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The coronavirus pandemic caused 
unprecedented disturbance to our health 
and socio-economic systems. It put us in 
one of the most challenging situations of 
our time. Leaders are under enormous 
pressure. They have the responsibility to 
maintain the normal functionality of the 
organizations (or at least the survival) and 
to safeguard the livelihoods of employees.

The leadership role operates like an 
autopilot in an autonomous system. 
When the environment is uncertain due 
to unforeseen crisis, such as the current 
pandemic, inevitably the role of leader 
becomes more complex and critical.

Navigating, guiding and controlling an 
organization during a crisis requires the 
full artillery from our leadership skillset. 
Facing an enemy whose scale and scope 
is still unknown adds more pressure 
to these tasks. However, we can apply 
the skill requirements found in systems 
theory, especially in automatic control 
systems or “autopilots,” to overcome the 
challenges, and emerge even stronger.

The navigation component requires 
knowledge of details on the current 
situation and the capacity to identify 
any deviations from the desired target. 
The guidance process is simply plan-
ning steps to achieve the set targets 
and goals. The control part keeps the 
organization on the desired path despite 
external and internal disturbances or 
uncertainties.

Similar to control systems, leadership 
requires a feedback mechanism to con-
trol organizational outputs and internal 
dynamics. In leadership, feed forward 
controls translate into foresight tools 
which help leaders and organizations 
anticipate future and expected changes. 
These tools are essential for precision 
tracking of outputs. Planned movements 
and predictive controls are important  
to avoid reactive actions that may cause 
further disturbance.

Decentralized command and control 
concepts might help leaders to delegate 
high-level decisions to different layers  
of management, ensuring closer follow 
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up and quicker control at sub-functional 
levels. A decentralized decision system 
allows the organization to prioritize 
goals and manage them at the subsys-
tem levels, while maintaining the overall 
integration of the organization’s vision 
and mission.

Optimal control and optimization are 
essential for leaders to effectively guide 
organizations in crisis. In that context, it 
is important to decide whether to employ 
a robust or precision control approach, 
which may require time to implement.  
A leader’s speed of decision making 
during a crisis is critical and may be 
required over precision to guarantee 
organizational stability, even at the cost 
of less precise outputs.

The COVID-19 pandemic has changed 
the way organizations and businesses 
operate. Notably, many people moved 
to remote work in order to minimize the 
spread of virus. Such a paradigm shift 
in work would hardly be possible a few 
years ago, but technology has advanced 
significantly and now allows for new orga-
nizational and operation models. In some 
way, there is fortune in the timing of this 
crisis, and it is important to recognize the 
positive side of the pandemic, despite its 
dire impacts.

Today, teams manage projects in cyber-
space using a variety of technology 
tools. Virtual teams are an example of 
digitization that is expected to continue 
post COVID-19. Teams working remotely 
should function efficiently and should not 
reduce productivity. To boost efficiency, 
the organization needs to utilize digi-
tal tools such as secure cloud, project 
management software, and communica-
tion tools that allow teams to meet using 
video conferencing and to utilize file 
sharing software. Performance of virtual 
teams need to be maintained to achieve 
the desired goals. Such virtual teamwork 
needs to be integrated within the organi-
zation structure and processes in order 
to ensure effectiveness and productivity. 

In addition to the above, we must never 
underestimate the importance of the 
human component of leadership during 
a crisis. As workers adapt and grapple 
with stress and anxiety triggered by 
the coronavirus pandemic, speed can 
cause a hidden impact on employee 
mental health. This situation can affect 
the organization’s performance during 
a crisis and its future. Therefore, some 
degree of emotional and psychological 
support, empathy and flexibility is vital 
to ensure unity, moral and overall health, 
and well-being. 

During the current crisis, our technol-
ogy, work structure and resilience were 
tested unexpectedly. Not only did we 
cope, but we revealed new levels of our 
potential. The way we work, manage and 
lead in the world after the coronavirus 
will be different, with signs suggesting a 
more productive and efficient future. 

About this paper
This paper is an outcome of the GFCC 
Now. Bridge. Reboot. conversation 
series (conversations.thegfcc.org), 
which featured business, research, policy 
and thought leaders from 30 countries 
in eight live dialogues on the lessons 
learned from the COVID-19 crisis and the 
trends emerging for the future economy.

We invited the participants of this dia-
logues series to reflect on the challenges 
and issues associated with leadership 
during the current crisis and in the world 
that we are seeing emerge out of it.

Learn more about the GFCC Now. Bridge. 
Reboot. conversation series at 
conversations.thegfcc.org.

Watch the conversation
Saif Al-Hiddabi participated in the "Accel-
erating digitalization" conversation July 1. 
Watch the session on the GFCC YouTube 
channel.
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