
Strategic Partners 

to the Business Services 
Sector and Polish Economy

YEAR 
OF CRITICAL 
CHANGES



® ABSL 2021

The economic copyrights hereto are vested in the Association of Business Service Leaders with its registered office in Warsaw (ABSL) and are protected under the applicable 
copyright laws. Any dissemination or copying of this work, in whole or in part, in any form or manner and in any field of exploitation, without ABSL’s prior written consent, 
is prohibited. Any use of the materials contained herein for quotation purposes is permitted on the terms set out in copyright laws, and requires stating the source of the 
quotation. In the event of any concerns or the need for a broader use of the work than personal use, please email us at absl@absl.pl

Citing excerpts from the report of appropriate length is permissible, provided that: (i) such citation is made available free of charge and for non-commercial purposes,  
(ii) the Association of Business Services Leaders (ABSL) is provided as the source of the citation, (iii) any excerpt from the work is cited in its original form or such that the 
content and sense of the work are not altered, and (iv) the qualifications contained in the work are provided. This consent to quote the work does not allow any material portion 
of the work to be incorporated into any other work or publication, whether in hard copy, electronic or any other form or for any commercial purposes, unless the statutory 
requirements for permitted use regarding the right to quote are met.

Report prepared by Association of Business Service Leaders (ABSL)  
in collaboration with Strategic Partners The Adecco Group and Colliers

absl@absl.pl 

If you are interested in cooperating with ABSL, please contact:



Contents
3Year of critical changes 

Foreword 
Anna Berczyńska, ABSL

4

1 The generation effect 
dr Justyna Sarnowska, SWPS

6

2 New ways of working 
Dorota Osiecka, Colliers

9

2.1 the resilient future 9

2.2 hybrid working scenarios 11

2.3 The great workplace shift 13

3 Factors shaping the post-COVID-19 world of work 15

3.1 Effective leadership 
Daniel Wocial, The Adecco Group

15

3.2 Talents and competences 
Paulina Łukaszuk, The Adecco Group

16

3.3 Remote world 
Anna Iskra-Opalińska, The Adecco Group

18

3.4 Non-wage benefits and perks 
Anna Iskra-Opalińska, The Adecco Group

19

3.5 Open Talent Economy 
Anna Iskra-Opalińska, The Adecco Group

21

3.6 Employee voice and choice  
Dorota Osiecka, Colliers

22

4 Leaders in the age of pandemics  
Paweł Gniazdowski, LHH / The Adecco Group

24

Afterword 
Paweł Panczyj, ABSL

27

About the Authors 28



Foreword
4 Year of critical changes 

FOREWORD

A year after the outbreak of the pandemic, we already 
know how much the way we live, communicate 
and work has changed. Over the past twelve months, 
people around the world have redefined many 
things, including their work. The labor market itself 
has changed significantly. Digital acceleration, 
tele-working, globalization of work, and the shift 
towards the concept of sustainable development, 
including human capital and efficiency, are the main 
phenomena that characterize the post-Covid reality. 

The concept of the workplace itself is changing. 
Models of talent management, ways of building 
a sense of belonging and employee commitment 
are changing. The importance of the so-called 
wellbeing is growing. As a result of the pandemic, 
the employees found themselves in a new “(post) 
pandemic” work environment. New skills have become 
important: adaptation to changes, mental resilience, 
communication skills and self-organization.

In times of uncertainty, when employees lose their 
sense of security, the leaders face a dual challenge – 
readiness to take care of their health and motivation 
to act, and to guide teams through the time of change, 
and openness to employees – all this requires 
a change in the competency model for managers. 

The past year has brought both positive and negative 
changes to the labor market. In the long run, 
however, they can create an opportunity to improve 
communication, increase the resilience of employees 
and their wellbeing in the physical, financial, emotional 

and social sense. The time of the pandemic has shown 
that considering the human factor when making 
decisions about work and employees provides 
organizations with better protection against unexpected 
changes and allows to achieve long-lasting benefits both 
for those working in the organization and for the society. 

The coronavirus crisis has forced companies to change 
their business models. Tele-working will certainly 
stay with us for longer and affect many obligations 
of employers. Different obligations will stem from 
new legal regulations in the field of infrastructure, 
tele-working contracts or the mobility and skills 
of employees. The acceleration of technological 
development has already changed the organization 
of work and the method of work in various job positions.

 According to the World Economic Forum, employers will 
evenly distribute work between people and machines 
by 2025. The demand for employees using typically 
human skills will increase, and machines will take over 
routine and repetitive tasks. OECD notes that this will 
result in the elimination of over 14% and the modification 
of another 32% of current jobs. According to a report 
published by McKinsey & Company, every sixteenth 
employee will have to change his or her job in the 
next 10 years. The authors of the Infuture Hatalska 
Foresight Institute’s report estimate that as many as 65% 
of children born after 2007 will work in professions 
that do not exist yet. Various studies show that in the 
future there will appear professions such as “virtual 
culture architect” or “agile work consultant”. 

Anna Berczyńska,  
Vice-President Talents, ABSL
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It is difficult to say specifically which political and socio-
economic changes caused by the COVID-19 pandemic 
will prove to be the most lasting for the generation 
of today’s teenagers and young adults. Whether or not 
the concept of “COVID-19 generation” will become 
a permanent feature of social research and our language 
will largely depend on whether the needs of young 
people in the labor market are recognized and satisfied. 
This situation will be shaped up both by the actions 
of public institutions and the willingness of employers 
to change. It will be extremely important to ensure 
the development of digital competence, systemic 
solutions for learning foreign languages and soft 

skills, and above all, solutions increasing the ability 
to constantly improve one’s competence and retrain, 
especially in terms of skills needed in sectors that 
have been least affected by the pandemic. Introducing 
the option of tele-working, tele-recruitment and tele-
training may contribute to the increase in employment 
of people from small towns who declare difficult 
access to suitable jobs and to vocational education.  

