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And The World of Work Keeps Changing…… 

By Morag Phillips, Nicolene De Beer and Bryden Morton 

Who could have predicted, even a year ago, that reward and HR professionals would be dedicating time, 
energy and creative thought to the challenges that are now part of our everyday life? Organisations are 
focusing on streamlining their businesses to maximise efficiencies, lowering costs, becoming more agile and 
responsive, and offering the same or better quality of service in a post COVID-19 world. Sadly, those who 
were unable to adapt to the change have closed their doors and many more may follow before the end of 
this pandemic. With changes in the organisation and in the customer experience, we also expect that there 
will be changes impacting the employee. Some of these may be stressful and a negative result of serious 
economic challenges for employers; others will be innovative and exciting and will require new ways of 
people management and engagement. 
 
 
Changes in the WHERE 
 
Many employers have already determined that they can function with large complements of their staff 
working remotely and employees are gaining increasing independence over how and where they work.  
 
Remote working requires redefining a number of things, such as: 

- Which roles are eligible? 
- How does productivity measurement and management happen? 
- What does performance management look like? 
- Does remote working require a unique policy? 
- Does the employer enforce a regular “in the building” day to maintain people connections? 
- How does company culture evolve in a virtual space? 
- How are relationships of trust built in a virtual world? 
 
It’s no longer about work-from-home; it’s about work-from-anywhere. 
 
 
Changes in the LOOK of an organisation 
 
According to a Moneyweb article published in July, the global economy is expected to decline by 3% in 2020 
according to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and advanced economies are likely to be hardest hit and 
are expected to contract by 6.1%. Conversely, it is anticipated that emerging markets will decline by 1%. In 
Finance Minister Tito Mboweni’s June 24 supplementary budget speech, he painted a gloomy picture of a 
struggling economy that will be tested to its limit to maintain fiscal stability. 
 
Among the more concerning statistics: 

- The budget deficit for 2020 is expected to be 15.7%, increasing from a forecast of 6.8% in the February 
2020 budget speech; 

- This large budget deficit will result in the deterioration of SA’s debt-to-GDP ratio from 63.5% to 81.8%; 
- South Africa’s economy is expected to contract 7.2%; and 
- A R300 billion revenue collection shortfall is expected. 
 
As a result, COVID-19 has forced many organisations to focus on core operations in the short term and 
inevitably turn to streamlining structures and processes. Cost control priorities will drive efficiency decisions, 
some of which will impact the employees. Every area of the business will be scrutinised, including: 
- The size and structure; 
- The fluid versus permanent workforce required; 
- The flexibility of structures; 
- Relooking supply chains and considering more local choices; and 
- Areas of entrepreneurship within an established entity. 
 

https://www.moneyweb.co.za/moneyweb-opinion/soapbox/economic-lockdown-who-are-the-winners-and-losers/
https://www.moneyweb.co.za/news/economy/live-supplementary-budget-speech/
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In the longer term, we may find that organisations prefer to employ more generalist skills inside the 
organisation while outsourcing specialist skills. The “gig economy” opens opportunity not previously 
maximised, where work that is seasonal or project-based can be outsourced to a specialist “gig-worker” who 
offers specialised skill to tackle a particular problem or provide a specific solution. Although “giggers” may 
have to work on multiple projects to maximise their income, the result would be a reduced permanent cost to 
employers.  
 
As the structures of companies evolve with the changing ways of working and possible technology solutions, 
some lower skilled jobs may start to fall away and those employees will need to repurpose themselves. This 
will lead to organisations embarking on a reskilling drive to better position themselves for a post COVID-19 
economy.  
 
 
Changes in the FEEL 
 
Organisations would also need to grapple with managing the organisational culture in what will become an 
increasingly flexible working environment. Organisational culture determines what the acceptable standards 
are and is the glue that binds the way people function and their expected behaviour within their organisation. 
In a sense, the culture is about the experience of working in an organisation. The challenge going forward 
will be how to develop, manage and maintain an organisational culture where large numbers of employees 
are working from home or under other flexible arrangements that minimise daily personal contact in a 
common physical environment.  
 
Going forward, organisations will be looking for ways to create a culture that drives innovation and 
entrepreneurial thinking. 
 
 
Changes in REWARD MODELS 
 
How employees are rewarded will play a significant role within this new paradigm.  The current imperatives 
for companies are cost reduction and job preservation. Many are cutting back on salaries and benefits by 
either enforcing reductions or freezing increases or bonuses. The need for innovation and a real 
understanding of what employees value in the short term will influence the mix of offerings and changes from 
employers. A more flexible workforce may need more flexible pay structures. 
 
Employees may be affected for an extended period before their pay returns to pre-COVID-19 levels. Such 
pay interventions will also drive deeper discussions around issues of a living wage and pay equity. An 
unusual response may be that some employees realise that they can manage on a lower salary, and could 
even consider adjusting their work week to 4 days to free up a day for other commitments and initiatives.  
 
Remuneration strategies and policies may therefore be revised to support business recovery as the COVID 
crisis winds down. They may create emphasis on variable pay elements, both to manage costs and as a tool 
to increase productivity that is aligned to the organisation’s objectives. Beyond recovery, reward strategies 
will need to drive growth and re-invention. 
 
 
Changes in the HOW 
 
Part of the evolution of operating models could include the speedier adoption of technology and digitisation 
solutions, some of which is driven by the customer’s need to shop, play and work online.  These technology 
solutions may complement operational efficiency solutions.  The implication here speaks to an upskilling and 
re-learning opportunity for employees to be able to be ‘tech-savvy’.   
 
As a result of these changing organisational needs, the Human Resources function will need to redefine how 
it adds value in terms of some traditional systems and practices.  Examples include: 

- Recruitment (virtual recruitment, sourcing gig economy workers); 

- Rethinking fixed term contracts and consulting agreements; 

- Determining pay and finding appropriate benchmarks for a more fluid workforce; 
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- Reviewing incentive schemes and how relevant they are, in both the short and long term; 

- Redesign of traditional models of talent management and succession planning;  

- Healthcare for all as a necessity, no longer optional; 

- A response to rising unemployment – does this mean less pressure for retention strategies?; 

and 

- Manpower planning – what skills will be needed for the future? 

 
In summary  
 
What is the common theme here? CHANGE.  

We can either respond with fear and become immobilised, waiting to see what others do, or we can innovate, 
re-invent, fail sometimes, re-invent again, and celebrate successes that work. The future is unmapped and 
we all have an opportunity to make our mark. 


