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Abstract

The coronavirus pandemic has acted as a catalyst for organisational change, disrupting
historic ways of working, and spearheading organisations towards the next evolution of their
working environments. In the aftermath of the largest concurrent work from home experiment
in the world, organisations are coming to grips with the new policies and practices they need
to implement to remain competitive. But there is one crucial stakeholder who continues to be
left out in academic research, leaders. New questions now arise as to how we should remodel
leadership in an increasingly remote world. What skills do leaders need to develop and how,
in order to maintain employee wellbeing and manage the intergenerational divide? This paper
presents a short synthesis of the challenges faced by leaders today specifically around remote
team management but also in the context of a multigenerational workforce, alongside a
summary of the research gaps we face in post-COVID literature. This paper concludes with
the production of a future research agenda for scholars to close this gap, and to help
organisations in building their leadership capability in the ‘new normal’.
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1. Introduction

The coronavirus pandemic has acted as a catalyst for organisational change, disrupting
historic ways of working, and spearheading organisations towards the next evolution of their
working environments in the post-industrial era (Gherson & Gratton, 2022). Pre-pandemic
working environments saw between 3-5% of US and European employees working from
home for some part of the week (Afota et al., 2022; Ipsen et al., 2022). However, in the last
three years, we have witnessed the creation of more opportunities than ever before for large-
scale remote, hybrid, and flexible working practices (Desilver, 2020). The prolonged exposure
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to this transformative way of working has resulted in 75% of employees now expecting their
organisations to continue some element of home working in the future (Parry et al., 2021). As
we reach three years since the start of the global pandemic, the chaos has started to settle and
organisations have had time to consider and implement their new working policies. However,
scholars have recently concluded that there is still much to learn with respect to upskilling
leaders in a post-COVID world (Franzen-Waschke, 2022). This presents us with exciting new
research opportunities to analyse the emerging questions which leaders will need to respond
to for the modern employee. We seek to contribute to this debate by devising
recommendations on specific research focuses which will further direct the discussion and
produce practical recommendations for organisations. Questions we need to answer could
relate to how to remodel leadership in an increasingly remote world. How to maintain
employee wellbeing and resilience? What different leadership approaches do we need to
consider from an intergenerational perspective?

2. Leading in a Post-Covid World
2.1. The Remote Working Dynamic

As we enter the ‘new normal’ of mass remote and hybrid working, it has been proposed that
existing organisational leadership models and theories are becoming outdated (Gherson &
Gratton, 2022; Tourish, 2019). Scholars argue that with many organisations now flattening
their hierarchies, and increasing digitisation and automation, there is the need to change
leadership power, skills and structure (Gherson & Gratton, 2022; Murphy, 2022). This is
increasingly relevant, given that many leaders of previously physically, co-located teams,
have now transitioned into ‘e-leaders’ (Chamakiotis et al., 2021), and the acceleration of
remote management has created new experiences that they may not be trained for (Vargas,
2020; Murphy, 2022). It is important to consider that leaders are now operating in an
environment whereby employees are leaving a 3-year period of intense and long-lasting
stress, the likes of which we have not seen before. Alongside trying to perform in their jobs
and adapt to remote-working, employees have also been worried about finances, health,
family, and general well-being (Brown, 2021). While these new remote-working practices can
positively influence productivity, creativity, and satisfaction (Abrams, 2019; Kirchner et al.,
2021), remote practices are also known to create loneliness and isolation (Hertel et al., 2005;
Stich, 2020), alongside impacting organisational communication, knowledge sharing, and
socialisation (Choudhurry, 2020). Furthermore, recent research by Simon et al., (2023)
exposes that only 5% of investigated companies feel they have the capabilities needed to lead
in the remote world, with only 15% of team leaders feeling very comfortable leading remote
teams. It is such dynamics that have led scholars to suggest organisational growth needs to be
aided by developing training to improve people management and leadership skills in this new
working environment (Murphy, 2022; Parry et al., 2021). Scholars such as Pierog (2023) have
taken these ideas further to suggest that modern leaders need to adopt the CRAFT (creativity,
resilience, agility, focus and trust) qualities first introduced by Kalamar (2022) in the post-
COVID world. Pierog (2023) explains CRAFT qualities as a plethora of competencies,
intelligences and traits which demonstrate the complex ecosystem of organisations today, and
the challenge of being an effective leader in those organisations in the post-COVID world.
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2.2. The Changing Generational Demographics