The current crisis is therefore both a challenge and an 
opportunity for positive changes in the labor market. 
It is up to us whether we seize this opportunity.  
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Chapter 1 
THE GENERATION EFFECT

Justyna Sarnowska, PhD, 
sociologist, SWPS University of Social Sciences and Humanities,  
Youth Research Center

1.1 Who is the lockdown generation?

The COVID-19 pandemic has re-evaluated the lives 
of people all over the world. For parts of the population, 
it has been an especially formative experience, 
leaving a lasting imprint in terms of further 
plans for early adult life. In this sense, the onset 
of the coronavirus and its aftermath can be called 
generational. The International Labour Organisation 
(ILO) in August 2020 was the first to formulate 
the term “lockdown generation”, which describes 
the group of youth and young adults (18-29 years old) 
who are entering the labour market in the shadow of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The terms “COVID-19 generation” 
or “post-COVID-19 generation” are used as well.

Youth is the key life phase identified here as a 
generational period. It is not the case that all members 
of society are affected in the same way by the same 
events. What matters are ‘first experiences’ lived 
in a specific historical context.1 The experience of a 
first job or the process of entering and settling into 
the labour market forms a natural picture of the 
world of work and careers. A generation cannot exist 
without its members having concrete knowledge 
about themselves, as well as collective and individual 
generational “uniqueness”, recognised from the outside 

and realised by the participants themselves in the 
continuous process of generation exchange.2  

It is difficult to unequivocally state which changes 
resulting from the pandemic will turn out to be the most 
permanent for the generation of current youth and young 
adults and their functioning on the labour market. Certain 
patterns are already evident from conducted research. 
 
1.2 The mental health of young people

The wellbeing and mental health of youth and young 
adults is one of the most explored topics related to the 
pandemic and its long-term (potentially generational) 
effects. The topic of mental health can be expected 
to become increasingly important in the labour market. 
Employers therefore need to plan policies and solutions 
in this area to meet the needs of the younger generation.

A National 4-H Council3 study in the United States 
on a sample of 1,500 teenagers showed that mental 
health is an important topic for 81% of young 
people, and 71% experience anxiety and some 
form of depression due to remote schoolwork. Half 
of Britons (51%) aged 13-25 reported a slight, and 31% 
a significant, deterioration in mental health following 
the pandemic outbreak.4 On the one hand, the current 

1 Mannheim, K. (1970). Mannheim, K. (1970). The problem of generations. Psychoanalytic Review, 57(3), 378–404. 
2 Garewicz, J. (1983). Pokolenie jako kategoria socjofilozoficzna. Studia Socjologiczne, 1: 75–87. 
3 National 4-H Council. (2020). New study finds 7 in 10 teens are struggling with mental health: https://4-h.org/media/new-survey-finds-7-in-10-teens-
are-struggling-with-mental-health
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young generation may be more aware of mental health 
needs in the future and show higher expectations 
(including in the workplace) related to it. On the other 
hand, the experience of the COVID-19 pandemic 
may turn out to be a ‘collective trauma’, comparable 
to other generational events in world history, 
such as wars, disasters, or financial crises. Youth 
and young adults may be more vulnerable due to 
the developmental stage they are in. Such a large 
scale of mental health problems may be rooted in the 
extreme uncertainty experienced by today’s younger 
generations. Given that it is now that their image of the 
world (including the world of work) is being formed, 
it can be concluded that current moods may have 
an impact on later functioning in the labour market.

Limitations related to work and education also cause 
psychological problems in young Poles. In almost 
half (46%) they cause deterioration of psychological 
wellbeing.5 Another 15% declare that they suffer 
from anxiety or depression because of COVID-19. 
The negative impact of the pandemic on the mental 
health of young (and not only) workers will be borne 
primarily by the workers themselves and their employers.

The sense of isolation and lack of contact with 
peers, who play the most significant role in the lives 
of individuals during youthfulness and young adulthood, 
is a significant change not experienced by older 
generations. This can make it difficult to establish 
and maintain relationships in future workplaces. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.3 Skills of future employees

The lack of infrastructure or adequate preparation, both 
on the part of pupils and students as well as teachers 
and lecturers, reduces the quality of education, 
and restricts opportunities to acquire and develop 
knowledge and skills. Such a situation in the long 
run may cause a kind of skills gap, very difficult to make 
up in the labour market. Future employers of current 
pupils and students may feel that young candidates 
are insufficiently matched to the needs of the workplace. 
 
1.4 The lockdown generation  
on the labour market

It is worth noting that the situation of young 
workers starting their careers has always been less 
favourable compared to older age groups. Young 
people are more often unemployed or economically 
inactive (especially young women). The experience 
of unemployment can negatively affect the sense 
of empowerment and result in lower self-esteem 
among those starting their careers.

According to a Delloitte6 study, the pandemic has created 
a sense of responsibility for others among millennials 
and Generation Z representatives, which from a business 
perspective may have positive effects. In the long term, 
the “lockdown generation” may feel a greater sense 
of responsibility for the organisation and its customers 
compared to older employees. The pandemic has also 
reinforced among young people the need to support 
small and local businesses. If this effect lasts, it may 
lead to changes in the organisation’s business models. 
It is worth mentioning that the pandemic has also 
revised supply chains − local producers have become 
more desirable due to shorter product delivery times. 

4 Statista (2020). Distribution of the impact of the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic and the public health measures on young people’s mental health in 
the United Kingdom (UK) as of March 2020: https://www.statista.com/statistics/1108583/young-people-s-mental-health-during-covid-19-in-the-uk  
5 International Labour Organization (ILO) (2020) Youth and COVID-19 in Poland: Impacts on jobs, education, rights and mental wellbeing: https://www.
ilo.org/budapest/whats-new/WCMS_753138/lang--en/index.htm  
6 Deloitte (2020). The Deloitte Global Millennial Survey 2020: https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/About-Deloitte/
deloitte-2020-millennial-survey.pdf
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In addition, it has been noted that there is an increased 
sense of loyalty in young workers when employers 
address their needs for inclusivity and diversity as well 
as sustainability and retraining. 
   
