment that makes employees from all backgrounds feel respected 
and valued—while also improving profitability.9 As one HR leader succinctly put it: 

“When we create an inclusive environment where people can 
bring their whole selves to work, our business thrives.”
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By incorporating inclusion into organizational culture, employees are able to do their best 
work, and companies have a chance to gain the full benefit of their diverse workforces.

5. Amplify Mission and Purpose
Another organizational trend accelerated by the crises of 2020 and 2021 is the reemergence 
of the purpose-driven organization. In our April 2021 survey, 45 percent of the HR leaders 
surveyed indicated that since the onset of the pandemic, they had placed a greater focus 
on ensuring that mission, vision, and values are understood and widely championed (Chart 
2). Thirty-six percent indicated that they increased their focus on a widespread, basic 
assumption that the organization exists to benefit employees, customers, stakeholders, and 
communities (Chart 2). 

For many companies, an amplified focus on purpose and mission provided a unifying force for 
stressed, remote, and geographically distributed employees. The HR leader of a multinational 
beverage corporation attributes much of their ability to succeed during the crises of 
2020 and early 2021 to being a purpose-led organization and their leadership’s conscious 
effort to “bring purpose back to the forefront.” Another HR leader related to us how their 
CEO’s “distillation of purpose” to “care and compete” was critical to their success as well, 
providing a shared focus that emphasized the well-being of employees as well as success 
in the marketplace. 

The Purpose-Driven Organization
The purpose-driven organization was first popularized in the late 1980s. Later, in 
2006, the concept of the Certified B Corporation was created as “a new kind of 
business that balances purpose and profit” and, since then, over 3,900 companies 
in 74 countries have been certified as B Corporations.10 This trend was codified and 
widely broadcast by the Business Roundtable in August 2019 when it issued a new 
Statement on the Purpose of a Corporation, signed by 181 CEOs declaring a move 
away from shareholder primacy toward a commitment to all stakeholders, including 
customers, employees, suppliers, and communities.11 Consumer patterns reflect 
a strong preference for products made by purpose-driven companies, as a recent 
poll found that 66 percent of consumers and an impressive 91 percent of millennial 
consumers would switch from a product they typically buy to a product made by 
a purpose-driven company.12 In addition, many candidates for new positions are 
increasingly willing to choose a purpose-driven organization over one that is not.

6. See Opportunity in Crisis and Be Agile
As proven by the crises of 2020 and 2021, to ensure longevity, organizations need to be 
ready to seize opportunities and continue to evolve with everchanging obstacles. For global 
CEOs surveyed in the C-Suite Challenge, key lessons for success in crises meant being 
adaptable and making quick, decisive actions while maintaining poise.13 In fact, US CEOs 
recognized seeing “crisis as an opportunity for change” as the second most critical lesson 
learned from navigating the crises of 2020 and 2021.14 This mindset allows for organizations 
to take advantage of the opportunities in front of them to make major changes and improve 
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overall organizational strategies. Highlighting the speed at which change happens, a US CEO 
responded to the C-Suite Challenge survey, 

“Business models must be constantly assessed, redesigned, 
and evolved at warp speed.”

For many of the thriving companies we interviewed, culture changes were happening prior 
to 2020, albeit rather slowly. With major disruptions causing significant changes to the 
working model in 2020, these organizations saw the opportunity to accelerate changes they 
had already begun. For example, one corporation we interviewed saw the pandemic as an 
opportunity to accelerate the changes they were implementing to break down silos and 
function in a more networked way. An HR leader at a multinational conglomerate explained 
how the events of 2020 and 2021 allowed them to advance the new culture model already 
in progress. This model, which featured an agile and interdependent workforce, allowed the 
organization to successfully cope with the continued disruptions that followed.

Questions to Consider
Based on years of research conducted by The Conference Board on employee engagement 
and employee experience,15 we have identified the following practices of organizations that 
enable their employees to thrive. The results of our April 2021 survey and our interviews with 
thriving organizations reinforced the significance of many of these practices. As organizations 
seek to help employees thrive beyond the pandemic and throughout future challenges, we 
recommend leaders ask themselves several key questions. 

Does our organization…
• Understand and widely champion our mission, vision, and values?

• Share a widespread, basic assumption that it exists to benefit employees, customers, 
stakeholders, and communities?

• Have robust, integrated programs and practices designed to support employees 
throughout the employee lifecycle?

• Deploy robust, consistent, aligned communication strategies on a regular basis?