Another aspect to consider for post-COVID leaders is the changing generational
demographics with the rise of millennials to become the largest group within the workforce
and Generation Y (Gen Y) entering the world of work (Pasko et al., 2020). Just as leaders
have to adapt to and learn a new skill of remote management, they jointly need to consider a
generation of employees that prioritises relational aspects, vs. the transactional aspects of the
generations before (De Smet et al., 2021). Research suggests that millennials, for example,
differ from previous generations in that they seek shared, participative, and democratic
leadership (Camp et al., 2021), with an expectation of those leaders being available in a more
communal and personal setting (Pasko et al., 2020). Millennials also place high value on
teamwork and collaboration (Camp et al., 2021) and prefer open, informal communication
with their leaders (Pasko et al., 2020).

Scholars suggest that to manage these new generations, leaders require high emotional
intelligence (Pasko et al., 2020). However, Parry et al., (2020) found remote leadership to be
exposing the reality that many modern-day leaders are lacking these skillsets. While we have
a basic understanding of some of the traits the new generations expect from leadership, we
have a less sound understanding of the new skill sets needed by leaders, and how to build
those skills when operating in a remote environment (Zhang et al., 2022).

In an EthOS search from the British Library (Figure 1) and a scholarly journal search on the
University of Chester library (Figure 2), the results confirmed that current literature focusing
on millennials and Gen Y in remote teams is scant, and virtually non-existent when extending
that to combine emotional intelligence. For both approaches a Boolean search string was
established to search for “Millennials” OR “Generation Y” OR “Gen Y” and then the
combinations AND for “remote teams” OR “Virtual Teams” AND “Emotional Intelligence”
OR “EI” OR “Emotional Quotient”. The results have been summarised into two diagrams by
the authors:

FIGURE 1. ETHOS SEARCH
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Source: Authors own compilation based on British Library EthOS Search, September 2022.
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FIGURE 1. CHESTER UNIVERSITY LIBRARY SEARCH
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2.3. The Knowledge Gap

When considering all these emerging elements together, it is only natural that organisational
leaders may feel ill-equipped to support and manage their teams in a post-COVID age. In fact,
these macro-environmental workplace changes have highlighted gaps in our knowledge of
how managers should rise to the challenge of leading remote teams and the multigenerational
workforce (Hennelly and Schurman, 2023), and how managers should support the mental
health, wellbeing, and performance of their employees (Adenle, 2020; Giurge and Bohns,
2020; World Health Organisation, 2020; Kirchner et al., 2021). This widening managerial
skill gap is imperative for organisations to resolve (McRae et al., 2023).However, there are
gaps in the extant corpus of literature on how to address these topics. In general, current
literature is scant on the subject of new leadership practices and theories needed to manage
the new work environment. It would appear that the main focus of researchers during the
pandemic and pre-COVID were focused solely on the employee aspects. There have been
numerous studies conducted on employee performance and turnover (Bader et al., 2019),
employee discrimination and hostility (Bader et al., 2018), and employee psychological health
and wellbeing (Faeth and Kittler, 2017; Bader et al., 2019; Kirchner et al., 2021). Whilst some
papers have tried to address the evolving roles of HR during the COVID-19 Pandemic (Dirani
et al., 2020), there appears to be less focus on new leadership practices required post-COVID
(Kirchner et al., 2021), and even less understanding of the leadership challenges that have
arisen due to the pandemic and other external influences (Dirani et al., 2020). One of the more
comprehensive literature reviews discovered in this research area suggested a dearth of
research on what adaptations need to be made to leadership approaches in a post-pandemic
world (Porkodi, 2022). In his review, Porkodi calls out a research gap, recommending future
scholars focus on what new leadership styles and tactics should be implemented by
organisations in a post-COVID world. Furthermore, Park and Cho (2022) propose that there is
a paucity of research regarding the perceptions and the lived experience of supervisors leading
remote teams.
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3. Future Research Agenda