1.5 The future of the lockdown 
generation

The cited studies do not give a clear picture of the future 
of the lockdown generation on the labour market. There 
is a clear deterioration in psychological wellbeing, which 
may persist in the short term, but also have far-reaching 
consequences. Employers may face the challenge 
of organising comprehensive psychological support 
for employees of the lockdown generation. The role 
of HR may change in favour of more crisis support 
for individuals, but also wider psychological support 
in situations of change within or outside the organisation.

Future employers may face the challenge of bridging 
potential skills gaps created by remote education 
(at various levels). This should also include digital skills. 
It is a myth that the current situation can contribute 
to the digital development of the young generation. 
Insufficient equipment or unprepared teachers 
do not help in the acquisition and development 
of skills related to new technologies, but rather 
foster superficiality in the knowledge of various 
IT solutions, which has been perpetuated for years.

The lockdown generation will look for stability 
in organisations, which will certainly influence their 
strategies in navigating the labour market. From 
an employer’s perspective, it will be important to ensure 
an optimal “return to normality”, as well as ensuring 
diversity and sustainability within the organisation. 
Also, equal opportunities policies will be desirable 
and positively evaluated in light of the fact that 
in the labour market during a pandemic, it is those 
who have had it worse that lose the most: the young, 
women, migrants, ethnic or sexual minorities.

Finally, a new consumerism is emerging among 
the “grounded generation” in terms of a greater 
need to support local businesses. This may be 
an opportunity for many employers and companies 
to recover from the recession and get back on track.

Although the changes discussed here from 
a generational perspective appear to be permanently 
reshaping the pre-existing norms, it is worth 
remembering, despite the negative effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, that crises in the past have 
triggered a need among younger generations to repair 
the world. It is therefore necessary to look at the 
current lockdown generation not only as a “lost 
generation”, but also as a “generation of builders”. While 
elements of the labour market have come to an end, 
this opens up the possibility for new opportunities.
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Chapter 2
NEW WAYS OF WORKING

Dorota Osiecka,  
Director Workplace Innovation, Colliers

2.1 The resilient future

A year of Covid-enforced work-from-home experiment 
forced most organisations to face the fundamental 
question: how to align our people strategy, work 
environment and corporate real estate with shifting 
demands of an increasingly dispersed workforce. 
Disruption brought about by the pandemic, coupled with 
high levels of uncertainty, is compounded by lack of clear 
timeline on which a robust crisis response can be built. 

The post-Covid work environment discussion has been 
mostly focused around two key perspectives.

The short-term perspective centers around minimising 
the risk of virus transmission, ensuring business 
continutity and providing a healthy and secure 
environment for those who prefer to work from 
the office. Contactless technology and smart solutions 
for managing workspace occupancy, combined 
with enhanced cleaning regimes and self-sanitizing 
materials, will certainly remain with us as a Covid 
legacy, but can hardly be seen as a major shift. 

It is the long-term perspective that will be key 
to ensuring competitive advantage and survival in the 
ever-more uncertain and volatile business environment. 
Long-term-wise, most organisations are caught 

desperately trying to gather robust data to decide 
on the extent of the work-from-home or the work-
from-the-office rules for their staff, and on how that 
impacts their future office demand, HR policies 
as well as legal and administrative processes. 

What many fail to appreciate, however, is that 
the dilemma is not merely about office work or work-
from-home. To sustain a competitive edge, organisations 
must think of re-creating their corporate culture 
and the entire work environment as a RESILIENT 
ECOSYSTEM. Pre-Covid, only 34% of employees 
declared they actually worked from home regularly 
(one or more than 1 day/week). One year into 
the pandemic, nearly 67% report they would like 
to work from home more than 2 days a week. This 
is nearly double the amount from the beginning 
of the lockdown (only 37%).1 This shift in workforce 
demands and preferences is likely to be permanent. 
Digitalisation of business processes and exponential 
growth in virtual collaboration technologies further 
increase the mobility potential of knowledge workers. 
That is why the main challenge for employers will 
be to build their future work environment as a flexible 
network of places that drive top talent engagement 
by enabling EMPLOYEE VOICE & CHOICE.

 

1 Colliers, 2020
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To enable true flexibility, the new work ecosystem must 
evolve towards a network of connected spaces with 
traditional office hub, home and third spaces (public 
spaces, co-working spaces, working in transit) available 
as needed to suit individual and team demand. 

Moreover, employees need to feel empowered 
to choose where and how they want to work 
to deliver optimal performance. This will require 
a hard, long look at corporate environments 

and leadership models – a much more daunting 
task than merely providing a safe and flexible 
physical environment. Creating a culture of trust 
and support of leadership and staff alike, in transition 
to a distributed model, will be the most important 
challenge for HR and C-suite in the coming years.
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Privacy and safety – post-Covid reality challenges

The Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic made all market stakeholders face unprecedented challenges. 
Companies were forced to adapt quickly to the new reality to keep their businesses going. And while we all 
focus on the introduction of remote work, new safety procedures, updated OHS regulations – we have 
probably put aside our best data protection practices. Now, the time has come for companies to recognise 
their need to continue to protect privacy during the pandemic. The only way to adapt quickly and stay 
privacy-compliant at the same time, is to be proportionate and lawful. 
What does it mean exactly?

2.2 Hybrid working scenarios

Whilst new ways of working may take many forms, 
three distinct scenarios seem to be emerging.

REMOTE-ENABLED, where roughly 60-80% 
of time is spent in the office, resulting in a shift 
of the workplace typology towards activity-based 
working or an agile environment, and moderate 
impact on organizational processes. 

