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The COVID-19 Pandemic has introduced unprecedented HR challenges in the 
electrical sector. The pandemic-inspired "Great Resignation" has resulted in a 
tremendous amount of institutional memory and expertise walking out the door to 
either retirement or greener pastures. Couple this with an historic labour shortage 
that challenges attraction and many practitioners are scratching their heads, 
wondering what to do.

This paper aims to explore the attitudes and trends that have impacted the 
employment value proposition over the last 5-10 years, discuss the impact of 
COVID-19 on the industry, and offer some workforce solutions to the current 
predicament as we emerge from the pandemic.
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Challenges and Solutions for Engagement and Retention 
in the Electricity Sector for 2022 and Beyond 

 

Attraction 
The industry, before COVID-19, was already suffering from 
real challenges to attract employees due to perceptions 
about the nature and makeup of the workforce. While not 
universal, these challenges existed. For the field workforce 
in rural areas, there was often an understanding that work 
in the industry was good, solid, and generally led to 
generational employment. But, at the same time, these 
attitudes and morals were changing. The newer 
generation of youth broadly didn’t see the same value 
that their parents did in a lifelong career, long-term corporate loyalty, or even the idea of pensionable 
work. In urban areas, the industry has suffered from being viewed as stodgy and outdated, and while 
young people are very engaged with addressing climate change, they are not making the link between 
that goal and the electricity sector.  

In those areas where businesses have hoped to make inroads with minorities and women, the business 
is often seen as monolithically the realm of the white male. Newer workers place equal importance on 
culture, diversity, and inclusion as they do the work itself. Rather than stay with an organization 
through turmoil and change, likely they move on to organizations that better reflect their own culture 
and values. While still able to attract a body of highly skilled engineers and trades people, it is also seen 
as an interim step in a multi-faceted career. Some will take their learning and experience from the 
industry to other more lucrative roles for career growth. According to West Monroe’s How Utilities Can 
Win the War for Talent report in 2019, only 6% of leaders felt their businesses were adequately recruiting 
young talent. Whether real or perceived, there stands a challenge for Human Resource management to 
market and sell the modern side of the electricity industry.     

So even prior to COVID, attraction was a natural challenge for the industry, notwithstanding the issues 
already brewing within the culture.  

Retention  
The challenge of attraction is made worse by issues of retention. The attitudes that make attraction 
difficult make retention challenging as well. If you add to this the real state of an aging workforce, the 
industry before the pandemic faced a deep challenge. Before the economic downturn of 2007-2009, 
there was a widely held belief that a potential turnover was looming on the horizon. Employees were of 
an age and stage where their pensions could carry them. The downturn had an impact, not just in the 
electricity sector, but also across the board where many nest eggs and retirement plans in place were 
no more. Employees started building those reserves back up and again, and from 2015 onwards, it was 
clear that employees were at a point where they could walk away with full pensions and not face 
adverse financial hardship. This looming departure threatened the inner workings of businesses that 
relied heavily on the longevity and experience of their workforce. With far less new blood coming in, 
and the departure of a skilled labour force, organizations found themselves in a very difficult 
predicament.  

In the realm of Human Resources, workforce planning has become an art to ensure that 
organizations have the talent they need for the future of their businesses. 
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The Impact of Covid-19 
As if the issues facing Human Resources before the advent of Covid-19 weren’t enough, the arrival of 
the global pandemic brought new challenges. The first was the need to empty offices and release office 
employees from the traditional 9 to 5 constraint, sending them to work from home. On top of this, 
given the critical nature of the industry, those who had to work in the field and continue without 
disruption were now faced with the fear of threats to their physical health, unlike anyone in a head 
office who had the privilege of working remotely.  

Covid-19 brought additional challenges to both physical and mental health. Those in the field faced the 
physical dangers of continuing to work in the community during a pandemic and brought those 
dangers home to their families, which impacted mental health and a sense of wellbeing and personal 
safety in their home sphere.  For those who suddenly found themselves working remotely, while the 
physical dangers may have been reduced by working this way, they, in turn, had to face the mental 
health dangers of isolation. Any sense of camaraderie and team was challenged by remote work and 
merely added to the seclusion. For all, dealing with the daily uncertainty and fear was an exhausting 
and taxing experience. 

