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THRIVING IN 
UNCERTAINTY

2020 Insights for



It shouldn’t be surprising that 2020 was a difficult year for everyone. 
Being able to look at it in the rear-view mirror brings a sense of resiliency 
and a salient thirst for reflection and processing. But despite its 
challenges, the year brought with it an amazing opportunity to observe 
and understand the human condition in the face of adversity. It brought 
a recalibration to the importance of resilience, agility, and community. 
And it brought a time of accelerated learning and growth. 

Consider the development and deployment of the COVID-19 vaccine 
in record time. An endeavor that typically takes 10-15 years to execute 
was completed in about 10 months  — an 18x acceleration in historical 
performance. Not to mention it also represents the pioneering of new 
vaccine technology. That alone is a 2020 feat of peak performance under 
pressure that underscores the human potential for achievement. 

But it is not just the vaccine that reveals the human capacity for 
accelerated growth, learning, and breaking assumptions of what is 
possible. All of us had massive learning to do. We had to rapidly embrace 
new ways of operating in daily life. The methods by which our most basic 
human needs are met — safety, connection, and even food — were 
jostled and revisioned. 

For many, the pandemic upended the way work is organized and executed. 
Organizations have had to learn new ways of work and collaboration under 
constantly shifting circumstances and constraints. The urgency for change, 
learning, and adaptation has been pervasive. 2020 brought challenges of 
a devastating magnitude, but it also revealed the depths of our human 
potential and capacity for growth through adversity. 

We took a look back at 2020 to the most 
important learnings and insights about how 
to thrive through change and challenge.

Introduction

Insights to drive 
peak performance
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People have surge capacity, 
but it’s not unlimited 

Effective communication is just 
as critical during routine work 
as it is during times of crisis

Well-being is foundational 
to performance

Support needs to be agile, 
responsive, and time sensitive 

Readiness to seek support 
is rising 

2Insights for Thriving in Uncertainty



BetterUp has a unique window into the lived experience of thousands of 
people in 2020 through thousands of assessments and coaching sessions. 
We took a look back at our data spanning 2020. Some of the insights we 
found were gripping. Together, they offer a window into the collective 
behaviors, growth, and performance shifts that happened during this 
unprecedented year. They punctuate the truth that we are humans first, 
that our performance derives from our whole person, and that our needs 
and learning at any time are personal and specific. We know that “normal” 
is an obsolete concept and the acceleration of learning is not pandemic-
specific. Rather, the rate of change in technology and processes of work 
are reshaping work holistically. The data from 2020 provides insights that 
can help us understand how to harness conditions for peak performance 
for the challenges of the next normal and beyond.

This guide offers actions for leaders who are seeking to drive 
performance based on some of the most meaningful insights 
from our research on the human experience in 2020. 

Lessons from studying thousands 
of employees during 2020
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Why this matters
Change is the only certainty. More often organizations 
need their workforce to change —  including ways of 
operating and thinking. People can rise to the occasion, 
but change is depleting and people get tired. When 
change and challenges are ongoing, people at all levels 
of the organization need support to maintain peak 
performance. 

How to take action
1. When change compounds, dial-up support. 

2.  Support frontline leaders and middle managers first 
because they are the fulcrum of an organization and 
likely will provide the highest ROI due to the ripple effect 
across teams.

3.  After a performance surge, encourage time off for 
recovery when possible. 

People have surge capacity, 
but it’s not unlimited
When things change, we have to change. The behaviors that support us in “rising to the 
occasion” when faced with change include the ability to shift the mindset to adapt to changing 
situations, maintain focus, and strategically forecast the future. We call this set of behaviors 
cognitive thriving. 

Data collected during 2020 on cognitive thriving suggests people can sustain “surge” status 
to manage change for about 8 weeks before fatiguing. In fact, people appeared to thrive at the 
beginning of the pandemic but by July, around 12 weeks after the declaration of the pandemic, 
cognitive thriving was at its lowest point. 

