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Despite the vast technological and social 
changes of the last decades, standards of 
work mostly remained unchanged. To give 
one example, the 40 hours workweek was 
popularized by Henry Ford 100 years ago, 
when he extended the 40-hour workweek to 
all employees at Ford Motor, arguing that his 
employees where no more productive if working 
48 hours. As a further development in 1940, the 
40-hour workweek became mandatory in the 
whole U.S. by law.

Countries followed suit in the following decades, 
Hungary and other Central European countries 
caught up later, but it still illustrates that the 
idea of the 40-hour workweek was born in a 
time when the world of work was very different: 
it was mostly in a manufacturing environment, 
without digitalization, innovation, collaboration, 
globalization… Not to mention the social 
differences. 

The demands of our work are very different 
today: not only the highly collaborative, globally 
connected, analytical and creative work of 
knowledge workers, but even manufacturing 
where technology and regular changes are a 
usual aspect of work as well. 

Regardless of these sweeping changes, the 
main features of our work remained largely 
unchanged: the workweek, daily hours, 
primarily office work, and so on.  And then 
came COVID-19, which shook our lives up 
and created a ‘burning platform situation’ for 
all organizations. It is now history that this 
worldwide pilot of home-office proved us that 
individual productivity can be maintained while 
working from home. 

However, the question seems to be more 
complex and those organizations that tend to 
simplify this new challenge to the debate of 
hybrid vs. non-hybrid way of working, may miss 
the point totally.

While in the last decades, the world, and consequently the work we do has changed tremendously, 
the main standards of how we work have been mostly untouched. The last two years, especially 
COVID-19 shook up our private and professional lives, and we realize more and more that the 
outdated ways of working, moreover, the way we lead our people have become unsustainable under 
the new circumstances. 

To have a good understanding of the situation, especially in the Central European context, we have 
conducted a comprehensive SEED Executive Insights research about the observable effects, the 
challenges that Central European companies face and potential ways to address them. We have 
surveyed and talked to 80 + executives, collected the experience of our faculty and alumni and 
reviewed the latest international studies about the subject.  The purpose of this paper is to summarize 
what we have found. Since the situation is new, complex and uncertain, there are no best practices yet. 
What we need to do now is have discussions, share ideas and experiment. So besides summarizing 
the insights from the various sources, we also collected possible actions in this whitepaper to give 
inspiration to leaders.
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Widening gap between inflation related  
salary expectations vs. budget

Many people feel burned out

Uncertainty in the supply  
of materials

How to create more clarity in  
the further complicated VUCA world

How to motivate employees  
during uncertain times
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In our survey we found that one of the biggest challenges for our Central European 
leaders is the widening gap between employee expectation of salary increases and 
what the company is ready to provide. Leaders also need to cope with the burn-out of 
their employees, and the challenge of how to engage and motivate them and how to 
create more clarity in the organization in today’s VUCA world.
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Digging deeper in the subject, three clear focus areas have emerged 
that leaders need to consider to cope with the changes:

Paradigm shift  
needed  

in the way  
we work and lead

People are  
exhausted  

and  
demotivated

Organizations  
face  

complex  
uncertainty

Uncertainty and continuous adaptation is 
exhausting, topped by the psychological burden  
of the life-threatening pandemic and the war.  
At the same time our workload seems to further 
increase, not leaving time for recharge.

As a result, priorities of employees have reshuffled, 
and their bargaining power grows, so leaders 
will have to adapt their approach if they want to 
mitigate burnout and to decrease turnover rate.

The bottom two factors enforce a real paradigm 
shift in how we work and lead. It is time to look 
at how we organize work, strategize and lead 
people with fresh eyes. 

In the last two years, it became clear that our old 
structures are rickety and not robust enough to 
withstand the sweeping changes. 

After the turbulent years of Covid-19, 
we globally struggle this year with 
the consequences of the war in 
Ukraine, growing inflation, energy 
crisis, and looming economic 
downturn prospects. 

All these together exacerbate 
uncertainty and make it extremely 
hard to plan.
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Let’s examine what is happening on the level of 
individuals first, which has resulted in exhaustion 
and demotivation, and consequently a reflection 
on one’s life leading to a reshuffle of priorities:

• Increasing workload and more difficult 
time management: While we save time 
on commute by working from home, we 
struggle with time management (New Ways 
of Working Smart Work, 2021). As part of 
this problem, we have increasingly more and 
more virtual meetings: 148% increase from 
2020 to 2021, and a further 104% increase 
to the current year (Annual Work Trend 
Index, 2021, 2022). A common experience 
is that our workday is full of back-to-back 
meetings, with no real breaks in-between. 
Beside the questionable sustainability of 
the ever-increasing workload, being on 
meetings all day, focusing on too many 
things is a problem because it makes it 
impossible for us to be immersed in tasks 
that need undisturbed attention for a longer 
time. These tasks get delayed to outside 
regular working hours or simply postponed.