REMOTE-FIRST, where much less time (typically 
not more than 30-40%) is spent in the office, resulting 
in significant reductions in CRE footprint, a shift towards 
predominantly collaborative settings within the core 
office, and the need to rework business processes 
and leadership approaches to accommodate highly 
distributed, asynchronous modes of working.

DIGITAL-ONLY – the most radical scenario where 
fixed physical location is phased out in favour of a 
completely dispersed globalised workforce, operating 
in a fully digital environment with the occasional 
use of ad hoc event space, or staff being able 
to access company funded co-working facilities as an 
alternative to being permanently stationed at home.

Małgorzata Jankowska-Blank,  
Legal Director, Colliers



New ways of working
12 Year of critical changes 

Scenario Office work Desk sharing
Organisational impact 

(degree of change 
required)

Workplace typology

1. Remote-enabled 60-80% 7:10 MODERATE
Activity Based  

Working

2. Remote-first 30-40% 4:10 HIGH
Collaborative  

Office

3. Digital-only no office
No office 

(co-working /  
event space)

VERY HIGH Fully distributed 
(no central office)

Privacy and safety  
– post-Covid reality challenges

Collect minimum and have a legal basis for it.

Companies asks whether it is possible to collect additional personal data in connection with the pandemic? 
Yes, it is. However, one needs to remember that people’s COVID-19 symptoms, test results, temperature 
measurement results, statements regarding their health condition are all sensitive information about 
an individual and constitute special-category data. It simply means that collecting such information requires 
an even higher level of protection, and you are obliged to have a proper basis for their processing. So, if you 
could achieve the same result without collecting that personal data, do not collect it. If, for some reason, 
you decide differently, remember that the first step is to have a legal basis. On what legal basis can one 
process that additional data and which rules to follow? The legal basis for processing is set out in art. 6 and 
art. 9 of the GDPR. Additional rules and obligations might be found in the so-called “Special act” – the statue 
that entered into force on 8.3.2020 as well as in the Labour Code – art. 207. In accordance with art. 9 sec. 
2 lit. in GDPR, special categories of data (health-related) can be used when it is necessary for reasons 
related to the public interest in the field of public health, such as protection against major cross-border health 
threats issues, if it is required by law. According to PUODO, the solutions indicated to the company by the 
Chief Sanitary Inspector pursuant to art. 17 of the Special act (both by means of decisions and guidelines 
or recommendations) might be treated as such legal requirement.

Is the consent (art. 9 sec. 2 lit. a) enough? Companies need to know from whom to require additional 
information due to the fact that the legal basis will change as the subject changes. PUODO points out that 
when it comes to employees’ special category data, processing thereof cannot be legalised by the consent 
of the employees due to a clear imbalance between the data subject and the administrator (the employer). 
PUODO also emphasises that the law does not regulate the temperature level the basis for determining that 
the employee is sick or infected with the COVID-19 virus. Therefore, it is the sanitary services’ decision, in the 
opinion of PUODO, and not the employer, to undertake certain actions.
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2.3 The great workplace shift

From designing for efficiency to designing for resilience

The revolution towards the hybrid mandates a major 
change in thinking about workspace as well. In terms 
of workspace concepts, the mindset must shift from 
designing for EFFICIENCY to designing for RESILIENCE. 
Pre-Covid, 70-80% of typical office space was designed 
to support individual work in a dense and often 
not particularly user-friendly environment. Post-Covid, 
50% or more will have to be designed to support 
collaboration, with desk-sharing and flex space strategies 
becoming the new normal.2  

Shrinking real estate footprint

A resilient work environment means almost by default 
a shrinking corporate real estate footprint. This translates 
to less space tied up in long-term inflexible leases and a 
wider adoption of the “Hub & Spoke” model, where a core 
company office is supplemented by flex space and third 
places to form an ecosystem of flexible, high quality 
workspaces that support employee voice and choice, 
enabling people to work where and when they are the 
most productive. In the workforce-centric environment, 
mediocre places that do not offer outstanding user 
experience and optimal support for different modes 
of work will soon face the risk of becoming obsolete. 

2 Colliers, 2020

Privacy and safety  
– post-Covid reality challenges

An important issue is also the need to define the requirements of the technical devices used for measuring 
the temperature. It should be noted here that the Polish authorities only mention contactless thermometers, 
without referring directly to whether it would be possible to use e.g. thermal imaging cameras, which 
are currently an increasingly popular measuring tool. 
Particular devices may differ in the level of sensitivity and precision of the measurements made.
Employers’ use of equipment that is not subject to the uniform guidelines may lead to
improper measurements and, as a consequence, either discriminate against employees or pose undetected, 
real threat.
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Blending the physical and the digital  

Last but not least, the new workplace landscape 
requires a well thought-out approach to blending 
the physical and digital layers of our work environment. 
The coming years will see a decidedly more widespread 
adoption of technology to support managing workforce 
mobility and employee choices including workspace 
occupancy and demand. Equally on the rise will 

be technologies aimed to enhance health, safety 
and wellbeing (such as indoor air quality monitoring, 
proximity and occupancy analysis or contactless 
technologies) and smart technologies to track 
and analyse user behaviours. Not as a means of control 
but to deliver personalised user experience through 
data-driven design and workspaces that dynamically 
respond to the changing needs of its users.

Privacy and safety  
– post-Covid reality challenges

Maintain open communication

You should let your guests and employees know who you will share their information with, what data 
you collect, why, on what basis and for how long you intend to keep it. Use privacy notes, privacy policies 
and internal instructions. Give your employees and guests the possibility to exercise information rights. 
The post-Covid reality made all companies change their privacy statements. Do not forget to inform your 
people about it. 

