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COVID-19 and the undisruptable CEO: Five attributes that can help CEOs navigate through crisis

In the face of COVID-19, the five attributes of the undisruptable CEO become
more relevant than ever in helping organizations manage through the crisis

and emerge stronger on the other side.

HEN WE FIRST published our research

on Can CEOs be un-disruptable? in late

2017,' we did not imagine the world in
which we are variously living, leading, working,
home-schooling, caretaking, and social distancing
today: a world disrupted not by the next big idea,
but by a virus. This disruption provides the
ultimate testing ground for undisruptable CEOs.
The disruption that COVID-19 is driving is not “out
there,” but keenly felt in the here and now. How
CEOs respond to disruption? is no longer a
theoretical exercise with hypothetical future results,
but rather a matter that is directly impacting
organizations today as they ready themselves to

recoverd and thrive.

Under these circumstances, the five attributes of
the undisruptable CEO that we have researched
over the past two years may be more important
than ever. Each one of these attributes can help
CEOs lead their organizations through the crisis to
emerge even stronger.

Ambidextrous leadership is the art of cultivating a
healthy tension between operational optimization
and future-focused innovation.* COVID-19 is
challenging every CEO to master this tension in
real time, with higher stakes and within a time
frame that uniquely compresses the distance
between “now” and “the future.” CEOs are required
to make immediate decisions to respond to the
crisis while simultaneously anticipating what
they’ll need to do to recover. How can you steer
your organization through the exigencies of the
moment while also laying the groundwork for the
organization to thrive after the crisis?s

A beginner’s mindset invites CEOs to put
knowledge and experience aside to gain the
freedom of mind to consider new possibilities.® The
current world is unlike anything most of us have
ever experienced. In an environment in which
everything feels new, it’s much easier—and much
more accepted—to adopt a beginner’s mindset. Let
this mindset empower your relationships with your
board, your executive team, and your employees to

How CEOs respond to disruption is no longer a
theoretical exercise with hypothetical future results,

but rather a matter that is directly impacting
organizations today as they ready themselves to

recover and thrive.
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generate the makings of a powerful vision for what
could be your organization’s next chapter.

Disruptive jiu-jitsu challenges CEOs to harness the
power of disruption for their own advantage.” It’s
becoming increasingly clear that a “return to
normal” is unlikely on the other side of the
pandemic. Rather, the pages are blank. What
innovations, ideas, and shifts will define the “next
normal”? What influences will have risen to
prominence? How do you want to shape that
future? If CEOs ever needed a moment or a catalyst
for change—this is it.

End-user ethnography is the skill of being able to
champion and model empathy with customers and
cultivate an understanding of who they are as
humans, not just data points.® The pandemic has
many people concerned about safety, food, and
resources. Under these circumstances, CEOs
should be mindful and acknowledge—with great
empathy and deep understanding—the human
experience of both their customers and their
employees. Organizations should not assume that
they know how their stakeholders are experiencing
the present, or what they want and need to cope.
Reach out, ask, witness, and learn.

Emotional fortitude entails meta-cognition: the

ability to assess and harness the power (and even

discomfort) of one’s own thoughts and emotions to
make better decisions in the face of great
uncertainty. Being only human, after all, CEOs are
experiencing fear and anxiety just like the rest of
us. Rather than wish this discomfort away or try to
strip it out, emotional fortitude means probing this
potentially unsettling experience for the insights
and information it might offer you. Examine what
you already know in your head, in your heart, and
in your gut, and ask yourself what else you need to
resolve before you can make decisions with the
conviction necessary to lead your organization into
uncharted territory. This territory will likely shape
the legacy you leave.

