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Last year, COVID-19 lockdowns, business closures, and 
travel restrictions forced CEOs to make dramatic 
changes in their operating models. Although many 

leaders likely viewed these measures as temporary at the 
time, the recent Omicron outbreak suggests that a hybrid 
way of working1, will become the norm. This is especially 
likely in service industries where in-person presence is not 
as critical to operations. 

To understand how leaders are addressing the challenges 
imposed by remote working, BCG and Spencer Stuart 
interviewed the CEOs of 13 South African companies. 
These discussions revealed three commonly held 
misconceptions about remote working, five key success 
factors and four challenges that remain unresolved.
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1. Where some activities are carried out on-site and others at home.
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Performance, data security, and trust between 
employees are commonly expected to decline when 
employees work remotely. Our interviews, however, 

provide a more nuanced picture. 

• Efficiency and productivity. Leaders in many 
industries have the preconceived notion that working 
outside the office impacts productivity because there 
is less transparency and control. But only 40% of our 
CEOs said that efficiency and productivity have declined 
significantly. Companies in some service industries, in 
fact, have seen their productivity improve. For these 
companies, COVID-19 has provided an opportunity. 

One CEO said he “wants to leverage benefits 
observed around efficiency and reduced travel, and 
refocus on digitisation.”

• Data security. It’s common to assume that when a 
large percentage of the organisation starts accessing 
company information remotely, data security and 
confidentiality are going to be greatly compromised. 
Surprisingly, however, no leaders said this held true for 
their company – though it’s worth pointing out that 12 

Three 
Misconceptions
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of the 13 interviewees led publicly listed companies, and 
probably have diligent procedures and highly capable IT 
teams. 

“I’m not really concerned about data protection,” 
one CEO noted. “We have a very strong head of IT 
Security.” 

• Trust issues. Our work with some clients during 
the pandemics revealed that trust between leaders 
diminishes, after changes to the team, compared to 
before Covid-19. This observation led us to believe that 

leaders who are unable to meet in person would have 
wide-spread difficulty maintaining trust with other 
leaders. 

But only about 40% of our interviewees said this was a 
challenge; notably, most of those who did are newly 
appointed to the CEO position. Clearly, senior leaders 
who had held the CEO position for a while were able to 
capitalize on their “trust balance sheets,” whereas newly 
appointed CEOs had to build trust relationships without 
in-person meetings.
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Five Ways 
to Mitigate 
Challenges

The CEOs we interviewed spoke about the 
kaleidoscope of challenges their staffs are facing: 
loneliness, especially for people living on their own; 

back-to-back virtual meetings that don’t allow for bio-
breaks and mealtimes; and increased occurrence               
of burnout.  

“You need to be more deliberate and conscious 
about things that were taken for granted before,” 
one CEO noted. “We had to deconstruct things that 
used to come naturally.”

• Prioritize wellness. First, leaders make wellness 
—especially mental wellness— a priority across the 
organisation. They enable employees to recharge. 
Moreover, they find creative ways to connect in person 
and share personal messages and stories widely.  

“Health and wellness issues are becoming more 
important,” one CEO pointed out.

One CEO introduced “no-fly zone” time slots, when no 
virtual meetings were allowed so that people had space 
to breathe; this has improved morale substantially. 



BOSTON CONSULTING GROUP X SPENCER STUART 5

Another CEO took up running and golf to support 
physical wellness endeavours and create personal bonds 
with colleagues outside of work. A third started sending 
out a weekly email with tips from colleagues on how to 
thrive during remote working; he said that the email 
series has made employees feel more connected. 

• Maximize meeting efficiency. Second, leaders 
give much thought to maximizing the efficiency of 
virtual engagements. They were more diligent with the 
enforcement of clear standards for planning before key 
meetings and delegating some tasks to cross-functional 
leadership working teams. Delegating this way gives the 
CEO time to address the issues that require the most 
attention.

One CEO insisted that the meeting chair provide an 
agenda beforehand, indicate who is required to attend 
and why, and allocate time for discussing next steps. 
This approach led to better use of meeting time.

• Tailor communications dynamically. Third, leaders 
don’t just communicate more frequently – they adjust 
their communications strategy to the audience, the 
message and the channel of engagement. Virtual town 
halls, pulse-check surveys, and personalized messages 
leveraged when required.

Before the pandemic, one executive relied on infrequent 
mass emails for most communications. After the 
organisation shifted to remote working, a pulse-check 
survey revealed that these emails were missing the 
mark. 