Privacy and safety  
– post-Covid reality challenges

Keep personal data secure 

If you collect personal data electronically, you will need to ensure you have adequate cyber security  
measures in place. If you collect this information manually, it is important that contact details  
are kept out of public sight. 
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Chapter 3
FACTORS SHAPING  
THE POST-COVID-19 WORLD OF WORK
Over a year has passed since the outbreak 
of the coronavirus pandemic in Poland. Our 
observations show that although we are 
getting used to the new rules of the labour 
market and the number of people who fear 
losing their jobs is gradually decreasing, the 
vast majority of employees and employers 
believe that the pandemic has dictated 
irreversible changes to the market that will 
stay with us forever. 

3.1 Effective leadership

Employees are aware of the changes taking place 
in the world of work, although they do not always know 
how to deal with them. The challenge – also present 
in the modern business services industry – is becoming 
a model of effective leadership and emphasis 
on leadership skills in the new normal. A huge respon-
sibility lies with employers – it is in the hands of their 
managers to help employees cope with the new situa-
tion. Today, managers need to be prepared to manage 
more autonomous, dispersed, and flexible remote 
working teams. This is directly linked to a new form 
of communication and management by results. 

The new leadership model concerns both the way 
managers lead their teams and the emphasis they 

place on aspects of governance. The gap between 
the expectations of employees and the will-
ingness of leaders to respond to these needs 
has widened in the pandemic era. 

Leaders, like the employees they manage, need 
to acquire new skills. The qualities of the new leader 
are clearly different from those considered effective 
in the past. New leadership includes empathy, the ability 
to communicate clearly, consideration of employees’ 
holistic needs, and the ability to build relationships based 
on mutual trust rather than hierarchical management. 

Daniel Wocial,  
General Director, Cluster Head 
for Poland, Czech Republic and 
Slovakia, The Adecco Group

1 The Adecco Group, Resetting normal, November 2020

74%
of employees underline the great importance 
of leadership based on empathy and a 
supportive attitude

73%
of employees believe that in a managerial role, 
it is extremely important to promote and take 
care of strong team morale

75%
of employees expect their managers 
to demonstrate an empathetic and supportive 
leadership style

54%
of leaders indicate the need for leadership 
competence support in the new reality1
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What do employees expect from managers?

 » More flexibility, with leaders needing more than just 
a new remote working policy.

 » A change in mindset – the move to virtual working 
requires more than new technology. 

 » Providing the right support and resources 
for changing working patterns.

 » A leadership style that is empathetic and supportive. 
In the current environment, a visionary approach 
will not work. Rather, management by responsibility, 
combined with empathy and a skilful demonstration 
of interest is required. A new trend in leadership 
skills in the new normal is the so-called STEMpathy 
– team management in which we draw on skills such 
as resilience, emotional intelligence, and creativity.2

 » Managers’ emotional intelligence. The challenge 
is to prepare leaders to build conditions and culture 
of work in the new reality, the need for emphasis 
on soft skills (empathy and trust) to meet the growing 
expectations in employees. 

3.2 Talents and competences

The labour market has not collapsed in all sectors. 
A positive example is the modern business services 
industry. In the coming months and years we will 
observe a strengthening of the skills market and an 
intensified fight for talent. Although employers will 

be more cautious in making personnel and employment 
decisions, they will still be looking for specialists with 
the right skills necessary to achieve business objectives. 

The new trend, however, is to consciously manage 
talent mobility. The biggest potential source of talent 
for companies may be existing employees, while many 
organisations struggle to reach and promote internal 
talent. While in the past, companies relied on external 
recruiting to fill new positions, today’s skills shortages 
and low unemployment rates mean that simply 
attracting external talent does not allow companies 
to realize their potential. Companies need to leverage 
the potential of their own employees more effectively 
for growth by identifying and engaging people with 
the necessary skills, motivation, and knowledge of the 
company. Appropriate internal mobility programmes 
benefit not only company growth, but also employee 
engagement and financial performance.

 

2 Interview with CEO of The Adecco Group for Bloomberg News, February 2021 
3 The Adecco Group, Resetting normal, November 2020

Paulina Łukaszuk,  
Cluster Head of Internal  
Communication,  
The Adecco Group

84%
of employers and 59% of employees already 
identify data analytics and data science skills 
as their top priority and key skills for the future

69%
of employers indicate the need to develop 
employees towards digital skills (upskilling). 
The pandemic accelerated digitisation, which 
has further reinforced the need for massive 
digital upskilling, regardless of specialisation3 
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The pandemic has also accelerated automation 
processes, with the consequence that 
all employers face the challenge of identifying 
the skills of the future. Hence, companies will 
now plan employee development in a more conscious 
manner – support in acquiring new skills within 
the organisation or in finding new employment, 
as well as outside the company’s structures. 

The coming year will be strongly marked by the 
trend of upskilling (enhancing skills) and reskilling 
(acquiring new skills), due to the necessity to adjust 
the organisation to the requirements of digital 
transformation. Each of us loses as much as 40% 
of our skills every three to four years.4 Nearly 40% 
of the skills that employees possess today that 
are applicable in the current labour market will become 
redundant in the next three years. This necessitates 
the need for employees to acquire new skills and for 
employers to support them in this process. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

According to estimates by the World Economic Forum 
(WEF), one billion workers worldwide will need to be 
retrained by 2030 and by 2022 the key skills required 
for existing jobs will have changed. Requirements 
for high-tech skills are expected to increase, 
but so will soft skills related to communication, 
management, and negotiation.

The pandemic has dictated several constraints. 
Investment in development has declined. The postponed 
return on investment meant that companies have 
relied on “here and now” solutions. Meanwhile, labour 
market experts are discussing, among other things, 
the idea of allocating 2% of sales value to employee 
training – regardless of the industry or size of the 
company. Many countries are looking at the skills gaps 
of employees and want to work on them systematically, 
encouraging this with incentives such as tax breaks.

