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That pride is not unfounded. 
Although many companies 
succumbed to the perfect storm 
of conditions that accompanied 
the pandemic, many others were 
able to hold their own. A select few 
businesses were even able to thrive 
by being in the right place at the 
right time. For many others, the 
pandemic served as a catalyst that 
has changed the way we think about 
how, where and when we work.

In short, the world of work has 
undergone a profound reboot. The 
new normal is going to look a whole 
lot different than the normal we 
knew before the pandemic.

However, there are signs many 
white-collar employees who 
work below senior leadership – 
from frontline middle managers 
to individual contributors – do 
not share the same sense of 
accomplishment. For many people 
around the world, the foundational 
assumptions about work – how, 
when and where they earn a living – 
have been completely upended.

There is always going to be some 
contrast in the views of leaders 
and employees on things like 
performance and culture. However, 
the current state of the global labor 
market is making new demands 
on leaders. In that context, a deep 
disconnect between leaders and 
their skilled talent could have a 
crippling impact on organizations 
and their future business plans. 

How deep is that disconnect? Recent 
research shows us that the gap 
between the views of senior leaders 
and the people they lead has grown 
into a worrisome chasm.

In Resetting Normal: Defining a New 
Era of Work, a ground-breaking 
survey conducted by The Adecco 
Group, there is evidence of a 
profound disconnect between senior 
leaders and employees when it 
comes to the pandemic experience.

In early 2021, an online survey 
reached 14,800 white collar workers 
between the ages of 18 and 60, 
spread across 25 countries. The 
respondents all had desk-based 
jobs, worked at least 20 hours a 
week and were required to work 
remotely during the pandemic.

In short, the survey found that 
the global workforce “has never 
felt more disconnected” from 
their organizations and leaders, 
an unprecedented scenario with 
potentially grave consequences.

“This is a situation that must be 
addressed, and it must be addressed 
quickly,”  said Jessica Conser,  
Senior Vice President, Product and 
Solutions at LHH. 
“The disconnect between leaders 
and the people they are leading 
has the potential to cripple human 
capital strategies well into the 
future.”

Business leaders can be forgiven for feeling a 
sense of pride about how they have performed 
in the grips of the global pandemic, arguably the 
greatest economic disruption in nearly a century.



3 • Disconnected Leaders: Bridging the Growing Chasm lhh.com

“The disconnect between leaders and the people they 
are leading has the potential to cripple human capital 
strategies well into the future.”

Two solitudes:  
leaders and employees 
disagree about the state 
of work during the 
pandemic
In general, senior leaders surveyed 
believe they have done a good 
job during the pandemic, with 
80 percent of leaders satisfied in 
general with the performance of the 
leadership team. However, only 62 
percent of managers and 43 percent 
of non-managers believe senior 
leaders have performed well.

Jessica Conser 
Senior Vice President,  
Product and Solutions, LHH
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> 10% above global average 4%-10% below global average

4%-10% above global average > 10% below global average

Within 3% of global average

Say they are satisfied with 
the senior leadership of their 
company

53% (Argentina) 74% (Australia)

73% (China)

27% (Japan)

69% (Brazil)

62% (Mexico)

71% (USA)

Satisfaction with senior 
leadership tends to be lowest 
in Western Europe and Japan 

Q31. How satisfied would you say you currently feel about the following? (NET Satisfied) Base: All respondents (14,800) 

53%
48% (Canada)

51% (UK)

45% (Norway)

52% (Sweden)
49% (Finland)

67% (Turkey)

47% (Spain)
39% (Italy)

32% (Greece)

76% (Romania)

59% (Poland)

57% (Denmark)

48% (Germany)

40% (France)

59% (Netherlands)

46% (Belgium)

51% (Switzerland)
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Not surprisingly, this disconnect 
has translated into an erosion in the 
relationship between leaders and 
employees, and an overall drop in 
motivation. 

While 77 percent of senior 
leaders believe they have strong 
relationships with the people they 
lead, that drops to 62 percent for 
managers and only 45 percent for 
non-managers.

Strained relationships have, in 
turn, had a significant impact on 
employee motivation:  82 percent of 

senior leaders described themselves 
as motivated at work, but only 69 
percent of managers and 55 percent 
of non-managers felt motivated.

