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The Role of Human Resources in Uncertain Times

Pranvera Zhaka Ph.D.
Transnational HRM Institute, Waseda University

verazhaka@gmail.com

Human Resources (HR) is being profoundly affected by the Covid-19 pandemic. How we work,
communicate, learn, and where we work perhaps will change forever. While there are now a lot of
discussions trying to define what the “new normal” might be, it is equally important to understand
what is next for HR by examining the ways HR has been making changes and exploring the

priorities for HR to navigate through the Covid-19 landscape.

The new role of HR in driving organizational resilience

The Covid-19 pandemic has changed the role of HR. While often considered to play a supporting or
administrative role in the organization, the current situation has shown that HR can take the lead in
driving organizational resilience. Since the initial response to Covid-19, HR has been continuously
challenged to make difficult decisions that have directly impacted employee experience. At the
beginning of the pandemic, employees™ anxiety over job security, wellness, and working conditions
rose significantly. HR leaders had to communicate effectively and with empathy to ensure employee
engagement, collaboration, and loyalty to the company. HR played a pivotal role in managing the
Covid-19 response by also satisfying employees’ basic needs of health and safety, handling layoffs,
managing remote work, overseeing flexibility in the workplace, ensuring company benefits, and
much more. HR professionals went above and beyond by partnering with the IT, legal, and general
affairs functions, and inventing new ways to onboard, work, learn, and reward employees. This
situation has clearly demonstrated the strategic worth of HR and has created a real consciousness
among business leaders that HR deserves “a seat at the table”. The pandemic is calling for business
transformation and HR is uniquely positioned to take the lead in driving organizational resilience in

the new world of work.



Priorities for HR to navigate through the Covid-19 landscape
As organizations transition into the recovery phase, there are in particular two areas I believe HR
should be focusing on in the journey ahead: (1) prioritizing HR processes for improvement and (2)

advocating for employee well-being.

The new situation has imposed limitations on HR both in terms of time and resources. While it may
vary from company to company, HR is asked to create savings by not only adjusting the
company-wide workforce planning but also reducing costs within the HR organization. Such
initiatives include pausing HR projects, freezing hiring, reducing dependence on third parties, and
stopping external training to build required HR capabilities. In light of these limitations and the
increased expectation for HR to take a leading role in the organization's response to Covid-19, it
becomes critical for HR to take a focused approach and prioritize the HR processes for improvement.
Therefore, there are two key questions HR leaders need to answer: (a) Which are the HR programs
that tie directly to business results? and (b) Where should we focus now? Next, HR needs to quickly
free-up resources and start executing a small-scale adaptation of the improvements. This focused
approach and agility will allow for HR to both optimize its limited resources and improve the HR

function.

The Covid-19 pandemic concerns are bringing stress with them which can cause not only poor work
performance, but can also have unintended health consequences. Therefore, every organization will
need to put more efforts into concentrating on the emotional health and general well-being of its staff.
HR has a crucial role to play in helping employees face the fears of the unknown, while working
effectively and staying engaged. No one has the playbook, but to begin with, frequent and honest
communication through multiple channels is going to win the game. HR has to encourage and coach
their leaders to be open and communicate clearly about the challenges the business is facing and the
business continuity plan. In addition, HR can improve employee experience by addressing
employees’ need for work recognition through nonfinancial means. For instance, notes of
appreciation and small gift cards can have a significant impact on employees’ psyche. Next, HR
needs to develop new practices and cultural norms that support working from home as well as take

active steps to ensure continued relationship building with remote workers.

The new realities created by the Covid-19 pandemic call for HR to rethink how their organization
will deliver value to the business. Focusing on HR initiatives where the business impact is the
greatest and truly caring about employees’ wellbeing are paramount to navigate the future of work

and thrive through the Covid-19 landscape.



How to make engagement grow in the land of COVID-19?

Research Associate,

Institute for Transnational Human Resource Management
Irene Zamora

izamora@asagi.waseda.jp

Leaders around the world have teamed up with Human Resources (HR) to find ways to build an
organization’s resilience during the COVID-19 pandemic and its lasting consequences. Differences
in industry, culture, or the size of the organization can influence the path each leader decides to take
in these uncertain times. But the end goal is the same: To procure the well-being of employees and
achieve organizational goals. This well-being is based on the basic needs of health and safety. All of
us need to feel safe regardless of the country in which we are working or where we come from.