Upskilling and reskilling is also an answer to the 
talent shortage on the labour market. Implementing 
new technologies in companies requires hiring people 
with the right qualifications – and finding them is not 
easy. A career in technology is therefore increasingly 
being started by people who do not have a technical 
degree, but who have gained their knowledge on one 
of the available courses for programmers or testers. This 
is the best way for people who want to take advantage 
of the opportunities offered by digital transformation. 
It is also worth noting that employees who feel that their 
professional development is consistent with current 
trends are up to eight times more effective than others.

4 Analysis from The Adecco Group 
5 Survey 2021 Year of HR Leaders, LHH, March 2021

54%
of companies plan to implement up-skilling 
and reskilling for at least some employees

32%
of companies have identified the competences 
the company will need in the future and plan 
to develop employees in this direction5
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3.3 Remote world

 
The spread of remote working is connected to the need 
to develop different skills of employees compared to the 
pre-COVID-19 reality. These are skills related to self-
organisation, self-discipline, and self-management 
during working hours, as well as cooperation in a 
dispersed team. Moreover, accelerating digitalisation 
enforces the need to develop skills related to continuous 
learning and agility and readiness for change in terms 
of the company, position, and tasks performed. 
Widespread remote work is also a challenge 
for managers. The pandemic has dictated a shift 
in leadership style. Today, a visionary approach does 
not work; instead, management driven by responsibility 

is needed. Empathy and the ability to show more 
interest in employees is crucial. The manager’s role 
is increasingly about remotely ensuring a good working 
atmosphere, demonstrating understanding and support, 
and maintaining a sense of belonging to the team.

A major revolution will take place in recruitment 
processes. For the modern business services industry, 
which is open to diverse employees and has extensive 
experience in virtual contact with candidates, this 
change was not so drastic. However, it was unknown 
for the overall labour market to use remote recruitment 
on such a scale. The challenge today is the other side 
of this change – the lack of face-to-face meetings 
and the uncertainty of whether recruitment and remote 
deployment will work and bring real business benefits. 

Best practices: How to encourage employees to learn  
and expand their competences?

 » Creating an organisational culture that supports curiosity, development, and learning
 » Real investment in development and acquisition of new skills – continually supporting employees 

in their development
 » A “contextual” approach to training and development, embedded in current and future market demands
 » Business priority for retraining processes and the acquisition of new skills by employees
 » Incentivising employees to learn – despite data showing that most employees do not take any steps 

towards their own development
 » Enabling employees to acquire competencies that are increasingly in demand on the market

Anna Iskra-Opalińska,  
SSC / BPO Manager,  
The Adecco Group
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3.4 Non-wage benefits and perks

 

 
The new face of work has led companies to abandon 
traditional benefits available in the office, often related 
to sports and culture. However, new benefits are being 
provided in response to the pandemic: subsidies 
for equipment or Internet at home, benefits related 
to mental health (e.g. psychological tele-counselling 
and support programmes), online courses (substantive, 
but also related to areas such as mindfulness). A high 
level of employee stress (not necessarily related to work, 
but , for example, concerns about health or safety 
of loved ones) increases the trend towards wellbeing 
programmes, which help employees take care of their 
mental health. 

While in the modern business services industry, anxiety 
about keeping one’s job is lower than in other sectors, 
the feeling of uncertainty for employees does not differ 
from other industries. Employees are concerned 
about health, wellbeing, and challenges in reconciling 
personal and professional life. Let us remember that 
although the Polish labour market has withstood 
the pandemic relatively well, especially in the modern 
business services sector, for the past year companies 
and employers have been functioning in unstable crisis 
conditions. Therefore, employees want employers 
with a solid approach to remote working, who are 
accelerating digitization and automation, but also caring 
about wellbeing.

Anna Iskra-Opalińska,  
SSC / BPO Manager,  
The Adecco Group

34%
of companies are actively seeking 
or implementing training programmes 
to help employees maintain mental toughness 
and work-life balance6

6 Survey 2021 Year of HR Leaders, LHH, March 2021

Wellbeing

A model that takes a systemic look at the topic 
of work-life balance/integration has gained 
popularity. There is no denying that working 
life as we know it has been most affected 
by COVID-19. Employee wellbeing is suffering, 
and organisations and leaders have 
the difficult task of supporting them in this 
new, unexplored world while safeguarding 
an equally out of balance business. 

The integrated health and wellbeing model 
asserts that there are four areas to safeguard 
when it comes to employee wellbeing. These 
are physical wellbeing, mental wellbeing, social 
wellbeing, and sense of purpose.
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While the physical and mental elements 
are well known – although often implemented 
in isolation – the social aspect relates 
to employees’ ability to connect, engage with 
others, and ensure that everyone is included 
regardless of their position in the organisation. 
The sense of purpose, in turn, stems from their 
beliefs, attitudes and principles that motivate 
them to go the extra mile. 

And while these four elements appear in many 
different models, the key is what underpins 
effectiveness. According to experts at the 
Adecco Group, these are called enablers: 
a combination of fundamental aspects 
of an organisation’s functioning that drive 
a successful and lasting wellbeing programme. 
A successful programme incorporates all four 
enablers in a complementary and interrelated 
way. If any of the four are omitted, the model 
cannot be applied successfully.

Policies, procedures 
and habits

Managers need to support and  
reinforce behaviour through both policies 
and motivation. Without strong policies to fall 
back on, practice can easily fall apart. Without 
motivation, in turn, policies can be difficult 
to enforce. For example, a work-from-home 
policy can fail if it is not supported by the 
manager’s efforts to ensure that it is adhered 
to by the whole team.

Culture

An enabling culture sets a precedent for 
‘how we do things and why’, reinforcing 
intrinsic motivation rather than just external 
rules. For example, a culture of openness 
may not be credible if questions asked 
by employees are lost in the organisational 
ether and left unanswered.

Environment 

The physical and organisational elements 
of the workplace must support wellbeing. 
For example, a healthy eating initiative may be 
ineffective if employees don’t feel they have 
adequate space to relax and socialise.