The full impacts of the pandemic are still to be felt. While many organizations have spoken of the great 
retirement or the great resignation, there is a very big reality looming on the horizon.  

“Not everything changed in the COVID years, but everyone did. It changed attitudes              
and beliefs and, most noticeably, the certainty about the nature of work.”                                    

– Tony Welsh, EVP Design and Managing Partner at Forrest & Company 

Many have advocated that COVID has merely accelerated the trends that they believed were already on 
the horizon. That may be the case, but the reality has already been seen in the workforce's impact and 
beliefs. Many of the pundits who backed the idea that work would change were advocating that 
employees would look for a different work relationship but, in an industry whose literal role is to keep 
the lights on, the impact of these changes may not be as strong as the changes in attitudes towards 
work. Additionally, this new workplace runs the risk of creating inequity between those who can work 
from home and exercise other flexibilities (e.g. not using official sick leave or vacation leave for illnesses 
or child care), and those who cannot. 

At the very least, we can expect the trend towards the retirement of                                          
the workforce will continue and the inability to attract new employees will be a struggle       

as people no longer live to work but, rather, work to live.  

Critically, Covid-19 also showcased the role of the leader, regardless of sector. If you were a weak leader, 
the pandemic shone a light on it. In particular, those leaders that did not practice servant leadership in 
caring for their people’s welfare were the witnesses to the greatest of the great resignations. Empathy 
was a critical skill for the leader to exercise at this time. For those in the field, they had to demonstrate it 
while expecting employees to risk their physical health, and for those who were working remotely, they 
needed to exercise all their skills to be able to ascertain the status of their people. Empathy, in this case, 
was limited to determining based on sound and sight how someone was feeling, without the physical 
cues of the in-person interaction. In the case of both the field and those remote, leaders were further 
challenged to integrate new members to their teams over two years. The critical first days and weeks of 
onboarding were challenging, especially as new employees came with very different expectations.  
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Coming out of Covid-19 
As the world shifts from a pandemic to the endemic, the industry is now faced with dealing with the 
pre-existing challenges and the additional challenges that Covid-19 presented. Research has shown 
that the key to engagement of a workforce and retention is not just Human Resources programs, but a 
far more important resource in the battle for the hearts and minds of your people.  

In his new book “The 
Managerial Leadership 
Journey”, Julian 
Chapman posits that 
Managerial leaders are 
key to success in these 
trying times. The term 
“managerial leaders”, 
denotes those managers 

whose role is to lead others to accomplish goals. Far too often we use the title “manager” to represent 
someone who has no direct reports, and we use “leader” to denote someone whose role is not actually 
to lead others in the accomplishment of goals. Managerial leadership captures the essence of what the 
true work is by these individuals – to bring clarity.  

The adage that “people leave their managers, not companies” is very true. At this time in the industry, 
Human Resources need to pay heed to this. Now, more than ever, we argue that organizations need to 
look at their managerial leaders and invest in them if they wish to attract and retain the talent they 
need. Employees cannot be engaged in their work if they are unclear on how their work contributes to 
the organization, or even what the expectation of their work is. They cannot trust the organization if no 
one is there to ensure trust is maintained. They cannot be expected to be loyal to an organization if they 
see no future. These obligations and many more, are the role of leaders.  

The managerial leaders provide the clarity of the structure. They define the process and then they 
exercise leadership to help the employees to be successful.  

 

Structure 
The managerial leaders provide the framework for how work aligns to strategy. At the strategic levels, in 
fact, they also define the strategy. Only the managerial leaders can provide this clarity of strategy. They 
do this by ensuring their direct reports are clear on their work and the expectations for that work. As 
part of the engagement, they also ensure they have the right people in the roles, and that those 
individuals are clear on the resources they need to succeed in their work. They have the purview to 
explain how the work relates to the strategy, and they provide the context so that the employees can 
better use their judgement and discretion in fulfilling their roles. In turn, because managerial leaders 
know the expectation of the role to assist the strategy, they ensure that if the employee needs help in 
fulfilling their role they can either coach them themselves or get them the help they need.  

