
Leadership in a Post COVID-19 World 

 
As we emerge from the damage that COVID-19 have inflicted on our society, 
lives, businesses and organizations, I think it is safe to say most if not all of 
us feel from time to time somewhat lost and uncertain about what is going 
to happen next. A million questions flow through our brains on nearly 
simultaneous basis. Will our nation recover? Will in our haste to “reopen for 
business” actually unleash a COVID-19 2.0? What will the new normal look 
like, or is this the new normal? And 100 if not 1000 more questions at least. 
So much to think/worry about and unlike our 4th grade Math book, there are 
no answers printed in the back of the textbook for us to see. 
  
About the only thing I really feel sure about when contemplating all of these 
questions is this: we need more than ever before Inspirational leaders to 
guide use wisely and effectively through these very choppy and unchartered 
waters. Without them, we run the risk of suffering a fate much like the 
Titanic did in 1912 as a nation as we once knew it.  
  
  
The events that have happened due to the COVID-19 have and will separate 
once and for all those that they perceived or believed [as recently as the first 
two months of 2020] to be Inspirational leaders from those who were just 
posing to be so. The pandemic has quickly and painfully exposed those who 
are in positions of power for all of the wrong reasons, including self-
promotion, gain and fame. We need Inspirational leaders who will lead us 
with integrity, humility and the goal to guide us all to a better place.   



  
  
A disaster of the scope and magnitude of the current pandemic also strips off 
of the veneer to see what we and our leaders are really made of, and as a 
recent McKinsey & Co. piece noted “strips leadership back to its most 
fundamental element: making a positive difference in people’s lives.”  This 
must be the only way we judge and assess our leaders and in the event that 
they fail to shoot for this as their sole goal, we need to quickly seek and find 
others that can and will lead for the betterment of all not just a few.  
  
  
The Inspirational leaders we need much echo the mantra so beautifully 
penned by the greatest Sufi mystic and poet Rumi who was famous for his 
lyrics and his didactic epic, “Spiritual Couplets”. Written nearly 800 years 
ago, he wisely spells out what we need from and in our Inspirational leaders 
to lead us all to a new normal. We need men and women who lead with 
conviction, compassion and empathy, not ego and self-centered worn out 
Tweets, cable television snippets and PR pronouncements. We need, in a 
single word leaders that have as the rock solid cornerstone of their 
leadership DNA; centeredness.  
  
  
The great news is that much research and work has already established how 
leaders can successfully insure that centeredness is the North Star for their 
actions and activities when leading us out of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Without a doubt, the work of Bain & Company’s Mark Horwitch and 
Meredith Whipple is a perfect road map to success for our badly needed 
Inspirational leaders in our government, business community and 
organizations today. Their paper entitled “How Leaders Inspire: Cracking the 
Code An analytical approach to inspirational leadership (Copyright © 2016 
Bain & Company, Inc. All rights reserved) is summarized below.  
  

Their work centers around 33 characteristics that employees found most 
inspiring about both the managers and colleagues. Their research over 3+ 
years then came up with 4 key groups of characteristics and were based on 
the types of interactions they are most aligned with. They are: 



1.     Formal leadership skills, or Leading a team. 

2.    How we connect to each other on a one on one basis, or Connecting 
with others. 

3.    How we lead or handle ourselves when under pressure or stress, or 
Developing our inner resources.  

4.    And finally, how to work with groups when we are the formal leader, 
or Setting the tone. 

Each of these four keys areas has 8 attributes that are the puzzle parts that 
an Inspirational needs to have to possess, exercise and nurture to achieve the 
goal of being “centeredness.” Great leaders don’t have all of these or they 
don’t need to be perfect. What they need and do is work on a never ending 
quest to make sure that these traits, and not others guide their decision 
making and choices for the people they lead. When an Inspirational leader 
engages all of her or his talents to become fully present, centeredness is 
accomplished and amazing things began to jell and then swell in the people 
and organizations they are leading. 

 

  



I have spoken frequently and written on the challenges and hard work it 
takes to lead any group or team, even before the unprecedented effects of 
the COVID-19 pandemic descended upon our world. And based on the 
feedback and subsequent emails and conversations I have had with 
colleagues all over the world, I believe we need to continue to discuss and 
see how we as an industry that serves SMEs with working capital to not just 
survive but thrive can nurture our current and future leaders to be 
Inspirational leaders by our own actions and Centeredness behaviors.  

