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Find your essential—how to thrive
in a post-pandemic reality

Never before has the entire planet’s
inhabitants reconfigured their behavior
simultaneously, participating in
lockdowns, quarantines and enforced
social distancing. The implications for
businesses and governments have been
extreme, requiring repeated and rapid
alterations of the nature of work.

To better understand this singular moment, the IBM® Institute
for Business Value (IBV) launched an extensive chief executive
officer (CEO) research project. Built on a foundation of almost
20 years of C-suite studies, the IBV gathered insights from
more than 3,000 CEOs and senior public-sector leaders around
the world. We discovered eye-opening surprises that reflect just
how unprecedented the next era will be, with new priorities
and new areas of focus. From emerging expectations around
remote work to accelerated technological adoption, the leading
practices of yesterday and requirements of tomorrow are
far from aligned.
After the uncertainty of the past year, surveyed CEOs stress
agility—the capability of an organization to respond quickly and
pivot without losing momentum—as a top priority for leaders to
an unprecedented degree. CEOs recognize that this new way of
driving flexibility and delivering innovation can only be realized
with an empowered remote workforce. While 2020 amplified
a host of strategic priorities—from supply chain continuity to
virtually engaging customers—respondents note empowering
remote work as their top concern most frequently, which can
be categorized in three main areas:

Purpose and mission
Outperforming CEOs, those who entered 2020 with higher
revenue growth than their competitors and have since
widened their advantage, identify a sense of purpose and
mission as critical to engaging employees at a rate 53%
higher than underperformers. A sense of purpose and mission
is an especially important competitive advantage as faith in
organizations overall has been declining. Heightened employee
engagement also helps improve performance. Organizations
that score in the top 25% for employee experience report more
than double the return on sales compared to organizations
in the bottom quartile.1 Additionally, employee experience
is positively associated with increased motivation and
discretionary effort, as well as decreased turnover intentions.2

53%
Rate at which outperforming
CEOs identify a sense of purpose
and mission as critical compared
to underperformers.

25%
The top 25% of organizations
based on employee experience
report more than double their
return on sales.

Core business values
Outperforming CEOs also focus more on employee well-being,
with 97% compared to underperformers supporting workforce
health and wellness, even if it costs near-term profit. This finding
reinforces data from another IBV study, “Accelerating the
Journey to HR 3.0,” which found that chief human resource
officers (CHROs) at outperforming organizations report
supporting the physical, emotional and financial well-being
of their employees as a core business value, at rates nearly
three times those of underperforming companies.3
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Skilled and loyal employees
As a result of these new ways of working, we anticipate an
even bigger need for loyal and productive employees with
industry-specific skills. Even prior to 2020, IBV Research
explored the challenges facing organizations related to
talent shortages and the impact of rapidly changing
skills requirements.4
In the new study, outperforming CEOs now stress the
importance of industry-specific skills at almost twice the
frequency of underperformers. This finding echoes the
essential focus emerging throughout this year’s CEO study:
successfully navigating this environment requires strong
leadership reshape how organizations recruit, grow and
retain critical skills.

If you prioritize identifying and
maintaining your essential business
skills, this focus will help ensure you
keep your competitive edge.
In this moment, we’re reflecting on how the nature of work
has evolved over the past year. This transformation is never
complete, especially for ambitious companies committed
to avoiding complacency in their market position.
Now is the time to nurture an empowered workforce,
cultivate intentional experiences, foster employee well-being
and build critical skills. But by sharpening your focus on what
makes your company unique—your employees—you can
drive business results.
Learn how to put your employees first. Start today.
Take a deeper look at finding your essential.

Read the IBV study
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