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THE COVID-19 CRISIS IS CHALLENGING ORGANIZATIONS AND

LEADERS LIKE NEVER BEFORE. The dramatic worldwide spread of

COVID-19 has had business leaders making unthinkable

decisions and members of the workforce dealing with significant,

life-altering changes in their professional and personal lives.

Heading into what may be the deepest global recession since

WWII, businesses are reducing their workforce, significantly

changing their business model, and shutting their doors. Workers

are distracted, anxious, and scrambling to adapt to mandates for

social isolation and distancing, firings and furloughs, increased

family responsibilities, a desire to keep family members healthy,

and unpredictable economic conditions.

With these changes, individuals are struggling to do all they can to keep themselves and their loved ones safe from

harm – both physically and financially. These unprecedented, sweeping changes in the business world and the

workforces’ immense confusion, fear, and anxiety about the future demands that our business leaders, now more

than ever, really understand the needs of their workforce.

Right now, leaders must engage in a process of true and constant listening to guide their people through the COVID

pandemic. They must demonstrate, authentically, that they truly understand what all members of their workforce are

experiencing and feeling (empathy) and by showing they care about the plight of their people by taking decisive

actions to help ease their struggles (compassion).

WHAT’S AT STAKE? Two things – (1) employee well-being and (2) organizational resilience (the ability of businesses

to survive and thrive during the COVID-19 crisis). The emotional, mental and physical well-being of each and every

employee plays a key role in how he/she takes care of his/her family and subsequently the vitality of the broader

society. The ultimate downstream effects of a workforce with diminished well-being occur at a local, national and

global level, where work efficiency and productivity suffer, and illnesses and healthcare costs increase.

Organizations and leaders who don’t do a quality job of taking the needed actions to effectively lead their workforce

through the COVID pandemic could potentially harm their employees, their organizations, and the broader society--

especially communities that are struggling financially. If deprived of the empathy and compassion they need now,

workforce engagement (or employees willingly exerting extra effort for their employer) will seriously suffer. Poor

engagement will directly impact productivity, the company brand, employee and customer loyalty—not to mention the

innovation that will be required to help companies adapt to the “new normal” in a post-COVID economy. Stories will

be told about the organizations that failed to help their employees through the crisis. All together, these forces will

significantly diminish an organization’s ability to survive, innovate, and thrive post COVID-19.

WHAT SPECIFICALLY DO WORKFORCE MEMBERS NEED FROM ORGANIZATIONS AND LEADERS DURING THIS TIME OF

UNPRECEDENTED CRISIS? Results of a 2020 Perceptyx pulse survey revealed 5 specific needs. Are leaders doing a

quality job of taking actions based on these needs?

* Perceptyx, Inc. (2020, April 7). COVID-19 insights research: What employees need from leaders now. Retrieved from Perceptyx

WORKFORCE NEEDS

THE STORY

Knowing that health and well-being are top priority of the organization

Feeling comfortable expressing concerns about the COVID-19 outbreak

Feeling leaders are listening and care about concerns

Feeling supported in making decisions about health and well-being 

Feeling satisfied with communications about the organization’s response to COVID-19

https://blog.perceptyx.com/covid-19-insights-what-employees-need-from-leaders%23https:/blog.perceptyx.com/covid-19-insights-what-employees-need-from-leaders


Comfort expressing 

concerns
Leaders taking actions to make their 

workforce feel comfortable expressing 

concerns about the outbreak.

Listening and care 

about concerns
Leaders taking actions to demonstrate 

they are really listening to their 

workforce and care about employee 

concerns.

Support for employees’ 

decisions
Leaders taking action to demonstrate 

they support the decisions their 

workforce makes regarding personal 

health and well-being.

PROCESS

A national sample of workers 

completed an online survey 

where they rated the quality of 

15 actions, across 5 

dimensions, their organization 

was potentially taking to lead 

employees through the COVID-

19 pandemic. They also rated 

the overall quality of the 

organization’s actions to 

address their fears, anxieties 

and uncertainties.

Workers also provided 

suggestions on what their 

organization and leaders could 

be doing to make them feel 

more supported.

SURVEY DIMENSIONSPURPOSE

The purpose of the research 

was to assess if organizational 

leaders are doing a quality job 

taking the actions needed to 

address the needs of a 

workforce that is struggling with 

challenges related to COVID-19.

THEMETHODOLOGY

Health and well-being
Leaders taking actions that 

demonstrate their workforce’s health, 

well-being, and safety are a top 

priority for the organization.

Communicating the 

organization’s 

response
Leaders ensuring their workforce 

receives clear and regular 

communications about how the 

organization is responding to the 

COVID-19 crisis.

The research results reported in this 

document reflect high-level trends.

Detailed results, grounded in literature, 

will be reported in a manuscript submitted 

for publication.



SAMPLE SIZE 

949

949 participants 

from 22 industries

INDUSTRY

86%

EMPLOYMENT

74%

WORKER TYPE

40%

WORK LOCATION

47% 62%

86% employed in 

the service industry 

74% employed 

full-time

40% essential 

workers

47% remote 

workers

62% individual 

contributors

JOB LEVEL

THE PARTICIPANTS



The Good
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Health and Well-Being

Many Organizations Get a Thumbs Up!

of workers reported that overall, their organization 

is doing a GOOD or EXCELLENT job taking actions 

to directly address their fears, anxieties and 

uncertainties related to the COVID-19 crisis.

