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Due to COVID-19, we are facing a significantly 
altered new reality which requires HR to 
rethink its role.

2020 has been a difficult year for many as we struggled to adapt to the unforeseen changes brought about by the 
global pandemic. HR leaders were put on the spot to lead in times of economic, health and political uncertainties. The 
immediate impact of COVID-19 set the stage for a massive increase in remote work, raising the HR function’s visibility 
and contribution to the business significantly. 

87% of HR Executives said 
HR has played a leading 
role in responding to 
COVID-19 in Malaysia

HR’s role has undoubtedly shifted since, and HR leaders must learn 
to adapt to the challenges faced within their organisation to survive 
the volatile business and economic landscape.

As such, the KPMG HR Pulse Survey 2020 results will provide 
insights for HR leaders to navigate the journey of leading a remote 
working workforce amidst difficult times. 

Introduction

87%
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Survey demographics out of Malaysia

Respondents’ Job Title

C-Suites (CEO/CHRO) EVPs/ SVPs Senior HR Manager Other

C-Suite 
(CEO / CHRO)

47.8%

EVPs / SVPs

Others

21.7%

17.4%

13.0%

Senior HR 
Manager

The KPMG HR Pulse Survey 2020 has captured the perspectives of HR executives from diversified industries across 
Malaysia amid the uncertainties of a global pandemic. The diagrams below show the respondents’ demographics in 
terms of the HR executive’s title and the organisation’s industry. 

4%

4%

9%

13%

13%

22%

30%

Retail

Professional & Businesses

Manufacturing

Others

Transportation & Logistics

Education & Non-profit

Financial Services

Industry of the Respondents’ Organisation



Diving 
into Malaysia
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Phases of dealing with the impacts of COVID-19

in the reaction phase in the resilience phase in the recovery phase in the new reality phase

Reaction

Managing talent  
risk as the  
organisation
responds to  
immediate  
challenges

Resilience

Supporting  and
developing  
leaders and  
employees to
manage through
uncertainty

Recovery

Supporting
the organisation
to reset
and identify
opportunity

New Reality

Adapting to the 
new world

The prevalence of COVID-19 has disrupted the global economy including Malaysia’s, and organisations in diversified industries 
and sectors are adapting at different phases to deal with its impact. The figures below show the percentage of HR executives 
and the respective phase of the organisation they are currently in when dealing with the impacts of COVID-19. 

4% 39% 18% 39%
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COVID-19 brings new challenges for HR
In Malaysia, over the next 12-24 months:

will likely 
continue to work 
remotely

of the workforce 
needs to be 
reskilled or 
upskilled towards a 
new reality

of the workforce will 
be made redundant

13% 30% 47%
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A shift in HR priorities in the new reality
Top three (3) HR priorities in Malaysia during 2020

of HR executives prioritised
redefining or further enhancing 
the culture to emphasise digital 
mindset, virtual working, agility, 
etc.

of HR executives prioritised
upskilling or reskilling the 
existing workforce to meet the 
changing needs of the 
organisation. 

of HR executives prioritised
taking steps to safeguard the 
experience and well-being of 
employees.

48% 52% 57%
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Top 5 
skills required 
by the HR 
function
As HR needs to adapt to the 
rapid changes of the evolving 
workforce due to COVID-19, 
the HR executives said that 
the top skills required by the 
HR function to add value in 
today’s environment 
include…

Delivering on the 
agenda for 

transformational 
learning and 
upskilling or 
reskilling the 

workforce

Managing the 
performance and 
productivity in a 
predominantly 

remote 
environment

Conducting 
workforce 

forecasting and 
shaping to deliver 
the Workforce of 

the Future
Managing multiple 

employee value 
propositions. e.g. 

for a multi-
generational 
workforce

Applying 
behavioural
science for 

effective cultural 
and / or digital 

mindset change



The New Reality
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Lessons learnt for the HR function to drive value
As offices across the globe shut their doors and millions of employees were forced to work from home, 
executives looked to HR to provide the guidance and training they would need to operate remotely. This was an 
opportunity for HR leaders to show they could be strategic leaders in a crisis.