This paper suggests scholars narrow the literature gap by pursuing new empirical studies
focused on emerging practice issues. Topics that scholars may prioritise in future could be:

1. What new leadership practices are required post-COVID?

a) What are the new leadership practices and qualities needed to manage remotely
dispersed teams post-COVID? Studies could assess this from Kalamar’s (2022)
CRAFT qualities, examining the different skills, motivations, behaviours, and
practices that contribute to successful e-leadership in a complex organisation.

b) What leadership practices should be implemented in remote teams to support mental
wellbeing? How does this inform existing leadership theory?

¢) How do we remodel traditional leadership practices and skills to be fit and relevant for
the new intergenerational workplace? Studies may focus on specific generations such
as millennials, and Gen Z who are now entering the workforce and any distinctive
differences and requirements for these generations. Additionally, studies of Baby
Boomers and Gen X would also be relevant with people looking to remain in work for
longer in life.

2. How may these new leadership practices be cultivated?

d) How do we train, mentor and coach both existing and new leaders with remote team
members now spanning five generations?

e) How do we help leaders balance organisational pressure from their senior leaders with
team members’ demands for work-life balance, career development and purpose?

To combat the focus on purely quantitative studies in correlation with the rise and
sophistication of Information Technology data collection and analysis tools (Williamson et
al., 2018), we suggest researchers pursue qualitative studies to address these gaps. Thus, in
doing so, develop a deeper and richer understanding of the practice gaps. Much of the extant
research even in relation to the perceived “softer skills” required by modern leaders, such as
emotional intelligence, has been quantitative. Grey (2022) suggests that the approach could be
problematic when researching concepts such as intelligence. Additionally, as many
quantitative studies employ self-measurement surveys, there could be a limitation in relation
to the validity of these responses as participants may interpret the questions differently, and
they could also rate themselves differently to how they actually behave (Clark et al., 2021).

Adopting a more qualitative research approach on the aforementioned topics will enable the
views and experiences of individuals and groups to be understood from a more socially
constructed perspective. This would provide a deeper insight into the leadership skills needed
in the current working environment, whilst enabling practitioner recommendations to support
both existing and new leaders of remote and intergenerational teams. This is in comparison to
quantitative studies where the connection between in situ reality and research is limited due to
both the reliance on instruments and procedures and because social life is viewed as static and
independent of the lived experience (Clark et al., 2021). Additionally, multi-level research
would give further dimensions, in which team members’, team leaders’ and senior managers’
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participation could provide a more nuanced perspective. Suggested approaches could involve
interviews and focus groups, whilst methods such as observation, diary and documentational
analysis should also be considered. Scholars, therefore, could consider case studies or action
research approaches that influence and drive change inside organisations and contribute
empirical practical recommendations. By adopting more qualitative approaches this will
enable insight into the complexity and richness that is a reality in organisations today
(Saunders et al., 2019).

4. Conclusion

The future of leadership is changing, and both scholars and practitioners need to address the
newly emerging phenomena to ensure our leaders are armed with the right skills, and methods
of skills development, to meet the task of leading the modern workforce. While the new
reality raises challenges in managing the intergenerational divide, maintaining employee
wellbeing and stepping into a remote leadership role, it also creates mass opportunities for
skills growth and new ways of working. This paper has presented a synthesis of some of the
current leadership research gaps and built on existing studies, to recommend five areas of
future research. In addition, a new push for qualitative approaches of study has been raised,
aimed at developing a deeper and quality understanding of the practice gap. It is envisaged
that these new research areas and approaches will drive new value for organisations through
the output of organisational change recommendations, enabling executives and HR offices to
train their leaders in the right way, and with the right skills.
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