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Part I: New Era of Work Necessitates a New Model of Leadership 

Over the last decade, significant political, sociological, and cultural movements have impacted employees, 

leadership, and the work environment.  The urgency of the global #Me2 and Black Lives Matter (BLM) 

movements and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s “calls to action” in Canada, have been 

underscored by highly-visible legal cases, the publicized deaths of persons of colour at the hands of law 

enforcement, and the identification of unmarked graves of Indigenous children. Humanity’s reckless 

approach to nature and the environment – which may well have contributed to the COVID-19 pandemic – 

is no longer avoidable.  These issues are now prioritized in the general discourse and have accelerated 

the pressure for leaders to address issues of workplace safety and equity, and to align business models 

with collective humanistic goals. 

The impact of #Me2, BLM, and Truth and Reconciliation are substantive; however, the upheaval to the 

workplace environment provoked by the global COVID-19 pandemic has been cataclysmic.  The pandemic 

and subsequent lockdown had a revolutionary impact on our work lives, processes, and organizations.  

The work model is continuing to change dramatically, and will have enduring implications in the future for 

how, where, and why we work. As such, it is essential to question the characteristics, role and attributes 

of what constitutes effective leaders – not only for the emerging workplace today, but as work models 

undergo ongoing change.  In this article, we will explore the abrupt transformation of the work environment 

triggered globally in 2020/21, as well as the impact of the socio-political movements upon the organization 

of work for the future. We subsequently propose that the characteristics required of leaders to effectively 

respond and succeed in this new era of work have changed.   

Evolution of Organization of Work 

In Hannan et al.’s (2017)1 comprehensive History of the Organization of Work, the authors define the 

“organization of work” as the “methods by which society structures the activities and labour necessary to 

its survival” from cultural, economic and political perspectives. The modern organization of work was 

triggered in the late 19th century by the rapid development of machinery, automatized work devices and 

processes and, subsequently the prevalence of computers.  Specifically, the emergence of automation in 

the 20th and early 21st centuries contributed to a near-elimination of physical labour that had previously 

been required of humans for centuries, and transformed the workplace to the “automated office” setting2.   

 

1
 Hannan, M. T. and Kranzberg, Melvin (2017, June 2). History of the organization of work. Encyclopedia Britannica. Accessed June 

21st, 2021, at www.britannica.com/topic/history-of-work-organization-648000  

2
 Note: Hannan et al (2017) do recognize that this evolution of work organization is not universal, given the sociocultural, political 

geographic, and demographic barriers that restrict large segments of the world’s population to poverty and arduous physical labor. 
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The “automated office setting” work model was firmly entrenched post World War II.  This model defined 

the “work week” to be Monday - Friday and the workday to be from 9 am - 5 pm. Moreover, the model 

established a distinct geographical, social, and psychological separation between where we work vs where 

we live.  For the majority of people, this meant we lived separately from where we worked, commuting 

from our home to the office in the morning only to commute back 9 or 10 hours later. This organizational 

work model held from the 1950’s onwards and was expected to persist, as concluded by Hannan et. al 

(2017): 

The combination of computers and telecommunications led some to believe that office workers 

would perform their required functions without leaving their homes, as the computer terminal would 

take the place of their usual paperwork. Such predictions for “telecommuting” generally have not 

materialized, however (emphasis added)” 

Clearly, none of us could foresee the abrupt transformation triggered by COVID-19 nor its impact upon on 

the organization of our work lives.  COVID-19 and the lockdown constituted a “collective trauma” defined 

as a “cataclysmic event that shatters the basic fabric of society” (Hirschberger, 2018)3.  The COVID-19 

pandemic effectively and immediately erased the prevalent “automated office setting” model that had 

traditionally separated work life from home life.  Almost overnight, millions of people globally transitioned 

from their work-at-office locations to work remotely from home. The pre-existing “wall” separating our 

private lives from our work lives disappeared.  Our homes and our personal needs became “visible” to 

management and our peers. The realities of child-care, education, spouses, and daily living needs were 

now directly implicated at work.  In short, post March 2020, we live at work. 

