
COVID-19 Exposes Strengths 
and Threats in the Workforces

After making it out of the 2007-2009 global financial crisis, businesses began shifting from 
recovery plans to new growth strategies. By 2014, the stock market levels broke free from the 
recession, and employment returned to its pre-crisis level. Over the next six years, the economy not 
only recovered, but it took off reaching never before seen giving reason to be optimistic about the 
direction the economy was headed in. 

That of course, changed when the global COVID-19 pandemic struck in early 2020 and moved the world into a new crisis. 
Overnight we witnessed the devastating impact the pandemic was having on the economy as consumers and businesses 
alike began taking drastic health and safety precautions. As consumer spend across most industries dropped, organizations 
were suddenly forced to discard their expansion efforts and revise their business strategies to accommodate the crisis. 
Immediately, businesses reacted by cutting back on nonessential items and tightening their belts. Stock buybacks and 
dividends were put on hold, lines of credit were scaled back, and strategies shifted from offense to defense as heightened 
levels of uncertainty in the economic climate ensued.  

To say the labor market was hit hard by the pandemic would be an understatement. Although some businesses, particularly 
in retail, experienced surges in hiring for essential workers, for the majority of businesses, the number of available jobs 
contracted at a pace unlike anything seen since the Great Depression. Shifting to a defensive strategy, many organizations 
imposed a freeze on all hiring, and in many cases, hours were reduced. Some businesses faced extremely difficult choices 
as their ability to sustain their workforce was depleted and employees were furloughed.



The unemployment rate soon skyrocketed from a 50-year low of 3.8% in February 2020 to an 
unprecedented level of nearly 15% across the nation on average. There were roughly 20.5 million 
job losses in April alone leaving little doubt that COVID-19 had not only made a significant 
impact on the labor market but also exposed strengths and threats in the workforce.
Organizations that successfully maneuvered through the beginning of this crisis had done 
so because they had already begun implementing flexible working styles and investing 
heavily in cloud technology and security before COVID-19 ever hit. A 2019 Employee Benefits 
study conducted by Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) found that 27% of 
organizations had employees engaged in telecommuting on a full-time basis, 42% part-time, 
and 69% ad-hoc. Such organizations’ infrastructure had been modernized and their workforce 
was already well trained to utilize it. They were far more prepared than most to deal with the 
sudden crisis.

Other businesses acted swiftly to adopt a more flexible operational model and implement 
cost-effective digital solutions to ensure a safe environment through remote work. These 
organizations as well have emerged with the right innovation and best practices society needs 
today to transition towards a modern workforce. 

However, surviving this crisis is not all about technology and new system 
applications. To successfully transform towards a modern way of working, 
businesses must not ignore certain new deficiencies that have become 
evident in the workforce.

The need for workforce development has never been greater. As COVID-19 drives rapid digital 
transformation and workforce disruption, widespread uncertainty coupled with worker anxiety 
has become a stress point. Businesses must provide their workforce with the ability to keep up 
and maintain a competitive advantage by allocating sufficient resources towards development. 
According to the World Economic Forum, 54% of all employees will require significant upskilling by 
2022. Future-proofing the workforce in this way should be a top priority for all organizations. 

A Need for Upskilling
All positions from new-hires to management are evolving quickly. A study by West 
Monroe Partners and the Human Capital Media Research and Advisory Group says that 
their research confirms the need for training and 56% of HR professionals surveyed 
said their organizations’ skills gaps are moderate to severe. 

Rethinking 
Workforce 
Development

As organizations invest in new technologies, 
workflow automation is accelerating, causing 
certain operational functions to become 
outdated and obsolete. Connectivity as well is 
posing new challenges to ways of working, and 
digital skills have become essential to increase 
productivity without compromising the integrity 
of the network or systems. Analysis conducted 
by McKinsey & Company suggests that 39% 
to 58% of work activities in operationally 
intensive sectors such as manufacturing, retail, 
accommodation and food services, finance and 
insurance, could be automated using currently 
demonstrated technologies. 
To meet these challenges, business leaders 
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and HR divisions should focus on profit-driving areas within the business and assess current and future business needs. A 
structured approach to identify the size and nature of an organization’s skills gaps should be prioritized. A full assessment 
of current workforce capabilities, the organizational culture, and the likelihood of automation in certain areas can be used to 
validate upskilling solutions and adequately prepare their employees for the future. 

Successful upskilling programs constantly push the boundaries to develop digital skills that ensure productive workflows, 
critical thinking skills that seek out strategic opportunities, and social skills that build unified remote teams. Continuously 
updating and delivering high-value learning programs will ensure the workforce is receiving the right learning experience, 
operating at high levels of efficiency, and delivering results.

Yet another study on upskilling conducted by McKinsey and Company found that the value of soft skills 
increases as employees gain seniority and climb higher up the corporate ladder. 40% of organizations 
agree soft skills are the most important for entry-level. However, when compared with the executive-
level, 81% of organizations say soft skills are critical. Conversely, hard skills skew the opposite way.