• Cultivate innovation and creativity?

• Provide strong support, guidance, and coaching for leaders and managers to help 
them create an inclusive environment?

• Have a physical space designed with employee engagement and 
performance in mind?

• Have established networks and infrastructure to build community for virtual/
remote workers?

• Have a structure that promotes highly effective levels of teamwork and coordination?

• Have a robust, regular, and integrated process for measuring, analyzing, and acting 
on data across the employee lifecycle?
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• Focus sharply on providing exceptional customer service?

• Respond agilely to changing conditions and shocks to the system?

• Have leaders, managers, and employees who consistently recognize and reward 
valued cultural behaviors?

Are our leaders and managers…
• Engaged in regular two-way dialogue with employees through town halls and 

skip-level meetings?

• Held accountable for embracing and driving continual improvement in efficiency 
and productivity?

• Held accountable for fostering a positive working environment?

• Demonstrating consistency in their words and actions?

• Making decisions in a measured, disciplined way?

Do our employees…
• Receive encouragement to bring their full selves to work?

• Have ongoing opportunities for development, growth, and advancement?

• Receive flexibility about when and how they do their jobs?

• Believe in the fairness of compensation, performance management, development, 
promotion, and recognition?

• Understand the business and its finances?

• Have the tools, training, and support they need to be productive?
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than 200 to over 200,000 employees.

About the Authors
Robin Erickson, PhD, Principal Researcher

Barbara Lombardo, PhD, Distinguished Principal 
Research Fellow

Amy Ye, Researcher

Vivian Jaworsky, Research Analyst

Acknowledgments
The authors would like to give a special thanks to Dave 
Ulrich, PhD, Co-Founder and Principal of the RBL Group, 
for suggesting the model of interviewing organizations with 
gains in productivity and employee experience and well-
being. The authors greatly appreciate and would like to 
thank Frank Steemers, Senior Economist, The Conference 
Board, for his help analyzing data from both surveys. The 
authors would also like to thank Whit Raymond, Senior 
Fellow, The Conference Board, for his thought leadership. 
In addition, the authors would like to thank Rebecca Ray, 
PhD, Executive Vice President, Human Capital Center, The 
Conference Board, and Chuck Mitchell, Executive Director, 
Knowledge Content and Quality, The Conference Board, for 
their thoughtful reviews of the manuscript.

Related Resources from The Conference 
Board
The Reimagined Workplace a Year Later: Human Capital 
Responses to COVID-19

Adapting to the Reimagined Workplace: Human Capital 
Responses to COVID-19

From Immediate Responses to Planning for the Reimagined 
Workplace: Human Capital Responses to COVID-19

C-Suite Challenge 2021

https://conference-board.org/topics/natural-disasters-pandemics/adapting-to-the-reimagined-workplace
https://conference-board.org/topics/natural-disasters-pandemics/adapting-to-the-reimagined-workplace
https://conference-board.org/bio/robin-erickson
https://conference-board.org/bio/barbara-lombardo
https://conference-board.org/bio/amy-ye
https://conference-board.org/bio/vivian-jaworsky
https://conference-board.org/topics/natural-disasters-pandemics/reimagined-workplace-a-year-later?mkt_tok=MjI1LVdCWi0wMjUAAAF9a_-Rr_92zxGDIh3hcaC89VmQzMxbAJ0xLnYOKJ3jq_Pevt-yVmiAV0hs6hGX-E9VR4joY1-tWEERkK6Aip9C4i6zZmuGzy3RU0wxoqFdpRrK
https://conference-board.org/topics/natural-disasters-pandemics/reimagined-workplace-a-year-later?mkt_tok=MjI1LVdCWi0wMjUAAAF9a_-Rr_92zxGDIh3hcaC89VmQzMxbAJ0xLnYOKJ3jq_Pevt-yVmiAV0hs6hGX-E9VR4joY1-tWEERkK6Aip9C4i6zZmuGzy3RU0wxoqFdpRrK
https://conference-board.org/topics/natural-disasters-pandemics/adapting-to-the-reimagined-workplace
https://conference-board.org/topics/natural-disasters-pandemics/adapting-to-the-reimagined-workplace
https://conference-board.org/topics/natural-disasters-pandemics/planning-for-the-reimagined-workplace
https://conference-board.org/topics/natural-disasters-pandemics/planning-for-the-reimagined-workplace
https://conference-board.org/topics/c-suite-challenge