In contrast, for those with a coach, there was sustained growth in cognitive thriving through 
this time. 
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21%
For people with a coach, we saw sustained 
improvements in cognitive thriving during 
the pandemic of 21% on average.
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Why this matters
Communication skills are key to execution. Leaders need 
to convey their ideas clearly and in a way that builds trust 
and confidence and connects with their teams. Employees 
need strong communication skills to create feedback 
loops, contribute their ideas, and get clarity when things 
are changing quickly. Especially in times of change and 
uncertainty, misinterpretations, assumptions, and rumors 
can quickly cause confusion and lack of clarity. In these 
times, managers also often need to navigate difficult 
conversations. Good communication is even more 
challenging without in-person cues. What’s at stake is not 
just employee confusion and frustration, but ultimately, 
poor productivity and performance.

How to take action
1.  Provide support to both managers and individual 

contributors to effectively express ideas, get alignment, 
articulate vision and goals, and provide and seek feedback. 

2.  Help leaders to create psychologically safe environments 
on their teams so that everyone feels comfortable 
contributing and offering innovative ideas and solutions. 

3.  Support leaders with a communication coach when 
difficult conversations are likely so that they can role 
play and prepare. 

Effective communication is just 
as critical during routine work 
as it is during times of crisis
BetterUp’s thousands of coaching sessions provide a unique window into the moment-to-
moment needs and areas of focus for the population we serve. Coaches provide us with 
anonymized information about high-level topics, session-to-session. 

In a year where everything changed, one thing remained the same: an intense focus on 
communication skills, perhaps only amplified by the widespread shift into remote work.
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1 IN 4
coaching sessions focus on communication skills and 
behavior.

Nearly
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Why this matters
We are people before we are employees. We struggle 
to devote energy to our roles as employees when we have 
fear, sickness, or insecurity. We need to meet our most 
basic human needs before we devote energy to our roles 
as employees. This is an idea that while often recognized, 
is not always reflected in organization’s practices.

Based on the pattern of coaching topics during 2020, 
it seems individuals couldn’t ignore the need to “put 
your own face mask on first”. If organizations do 
not offer people the support they need for personal 
well-being, many will see declines in performance, 
disengagement, or even burnout and loss of talent. 
The most progressive organizations see well-being not 
just as a key to performance, but are embracing their 
commitment to their most precious organizational 
asset: their people.

How to take action
1.  Audit your own company’s resources for supporting well-

being and building resilience across your workforce to 
assess how well current offerings are meeting needs. 

2.   Offer support beyond EAPs to raise the level of well-
being across the board. Scalable coaching can be a viable 
alternative to boost engagement and equip your people 
with the personalized tools and skills they need for 
ongoing mental strength and fitness.

3.  Open dialog with senior leaders on how your organization 
is taking part in the mental health revolution to retain, 
attract, and support talent.

Well-being is the foundation 
of performance
One change we saw to topics of focus in coaching during 2020 was a heightened emphasis on 
well-being. Personal well-being became a top priority. In fact, from March 2020 onward, well-
being rose to the second most discussed topic in coaching (behind communication) and has 
steadily remained in that position throughout the year. This trend reflects the heightened need 
for support around issues of work-life integration, stress-management, self-care, and physical 
health that arose in 2020. However, we don’t expect to see this trend reverse anytime soon. 
As industry leaders have discussed, there is a mental health revolution upon us, wherein it is 
becoming a more central concern to employees and employers. 
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+5X
When people have high well-being, 
they have a 5x greater chance 
of achieving the highest performance.2

1. Mental health in the workplace: The coming revolution 

2. BetterUp Labs
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Why this matters
We can’t know what macro or micro challenges people will 
face on any given day or week. How we support people 
must be flexible, personal, and time sensitive in order to 
help people metabolize change so they can get back to 
focusing on their work and being more effective in their 
relationships. To illustrate, we mapped the most common 
descriptors of coaching session topics month-to-month. 
What emerged was a fascinating pattern that shows the 
varied support needs across the year. It is both beautiful 
and heartbreaking. 

Although the majority of time, coaching sessions focus 
on foundational skill building and topics like leadership, 
communication, and career progression, there is a 
significant portion of time where what is necessary 
is a focus on what really matters in this moment. 

How to take action
1.  Employees are weary of ongoing personal and 

professional strains. Consider whether your current 
support offerings can be further individualized 
to meet people where they are. 