By providing this structure, employees feel more a part of the bigger picture and are therefore engaged 
in their work. They are more comfortable using their discretionary efforts to better the organization. The 
active clarity of structure greatly reduces the operational pain of the organization. Furthermore, there 
are many cases where, during the height of Covid-19, employees were left to their own devices to figure 
things out, with remote work weakening the link between managers and direct reports. Coming out of 
the pandemic, we need to define our structures through our managerial leaders clearly. In this way, we 
will get employees engaged in great work and help them feel a part of the greater whole.  
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Processes 
Good processes clear the field of obstacles, while poor processes add obstructions. In general, those 
processes that help engagement are those processes that state what employees may do; and those 
that hinder, what employees may not do. The former empower employees by providing clarity. The 
latter are worse than poor substitutions for leadership; they are substitutions for poor leadership. 
Processes are related to either controlling work or controlling behaviour. The former are designed to 
compel someone to do something. Any method that involves compulsion, outside of safety or 
regulatory processes, begins life under a cloud of suspicion. It does not add value to the person being 
compelled by its nature. Managerial leaders bring process to life, as they are the ones that define what 
freedoms and limitations employees have.  

Employees should never have to guess at what they can, and can’t, do,                                    
and they should never be in doubt as to how well they are doing it.  

As we come out of Covid-19, there will be a need to once again redefine the processes and the 
relationships between employees in order to help them to be able to get on with their work. This will be 
particularly the case in those organizations that employ hybrid workforces with some at home and 
some at the office or in the field. Relationships between workers need to be honed constantly because 
75% of all work occurs laterally in organizations, so our leaders need to be engaged in helping provide 
that clarity.  

 

Leadership  
The ultimate test of a managerial leader is their use 
of leadership skills. As mentioned before, Covid-19 
taught us that leaders need to be servant in their 
approach but, to engage their employees, they 
need to be authentic as well. They cannot be merely 
parroting or pretending to be real with their people. 
Those leaders who do not value the leadership side 
of their managerial role need to be dealt with for 
the greater good to keep our employees returning 
day-to-day in the most difficult of conditions. They 
also need to practice being transformational 
leaders who exercise continuous improvement and 
grow their teams and people.  

People crave leadership. The advent of unions and represented workers is because managerial leaders 
did not care for their employees. Every employee has the right to be safe, physically, mentally, and 
socially. A managerial leader’s job is to ensure this right is maintained. Leadership enables you to regain 
equilibrium when you lose people as they leave the organization. Connecting with your people and 
taking an active interest in their careers, hopes, and aspirations helps to keep your employees engaged. 
This is typified by that golden rule of leadership, “know your people and promote their welfare”. The 
best way to promote their welfare is to remove their pain. Ultimately, it is the managerial leaders who 
remove this discomfort. It is their job to excise this pain, not the role of Human Resources.  
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Human Resources 
As the industry has been buffeted by the impact of Covid-19, there are two key roles for Human 
Resources to help the sector.  

The first is moving managerial leadership development, in all its forms, to the top of the agenda in the 
future. We need good leaders to take this critical sector forward more than ever. Managerial leaders 
need to be held accountable to lead their people and, while it is their leaders who hold them 
accountable, Human Resources' role is to first make it a priority and then get the assets and resources 
to enable the organization’s people.  

The second is that Human Resources have a critical role in the attraction phase. Managerial leaders care 
for employees once they are in; it is up to Human Resources to sell the value of careers in the sector. It is 
a selling role. Human Resources create the conditions that enable people to say yes to your business 
because it meets their needs and desires. While it is difficult to wholesale change the perception of the 
industry, by establishing strong core foundations of structure, process, and clarity, organizations will be 
better able to attract and retain talent who see the value in the work, respect and reflect the culture, 
and are poised to stay. These strong foundations provide the anchor from which change management 
can occur, allowing the cultural shift to move nimbly and thoroughly throughout the organization.  

We have come through the most challenging circumstances of a generation. The electricity sector is a 
critical function in our society. It needs a professional core of managerial leaders that will change the 
culture and engage employees to retain them, ably supported by human resources to create great 
workplaces that keep the lights on for all.  

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Electricity Human Resources Canada (EHRC) is the most trusted source of human resources 
insight, programs, and tools to help the Canadian electricity industry. EHRC works to strengthen 
the ability of the industry to meet current and future needs of its workforce.  

To learn more about EHRC’s programs & resources visit EHRC.ca 