Part II: Emergence of New Model for Work Organization 

As we look ahead beyond the pandemic, reverting to the pre-existent “automated office” work setting 

wherein the majority of people commute to, and work full-time (i.e., 40 hours/week or more) at, a business 

address distinct from home/personal life is highly improbable, if not impossible.  In effect, COVID-19 “killed 

the traditional workplace” model (emphasis added)” 4.   Studies conducted globally indicate that employees 

at all levels of seniority have adapted to working at home and that the majority are unwilling – or unable – 

to return to the “automated office” work setting full-time 5 6.  The overwhelming majority are seeking a 

hybrid model wherein they can work from home and work at an office setting on a fixed or variable 

schedule. Organizations across all sectors are modifying their office set-up (e.g., to “hot spots”, shared 

desks), technologies, and infrastructure (e.g., reducing leased office space) to adapt to this hybrid model.    

Above and beyond the setting, structure, and organization of work, there are substantive psychological 

and cultural shifts impacting the new era of work, specifically the repercussions of the headlines dominating 

media: “The Great Rethink / Great Resignation”, “Expectations of the Emergent Workforce”, and the 

“Demand for Transparent, Empathic Leaders”. 

 

3
 Hirschberger, G. (2018).  Collective Trauma and the Social Construction of Meaning. Frontiers of Psychology, v.9, p.1441-55 

4
 Harvard Business School (2021, March 8).  COVID Killed the Traditional Workplace.  What should companies do now? Accessed 

at https://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/covid-killed-the-traditional-workplace-what-should-companies-do-now  

5
 Gartner Group (2020, June 8th).  Future of Work Trends post-COVID-10.   Accessed at: 

https://www.gartner.com/smarterwithgartner/9-future-of-work-trends-post-covid-19/ 

6
 SHRM (2021, January 27).  Hybrid Work Model Likely to be the New Norm in 2021. Accessed at https://www.shrm.org/hr-

today/news/hr-news/pages/hybrid-work-model-likely-to-be-new-norm-in-2021.aspx  
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Part III: Emergence of Changing Values for Work 

i. Pandemic & “Great Rethink / Great Resignation”  

The global pandemic and subsequent lockdown triggered a profound psychological and social employee 

and management-reflection7 8 9.  En masse, millions of us took the time to think and re-evaluate our 

priorities during the lockdown; in effect we underwent a collective, enforced “time-out” from rushing from 

home to work to home and, during that time, we reconsidered our values regarding our personal and work 

lives.  That time of self-reflection triggered an awakening about the meaning of work that subsequently led 

to the “Great Resignation”10 11.  Millions of employees, managers, and leaders are actively considering 

and/or have resigned from their jobs – in search of more meaningful opportunities, a better work-personal 

life balance, and better working conditions. Organizations that do not address this search for professional 

fulfillment will face considerable challenges to attract and retain talent.   

ii. Expectations of the Emergent Workforce  

Even prior to the onset of the pandemic, evidence showed that the emergent workforce/consumers of 

Millennials and GenZers demanded that the organizations to which they align themselves be committed 

to, and demonstrate, corporate social responsibility to complex problems, such as environmental 

sustainability, racial, health and economic inequities, and political movements. The emergent generation 

prioritizes companies that are responsible (86%), advocate for issues (81%), protect the environment 

(79%), and give back to important causes (73%)12. Consumer research found that “nearly two-thirds of 

Millennial and GenZ express a preference for brands that have a point-of-view and stand for something”13  

and that “86% of consumers believe that companies should take a stand for social issues”14. Management 

has had to take notice of this key trend.  89% of executives surveyed said a strong sense of collective 

purpose drives employee satisfaction15.    