2.  Don’t underestimate the impact of macro- 
environmental events on your workforce. Discuss 
with your team how the organization can support 
people in response to socioenvironmental events 
that may be impacting employees. 

3.  Consider options for providing personalized support 
to everyone at your organization. It can be possible 
with scalable coaching.

Support needs to be agile, 
responsive, and time-sensitive
For 30% of coaching sessions, topics focused on what typically we categorize as “other” or 
“miscellaneous” and for which coaches provided anonymous open text descriptions. The topics 
people sought support for in their coaching sessions in this “other” category ranged from the 
macro environmental such as COVID-19, protests, and Black Lives Matter to the acutely personal 
such as death, grieving, and family dynamics during the holidays. What we learned was that 
when people are being asked to be agile through change, the type of support they need must be 
agile with them. 
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3. BetterUp members throughout 2020

We ask members what their employer has 
done in the past 2 weeks to support them 
that they felt was helpful. Coaching was the 
number one response, followed by flexible 
work arrangements, time off, mental health 
resources, and home office equipment.3 
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Why this matters
Not only is there more need for support, people are 
actually recognize this need and are taking action. 
Per capita on the BetterUp platform, the amount of 
coaching sessions scheduled and provided reached 
record numbers in 2020. What is also fascinating and 
encouraging about this data is that the level of support 
seeking hasn’t reverted to pre-pandemic levels. 2020 may 
have broken us in various ways, but perhaps it also broke 
some barriers to seeking out support and breaking the 
stigma around well-being. 

How to take action
1.  Employees appear to be growing in readiness to seek 

and engage with support offerings such as personalized 
coaching. Now may be the right time for your organization 
to invest more deeply because of a reduced risk 
of low engagement. 

2.  Stigma around mental health broadly is dampening. 
Now is a good time for reinforcing and reminding your 
workforce about the available options for coaching, 
therapy, or other support your organization provides. 

3.  Discover with a BetterUp representative whether 
personalized scalable coaching is the tool you are 
missing to support your talent and help them reach 
their full potential. 

Readiness to seek support is rising
Needing and seeking support are two very different things and often needs go unserved. What 
was intriguing about coaching in 2020 was the increased demand for support across the year. 
Throughout 2020, for every member we served, the average number of coaching sessions 
increased as the year progressed.
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+53%
Since the pandemic declaration, there has been a 
53% increase in average learning hours per BetterUp 
member, compared to pre-pandemic times. 
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Coaching
Our coaches have experience developing leaders in complex 
organizations and personal experience navigating corporate 
landscapes. Our coaches tap into the individual’s personal motivation 
and values to drive peak performance. Stronger leadership capabilities 
means higher performing teams. Specialist and group coaching 
provides meaningful development on topics like communication, 
collaborating and leading remotely, inclusive leadership, and thriving 
in uncertainty. 

Science
Using the world’s largest dataset on coaching for human development, 
BetterUp identifies the most important skills for driving productivity 
and engagement. Our validated assessments personalize the 
experience by identifying the specific strengths and development 
areas and targets those with coaching and tailored resources. Track 
progress and compare your organization to industry benchmarks 
with a robust suite of over-time assessments, including BetterUp’s 
Employee Experience Index (EX), a proprietary metric that combines 
six behaviors and mindsets that our research suggests are the 
strongest predictors of positive business outcomes. 

Technology 
BetterUp’s platform builds focus and accountability through personal 
goal tracking, handpicked resources mapped with those goals and nudges 
to keep users on track and notify them of other learning opportunities. 

Partner with BetterUp to support your people 
and help them stay agile through 2021
By developing science-based mindsets and behaviors, BetterUp improves productivity, engagement, and the overall 
employee experience — as well as supporting personal thriving. The degree to which BetterUp moves the meter on these 
outcomes generates a return to the business of 5.5X on the conservative end up to a 22.5X return on investment on the 
high end, when deploying to 500 managers. ROI estimates increase even further with deployment scale.

Get in touch 
BetterUp offers technology-enabled, scalable coaching backed by science 
and made possible by the world’s largest network of certified BetterUp 
Coaches. Get in touch to learn more about how BetterUp can help your 
people reach their fullest potential. 

Schedule a demo
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