The survey results has shown that HR can drive the most value by 
investing in three (3) main activities that will help their organisations
become more resilient:

Improve the culture and employee experience
in a remote-working environment

Take the lead on reskilling the organisation

Use data analytics to measure and improve 
productivity, understand talent needs, and design the 
future workforce.

1

2

3
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Purpose driven culture
As the fight against COVID-19 continues, the way we work, interact 
and forge meaningful relationships has changed. The workplace is now 
defined by long hours of solo work and management through online 
meetings. 

• HR leaders must recognise the importance 
of creating a positive employee experience 
if they want to attract and retain the best 
talent. 

• HR leaders should adjust the culture from 
one that comes from being in a physical 
office environment to one that shapes the 
experience of employees in a remote 
working environment. 

Agree that it is likely for the 
workforce to continue 
working-from-home

Now more than ever, it is crucial for HR to 
engage its workforce. If not, the organisation’s
carefully curated culture could dissolve into an 
environment of isolation, anxiety, and video call 
fatigue that puts productivity, on-the-job 
learning, and employee retention at risk.

82%
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Reskilling the workforce
Senior executives are now recognising talent development as the 
key to future success, particularly in markets where transformation 
is viewed as the new normal. 

Also, many companies are looking into ways to reskill and upskill 
non-technical talent with technical skills as a way to fill knowledge 
gaps and create a more agile workforce. 

However, reskilling in the pandemic is difficult: employees 
need to be retrained in working and leading effectively in a 
remote environment, but traditional face-to-face training 
formats are no longer an option.

• HR leaders must accept the solutions of 
digital learning via online platforms (e.g. MS 
Teams / Google Meet) in delivering live 
training events and deploy digital content 
platforms from e-learning providers.

Agree that delivering on the agenda for 
transformational learning and upskilling 
/ reskilling the workforce is a top skill 
required by HR to add value in today’s 
environment

• Adapt their own custom courses 
to create a virtual, asynchronous 
or live learning setting.

44%
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Harness analytics   

Agree that conducting workforce 
forecasting and shaping to deliver 
the ‘Workforce of the Future’ is a 
top skill required by the HR 
Function

Data and analytics will help the HR function to identify which 
activities to automate and what skill gaps it will need to fill through 
new hires or partnerships.

• Applying analytics and data science is a 
prerequisite to conducting workforce 
forecasting. 

• HR leaders should make the most of their 
human capital data and pilot small analytics 
projects to monitor workforce development and 
link productivity to reskilling efforts. 

• Tying analytics to reskilling and remote-working 
projects will help the function prove the impact 
of its learning and development investments. 

Most organisations already capture the data they need to analyse
productivity and predict future requirements through their 
recruiting platforms, HRIS, and performance management 
systems.

However, they often lack the technical expertise and effective data 
management processes they need to conduct meaningful 
analytics. This may be an area that aligns with reskilling or 
acquiring new talent to fill in skills gaps.

• It will also reinforce the importance of 
using analytics to support future talent 
development efforts.

35%
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Conclusion

To successfully navigate this crisis, HR leaders must:

Create a cohesive employee experience in a remote 
work environment

Encourage productivity and engagement among 
employees while working-from-home

Rebuild and reskill the workforce in preparation for an 
uncertain and constantly changing future

01

02

03
Without a doubt, the new reality we are in demands a long game from HR.

KPMG’s survey results showed most HR functions were met 
with uncertainties and complexities, as they addressed 
fundamental dilemmas that will shape the future of their 
organisations.
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Think Big & Play the 
Long Game

COVID-19 has presented some daunting challenges 

for HR, but for those who succeeded, the benefits 

are clear. This is an opportunity for HR to reinvent 

work and drive value for the enterprise.

It is time to
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