
To emerge stronger from the COVID-19 crisis, SMEs should start reskilling their workforces now 

 

There can be little doubt that the COVID-19 crisis has shaken the very foundation of how we live and work. In 

a period of just several months, global economies have in many way become completely unraveled and the 

news that the United States unemployment rate has jumped to 14.7% and that 20. 5 Million jobs have 

evaporated in April 2020 alone [the most since the Great Depression] are facts that are almost incomprehensible 

to grasp. 

But hard as it may seem to believe given the tsunami of bad economic news is also the fact that better days are 

coming for the United States and economies around the world. When? No one knows for sure. But we need to 

start shifting our focus from the now to the future and begin the journey to emerge stronger as a nation, an 

economy, as SMEs and as individuals.  

In nearly every respect, the COVID-19 pandemic is something that all of us have never seen before or could 

have even dreamed up in our worst nightmares. It is human tragedy that has in the United States alone taken 

over 77,000 lives in a period of less than 90 days. Our hearts and prayers must go to all families whose lives 

will never be the same impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

But in other respects, the virus is like other disasters we have faced in the past. As a result, we need to quickly 

accept it for what it is, adapt to fight it and minimize the human suffering it causes, and map out and efficiently 

and effectively map out now a disaster recovery plan. This will not be easy but we must follow tried and true 

steps used when plotting the path to recovery. So what are these steps? 

 

I think that they are very similar to other catastrophic events, acknowledging upfront that there has recently 

never been an event as powerful and destructive as the current COVI-19 scourge.  Think about if your own 

SMEs disaster recovery plan that I hope you have never had to implement and just only test. The logical steps in 

the process probably look like something this: 

 

1. Determine the scope of the project. First, you need to understand what your end goal is.  

2. Consider Your SMEs vulnerabilities.  

3. Conduct risk analysis. [Probably way too late for this.] 

4. Identify recovery strategies. 

5. Develop and draw up a plan [Now!] 



6. Test your plans. 

7. Train your team.  

8. Update and revise/revamp. [Later.] 

 

So where do we start on the road to emerge as stronger SMEs and more prepared if the worst case scenario [say 

COVID-19 2.0] or worse reoccurred?  

Another excellent research work written by Organizational Practice group at McKinsey & Co. published May 7, 

2020 could serve as a blueprint on how to emerge from the COVID-19 crisis. Entitled “To emerge stronger 

from the COVID-19 crisis, companies should start reskilling their workforces now” and can be found online at 

their information packed website.  

 

Their work outlines what we can do to be prepared and thrive as SMEs when the COVID-19 crisis abates. The 

six steps written about in great detail are summarized below. Three of the steps can help us as leaders in our 

SMEs to define our strategy and the last three focus on how to execute a recover/rebirth plan. I would highly 

recommend all SMEs leaders read and communicate its’ content though out their businesses as part of their 

rebuilding journey. 

 

Prior to presenting a recap of the McKinsey & Co. plan, I would like to quickly discuss a concept that is woven 

into their research and work. It seems to me that an event of the scope of the current COVID-19 crisis reinforces 

the need for all of us and especially leaders in SMEs globally to be lifelong learners. A recent article I wrote 

highlighted another McKinsey & Co. Joanna Barsh and JoHanne Lavoies McKinsey Quarterly published in 

April 2014 entitled “Lead at your best” is a well written guide on how each of us can recognize and shift our 

mindsets to overcome behaviors that limit our ability to lead others. They provide us five simple exercises that 

help us become more compassionate. Another McKinsey research piece entitled “Seven essential elements of a 

lifelong-learning mindset” is even more spot on and I believe represents the finest work written on this topic in 

recent memory.  

 

In addition the Pew Research Trust has published over the years a great deal on similar topics as how important 

lifelong learning is and others. A recent article, link here www.pewtrusts.org/en/trend/archive/spring-

2020/lifelong-learning-will-be-the-new-normal-but-are-we-ready is an example of the high quality research you 

can find there.  

 

I have recently read and undertaken a lot of research about lifelong learning and why it very important for each 

of us to embrace. There are a nearly never ending series of articles and documents online that point out the need 

to be a lifelong learner. And yet, it seems like this has not been on the radar screen for too many SMEs and 

organization in terms of priority to get done or even talk about. I think the most valuable asset any SME has is 

their human capital. I hope that the current pandemic will cause all to think and reflect on how we can nurture 

lifelong learning and make our human capital more productive, prosperous and be ready to react if/when the 

next crisis comes.  