• The loss of flow in work: The way we do 
remote/hybrid work is often exhausting. 
While we maintained productivity in the 
shift to remote/hybrid work, our workload 
is often excessive, and the fragmentation 
of tasks makes it impossible for us to get 
into flow, an important form of experiencing 

happiness at work. It has an impact on our 
wellbeing and motivation. The emotional 
state many people experienced is called 
languishing. It is the absence of well-being, 
when we are not functioning at full capacity, 
our motivation and ability to focus is low 
(Grant, 2021).

• The technology paradox: While technology 
came to our rescue over the past years 
making it possible to survive without a 
major disruption, technology may also suck 
our energy fully because of the way we use 
it. Beside constant interruptions from calls, 
e-mails, notifications, some characteristics 
of remote meetings are also hard on us: 
the close-up eye contact, seeing ourselves 
all day, not moving around causes remote 
meeting fatigue (Ramachandran, 2021).  

• The loss of social capital and interactions: 
Without human connection, work feels less 
meaningful. Having less in-person and 
longer, deeper interactions with clients and 
colleagues makes it harder to appreciate 
culture, experience compassion, excellence 
in customer service which contribute to 
meaning (Bock, 2021). Additionally, the 
loss of strong relationships with colleagues 
means the loss of an important factor for 
resilience and loyalty at work, because 
employees with stronger connections are 
less likely to leave (Annual Work Trend 
Index, 2022).

• Redefining why, how, and how much we 
are willing to work: The turbulent years 
of the risk of life-threatening COVID-19 
and spending more time at home with 
families, people started to reflect on their 
life and what is the role of work in it, and 
their priorities started to reshuffle (Annual 
Work Trend Index, 2022, Dhingra, Samo 
& Schaninger, 2021 Wiles, 2022). An 
increasing number of employees expect 
positive culture, well-being benefits, a sense 
of purpose and meaning, flexible hours 
(Annual Work Trend Index, 2022, Dhingra, 
Samo & Schaninger, 2021 Wiles, 2022).  

We are going through these three 
areas in a bit more detail, and we 
are suggesting a series of potential 
actions for leaders:

People are exhausted  
and demotivated
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On the other hand, at least half of 
respondents now prioritize their wellbeing, 
health, personal and family lives over their 
work (Annual Work Trend Index, 2022)

These factors we just outlined led to extreme 
turnover rates all over the world, in such an 
extent that it even got a name – ‘The Great 
Resignation’:

The pattern of record resignations following 
the COVID-19 period was named the 
Great Resignation in the U.S. in May 2021 
(Cohen, 2021), and it has gone global soon 
afterwards (Horowitz, 2022). Among the 
reasons work conditions, overwork and 
the gap between rising living costs and 
stagnating pay are mentioned, and some 
economists have described the Great 
Resignation as a form of strike.

In our CEE region, 57% of leaders participating 
in our research are concerned by the steeply 
increasing turnover rate, and the widening gap 
between inflation related salary expectations 
vs. budget was named as the biggest challenge 
out of all topics. The second biggest one was 
burnout, a challenge for 81% of leaders. Turnover 
and burnout are symptoms of the current 
state of employees, which have a few possible 
reasons. The unprecedented hard situations, 
uncertainty and continuous adaptation of the 
last two years required a lot from us, and to 
maintain resilience, we need to recharge from 
time to time, but conditions are not always there. 

Potential Actions for Leaders

• Prioritize employee wellbeing. Understand your colleagues’ personal 
needs better, express empathy and support them with real actions! Don’t 
be surprised if employees stand up more for what they need, for example, 
instead of requesting, simply informing you about an upcoming break they 
plan to take. 

• Do what you can to accommodate employee requests to express support for 
their priorities and to give them a feeling of control over their own time. At the 
same time be explicit about what are the limitations and constraints that are 
not flexible. 

• Keep focus on small victories, celebrate progress both small and big as it 
helps keep up momentum and perseverance in hard times. 