 

7
 Forbes (2020, November 18).  Beyond the Pandemic: Rethinking work and thinking about the “Next Normal”.  Accessed at 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbestechcouncil/2020/11/18/beyond-the-pandemic-rethinking-work-and-thinking-about-the-next-
normal/?sh=6f5e803d714f  

8
 Harvard Business Review (2020, July 6). Rethinking Work Schedules: Consider these 4 Questions.  Accessed at 

https://hbr.org/2020/07/rethinking-work-schedules-consider-these-4-questions  

9
  MarketWatch (2021, June 26).  Rethinking your career during the COVID-19 pandemic? You’re not alone.  Accessed at 

https://www.marketwatch.com/story/rethinking-your-career-during-the-covid-19-pandemic-youre-not-alone-11624389588  

10
 FR24 News (2021, July 15). Your boss secretly wants to quit: Business leaders can no longer accept COVID-19 professional life.  

Accessed at https://www.fr24news.com/a/2021/07/your-boss-secretly-wants-to-quit-business-leaders-can-no-longer-accept-covid-19-
professional-life.html  

11
 CNBC (2021, June 29).  ‘Great Resignation’ gains steam as return-to-work plans take effect.  Accessed at 

https://www.cnbc.com/2021/06/29/more-people-plan-to-quit-as-return-to-work-plans-go-into-effect-.html  

12
 How to build deeper bonds, amplify your message, and expand your consumer base. 2018 Cone/Porter Novelli Purpose Study. 

Accessed October 14, 2020, at https://www.conecomm.com/2018-purpose-study-pdf   

13
 Kantar (2018).  Purpose 2020.  Accessed June 22, 2021, at https://www.kantar.com/Inspiration/Brands/The-Journey-Towards-

Purpose-Led-Growth  

14
 Shelton Group (2018).  Brands and Stands: Social Purpose is the New Black.  Access June 22, 2021, at 

https://sheltongrp.com/insights/brands-stands-social-purpose-is-the-new-black  

15
 Harvard Business Review (2015).  The Business Case for Purpose.  Accessed June 22, 2021, at 

https://hbr.org/resources/pdfs/comm/ey/19392HBRReportEY.pdf  
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iii. Demand for Transparent, Empathic Leaders  

Historically, the “automated office” model of work defined personal, political, and socio-cultural issues as 

irrelevant or even obstructive, at the workplace, and thus were actively ignored and even suppressed by 

leaders. However, the urgency of the global #Me2, Black Lives Matter, and Truth & Reconciliation 

movements, as well as the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, overpowered that ‘old-school’ management 

approach. These socio-cultural movements have rapidly accelerated an expanded awareness and a 

demand for authentic discussions to address ‘sensitive’ issues at work, among and between peers and 

leaders. No longer can work and home life be deemed distinct; instead, work and personal lives 

significantly and irrevocably interact.  Employees now expect to hear and see what their leaders believe 

and where their leaders stand on these ‘outside’ issues. A good business decision traditionally translated 

to one that simply made money, but now, when making decisions, leaders must consider not only the 

financial implications, but also ethical and compassionate factors.  Management and leadership that opt 

to disavow or ignore these trends will be held accountable by their employees and by the public via 

traditional and social media16.  Leaders who have failed to act ethically in the past have been pressured 

to resign17. 

  

These critical trends are radically shifting the work environment and the expectations of staff, and 

necessitate a major change in leadership competencies and behaviours. 

  

 
16 Wall Street Journal (2020, February 1st). Employees speak out - Against their CEOs.  Accessed at 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/employees-speak-outagainst-their-ceos-11580553000 

17 Forbes (2020, July 1st). Every CEO and Leader that has stepped down since Black Lives Matter protests began. Accessed at 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jemimamcevoy/2020/07/01/every-ceo-and-leader-that-stepped-down-since-black-lives-matter-protests-
began/ 
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Part IV: Leadership of the Future:  The Era of Good Character Leaders 