 

Even before the current COVID-19 pandemic, our world was rapidly changing at a frantic pace and if we do not 

continue to grow, develop and learn each of us [and our SMEs] run the risk of simply being left behind. It our 

own responsibility to be or become lifelong learners now and to make sure our businesses provide the access, 

time and financial resources for our employees [Human Capital!] to be included in the quest as a lifelong 

learners. I believe that all human beings have a desire to learn and grow, and the ability to be adaptive is what 

has and will now more than ever before separate the survivors from the SMEs and organizations who are not 

investing in a learning focused culture. As we move to an even more knowledge based economy, new 

technologies like AI will test all of our skills and only the SMEs and each of us who accept and acknowledge 

these accelerating forces could remain viable over the long term.  

 

https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/leadership/lead-at-your-best
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/seven-essential-elements-of-a-lifelong-learning-mind-set
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/seven-essential-elements-of-a-lifelong-learning-mind-set
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/trend/archive/spring-2020/lifelong-learning-will-be-the-new-normal-but-are-we-ready
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/trend/archive/spring-2020/lifelong-learning-will-be-the-new-normal-but-are-we-ready


So what is lifelong learning and what are the benefits of it? There are many ways to define this concept, but the 

best one I found in my research is this: Lifelong  learning  is a whole range of covers  the  whole  range  of  

learning  that  includes:  formal,  informal  and  non-formal learning. It  also  includes  the  skills,  knowledge,  

attitudes  and  behaviors  that  people  acquire  in  their  day-to-day experiences. It is the continuous building of 

skills and knowledge throughout the life of an individual. It not only enhances social   inclusion,   active   

citizenship   and   personal   development,   but   also   competitiveness   and   employability. [Wikipedia].    

 

I am going to leave the many benefits that we and our SMEs can gain from embracing and being lifelong 

learners for another day and article. However the research I did uncover about the benefits of lifelong learning 

seemed to almost always include the 5 same common denominators: 

1. It sharpens your mind and improves memory. Speaking only for myself, this benefit alone makes it an 

excellent ROI! 

2. It sharpens confidence. This makes a lot of sense to me as the more we know, the better we can discuss 

and communicate with others on a wide array of topics with confidence. 

3. It sharpens our interpersonal skills. If we are learning, we are by definition engaged.  

4. It sharpens our ability to communicate.  

5. And of particular importance, it sharpens and improves our career opportunities. The simple truth is that 

promotions [or perhaps the difference between being laid off or retained in this brutal COVID-19 era] go 

to the persons who have kept up their technological and other skills.     

 

So making the assumption we all agree on the need and benefits that occur when we are lifelong learners, let get 

back to a quick synopsis of the McKinsey & Co. article already referenced in the initial part of this article. As I 

mentioned, it provides us 6 steps to take help us emerge post COVID-19 stronger and ready to capitalize on the 

opportunities that are coming in the future.  

 

The six steps are only presented in bullet form below: 

 

1. Rapidly identify the skills your recovery business model depends on. 

2. Build employee skills critical to your new business model. The diagram from their research below 

explains how to accomplish this.  

 

 

 

3. Launch tailored learning journeys to close critical skill gaps. 

4. Start now, test rapidly, and iterate. 



5. Act like a small company to have a big impact.  As an aside, I think this is one the most important steps 

we all can take, COVID-19 or not. I have spoken on and written a great deal on their astute mention of 

the need for “agility.”  

6. Protect learning budgets (or regret it later). 

Again, I highly recommend their research and the six key points presented above only scratch the surface of 

their article. 

In summary and conclusion, the need for SMEs and each of us to be or become lifelong learners is now more 

important than ever before. The ability to lead our human capital successfully and profitability into the “new 

normal” post COVID era will require we use all of our skills quickly and confidently. It seems to me that in 

many respects, the current pandemic has accelerated changes that were already happening in the SME 

environment into fast forward mode. To not just survive but thrive post COVID will require we harness our 

human capital with careful planning, flawless execution and empathic and compassionate leadership. Only 

when we invest our financial and emotional resources in helping all we serve and lead become lifelong learners 

will we achieve success and grow in a new vastly changed world.  