• Use storytelling to help employees find meaning, share stories of how their 
work makes a difference. For example, let them hear from a customer how 
he/she is positively impacted by your colleagues’ work (Bock, 2021)

• Help employees find their purpose at work, don’t set it for them! Look for a 
match between their personality and values and what is available at your 
company (Dhingra, Samo & Schaninger, 2021)
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There are increasingly many factors outside 
of our control, resulting in unprecedented 
uncertainty. Besides COVID-19 and the war in 
Ukraine, the increasing gap between salaries and 
inflation, the unpredictable supply of materials, 

fears of a looming economic downturn that 
might limit non-essential goods demand is 
present for leaders in the CEE region. It is a 
very challenging time for strategy making and 
planning, requiring the re-calibration of strategy. 
While it is harder for us as leaders to plan and 
strategize, one of our key roles in this situation is 
to create more clarity for the organization. 

Organizations face 
complex uncertainty 

Potential actions:

• Don’t be too attached to your plans: plan for different scenarios, have 
contingency plans, and while keeping the longer-term vision in mind, create 
more detailed plans only for the short-term, and be prepared to iterate as 
things change.  

• Create leadership transparency and clarity through regular, consistent, 
and credible communication to, and as much as possible with employees, 
focusing on two-way communication, listening and understanding their 
perspective. Be present with people and discuss how they are impacted. 

• Don’t wait with communication until you are certain about something, as 
certainty may not come these days. Frequent and honest communication is 
more important, even if you have to say “I don’t know”.

• Be close to your employees and the market: notice and listen to small signals 
to make sure that you can react to changes in a timely manner. During 
continuous change and uncertainty, there is no time to passively wait for 
information to reach you through the hierarchy. 

• Act fast with testing imperfect prototypes and learn from your experiments. 
Increase failure tolerance in your organization to create space for quick and 
dirty experiments to learn from, otherwise your people will waste too much 
time making things perfect before doing the first reality checks. 

• There is too much uncertainty and complexity to have single answers to 
challenges. Since nobody has the answer, aim to bring together diverse 
perspectives regardless of hierarchy to find solutions to experiment with 
together.
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• Retreat and have a fresh start: as things around us change so often, 
requiring quick adaptations it is worthwhile to step back from time to time 
and check if your direction still makes sense, or if you need to re-strategize. 
If the direction changes, engage and align your teams. 

• Provide opportunities to employees to talk to experts who might have 
answers to their questions related to a current uncertainty. For example, 
invite a virologist during pandemic, a foreign policy specialist during the war, 
a psychologist who can suggest how to talk about war with children, or an 
economist to talk about inflation or economic downturn.

Paradigm shift needed  
in the way we work  
and lead

We all shared the experience of how quickly 
organizations upgraded their digital capabilities 
at the beginning of COVID-19 to make remote 
work possible, often achieving more progress in 
digitalization in one week than over the span of 
multiple years before. However, little has been 
done in the last two years to further improve 
hybrid collaboration.

• Collaboration and inclusion in hybrid: So 
far, few organizations invested effort into 
creating norms for collaborating in hybrid 
and to ensure that everyone is included. 
Today almost everyone feels excluded, 
especially introverts who have a harder 
time online (Bock, 2021). While individual 
productivity was maintained in the remote/
hybrid model, collaborative productivity 

suffered (New Ways of Working Smart Work, 
2021).  Collaboration networks became 
more siloed, information sharing decreased, 
which research suggests might have long-
term negative impact on innovation (Yang et 
al., 2022). 

• Make a case for the office work and 
coordinate it: Further experiments are 
needed with ways of online collaboration or 
how to create the space for it in the office. 
Only 28% of hybrid workers have team 
agreements on when and why to come to 
the office (Annual Work Trend Index, 2022). 
To ensure that collaboration happens in 
the office, the days people come to the 
office need to be coordinated, to avoid the 
frustrating and demotivating experience 
of going to a completely empty office. 
Don’t expect that people will simply come 
back to the office because they used to 
before COVID-19 or because leadership 
wants them to. As we heard on the SEED 
Connect event many companies struggle 
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Potential actions:

• Create clarity with very intentional and explicit communications, for example 
when a team is about to make a decision, flag it by explicitly saying: let’s be 
clear we are making a decision here (Bock, 2021).

• Revisit HR strategy in all aspects (performance management, engagement, 
inclusion, delegation, cooperation) and find ways to give more freedom to 
leaders and managers in how to keep their employees motivated. 

• Since there are no one-size-fits-all solutions, empower and equip leaders 
in your organization with methodology to find solutions and create change 
within their own scope. 

• Rethink recognition opportunities: instead of bonuses, companies are 
experimenting using extra time off or social events as benefits. 