COVID-19 exposed the reality of employees and management under extreme levels of stress that could 

not be ignored by leadership. The pandemic overwhelmed our coping strategies, exhausting what 

psychologist Ann Masten, PhD describes as our “surge capacity”18.  Employees and managers struggled 

to cope and this, in turn, impacted our work lives in ways that leaders could not ignore.  The first author on 

this article, Kathleen Redmond, conducted in-depth leadership research from late 2020 to late 2021 

designed to assess the impact of the lockdown upon leaders, including how it has impacted their leadership 

and management of staff. Her research demonstrated employees were noticeably stressed, burnt out, 

exhausted, frustrated, and/or sad. This has put increased pressure on leaders to build and maintain team 

connection and collaboration, to act transparently, and to demonstrate listening skills, compassion and 

empathy19.  

Leadership is defined by Peter Northouse as "a process whereby an individual influences a group of 

individuals to achieve a common goal" (p.6)20.  More than ever before, leaders must be attuned to the 

personal realities of their staff as well as political and sociological issues, and be willing and able to redefine 

organizational goals in accordance with this new era.  

Since leaders are responsible for the lives of others and have to be able to deal with the 

catastrophic consequences of post-traumatic stress disorder, they must have considerable 

psychological hardiness, credibility and reliability21 

The Era of Good Character Leaders is here. Society is craving organizations of good character and that 

requires leaders of good character.  For the purposes of this paper, drawing from previous work by the 

first author of this paper22 23, good character and leadership are defined in behavioural terms as outlined 

in the chart below: 

 
18 Haelle, T. (2020). Your ‘Surge Capacity” is Depleted - It’s Why You Feel Awful. Elemental.  Accessed June 22, 2021, at 

https://elemental.medium.com/your-surge-capacity-is-depleted-it-s-why-you-feel-awful-de285d542f4c  

19 Redmond, Katheen, Lyons, Sean. Leading in a Pandemic. Department of Management, University of Guelph.  
https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=https%3a%2f%2fhdl.handle.net%2f10214%2f26178&c=E,1,bC3yy4wRWFoOSAUXKTOoNFqxL6tB
FIwC1HJLDcwexaByRwV4vPwX9qwTr9l7QhcgXOjaWYN7LNsZSJ350t2XabZv2WWVhA98t0uKfCGjVYwt53Y,&typo=1 

20  Northouse, Peter. (2021). In Leadership: Theory and Practice (9th ed). Western Michigan University. Sage Publications 

21 Antonio Palma Rosinha, Luis Sameiro Matias & Marcos Aguiar de Souza (2017), Leadership in Extreme Conditions and Under 

Severe Stress: Case Study Analysis. Springer International Publishing, Switzerland. 

22 Redmond, Kathleen. (2013). Building a Character Culture for Trust and Results in the Workplace, Toronto, Ontario. I C Publishing. 

23 Redmond, Kathleen. (2008, 2009, 2020). Leadership by Engagement, leading through Authentic Character to Attract, Retain and 

Energize. Toronto, Ontario. Engagement Publishing. 
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Individual Good Character 

A person of good character displays positive intention and is 

respectful of others in all circumstances. The person has the 

integrity, compassion and courage to do the right thing based 

on objective facts. 

 

Leadership Good Character 

A leader of good character demonstrates the competence to do 

their job, possesses positive intention, and is respectful of 

others in all circumstances. The leader demonstrates the 

integrity, compassion and courage to do the right thing based 

on objective facts. 

Part V: Character Leadership & Organizational Success 

Looking ahead and building on the evolved requirements of the workplace in the post-COVID-19 era, 

leaders have a responsibility to lead more intentionally and more sensitively than ever. Self-awareness of 

their own strengths and weaknesses is no longer a “nice to have” quality24, it is the cornerstone of success 

as it leads to better business outcomes. Leaders need to be aware of their own intention(s) and morals, 

understand their impact upon others, and be able to align their behaviours with their intentions in ethically-

transparent ways, in order to mitigate any aggressive or manipulative actions. To be effective, healthy, 

sustainable, and successful, organizations must be led by leaders of good character. 