When multinationals with diverse workforces try to tackle employee well-being, they are challenged
with differences in gender, nationality and ethnicity, cultural background, technical formation,
generation, or religion. On top of that, this pandemic has brought up new dimensions of diversity:
health care needs, and different levels of anxiety towards the spread of the COVID-19 virus.
Currently, leaders also must consider different feelings of what staying safe means for each person in

terms of contracting COVID-19, and make sure everyone feels safe. HR is there to help.

Employee morale is being challenged

To exemplify how organizations are dealing with employee morale amid the COVID-19 pandemic,
this is the case of a multinational business consulting firm with headquarters in Switzerland, nine
offices worldwide, and more than 4000 employees in total. Their South American office is in Chile,
with a headcount of 520 employees of 25 different nationalities. In December 2020, the Chile office
Country Manager faced another dilemma: How to boost employee morale during the holidays while
complying with the safety measures to avoid the spread of COVID-19 and legally abide by the local
lockdown mandated by the government?

The local custom in the Christmas season is to give employees a gift at the end of the year as well as
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to hold a Christmas party given the country’s Catholic tradition. However, holding an event for over
500 people was out of the question since Chile was under a strict lockdown at the time. The Country
Manager still wanted to give the customary gift but faced the challenge of distributing gifts amid the

pandemic while 100% of the workforce was working remotely since March 2020.

Planting seeds of well-being, social responsibility, and inclusion.

The Chile office has an ‘Engagement’ function within the HR department that focuses on
engagement initiatives. Since collective remote work started in March 2020 due to COVID-19, the
Engagement team started to send ‘Mindfulness tips’ to all employees to help them cope with the
stress and uncertainty of the pandemic and the local lockdown, attempting to maintain productivity.
Moreover, the company’s social responsibility guidelines for 2020 already included support to local
businesses and environmentally friendly initiatives. That is why, as the Christmas season approached,
the Engagement leader in the HR department proposed to give a “gift with a meaning” that can
encompass the organization’s commitment to society. First, the HR team researched possible gift
options and local vendors. They came up with several ideas and selected ten options according to the
budget. Next, the HR Engagement leader and the Country Manager narrowed it down to three
options. After that, the HR team conducted a focus group with selected managers to look at each of
the three options and another focus group with the company’s “Fun Council” (a committee made up
of employees from different departments). Based on the results of the focus groups, the
Engagement leader and the Country Manager selected the present.

The present was a set of three clay pots made by local artisans for employees to start a home herb
garden. Each set came with 3 packs of seeds so that each person can plant and grow basil, parsley,
and coriander at home. The gift was packaged in a recyclable paper box, by a local charity
community of women raising funds for housing programs. The gift was distributed to the employee
directly keeping social distance and safety measures. All employees were invited to come to the
office’s parking lot where the distribution tables were set up. The gift collection was optional, giving
each employee the freedom to decide whether they wanted to collect the gift or not. Additionally,
the box included a holiday greeting card that read: “Happy Holiday Season”, as opposed to the
traditional “Merry Christmas” greeting. Some employees took to the office’s social media platforms

to express their gratitude for the gift and the greeting card.



Key takeaways for HR

This gift was not only environmentally friendly, supported local businesses and charities, and safely
distributed but also promotes agile decision-making. It is important to look at the process taken to
select the gift. The Chile office promotes the inclusion of employees in decision-making processes
through the creation and involvement of the Engagement function in the HR department and the Fun
Council. Both entities aim to care for the emotional well-being of employees. The proactive
adjustment to the current situation shows the agility of this cross-functional team. Finally, choosing
the greeting message reflected a more inclusive celebration that not only targets people affiliated to
the Catholic church but by celebrating “holidays” in general, people from all religions feel included.
Moreover, the Country Manager, the Engagement leader, and the Fun Council envision that this
present can be used in future engagement campaigns to promote the growth of each employee’s

home herb garden and the growth of the organization’s resilience.
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