“We know that when people feel 
disconnected from their managers 
and leaders, all kinds of fears and 
frustrations set in,” said Conser. 
“Disconnected workers begin to 
question their commitment to the 
job. Their feelings of powerlessness 
and uncertainty can erode 
engagement and productivity. As 
long as this disconnect exists, little 
good will come from it.”

“We know that when 
people feel disconnected 
from their managers and 
leaders, all kinds of fears 
and frustrations set in.”
Jessica Conser 
Senior Vice President,  
Product and Solutions, LHH
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The self-awareness  
and empathy 
deficit

It has often been said that self-
awareness is one of the most 
important skills that a leader today 
can possess. Self-awareness is 
what allows leaders to find and 
fill gaps in their performance, 
demonstrate empathy and build 
trust among their teams; a lack of 
self-awareness translates into a toxic 
leadership culture that undermines 
engagement, productivity, and the 
ability of an organization to attract 
and retain top talent. 

Leaders are overestimating their performance 
and oblivious to growing dissatisfaction among 
employees.

The survey reveals a chronic 
lack of awareness among senior 
leaders about how the rest of 
the organization views their 
performance during the pandemic.

Senior leaders (77 percent) said they 
were largely satisfied with their own 
performance. However, when asked 
to assess their line manager, only 64 
percent of managers and 57 percent 
of non-managers were satisfied with 
the leader they reported to directly. 
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% Who say they have a strong relationship with their manager (NET Agree) 

“It is a bad look for any leader to assume and overestimate the amount of 
support and loyalty they have from the people they are leading,”  said Conser. 
“You never want to be the last person to find out that you have an engagement 
and motivation problem on your team.”

Less than half of 
employees in Italy, 
Germany and Japan have 
a strong relationship with 
their manager

Q3. Thinking about your working life as it is now, how far would you agree or disagree with the following? (NET Agree) 
Base: All respondents (14,800), Australia (1,000), France (1,000), Germany (1,000), Italy (1,000), Japan (1,000), Spain 
(1,000), UK (1,000), USA (1,000), Canada (1,000), China (1,000), Switzerland (800), Belgium / Netherlands (1,000), EMEE-
NA (1,000), LatAm (1,000), Nordics (1,000)

Global

LatAm

Spain

Switzerland

Australia

Bel/Ned

Canada

Germany

USA

EMEENA

UK

Italy

China

Nordics

France

Japan

61%

77%

77%

77%

75%

69%

69%

69%

64%

60%

56%

53%

51%

46%-21%

-19%

-18%

-16%

-15%

-12%

-6%

-3%

43%

21%

“It is a bad look for 
any leader to assume 
and overestimate the 
amount of support 
and loyalty they have 
from the people they 
are leading.”

Jessica Conser 
Senior Vice President,  
Product and Solutions, LHH
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Cynicism  
is growing 
around overall 
work culture

Unfortunately, there is growing 
cynicism about the ability of senior 
leaders to build a strong, safe 
working culture.

While senior leaders believe they 
have met or exceeded expectations 
for building a good working culture, 
only about half (53 percent) of 
managers and only one-third (37 
percent) of non-managers concur in 
that assessment. The survey shows 
that in just about every metric 
associated with a strong and healthy 
culture – feedback, recognition, 
career guidance and attention to 
mental well-being – non-managers 
believe their leaders are failing.

For example, only 33 percent of 
non-managers believe they are 

getting due recognition for the work 
they do, and only 42 percent said 
managers have supported them in 
achieving a work-life balance.

“For many years now, we have 
preached to leaders the value 
and importance of meaningful 
conversations with their employees,”  
said Conser. “It doesn’t have to be 
a highly structured meeting. Just 
a check-in with employees to see 
how they are doing, how they think 
their working lives could be better. 
It’s a key element in human nature: 
we need to be valued and – more 
importantly – listened to. If there is a 
vacuum in that relationship between 
leader and employee, it will be filled 
by anxiety and fear as we know from 
fundamental neuroscience.”

“If there is a vacuum in 
that relationship between 
leader and employee, it 
will be filled by anxiety 
and fear as we know 
from fundamental 
neuroscience.”

Pre-pandemic, there was a growing awareness 
that a healthy working culture – a place where 
people feel safe, respected and where there 
are opportunities for individuals to grow and 
develop their careers – is essential for good 
talent development. Increasingly, a safe working 
environment has become as important as salary 
for talent recruitment and retention.