So, the leader began using targeted emails and monthly 
virtual town halls to share information. He also started 

reaching out to individual employees with personalized 
messages. The response rate to these emails rose 
immediately, indicating that employees felt more 
engaged with this method of communication

“I sent more messages on the phone to make sure 
everybody was engaged,” one leader remarked, 
“and I leveraged WhatsApp for instantaneous 
responses,” one leader said. “That’s a 
communication tool I wouldn’t have used before.”

• Adapt performance review meetings. Fourth, leaders 
adapt business performance reviews to the realities of 
remote working.

Pre-COVID-19, many CEOs would invite only the head of 
a team to a performance review meeting, which would 
be a closed-door affair. Information about what ensued 
would be shared informally across the organisation 
afterwards. Remote working made this informal sharing 
more difficult. 

To remedy the situation, multiple stakeholders across 
teams are invited to reviews, which are held virtually. 
This approach provides transparency of performance 
across all levels of the organisation, while also ensuring 
a more nuanced, inclusive, and broader review process.

• Redefine operational metrics. Fifth, leaders define 
a set of the most relevant operational key performance 
indicators (KPIs) that they can have real-time access to 
on-demand. Other KPIs are visible only if performance 
falls below set thresholds.
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Four 
Unresolved 
Challenges

While the CEOs we interviewed revealed effective 
ways for addressing many of the challenges of 
remote working, they found four key issues more 

difficult to resolve.

• Onboarding. More than 60% of leaders observed that 
remote onboarding conducted remotely is less effective 
than in-person arrangements. No one, in fact, was able 
to provide an example of a successful intervention.  

“The biggest challenge for us was how new 
employees are integrated into the company and 
teams – particularly onboarding senior people, 
who then need to understand and distil the 
culture.”

• Decline of culture. There is no consensus amongst 
CEOs about whether remote working leads to an erosion 
of culture. Some CEOs have noticed a positive change in 
their organisations. 
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“Our organisation has clearly become more 
compassionate and authentic, driven by leaders 
showing more of their personal side and being 
more accommodating of personal circumstances,”          

Other CEOs said the organisational culture has declined, 
largely because of the continued lack of face-to-face 
interaction.

 “Interpersonal engagement and storytelling are 
key drivers of culture, and we have lost these while 
working remotely,” one leader noted. “As such, 
some people are feeling less connected to their 
work community.”

Several interviewees think the decline will persist as 
remote working becomes a fact of life. “I believe that a 
lot of our success during the remote working period was 
due to culture and relationships built pre-pandemic,” 
one CEO said. “I’m concerned that this momentum will 
erode over time.”

• Attracting and retaining talent.  Some CEOs say that 
remote working has made it more difficult to attract 
employees , while others say just the opposite. 

“Remote working allows us to attract talent while 
offering them the lifestyle they want,” one 
executive explained.

The CEOs we spoke to agree, however, on the impact of 
remote working on employee retention. It has become 
more difficult because it is harder to detect the early 
warning signs of attrition. 

“When people are working remotely, it is hard to gauge if 
they are an exit risk or not.”

• Hybrid model details. Many the leaders we 
interviewed envision that in the future, organisations will 
deploy a hybrid model that leverages the advantages of 
both remote and in-person models. Yet no one could say 
what that model will look like in detail. 

CEOs of organisations with large physical operations 
emphasized the challenges they encountered with 
operational staff working remotely. 

“Fundamentally, the operations are in person, one 
leader said. “So, if there is a hybrid model, there 
needs to be a replacement for the interpersonal 
engagement.”

Given the success of some temporary measures, leaders 
should consider making them permanent. The goal 
would be to reduce reliance on in-person strategies, 
deploying them only when the remote equivalent won’t 
prove as effective.

For the foreseeable future, remote ways of working are 
likely to remain part of the equation. In this new world, 

maximizing the benefits while mitigating the drawbacks 
will be key. Leaders would be well-advised to follow the 
practices that have worked for CEOs interviewed. Prioritise 
the well-being of their employees, personalise 
communications, maximise meeting efficiency, improve 
the transparency of performance reviews, and focus on the 
most important KPIs. These practices will help leaders and 
their organisations be more successful, despite the 
uncertainties that remain.

Note: After this article was finalised for publication, the public debate on whether organisations should make COVID-19 vaccination 
compulsory for employees was front and center. CEOs are still grappling with the issue. A few have made it compulsory and have seen 
vaccination rates as much as triple in less than one month. CEO need to balance incentivising desired behaviour and allowing individual 
liberty. This matter is still unfolding and will certainly impact how CEOs lead their organisations.
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