But I also think that we can’t stop or be content if/when we accomplish this 
goal. We need to foster and promote that we as leaders must be on a never 
ending quest to be more compassionate and seek to serve a higher purpose 
on a daily basis in our specialized commercial finance businesses. 

For me, these two concepts go hand and hand. For when we are 
compassionate and express empathy in how we serve, we then can begin to 
serve a higher purpose than just earning a profit or growing our portfolio, a 
bigger 401(k) balance or becoming a larger firm. It is imperative that we all 
demonstrate both Inspirational and compassionate leadership now as we 
never forget that the COVID-19 is first and foremost a human tragedy of 
nearly inconceivable power and scope.  

I don’t want there to be any confusion or misunderstanding about what I 
mean by the word compassion in this context.  What I mean is that a truly 
Inspirational leader is a compassionate one. This does not imply or suggest 
in any way that because they are compassionate, they are as a result weak or 
a pushover. In fact, I think a person who is compassionate and shows 
respect, caring and a willingness to help others regardless of pedigree or 
position operates from a position of strength of character and purpose, not 
weakness. A leader with compassion does and will put themselves in 
someone else’s shoes and is mindful, has high emotional intelligence and is 
willing to teach others openly and honesty. These all lead to an Inspirational 
leader to express gratitude and seek to form relationships based on making 
all win and not only on the financial results of a “me take all” flawed 
approach.  They treat themselves and all they serve, and expect and receive it 
in return.  

I have also found that Inspirational leaders understand that in order for 
them to lead well, they must be on a constant quest to learn and grow on a 



personal basis. They need to seek and learn how improve themselves and 
take what they learn and teach others how to also succeed. This concept of 
not just talking about but trying to be a “servant leader” first is one of the 
most important common denominators of truly successful, compassionate 
Inspirational leaders share.  

As was the case with how to become an Inspirational leader [as brilliantly 
written on by Bain & Co.], there is a wide array of excellent and practical 
research on how to become a lifelong learner that is readily available for us 
to read and use in a personal basis. Again, I harken back to the 2014 research 
and writings of McKinsey & Co. as a great tutorial on how to start the quest 
to become a lifelong learner and at the same time, hone in our “Ikigai” in our 
own lives.   

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 mind sets to identify and overcome behaviors 
that limit our ability to lead others. They provide us five simple exercises 
that when use help us become better, more compassionate and inspirational 
leaders. Another McKinsey research piece entitled “Seven essential elements 
of a lifelong-learning mind-set” is even more spot on and I believe represents 
the finest work written on this topic in recent memory.  

This work challenges each of us to be aware of the hard cold fact that it is 
our responsibility and obligation [and not that of our employer, the 
government or anyone else] to keep learning to insure we are relevant and in 
demand. Their work gives us seven practical steps to take to achieve success 
and at the same time I believe become better, more compassionate and 
inspirational leaders.  I will only comment on the step in the process that I 
believe all compassionate and Inspirational leaders have worked hard [and 
continue to always seek to improve] to accomplish: Ikigai. In any case I 
would strongly encourage you to seek, find and learn about the other 6 steps 
in their journey to become a lifelong learner illustrated below.  



  

So the first obvious question is what the heck is “Ikigai”? Great place to start. 
Ikigai is a Japanese concept defined by Wikipedia as “one that that means "a 
reason for being". The word refers to having a direction or purpose in life, 
that which makes one's life worthwhile, and towards which an individual 
takes spontaneous and willing actions giving them satisfaction and a sense 
of meaning to life. I think that Inspirational and compassionate leaders 
understand exactly what this means and work hard to hone their skills daily 
to accomplishing their purpose in life. They know their purpose, and are able 
to motivate and lead others with this always front and center. I believe that 
for me, on a strictly personal basis, my “Ikigai” is to serve others and 
especially our clients succeed and prosper. I believe that given that I love 
what I do, I must devote my time, energy and lead others to achieve my/this 
purpose in all I do.  
  
I also sense that without knowing our purpose in live, we flail and stumble in 
our ability to both serve, work and lead others. Simply put, as Exhibit 6 from 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meaning_of_life


their work illustrates below, Ikigai is the reason each of us gets up in the 
morning.  
  

 
  
The McKinsey research correctly points out that a sense of purpose for each 
of us is essentail for a well lived life. I have too often seen in my 50+ years of 
working that too many people are unhappy or bitter as they weave through 
their careers that can span 30, 40, 50 years of more. Work plays a very 
central part of our psyche and to not do what you love has to make the “9 to 
5” day seem a lot, lot longer than that.  
  