• Make working in the office more convenient and relaxed – let go of formal 
dress-code requirement, when possible, put people’s comfort first.

with empty offices and are thinking about 
what experiences they need to offer for 
employees to come to the office. There has 
to be a strong enough reason that pulls 
employees into the office, which is worth to 
sacrifice the convenience of working from 
home or from their holiday homes. What 
is clear that you need to make a case for 
employees to make it worthwhile for them.

• Real flexibility: Flexibility does not end 
at where people work from. There are 
more and more expectations for flexibility 
regarding when and how much employees 
work. The topic of measuring outcomes 
instead of hours worked is not new, but 
as the COVID-19 period was a successful 
experiment in flexibility, an increasing 
number of employees and companies are 
setting their eyes on additional forms of 
flexibility as well. The 4-day workweek 
which recently made headlines is one 
example out of the many possible ways to 
challenge traditions. The more control over 
their own time you can offer to employees, 
the better.

• The role of the leader: While hybrid and 
flexibility are the most obvious changes of 
the last two years, the scope of the changes 
is much broader. The current situation 
challenges the role of the leader as well. 
Remote/hybrid work took away some of 
the traditional tools of leaders, like creating 
alignment through informal interactions, 
inspiration, etc. Without frequent, 
personal interactions, creating a shared 
understanding and shared identity is harder 
(Grant, 2020). On top of all these requiring 
intentional communication, employees look 
to leaders to provide some clarity amid the 
uncertainty in the world.  
Priorities of leaders include providing 
autonomy and inclusion, for example on 
remote meetings (Bock, 2021). The hybrid 
model challenges all aspects of leading and 
managing people, including performance 
management and motivation. In response to 
the current state of employees, there is an 
urgency in prioritizing employee wellbeing 
according to 88% of leaders in our own 
research, calling for true actions instead of 
the empty “people first” slogans.
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• Adjust the business expectations (for example budget and productivity) with 
the promises made (people first) to avoid empty promises.

• Create hybrid work norms and rules with a focus on making sure that 
everyone is included. As a leader, put extra effort into avoiding dominating 
the discussion, what is often harder to do online (Grant, 2020). Have two-way 
communication, engage everyone, including introverts and listen.

• Look at how you can make collaboration possible, for example re-design 
office spaces for collaboration and coordinate when people come to the 
office. Decide whether the coordination of days in the office is on the 
company or team level. Can teams set their own rules? 

• Make a case for coming to the office: why is it good for your colleagues? 
What experiences can they have there? Don’t just think of having fun, think of 
collaborative experiences and making connections. 

• Experiment with flexibility not only in terms of where to work from, but also 
how much, when and how! The more control you can give to employees over 
their own time, the better. 

• Try to create fairness between white-collar and blue-collar workers, if there 
is a mismatch in flexibility, or at least compensate for the lack of flexibility. 
For example, even in a blue-collar environment with rigid schedules, letting 
employees choose their shifts, the days they work on or the time they start 
their shift gives them a feeling of increased control. When 4-day workweeks 
are considered for white-collar employees, similar opportunities should 
be considered for blue-collar colleagues to work less without earning less 
money. 

• Exploit new opportunities related to digitalization, labor groups you can now 
work with in the flexible arrangement, partnerships, cooperation, involving 
stakeholders, green initiatives, sustainability. 

• The new paradigm requires new type of leaders and leadership. Continue to 
invest into the development of leaders. 

The purpose of this paper was to give an overview of our findings. This is just 
a start and we are committed to continue collecting insights and continuing 
conversations about this topic. 
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While seeking for information on current leadership challenges, we strived for 
a balance between the global perspective of international studies and the local 
insights of leaders in the Central European region. We at SEED compiled insights 
from four different sources: the experience of leaders in our faculty and 1000+ 
Alumni, our own research, a secondary research to validate and complement our 
own research and key take-aways from the SEED Connect – Conversations on 
Modern Leadership event where executives came together to discuss challenges 
and possible solutions.

We administered a unique research using the innovative Quantified Company 
platform. Instead of testing our own pre-conceptions as we would with a 
traditional survey, the Quantified Company platform makes it possible to ask 
only one or two open-ended questions, to which respondents can submit their 
own answers, allowing for those topics to emerge which are most relevant for 
the respondents. Afterwards, respondents can vote on each submitted answer 
depending on how much they agree with it. This innovative platform therefore 
combines the advantages of quantitative and qualitative methodologies.

About the 
methodology

https://seed-uni.com/seed-connect-conversations-on-modern-leadership/
https://seed-uni.com/seed-connect-conversations-on-modern-leadership/
https://www.quantified.company/
https://www.quantified.company/
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