Technology and tools

These need to be integrated, accessible, 
and simple. This is especially true in terms 
of how they are used and how intuitive they 
are – an employee misses the point if they 
are duplicating work by multiplying overlapping 
reports or cannot easily find the material they 
need in a maze of company resources.
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Acting on employee engagement and wellbeing builds 
an organisation’s good standing. This subjective 
perception of the company as a great place to work 
makes all the difference when it comes to employee 
loyalty – at every stage of their development within 
the organisation, they are more eager to stay.

3.5 Open Talent Economy

 
The open talent economy is becoming the norm. This 
is an approach through which employees can realise 
their potential, share knowledge, work, and build 
a sense of community. This means moving away from 
traditional organisational structures towards dynamic 
networks. Employers and employees must come 
to terms with this new environment where flexibility 
and adaptability take precedence over job security 
and long-term employment, structured environments, 
and standard roles. 

What the open-source model did for software 
development, the open talent economy is doing for the 
labour market. Today’s younger, connected, and mobile 
workers are managing their careers on their own terms 
and often outside the categories that have defined 
the workforce for decades. Hence, organisations will 
need to reassess what they have to offer talent and even 
what it means to ‘have’ talent at all.

Sharing knowledge and skills is becoming standard 
in many industries, such as the IT sector. Easier 
access to the skills of specific professionals is shaping 
a new approach to recruitment and human resource 
management. Thanks to technological development, 
companies have the possibility to hire specialists.

remotely or for a limited period to fill staff or skills gaps 
without recruitment, on-boarding processes, or training 
of new employees. The company quickly gains access 
to qualified specialists.

Will this new model completely replace familiar 
structures and approaches to hiring? According 
to experts from The Adecco Group, Open Talent 
Economy will rather be an increasingly important 
complement to the existing model, where internal 
company teams are supported by independent 
specialists, for mutual benefits.

Anna Iskra-Opalińska,  
SSC / BPO Manager,  
The Adecco Group
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3.6 Employee voice and choice 

 

The key challenges that organisations will face in the 
post-Covid world of work will result from the need 
to develop sound strategies around building a healthy, 
productive and engaged workforce. The factors that 
executives will need to prioritise in the coming years are:

 » Strategies to support employees in maintaining 
work-life balance, monitoring for risk factors such 
as burn-out, disengagement or deteriorating mental 
health compounded by pandemic-related isolation; 

 » Leveraging the flexibility and choice of how 
and when work gets done, to enhance employee 
engagement in a distributed world; 

 » Staff wellbeing as a cornerstone 
of people strategy and policies; 

 » Supporting leadership in transition to develop skills 
necessary to successfully manage an increasingly 
mobile, autonomous and distributed workforce.

Dorota Osiecka,  
Director, Workplace Innovation, 
Colliers 

TOP 2 cited risks disrupting 
work-life balance: 

85% feel a greater  
need to be available on-line 

Nearly 50% of people reported  
working more hours when remote 

TOP 2 challenges reported 
by managers: 

Building team cohesion  
 
47% of managers believe 
it’s hard to keep the team united 
in a hybrid environment 

On-boarding new hires / growing a team 
 
51% of managers feel challenged 
bringing on new employees 
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Key take aways for the new  
model of work:

• Leverage choice and flexibility  
to attract talent 

People want to be able to choose where they live 
and work – more than 20%, who currently live 
in urban areas, plan to relocate as a result of COVID-
19.7 Employers who fail to recognize, prepare for and 
accommodate workforce preferences, risk seeing 
their top talent moving to companies that respect 
their voice.  

• Provide alternative working solutions 
to drive mobility, choice and diversity 

People want to be provided options on where 
they work. About 65% of young workers (ages 
20-30) would like to have the option to use flexible/
co-working spaces at least for some of the time. 
Enabling remote work and flexibility does not simply 

mean a broader geographical reach, but may 
also boost diversity, contribute to increasing your 
business agility and improve the innovation potential 
of your organisation.  

• Rebalance your workplace

Leverage a new working model to build 
an environment of care: a culture based on trust 
and employee wellbeing. Integrate the digital and the 
physical to build employee experience and rightsize 
the workplace to align portfolio strategy.

7 Colliers, 2020
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Chapter 4
LEADERS IN THE AGE OF PANDEMICS 

Paweł Gniazdowski,  
LHH / The Adecco Group

The need to support managers in dealing 
with the reality of the pandemic has been 
discussed practically since April 2020, with 
many companies in recent months offering 
to help their leaders improve their people and 
performance management tools, whether 
in the form of ad hoc internal initiatives or 
extensive development programmes focused 
on improving future competencies. 
 
What managers are betting on in the wake 
of the pandemic?1

20% 
 

Motivation in remote 
working 

The situation in which managers found themselves when 
changing their working model to a remote mode was, 
for most of them, completely new. Many of the traditional 
stationary management methods are not applicable in a 
work-from-home situation. Over the ensuing months 
of disruption, an evolution in thinking about the role 
and challenges of a supervisor leading a team remotely 
was evident. From initial concerns about losing some 
control and the ability to monitor task performance, to a 
shift in focus to maintaining engagement in a reality full 
of constraints. The end of last year and the beginning 

of 2021 saw particularly intense conversations about 
the role of the leader in looking after the mental health 
of their employees.  
 

15% 
 

Managing  
emotions 

 
Before the pandemic, management of emotions was 
most often discussed in the context of „emotional 
control” and working with a difficult employee. When 
it came to managers, this was commonly linked to a 
lack of professionalism in communication with the 
team. The new situation meant that the topic was 
addressed directly. It was feared that the overall 
worrying and disruptive situation would translate into 
tensions at work and it was decided to counteract this 
by equipping managers with the tools to understand 
and deal with emotional reactions. Over time, as the 
situation became more familiar, it was noted that there 
was no increase in conflict situations – on the contrary, 
the remote mode made it more difficult to disclose 
interpersonal tensions. On the other hand, the long-term 
emotional cost of working in new conditions began to 
be looked at more closely. The pandemic taught us that 
managing emotions is important regardless of business 
circumstances. A visible example of the cultural shift 

1 Survey 2021 Year of HR Leaders, LHH, March 2021
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is the widespread expectation, among managers, of 
increased empathy in professional relationships.