How do I know if I have ikigai or not? Is there any easy way to do this? 
Again, their article provides us a road map for success to answer this 
question. To find out, it instructs us to ask four very interesting questions 
and I found it when I did this the first time, it is harder than you might 
think; 
  

1.     What do you love? 

2.    What does the world need? 

3.    What can you be paid for? 

4.    What are you good at? 

  
  



Only when the anwers overlap in the center [if they ever do!] is when we 
reach ikigai. No one can answer these questions for you and every single one 
of us will have different answers and each of our jurneys will be unique. [As 
an aside, even identical twins studied do not usually answer these the same 
way.] And their work goes on then to other key part of this discussion; 
namely that the meaning of  our “work” depends on how each of us view our 
work and that includes our motivation for work and well as the objective of 
the work.  
  
For me again on a personal basis, I struggled for a while in doing an 
adequate and accurate job of answering these questions honestly and 
straightforwardly. Only when I for the first time eliminated the concept of 
money or wealth from the answers did the answers finally make sense to me. 
For I realized if how much we make or have clouds our thinking and 
answers, we can never get to the root of the matter and grow and excel at 
what we do.  
  
So quickly my condensed answers are that I love to serve others and help 
them succeed. The world we serve in [SMEs] needs equitably priced and 
structured working capital. I can be paid if and when we serve well, and I am 
good at only a couple of things; creatively solving problems, teaching and 
mentoring. I am not good at a lot of things including but not limited to 
being athletic, fixing things, being agile on my feet and the list could go on 
and on and on.  
  
The other fascinating discussion in the McKinsey article reveolves around 
how each of us view our work and why this makes a temendous difference if 
we ever want to reach the intersection of the answers to the four questions 
posed above, i.e. ikigai. How we percieve what we do at “work” also provides 
us insight into how close we are [or far away we are] to getting to the ikigai 
sweeet spot of success.  They outline three different lenses we can use to 
define the meaning of work were first written about by the same authors in 
2015 and are summarized in the table below. 



 
  
Again for me I have slowly made the journey from it’s just a job to where I 
am very fortunately can state that I view my work as a calling and that I am 
just a cog in the process to serve well. I care about what I do with a passion 
and what motivates me to get out of bed the work itself. I also try to 
communicate my passion for what we do in all that I do, when teaching, 
mentoring and as a result I always try to market our professional services on 
a win-win basis. Our job is to first educate and then insure that what a 
prospective client needs and what we can provide to them are a perfect fit. If 
not, then we do ourselves and the SME a disservice by trying to cram a 
square peg in a round hole.  
  
So how can we on a practical basis channel this energy and passion into how 
we market and deliver our professional B2B and B2G working capital 
solutions to SMEs profitably in these very unsettled times of COVID-19?  I 
think the only way is to adapt to the new normal, reinforce our commitment 
to serve, continue to be viewed as a loyal partner who stands by our clients 
in times like these and to be professionally yet constantly in front our clients 
digitally is a great start.  
  



And now in the current environment where travel is curtailed if not banned 
outright, our usual practice of meeting all of our prospective clients and 
partners will need to be modified and perfected digitally. This lack of face to 
face interaction represents an enormous change for us and I personally think 
weakens the ability for us to communicate and show in “real Life” how 
passionate and committed we are to what we do and our desire to serve our 
clients with complete transparency and integrity. We need to redouble our 
commitment to live and serve with passion and communicate that our 
passion is an outpouring of positive energy and ideas that can and do make a 
difference in the lives of our partners, colleagues and the clients we are 
honored to serve.  
  
Finally I have tried to do a lot more reading and writing to “distract” myself 
from most if not all of the never ending COVID-19 news, most of which is 
depressing and disheartening. At the same time we need to again 
acknowledge and thank profoundly all the many heroes who have come 
forward to serve in this time of a global and human tragedy. Many are 
“invisible” to us as we are holed up in our homes and nothing but true 
gratitude and respect is due them. As part of my distracting strategy, I have 
read more in the past 8 to 10 weeks than in probably the past 5 years 
combined. And one the best books and set of essays I have learned so much 
from in the past is one that I have reintroduced myself seemed a perfect fit 
to end this article.  
  