COVID-19 has launched us into a world of
disruption and is simultaneously affecting most
segments of global society and business ecosystems
in ways that—however predictable they might
appear in retrospect—are leading to unpredictable
results and behaviors in the process. It can be
daunting to consider that there does not appear to
be any certainty around when and how the
pandemic truly ends, and at what ultimate cost.
For the chief executives among us, it is perhaps
even more daunting to consider the certainty that
the decisions and actions they take today will
directly shape, influence, and generate the
possibilities and challenges of tomorrow.



https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/topics/leadership/how-ceos-can-disrupt-the-business-disruptors.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/topics/leadership/understanding-consumer-ethnography.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/topics/leadership/ceo-decision-making-emotional-fortitude.html

COVID-19 and the undisruptable CEO: Five attributes that can help CEOs navigate through crisis

Endnotes

1. Benjamin Finzi, Mark Lipton, and Vincent Firth, Can CEOs be un-disruptable? Why today’s best leaders are flexible,
not steadfast, Deloitte Insights, October 17, 2017.

2. Punit Renjen, The heart of resilient leadership: Responding to COVID-19: A guide for senior executives, Deloitte
Insights, March 16, 2020.

3. Punit Renjen, The essence of resilient leadership: Business recovery from COVID-19: Building recovery on a
foundation of trust, Deloitte Insights, April 22, 2020.

4. Benjamin Finzi, Vincent Firth, and Mark Lipton, Ambidextrous leadership: Keystone of the undisruptable CEO,
Deloitte Insights, October 18, 2018.

5. Andrew Blau et al., “The world remade by COVID-19: Recover: Planning scenarios for resilient leaders,” Deloitte,
April 6, 2020.

6. Benjamin Finzi, Mark Lipton, and Vincent Firth, A beginner’s mindset: Leading organizations in new directions,
Deloitte Insights, February 4, 2019.

7. Benjamin Finzi et al., Disruptive jiu-jitsu: The foresight and courage to disrupt the disruptors, Deloitte Insights, May
1,2019.

8. Benjamin Finzi et al., The CEO as ultimate end-user ethnographer: Leading the way to understanding customers’
human experience, Deloitte Insights, March 16, 2020.

Acknowledgments

Many thanks to Rod Sides, Steve Goldbach, and Junko Kaji for their support.




COVID-19 and the undisruptable CEO: Five attributes that can help CEOs navigate through crisis

About the authors

Kathy Lu | klu@deloitte.com

Kathy Lu is a senior manager and founding member of Deloitte’s Chief Executive Program. Her role
includes researching and providing insights that support the success of CEOs. She has more than 15
years of experience working with clients at the intersection of strategy, thought leadership, and
executive development in the service of individual and organizational growth.

Benjamin Finzi | bfinzi@deloitte.com

Benjamin Finzi is the national comanaging director of the Deloitte Chief Executive Program. The
founder and former leader of Deloitte’s New York Greenhouse, he has designed and facilitated
hundreds of immersive “lab” experiences for chief executives and their leadership teams, where he
combines principles of business strategy with behavioral science and design thinking to address clients’
challenges. Previously a senior member of Monitor Deloitte’s Strategy practice and a cofounder and
president of a private equity-backed 300-person telecommunications provider, Finzi has focused for
more than 20 years on researching and understanding how companies succeed in disruptive markets.

Vincent Firth | vfirth@deloitte.com

Vincent Firth is a managing director with Deloitte Consulting LLP in the US Strategy service line, Monitor
Deloitte. As leader of Deloitte’s Chief Executive Program, Firth supports the success of chief executives
throughout their careers. He works with them and their executive teams to build new strategic
capabilities, redesign organizations, and develop, align, and implement strategy. Prior to joining
Deloitte, Firth was a senior partner at Monitor Group, where he coled the global leadership and
organization practice.

Mark Lipton | mark@marklipton.com

Mark Lipton leads eminence and content strategy for Deloitte’s Chief Executive Program. As a graduate
professor of management at The New School in New York City, he has been an active writer, speaker,
and educator. His most recent book, Mean Men: The Perversion of America’s Self-Made Man, garnered
three business book awards in 2018.




COVID-19 and the undisruptable CEO: Five attributes that can help CEOs navigate through crisis

Contact us
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