Jessica Conser 
Senior Vice President,  
Product and Solutions, LHH
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% Who say their manager has met or exceeded their expectations in the 
following (NET Met or exceeded expectations)

Non-management take a much less 
favorable view of managerial performance 
across a range of leadership tenets

Q8. Thinking about how your manager / employer has performed in the following areas in the last 12 months, to what 
extent, if at all, have they met your expectations? Base: All respondents (14,800), Leaders (1,427), Managers (6,978), 
Non-managers (6,171)

Placing trust in me to  
get the job done

Providing regular guidance  
and check-ins

Assessing performance on  
outcomes / results instead of hours

Supporting your  
working arrangements

Encouraging time & resources for 
training, upskilling & reskilling

Organizing resources of 
budget,  staff and technology

Adapting to the challenges  
of the pandemic

Checking on your mental wellbeing

Flexing around your commitments  
for caring for others / pets

Having a learning / growth mentality (open to 
continuous learning / new challenges)

Helping keep staff contributions visible / 
recognized in the business by using 
multiple communication channels

Leaders

Managers

Non-managers

74%

73%

73%

71%

71%

71%

71%

71%

70%

69%

69%

64%

61%

56%

50%

53%

57%

51%

51%

50%

47%

48%

53%

51%

43%

33%

33%

34%

33%

31%

32%

36%

47%
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Talking professional 
development talk, but 
not walking the walk

Younger generations in particular 
want to work for a company that 
gives them the opportunities 
to learn, grow and pursue 
new challenges within their 
organizations. Otherwise, top talent 
has shown it will go elsewhere to 
find these opportunities. 

Most business leaders will quickly 
acknowledge the importance 
of professional development, 
but middle managers and non-
managers do not believe they are 
getting meaningful opportunities to 
advance their careers.

Eight in 10 senior leaders believe 
they have provided a clear strategy 
to train employees in digital 
skills. However, only 64 percent 
of managers concur and only 46 
percent of non-managers agree 
they are getting the opportunity to 
acquire future-proof digital skills.

In the category of general career 
prospects, leaders once again are 
much happier with the opportunities 
they are provided with than people 
further down the hierarchy. 

While 78 percent of senior leaders 
are happy with the career prospects 
at their current company, only 54 
percent of managers are satisfied and 
only one-third of non-managers are 
happy with the opportunities offered 
by their current organizations.

Within the category of a strong working culture, 
professional development has become a global 
priority in the war for talent. 
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> 10% above global average 4%-10% below global average

4%-10% above global average > 10% below global average

Within 3% of global average

Say they are satisfied with 
the career prospects at their 
company

49% (Argentina) 70% (Australia)

74% (China)

22% (Japan)

66% (Brazil)

59% (Mexico)

65% (USA)

Less than half are satisfied with career 
prospects at their company, especially low 
in Japan and Western Europe

Q31. How satisfied would you say you currently feel about the following? (NET Satisfied) Base: All respondents (14,800)

48%
40% (Canada)

42% (UK)

36% (Norway)

43% (Sweden)
45% (Finland)

63% (Turkey)

42% (Spain)
35% (Italy)

27% (Greece)

70% (Romania)

53% (Poland)

47% (Denmark)

41% (Germany)

35% (France)

51% (Netherlands)

46% (Belgium)

43% (Switzerland)
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Reconnecting  
the disconnect

As is the case with so many issues 
of culture and performance, the 
disconnect between senior leaders 
and those they lead, graphically 
revealed in these survey results, 
can only be addressed with a re-
invention of leadership culture. 
Leaders set the tone, plot the path 
forward and are responsible for 
ensuring that all employees feel 
supported, satisfied, and engaged.

If leaders are failing at achieving 
those core elements, and are 
unaware about their shortcomings, 
then immediate intervention is 
required.

Building self-awareness and 
empathy at the top of the house 
are just two of a broad array of 
important skills that leaders must 
acquire, and that organizations 
must define. The new world of 
work that we’re entering needs a 
new approach to leadership that 
emphasizes emotional intelligence, 
inclusive communication, and 
a deepening of relationships 

with the people being led. All 
this can be done if there is a 
willingness to acknowledge the 
obvious disconnect, along with 
a commitment to provide the 
resources needed to change culture 
and mindset. 

Leaders need to be encouraged to 
engage in fearless self-assessment 
and supported with tools like 
coaching and other development 
initiatives. It’s not enough to just 
describe the ideal leadership 
culture; leaders need to lay the 
groundwork to change their 
behaviors and relationships with 
others.

