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Creating space to rediscover the strength
of humanity in our grieving organisations

In the aftermath of COVID-19, businesses face an unprecedented opportunity to
rethink their fundamental approaches to work. With technological advancements
and global instability reshaping industries, the call for human-centric leadership
has never been more critical. HR leaders are now tasked with addressing what it
truly means to be human in the workplace, and how to unlock the unique human
strengths that will drive meaningful change. By reimagining leadership’s role,
fostering psychological safety, and creating the space for people to engage
authentically, organisations can transition from surviving to thriving in the years
ahead.

The Power of Space and the Human Advantage

One of the key insights for the future of work is the urgent need to create space. In
a world that demands constant productivity, we often overlook the human need
for reflection, creativity, and rest. The frenetic pace of business — where
performance metrics and KPIs dominate — leaves little room for individuals to tap
into their human strengths, such as empathy, problem-solving, and innovation.

In practical terms, creating space means challenging the conventional wisdom of
productivity. Microsoft's experiment with a four-day workweek in Japan, which led
to a 40% boost in productivity, highlights how space to recharge can lead to
significant business gains. This wasn't about reducing workload but giving
employees the mental and emotional room to perform at their best. It underlines
a simple truth: humans perform better when they are given time to pause, reflect,
and connect meaningfully with their work.

As we consider what makes humans unique, we recognise our capacity for
collaboration, creativity, and emotional intelligence. These strengths are the very
traits that allow organisations to innovate and adapt in times of uncertainty.
Organisations need to intentionally create environments that nurture these

human abilities rather than stifle them with unrealistic demands.




Middle Managers as Culture Catalysts

While senior leadership often sets the strategic tone for organisations, middle
managers are the linchpin for cultural transformation. They have a critical role in
embodying and reinforcing human-centric behaviours, becoming culture
catalysts within their teams. Investing in their development is essential to
fostering more human workplaces.

In one global financial services firm, middle managers led the charge in
implementing a new wellbeing initiative after noticing that their teams were
experiencing significant burnout. The key to their success was their ability to
model behaviours that promoted psychological safety — regular check-ins with
employees, encouraging open dialogue about workload pressures, and
advocating for space where people could think creatively without the constant
pressure of deadlines. The initiative reduced turnover, improved engagement,
and ultimately contributed to a more sustainable, high-performing culture.

For middle managers to effectively catalyse these cultural changes, HR must
equip them with the skills and tools needed to foster environments where people
can use their strengths fully. This involves building their confidence to have
challenging conversations, manage team dynamics, and support employees in
finding the right balance between high performance and personal wellbeing.

Psychological Safety and Generational Shifts

Psychological safety is the foundation upon which human potential can truly
thrive. Without it, organisations risk stifling creativity, limiting collaboration, and
driving employees to disengage. The role of HR is to ensure that psychological
safety is not just a concept but an embedded practice that enables individuals to
express themselves authentically, take risks, and innovate without fear of
repercussions.

Generational differences add an important layer to this conversation. Younger
employees, particularly Gen Z and millennials, bring a strong desire for purpose-
driven work and a balanced lifestyle. According to a Deloitte survey, nearly 40% of
this cohort would leave a job if it negatively impacted their mental health. Yet,
despite their eagerness to challenge traditional work structures, they often require

support in how to channel this drive constructively.




In one retail organisation, younger employees initiated a campaign to reduce
meeting overload, aiming to create more time for deep work. However, without
strong guidance from HR and management, the initiative created confusion and
resentment in some departments.

The key lesson here was that even positive changes require thoughtful
communication and structure. HR helped bridge the generational gap by
coaching middle managers to facilitate discussions and implement these
changes in ways that aligned with the company’s broader goals. This highlights
the importance of intentional support for younger employees, empowering them
to express their strengths while learning to navigate organisational dynamics
effectively.

Moving from Fear to Forward-Looking Change

One of the most significant barriers to unlocking human potential is fear —
particularly the fear of making mistakes. In today’s environment, where leaders
feel the weight of heightened scrutiny and the risks of cancel culture, many find
themselves holding back from engaging in meaningful dialogue. This fear leads
to avoidance, which stifles the very strengths that make us human — empathy,
collaboration, and creativity.

To overcome this, HR must help leaders intentionally lean into their human side.
This involves creating an environment where leaders feel safe to take risks, make
mistakes, and engage in authentic conversations. Rather than focusing on
avoiding failure, leaders should be encouraged to think forward — about what
they can build, create, and achieve. Future-focused thinking offers a far more
powerful motivator for change than looking backward with regret or fear.

A striking example comes from a global consumer goods company, where a
senior leader initiated a series of future-oriented scenario planning workshops.
The workshops, facilitated by HR, helped leaders and teams imagine the
possibilities for the organisation in five years. Shifting the conversation from “What
went wrong?” to “What can we create?” unlocked a wave of creativity and new
ideas that had previously been suppressed by fear of criticism. This future-
focused approach is key to moving organizations toward a mindset of continuous

growth and innovation.




Shaping HR Strategy for 2025

As we look toward 2025, HR leaders must prioritise creating space, fostering
psychological safety, and equipping managers to unlock the unique human
strengths of their teams. This requires a rethinking of what we focus on and what
we let go of. The traditional emphasis on high-performance cultures, driven by
metrics and constant delivery, must give way to more sustainable practices that
allow people to thrive holistically.

Performance management systems need a radical overhaul to align with this
new human-centric vision. Companies like Adobe, which replaced annual reviews
with frequent, informal check-ins, are leading the way in showing how continuous
feedback and development can foster growth without the pressure of arbitrary
performance cycles. HR must champion such approaches to shift from burnout-
inducing environments to ones that prioritise human potential.

HR'’s role will also be critical in advocating for the human strengths that
technology can never replace — empathy, emotional intelligence, and the ability
to create meaningful connections. These are the qualities that will differentiate
successful organisations in an increasingly automated world. By helping leaders
and teams embrace these human capabilities, HR can ensure that businesses are
not only surviving but thriving in the uncertain years ahead.

A few important questions which could help with this are:
¢ "What specific changes can we make to our current work culture to create
more space for reflection, creativity, and human connection, while still

maintaining sustainable productivity?”

¢ "What new behaviours or practices must we empower middle managers
to role-model to give people permission to create space?”

e "What areas of the business or parts of the employee lifecycle can we
start to embody these behaviours to begin building a strong business
case?”




Conclusion

The post-COVID workplace calls for a profound shift in how we view leadership,
culture, and human potential. By creating space for reflection and innovation,
fostering psychological safety, and equipping middle managers to lead with
empathy and bravery, HR can drive organisations toward a future where human
strengths are at the core of business success. In a world increasingly shaped by
uncertainty, the ability to harness what makes us uniquely human — our capacity
for collaboration, empathy, and forward-thinking — will be the key to building
resilient and innovative organisations for the future.