15% 
 

Mental  
resilience

 
The pandemic has accelerated the popularity of the 
term ‚resilience’, which we refer to as mental toughness. 
This is not an entirely new skill – it has been pointed 
out before as essential in dealing with the volatility 
of modern business, disrupting the sense of stability 
and the need to adapt to change. There has been an 
increased willingness by companies to experiment with 
different tools and techniques that enhance individual 
resilience – from those on the importance of social 
connections and employee support groups, to the area 
of occupational hygiene, healthy diet, physical activity, 
relaxation techniques, and supporting healthy sleep. 
Topics reserved for the private sphere have entered 
business reality, and leaders are expected to consciously 
take care not only of their own resilience, but also that 
of their employees. Undoubtedly, this is the skill of the 
future even post-pandemic – there is no indication that 
the pace of change in companies will suddenly slow 
down. 

13% 
 

Building  
trust 

Personal contacts usually help to build trust in the long 
term. In the early weeks of the pandemic, it was the 
loss of trust in managers that was a frequently reported 
theme in ad hoc employee engagement surveys. This 
is a theme made even more difficult to address directly 
because many managers did not then, nor do they now, 

have hard facts and well-thought-out strategies in which 
to build a sense of stability and predictability in working 
conditions. The challenge of the pandemic reality is to 
maintain confidence with very limited resources and an 
unpredictable future, much of it remote. The big question 
remains whether organisations will manage to maintain 
the credibility needed to build trust in times of difficult 
decisions. However, it seems that many challenges in 
this area still lie ahead and this skill will continue to be 
essential going forward.

12% 
 

Feedback

It’s hard to imagine a good organisation whose 
managers won’t need to use a variety of methods to 
support employees with solid feedback. Just before 
the pandemic, many organisations abandoned classic 
periodic conversations and switched to ongoing 
feedback, the so-called in-the-moment feedback. 
Remote working provides fewer such opportunities 
for interaction. Many of the factors that influence an 
employee’s behaviour in each situation are not seen or 
known by the manager. This means that there may be 
circumstances which reinforce the temptation to avoid 
giving feedback.

Over the past 12 months, managers in many 
organisations have undergone an accelerated evolution 
in their approach to managing organisations in times of 
high volatility. In May, June, and July they worried about 
what it means to be an effective leader in a pandemic. 
The challenges lay in how to re-contract with a team 
in remote and hybrid working, how to build motivation 
and engagement with people they ‚suddenly’ lost touch 
with or had to hire, and how to manage people they only 
knew from online communication. The second half 
of the year brought a change of focus from managing 
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the performance of an individual to managing the 
performance of a team, and therefore building trust 
between employees operating in a new reality. The 
situation of remote working in distributed teams at the 
beginning of the pandemic triggered mobilisation to 
maintain pre-pandemic normality at all costs. However, 
the further the lockdown situation continued, the greater 
the degree of anxiety, frustration, stress, and fears that 
leaders in the front line had to deal with. The topic of 
personal effectiveness and maintaining the wellbeing of 
both employees and leaders is now becoming one of the 
overriding challenges. 

 
 

 
 
Empathy, trust and concern for wellbeing and 
organisational culture are the most important 
leadership skills in the new era of work. 

 
 
The vast majority of employees want their supervisor 
to use a management style that does not lack 
empathy and a supportive attitude. After the pandemic 
experience, employees place more importance than 
ever on work-life balance, job security and trust.
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AFTERWORD
Paweł Panczyj,  
Managing Director Strategy & Partnerships, ABSL

Despite the challenges posed by the pandemic, the 
sector of modern business services in Poland is 
constantly growing and currently offers nearly 350,000 
jobs in business process outsourcing centers (BPO), 
shared service centers (SSC/GBS), IT and research & 
development (R&D) centers. The vast majority of entities 
provide services to customers operating worldwide. 
The experience from various markets and an extensive 
ICT infrastructure allowed us to quickly switch to the 
tele-working mode. The analyses carried out by ABSL 
show that, in the long term, the planned changes to legal 
regulations will be of key importance, as they should 
support the trends that are slowly emerging in the 
economy in the recovery phase. After a year, as a sector, 
we are heavily involved in developing such legal solutions 
that are necessary in the new reality.

New work models create additional opportunities for 
companies based in Poland. We are one of the first to 
identify trends and translate them into an operational 
level, which allows us to effectively use emerging 
opportunities. The sudden, massive transition to tele-
working was a great experiment for everyone, but the 
time has come relatively quickly to make decisions 
requiring the implementation of ultimate solutions. 
Good solutions require solid knowledge supported 
by experience. The business services sector existing 
in Poland for over 20 years has accumulated such 
knowledge and data. In addition, it is impossible to 
ignore the changes that have taken place in the social 
area, including terms of values. We are now in a new 
place. In the face of the problems we experience as a 
society leadership quality has become crucial when 

managing dispersed teams at a distance. There are 
new challenges ahead of us. We now use office space 
differently. We define the workplace differently. A new 
generation, shaped by the first job experience and 
described as “the lockdown generation”, has entered 
the market. At the same time, the changing reality 
requires constant development and new competences. 
Digitization has accelerated and demography is not 
in our favor. We must not only seek resources in the 
local market, but also create an attractive labor market 
for foreigners. The changes are comprehensive and 
interrelated. Only well-thought-out solutions that focus 
on flexibility will allow all of us to plan development in the 
long term.
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