“In our research and our work with 
clients, we’ve established three core 
principles that can help repair the 
disconnect between leaders and 
employees,” said Conser. “These 
principles must be top of mind for 
all leaders in all of their interactions 
with employees. If that is done, then 
there is hope.”

A roadmap for improving leadership culture

“In our research and our 
work with clients, we’ve 
established three core 
principles that can help 
repair the disconnect 
between leaders and 
employees.”

Jessica Conser 
Senior Vice President, 
Products and Solutions, LHH
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1 Become curious about 
yourself and your  
impact on others.

All journeys of self-discovery begin 
with an acknowledgement that you 
do not know exactly how others 
see you. Far too many leaders rely 
on feedback from their peers. As 
a result, they are not getting an 
objective picture of how the people 
they lead view their performance. 

Before you can become a better 
leader, you need to become much 
more curious about how others see 
you, and how you impact your team 
and the organization. Increased 
curiosity starts with a commitment 
to talk a little less and listen a whole 
lot more to the people around you.

To get the most out of listening, 
however, you must first create a 
safe space for people to be honest. 
Not everyone will be comfortable 
sharing their inner most thoughts 
about your leadership, so you 
need to make a deliberate effort 
to let them know it’s okay to speak 

their minds. And remember, as we 
struggle in limbo between work as 
we have known it and the future of 
work, that is going to be difficult. 

The tug of war between traditional 
office work and remote or hybrid 
work was forced on many of us 
without a lot of advance planning. 
Now that it’s become ingrained in 
the culture of work, it’s important 
to take stock of what works, and 
what doesn’t, when we interact 
with our teams. Particularly in a 
virtual environment, it’s important 
that leaders ask the right questions, 
and show people they have the 
patience to listen to the answers. 
Those questions could be as simple 
as, “what is one thing I could do to 
make your job better?” Just asking 
questions like that will show people 
that you’re attempting to be open 
and authentic – the hallmarks of 
self-awareness.
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More and different 
conversations for a new 
world of hybrid work.

Communication has always been a 
cornerstone of effective leadership. 
The people you lead need to know 
all the expectations they face in their 
work. They also need to know where 
they fit in the organization, and 
where their future is headed. This is 
information that can only come from 
a leader.

However, in the hybrid working 
environment, leaders must avoid 
the inevitable proximity bias: the 
tendency to focus more on those 
people you see face-to-face and 
overlook those who continue to 
work remotely. Effective leadership 
in the hybrid era will require 

deliberate efforts to be inclusive 
and reach out for more one-on-one 
conversations, on a broader variety 
of work and career topics. 

Leaders will, in and of themselves, 
require support to have these 
conversations. Coaching will be 
essential to help leaders open 
new lines of dialogue. Through 
coaching, leaders will not only 
learn how to be more self-aware, 
but also how to have meaningful 
conversations with their employees. 
This is key to tapping into a career 
dialogue with direct reports that will 
provide insight for everything from 
promotions to redeployment. 

2
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Respect the heightened need 
for independence and flexible 
working arrangements.

Although remote work is hardly a 
good fit for everyone, we did learn 
that many people could be as 
productive or even more so when 
working from home. Again, not 
everyone felt this way, but many 
thrived when given more freedom 
about when and where they worked. 

And make no mistake: those 
people who thrived in a remote 
environment want to maintain their 
independence. That will require 
leaders to shed traditional concerns 
about not being able to see their 
people at work and demonstrate an 
unprecedented level of trust.

This trust should extend to the 
discussion about where people 
will work in the future. Surveys the 
world over show that most working 
people want the flexibility to split 
their time between home and office. 
Organizations that try to force their 
employees into an either-or scenario 
may find they start to lose some of 
their most talented people. 

3
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Conclusion
None of the core principles outlined 
above will work in isolation; you 
need to devote time and effort to 
improving leadership performance 
in all three areas to make any 
progress in bridging the disconnect.

Trust will not exist in the absence 
of effective, transparent, and 
inclusive communication. And that 
will require leaders to demonstrate 

much greater curiosity and empathy 
in the pursuit of self-awareness.

“When all three of these principles 
working in concert, you have a real 
opportunity to create a new era of 
organizational culture,” said Conser. 
“One where leaders and employees 
are not only reading off the same 
page but pulling in the same 
direction.”
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refresh
C A R E E R S

reach
P O T E N T I A L

renew
S K I L L S

reveal
I N S I G H T


