
Leadership in the new reality 

When 2020 finally comes to a close, it will 
rank high as one of the most challenging for 
businesses and indeed, the entire humanity.

As we ushered in the year, there were already reports 
of a coronavirus cluster in Asia, far away from Africa. 
Perhaps because most of us have not lived through 
a global pandemic, nobody quite anticipated the 
enormity of the disruptive impact of the virus. By 
end of March, the magnitude of the virus became 
clearer with most economic activities slowing down 
dramatically. The economic slowdown and movement 
restrictions catapulted remote working to the forefront 
as businesses adjusted to the new normal.

Things changed

Research conducted by KPMG with CEOs globally 
including those from East Africa both before Covid-19 
(January 2020) and during the pandemic (July 
2020) shows significant shift in the business risks 
and priorities. While a ‘rapidly changing business 
environment’ is something business leaders are aware 
of, the pandemic has brought out the true definition of 
rapid.

Before Covid-19, 84% of CEOs in East Africa were 
confident about global economic growth prospects.  
This optimism significantly dropped to 18% following 
Covid-19.  Similarly, the confidence in the growth 
prospects of their respective country economies 
decreased from 84% to 32%. Some of the latest 
economic growth statistics give credence to the 
CEOs’ drop in confidence.

Today’s business leaders are operating  in 
unprecedented times and have become acutely aware 
that even well thought out strategies can be altered 
in a matter of days.  Early this year for example, East 
Africa CEOs did not see supply chain as a concern 
for their businesses. However, today, this risk now 
ranks second out of 11 risks which is a significant shift 
in a space of just about six months.    With supply 
chain disruptions across the world, business leaders 
quickly repurposed some of their functions to address 
immediate needs. Consequently, 67% of East Africa 
CEOs are already rethinking their supply chains.  

Purpose driven

The KPMG 2020 CEO Outlook COVID-19 Special 
Edition found that the world’s chief executives 
are using this defining moment in history to lead 
with increased purpose and impact, both societal 
and economic. They are protecting their people, 
building trusted relationships with customers and 
communities, and shaping a new future of growth 
and success for their organisations. For most leaders, 
this is a classic case of transforming a crisis into an 
opportunity.

East Africa CEOs, just like their global counterparts 
are looking to embed purpose in the fabric of their 
organisations.  To achieve this, the CEOs are looking 
at all aspects of their businesses – the financial 
well-being, people, suppliers, customers, regulators 
and society, amongst other stakeholders.  This is a 
demonstration that true purpose cannot be achieved 
by excluding the non-financial variables and external 
stakeholders.  In line with this, Global CEOs ranked 
communicating performance to investors and 
stakeholders top while East Africa CEOs ranked this 
area second.  

Today’s organisation is under a lot of scrutiny, which is 
not limited to the functioning of the organisation itself 
but extends to its suppliers and how such suppliers 
conduct themselves. This scrutiny is compounded by 
consumer activism which in today’s interconnected 
world has the enormous potential for simultaneous 
global replication. In particular, social justice and 
climate change are two areas that are attracting 
greater attention, forcing organisations to proactively 
step up accountability.  For example, with information 
overload from diverse sources, the risk of mis-
information through the various social media platforms 
is quite high.  And what about racism?  As difficult 
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and uncomfortable as this topic may be, organisations 
globally are not only addressing this through policies 
but are also declaring publicly their stand especially 
on anti-black racism as has come through the KPMG 
survey. 

In the wake of Covid-19, and considering our 
relationship with the environment and how this 
impacts climate change and the mobility of pathogens, 
we can expect to see renewed focus on Environment, 
Social and Governance (ESG) issues.  Indeed, 62% of 
East Africa CEOs said their response to the pandemic 
has caused their focus to shift towards the social 
component of their ESG program in addition to locking 
in the sustainability and climate change gains made 
as result of the pandemic (72%). Notably, 58% of 
East Africa CEOs believe that managing climate-
related risks will be a key factor in keeping their job 
over the next five years.  It is possible that we will 
see deliberate reduction in travel by most businesses 
going forward.  

The implications of working remotely

Today, remote working is the new normal. CEOs are 
now embracing it long term and seriously thinking 
about downsizing office space. From our survey, 69% 
of Global CEOs and 66% of East Africa CEOs are 
projecting that they will be downsizing their office 
space.

Remote working means less face to face interactions 
and as a consequence, entrusting employees directly 
with the responsibility of upholding the integrity 
of the corporate brand which includes guarding 
sensitive customer data and intellectual properties. 
Overwhelmingly, for both Global and East Africa CEOs, 
remote working has caused them to make significant 
changes to their internal policies to nurture a culture 
that provide the necessary assurances.  

Embracing the new reality

The new reality calls for a major paradigm shift in 
how organisations conduct their businesses. There is 
certainly a renewed sense of accountability especially 
on ESG issues. The pandemic has laid bare the 
realities of our relationship with the environment and 
the devastating impact that this can have on both 
people and the global economy. We will most likely 
be witnessing an accelerated action plan and active 
participation by all stakeholders in addressing this 
incredibly important issue.

It is evident that the pandemic has affected our social 
lives in a profound way. CEOs too have been affected 
in their roles as shown in our survey and this is 
influencing their future strategies in a significant way. 
The main focus is to undertake activities necessary 
to provide assurance on business resilience and 
sustainability. The well-being of employees is taking 
centre stage, especially with limited face to face 
interaction. In particular, the mental well-being of 
employees as they work remotely has become an 
important focus for most businesses going forward. 
Given the new dynamics, the war for talent, as shown 
by the survey, will intensify and shall remain a key 
focus for CEOs. The new reality is now; how are you 
shaping your future and that of your organisation?
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