70%

Indicate organizational 

leaders are doing a GOOD

or EXCELLENT job making 

health and well-being a top 

priority for the organization.

Leadership Strengths
Top 2 Actions Leaders are Taking

▪ Ensuring that health and safety policies, precautions, 

and other measures are adopted throughout the 

organization.

▪ Communicating to employees the reasons for health 

and safety policies, precautions, and other measures.



The Bad

Listening and Care About Concerns

Some Workers Feel Forgotten

44%

Over 4 in 10 indicated 
organizational leaders 
are doing a FAIR to VERY

POOR job demonstrating 
they are listening and 
care about workers’ 
concerns.

Leadership Opportunities
Bottom 2 Actions Leaders are Taking

▪ Demonstrating empathy in regard to concerns 

(showing they truly understand what employees 

are feeling).

▪ Encouraging employees to openly and honestly 

share ideas, thoughts, and concerns.

WORKING OUTSIDE THE HOMEEMPLOYED BUT FURLOUGHED

Average % negative ratings about leaders

SUPPORTING

EMPLOYEE DECISIONS
57% 

Average % negative ratings about leaders

LISTENING AND CARING

ABOUT CONCERNS OF

ESSENTIAL WORKERS

56%

Average % negative ratings about leaders

LISTENING AND CARING

ABOUT CONCERNS OF

NON-ESSENTIAL WORKERS

66% 
Average % negative ratings about leaders

LISTENING AND CARING

ABOUT CONCERNS
61%



Taking actions to demonstrate workforce       

health, well-being and safety are a top priority

Ensuring the workforce receives clear and    

regular communication about how  the 

organization is responding to COVID-19

Taking actions to make their workforce 

feel comfortable expressing concerns 

about the outbreak

Taking actions to demonstrate they are really 

listening and care about employee concerns

73%
of participants

expressed concerns 

The Ugly

Analysis of 694 comments suggests organizations and leaders could be doing better!

• “People who came to work sick weren't sent 

home.”

• “[Management] gave us a flimsy face mask that 

you can see through.”

• “They gave us two paper masks and had hand 

sanitizer on the boss' desk.”

• “Nothing has been done with regard to

sanitation. The office has not been cleaned in 

three weeks.”

• “We had to hear what our company was 

doing for us on television.”

• “The boss reads printouts from corporate.”

• “My manager is hiding so she won’t get sick 

and doesn’t know what to do.”

• “Communicate updates on a regular basis 

and personally check in with individuals. 

Provide us with leadership and direction.”

• “[Management] thinks we should just be grateful 

we still have jobs.”

• “When I voiced my concerns about being very 

high risk, I was told ‘then why do we pay you? 

Wear gloves.’”

• “She [the manager] said COVID was no big 

deal and people who expressed concerns 

would be first to be laid off.”

• “Share kind words and really mean them.”

• “No one at my organization is taking this 

[COVID-19] seriously.  Profits are more 

important than people.”

• “The owner has done a very poor job of making 

us feel safe or appreciated that we come in 

every day even though we fear for our lives.”

• “We come to work every day risking our health 

and out of 5 managers there is only one that I 

feel listens and understands our concerns.”

Organizations Can Do Better



THE RECOMMENDATIONS

• Hold people accountable for following health and

safety policies throughout the organization.

• Emphasize commitment to employee safety,

expanding empathetic approaches to promoting

health and well-being.

• Provide leaders at all levels in the organization

with the tools and information needed to

encourage open, empathetic dialogue with

workers about the importance of mental health.

• Acknowledge that different groups of employees have

unique challenges – treat all fairly but seek deep

understanding of each group’s distinct challenges.

• Listen authentically to show you care about each

group’s specific concerns.

• Show them you support the decisions they make

regarding their personal health and well-being.

• Remember, leaders are people too! Don’t overlook your

leaders who are under significant pressure.

Remember the forgotten ones!
Don’t overlook employees who work outside the home or furloughed workers

• Signal that caring matters by making empathy and

compassion an organizational value that guides the actions

of all leaders.

• Integrate empathy and compassion into all human resource

business practices – recruiting, selecting, onboarding,

developing, evaluating, and celebrating.

• Incentivize and recognize instances of empathy and

compassion to allow employees to see them being role

modeled and increase prevalence of a desired social norm.

Cultivate a culture of caring with empathy
Start making empathy a priority and foundational value of the organization

*From Businessolver.com, Inc.’s 2020 State of Workplace Empathy study

73% of employees believe 

empathy can be learned 

through coaching and 

practice.

say empathy drives 

greater productivity.
76%

93%
of employees say they are 

more likely to stay with an 

empathetic employer.

Put employee well-being front and center
Continue making it easy for employees to maintain their health and emotional well-being

Other researchers agree…

Other researchers agree…

Other researchers agree…

92% of employees think organizations 

could be doing more for their 

overall well-being.

report employers openly discuss 

the importance of mental health.
58%

do not believe all levels of their 

company are empathetic towards 

employee mental health.

31%