To be a leader of good character means to be intentional – to be able to listen, discuss important issues 

that impact the workplace, hear, adjust your approach based on circumstances / objective facts, and 

behave responsibly.  

  

 
24  Peterson, Christopher and Martin E. P. Seligman. Character Strengths and Virtues. Washington, DC: Oxford University Press, 

2004. 
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Part VI: Character Leadership: What can I do? 

If a leader so chooses, they can enhance their character.  Research, tools, training, coaching and support 

are available from various organizations and resources (see Resources at the end of this article). The new 

normal is the Era of Character Leadership – a workplace that requires clear emphasis on good character.  

Leaders of good character will create organizations of good character which are effective and sustainable, 

and where people will be proud to work.  The following charts outline the steps leaders and leadership 

teams can undertake as character leaders: 

Good Character: Steps for Leaders 

1. Reflect, with self-honesty, on what is required of you in order to lead 

effectively.  Make an inventory of topics you are afraid to address, of your 

communication style.  Do you listen to answer or to understand? 

2. If you need something, communicate your requirements to your own 

leader.  If you are reluctant to do so, think about what this means about 

your organization/that person you may want a coach to help you navigate 

the conversations. 

3. Discuss with your peers what they are experiencing and how they are 

dealing with the evolving workplace. Keep in touch as a team on what they 

are learning and changes they are making.  Reach out to a practice group 

of peers externally to see what is being done elsewhere. 

4. Hold one-on-one meetings with your team members on a regular basis 

(every two weeks at a minimum) during this dynamic time and have open, 

meaningful and sometimes difficult conversations. 

5. Ask your team members for feedback on their perception of both the 

organization and you as a leader – from a character point of view. 

6. Thank the person and reflect upon their input. Let them know, after you 

decide, what changes you will be working on (if any) and ask for their 

support.  Build transparency and trust into the working relationship. 
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Good Character: Steps for Leadership Teams  

1. Reflect upon how does the leadership team function as “Good Character 

Leaders”.  How can the leadership team evolve together? 

2. Conduct an open and honest work session with your Executive team to 

assess the quality and character of the working relationships and establish 

their future approach.  Make them active participants in their own work 

environment. 

3. Assess levels of bias for yourself and among your leadership peers.  

Identify which topics are difficult to face, and wherein difficult conversations 

need to be held. 

4. Share the information you have discovered about yourself as a Good 

Character Leader, and promote similar self-reflection as an Executive 

Team. 

5. Include a Good Character Behaviour section in the leaders’ individual 

objectives and hold them accountable to walk the talk. 

6. Communicate the vision and plan of action and establish Leadership Team 

accountability for good character behaviours.  Follow up, both in team 

meetings and individually, to monitor progress.  Promote the Leadership 

Team as a model to the entire organization actively demonstrating good 

character.   

Prevalent socio-cultural and political movements to evolve the work environment, compounded by the 

radical impact of the global pandemic, have irrevocably abolished the traditional workplace paradigm.  

Leaders are now challenged to re-define the structure and culture of their organizations while maintaining 

business objectives; in effect, they must ‘build the airplane while they are flying it’.  In order to succeed 

now and in the future, it behooves leaders to listen more broadly and carefully than ever before. Leaders 

must walk a careful balance between successfully reaching organizational outcomes and simultaneously 

demonstrating integrity, compassion and courage to do the right thing for their staff and the society at 

large.  The Era of Good Character Leaders has dawned. 

 

______________________________________ 

 

For more information on Character Leadership, and what it means for individual leaders and their 

leadership within organizations, contact Kathleen Redmond: kr@centreforcharacterleadership.com 

For more information on how the era of Character Leadership impacts Leadership Teams, contact 

Sean Hayes: smhayes@cohaesio.ca or Dominique Laverdiere: dlaverdiere@cohaesio.ca   
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