The literary essay I am referring to was written in 1903 by the English writer 
James Allen who lived from 1864 to 1912. He is best known for his 
inspirational books and poetry and is considered by some as a pioneer in the 
self-movement. His work explains the direct connection between what we 
think and the direction our lives take. His theory makes a great deal of sense 
to me and makes the point that each of us holds the key to every condition, 
(good or bad) that enters into our lives. By working patiently and 
intelligently on the way we think, we can remake our lives and transform our 
circumstances. I think Mr. Allen’s advice is as important today as we seek a 
new post COVID-19 normal as it was almost 120 years when published for the 
first time. I have taken only a chapter from his book and included it below to 
think about and reflect on as a closure to this article. I have also highlighted 



several of his thoughts that I have to be over the years both insightful and 
wise.   
  

As A Man Thinketh 

by James Allen 

Foreword 

This little volume (the result of meditation and experience) is not intended 
as an exhaustive treatise on the much-written upon subject of the power of 
thought. It is suggestive rather than explanatory, its object being to 
stimulate men and women to the discovery and perception of the truth that -  
"They themselves are makers of themselves" by virtue of the thoughts which 
they choose and encourage; that mind is the master weaver, both of the 
inner garment of character and the outer garment of circumstance, and that, 
as they may have hitherto woven in ignorance and pain they may now weave 
in enlightenment and happiness.  

Chapter Four  
Thought and Purpose 

Until thought is linked with purpose there is no intelligent 
accomplishment. With the majority the bark of thought is allowed to 
"drift" upon the ocean of life. Aimlessness is a vice, and such drifting must 
not continue for him who would steer clear of catastrophe and destruction.  
They who have no central purpose in their life fall an easy prey to worries, 
fears, troubles, and self-pityings, all of which are indications of weakness, 
which lead, just as surely as deliberately planned sins (though by a different 
route), to failure, unhappiness, and loss, for weakness cannot persist in a 
power-evolving universe.  
A man should conceive of a legitimate purpose in his heart, and set out to 
accomplish it. He should make this purpose the centralizing point of his 
thoughts. It may take the form of a spiritual ideal, or it may be a worldly 
object, according to his nature at the time being. But whichever it is, he 
should steadily focus his thought forces upon the object which he has set 
before him. He should make this purpose his supreme duty, and should 
devote himself to its attainment, not allowing his thoughts to wander away 
into ephemeral fancies, longings, and imaginings. This is the royal road to 
self-control and true concentration of thought. Even if he fails again and 
again to accomplish his purpose (as he necessarily must until weakness is 
overcome), the strength of character gained will be the measure of his 



true success, and this will form a new starting point for future power 
and triumph.  
Those who are not prepared for the apprehension of a great purpose, should 
fix the thoughts upon the faultless performance of their duty, no matter how 
insignificant their task may appear. Only in this way can the thoughts be 
gathered and focused, and resolution and energy be developed, which being 
done, there is nothing which may not be accomplished.  
The weakest soul, knowing its own weakness, and believing this truth - that 
strength can only be developed by effort and practice, will at once begin to 
exert itself, and adding effort to effort, patience to patience, and strength to 
strength, will never cease to develop, and will at last grow divinely strong.  
As the physically weak man can make himself strong by careful and patient 
training, so the man of weak thoughts can make them strong by exercising 
himself in right thinking.  
To put away aimlessness and weakness, and to begin to think with purpose, 
is to enter the ranks of those strong ones who only recognize failure as one 
of the pathways to attainment; who make all conditions serve them, and who 
think strongly, attempt fearlessly, and accomplish masterfully.  
Having conceived of his purpose, a man should mentally mark out a straight 
pathway to its achievement, looking neither to the right nor to the left. 
Doubts and fears should be rigorously excluded; they are disintegrating 
elements which break up the straight line of effort, rendering it crooked, 
ineffectual, useless. Thoughts of doubt and fear never accomplish 
anything, and never can. They always lead to failure. Purpose, energy, 
power to do, and all strong thoughts cease when doubt and fear creep 
in.  
The will to do springs from the knowledge that we can do. Doubt and fear 
are the great enemies of knowledge, and he who encourages them, who does 
not slay them, thwarts himself at every step.  
He who has conquered doubt and fear has conquered failure. His every 
thought is allied with power, and all difficulties are bravely met and wisely 
overcome. His purposes are seasonably planted, and they bloom and bring 
forth fruit which does not fall prematurely to the ground.  
Thought allied fearlessly to purpose becomes creative force. He who knows 
this is ready to become something higher and stronger than a mere bundle 
of wavering thoughts and fluctuating sensations. He who does this has 
become the conscious and intelligent wielder of his mental powers. 
 