The ability to communicate and collaborate effectively with others, to lead, to think proactively, and to 
be agile and pivot quickly are just some of the major soft skills lacking in employees – with the last one 
a valuable skill particularly when working in a rapidly shifting work environment during the COVID-19 
crisis:

The Importance of Human Touch
During the global pandemic, now more than ever as 
we become socially distant, business leaders are 
recognizing that work is no longer simply transactional 
and employees today are more invested in how their 
organization conducts business rather than what the 
organization does for business. They have taken the 
further initiative by tasking their HR departments to 
develop more engaging human-relationship training, 
better working environments, and fairer, more honest 
treatment of its employees to instill a positive corporate 
culture that builds employer loyalty.

Corporations that listen to its employees are helping 
define what it means to be a part of a successful 
organization, not only as reflected in the quality of the 
product or service itself, but also in the relationships it 
establishes. Leaders must actively seek out and uplift 
the innovators who believe work is not simply a series of 
tasks, but rather a way to achieve greatness. 

Rethinking Where We Work
Remote work, which was once simply regarded as a 
trend in flexibility and work-life balance, has become a 
disruptive force for tens of thousands of businesses 
and millions of workers alike who were suddenly pulled 
from working in the office to working from home or 
other remote locations. This unexpected shift exposed 
heightened levels of uncertainty among workers who 
were forced to adapt. Now, they must cope with a new 
style of work that poses a whole set of new challenges, 
in the midst of a pandemic. 

Despite the new style of working, employers and 
employees alike have a positive outlook on remote 
work, especially during this difficult time. According to 
a PwC survey conducted in the summer of 2020, both 
executives and office workers support flexible work 
week with most office workers (83%) wanting to work 
from home at least once a week. Also, more than half of 
employers (55%) anticipate that most of their workers 
will continue to do so after COVID-19. 
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Office Culture
Across most organizations, work environments suddenly changed from normal face-to-face meetings in physical spaces, 
luncheons, and casual discussions by the watercooler to on-line socially-distant comradery. Organizations have had to 
quickly pivot and find creative ways of getting their culture “off the wall” and integrated into a remote, digital world virtually 
over night. Due to the speed at which the change occurred, employees were unprepared and had to invent a new style of 
teamwork. Some employees have expressed that they miss the spark of the office culture and are having difficulty adapting 
to working from home. Interestingly enough, some of the very same team members embraced the new style, claiming that 
they hated the hour-long commute to the company’s headquarters.

Needless to say, organizations should expect new stress factors and issues to appear. Managerial programs that train 
supervisors to build an engaging, yet online, office culture to prevent the loneliness sometimes felt in a virtual team would 
prove useful. Inclusion must be a key priority, though an especially challenging one during the pandemic. While maintaining 
a safe environment, organizations should move towards a cultural shift that inspires socially-distant relationships and 
encourages employees to maintain physical and mental wellbeing. Training as well would help provide all employees with 
the skills to identify areas of tension and support each other when needed. 

Remote Work Efficiency
Remote work is here to stay. Organizations should, if they have not 
done so already, take the necessary steps to ensure their workforce is 
connected through highly secure channels to protect personal data, trade 
secrets, and other sensitive information. There are numerous cloud-based 
technologies on the market with viable solutions for all companies of 
all sizes, but technology is not the only limit to working efficiency while 
remote. 

Organizations must confirm whether or not their employees have the 
capability to work remotely. For example, do their employees have access 
to reliable internet with adequate broadband connectivity to engage with 
colleagues and customers? Are they provided with laptops, headsets, 
cameras, and other hardware as needed?

Furthermore, with the massive transformation in office culture, a new 
way of internal collaboration must be formed. Regular meetings, progress 

reports, strategic sessions, etc. have moved out of the board rooms and onto 
video conferencing platforms as we try to limit the amount of physical 
person to person exposure. Developing online programs for basic 
training, workshops, and upskilling programs is key. New employee 
hiring and onboarding processes should also be adjusted and 
streamlined to accommodate the changes in the professional 
environment.



Rethinking How We Hire 
The uncertainty has caused organizations to consider the labor-type dynamics within the organization more closely. This 
includes not only the specific needs of the current employees but also the future makeup of their workforce as a whole. 

As needs change, businesses require flexibility to scale their workforce accordingly in a quick and efficient manner. To 
become more agile, organizations are progressing towards a much more flexible labor force that includes diverse types 
of employment such as permanent placement employees and contractual employees that can provide skilled labor for 
a specific assignment or work for a specified period. By partnering with a staffing agency that can support this change, 
organizations will be able to grow in a way that is more cost-effective as they are able to limit costs associated with an FTE 
hire.

Choosing the Right Talent Solutions Partner
The challenges before us are forcing organizations to rethink their current human 
resources capabilities and future requirements to stay competitive. It is therefore 
essential that organizations should streamline their vendors and work with a talent 
solutions provider that can identify the right talent and efficiencies across the entire 
organization. 

The right staffing partner must demonstrate critical expertise in finding, screening, 
and presenting qualified candidates whether they are permanent placement hires or 
long/short term contract employees. A strong partner understands your processes 
and commits themself to a cohesive partnership with your HR team rather than 
having a merely transaction-based relationship. 

As a leading talent solutions partner, AccruePartners is trusted by local and national 
organizations alike, from mid to large Fortune 500. With our ability to maintain long-
lasting relationships, tap into exclusive networks, and access hiring tools to locate 
the inaccessible top talent for your organization, our speed to market is unparalleled. 
Let us demonstrate our commitment to helping you adjust to new workforce 
requirements and varying labor dynamics that support the health and growth of your 
organization. 
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