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What does success
look like?
It’s highly likely that the answer to that question today is very
different to the answer you might have given just six months ago.
Here at Business Olympian Group, the answer came down to one
simple consideration – how did your business cope and perform
during the COVID-19 challenge.
In that one challenge has been an almost unimaginable amount of
learning, adapting and changing. It has involved collaboration,
communication and trust. These are all vital ingredients in an
organisation primed for success in any environment.
We conducted qualitative research with members of organisational
crisis management teams around how well businesses did when
faced with the COVID-19 challenge. The purpose of the research was
not to linger over the past but to discover what businesses need to
do to continually improve, particularly in terms of their crisis
management team’s performance, as they prepare for a future that
contains more surprises and uncertainty than anybody imagined just
six months ago.
In doing so, we’re looking to provide to the business world some
building blocks they can take away and use to create their own
vision, and reality, of success.

02

Understand the
crisis environment
A sporting match in which teams, coaches and
managers don’t have a good understanding of the
rules is a match in which performance is
impossible to measure. If the ground is not marked,
the rules not explained and the aim not defined,
there is nothing to measure a result against.
For the same reason, the performance of a
business during a crisis can only be measured and
understood if the environment is clearly defined. In
this case, the crisis is a pandemic which, in relation
to its effect on the business world, has four distinct
phases. Specific plans made by a crisis
management team should be linked to each of
these phases.

Phases of a Pandemic *

*Managing through the Coronavirus, Phase by Phase, 2020, New Markets Advisors

Research Insights
Phase 1.
Working from home
As businesses saw the pandemic coming, around 75% tell us
they were early adapters to the working-from-home challenge.
In a sense, it was a typical loss-of-site business continuity
scenario, which most organisations with risk management
functions have planned for.
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Interestingly, though, there was a broad spread of responses to
the question of whether a specific pandemic plan would have
helped in the decision-making process. This wide range, from a
confident ‘yes’ to a resounding ‘no’ and with an average
somewhere in the middle, suggests that many businesses felt a
generic crisis plan was not good enough in a pandemic
environment.

TRANSFORMATION
ACCELERATION
Positively, the pandemic forced
organisations to accelerate their
technological transformations. Partly
as a result of this, we found
employees took working from home in
their stride and generally enjoyed the
newfound flexibility to balance family,
exercise and work. Key to a productive
workday was sticking to a structured
routine. The conscious creation of a
separate ‘work zone’ and ‘relaxation
zone’ proved most successful.

ZOOM
ON IN
Unsurprisingly, isolation became an
issue and soon video conference
apps such as Zoom were being used
for more than just meetings. ‘Zoom
drinks’, ‘Teams pets’ and ‘Hangout
chats’ were invented by teams
themselves, indicating a lack of
planning by businesses for the
psychological comfort of staff.

Main challenges of
working from home
Lack of screen-free time
Juggling family and work commitments
Lack of casual interaction with colleagues
Getting the communication balance right
General feeling of isolation

WE HAVE THE
TECHNOLOGY
Everybody surveyed said, at least to
some degree, they had the technology
to support working from home. To the
statement ‘The organisation offered
staff suitable technology to work from
home’, an overwhelming 84% agreed or
strongly agreed. The other 16%
somewhat agreed. Nobody disagreed.
This speaks volumes about
businesses’ excellent technological
capabilities during a crisis.

Organisations that were early
adapters to the transition to
working from home

75%

Organisations that strongly agree they
had the appropriate technology
to support working from home

67%

Phase 2.
Withstanding the
Impact
As those working from home began to settle in for the long haul, the
real challenges proved to be the social and emotional ones.
Technology, as mentioned, was generally a success. What people
craved instead was the connection with colleagues, the office
conversations, coffee catch-ups and the creative, collaborative
nature of a place where one’s job involves bouncing ideas around.
Here is where the effectiveness and performance of crisis
management teams came to the fore, in being able to identify and
recognise issues, have clearly defined roles and responsibilities, and
being empowered to make decisions and implement solutions
quickly.
The difference between a high - and low-performing crisis
management team was around identity, responsibility and trust.

HIGH-PERFORMING TEAMS
Empowered the incident team (generally a
COVID-19 working group or similar) to make
decisions quickly
Team members were aware and comfortable to
escalate up and outside the team
Each team member’s voice was heard
Consistent communication, supported by a
platform that was a single source of truth

LOW-PERFORMING TEAMS
Made decisions outside of the team
Had team members stretched over multiple
roles, therefore unable to commit the necessary
time and effort
Did not trust each other to get the job done
Communicated mixed messaging over many
platforms

The key themes in these responses indicate an opportunity to further
develop activation and escalation protocols from a minor incident up
to a full-scale crisis, such as a pandemic.
Hierarchy proved it can be a hindrance to fast decision making.
Meeting structure and clarity around roles and responsibilities can
alleviate this and improve proactive decision making.

COMMUNICATION: ROOM FOR IMPROVEMENT
When we looked into how teams interacted with each other locally
and regionally, it became clear that communication could be
improved. Key to results was ‘common sense’ vs ‘common practice’.
Where local business units were allowed to make their own
decisions – to use what they considered their own common sense –
it resulted in different organisational teams or units offering different
types and formats of communication.

Phase 3.
Returning to work

For example, one business unit might receive a weekly email, while
another receives a weekly email plus a video message from their
Managing Director. While the difference may not seem dramatic, the
sense amongst one group that they are receiving lesser quality
communications than another group, especially during times of
enormous uncertainty, was negative.

Our research revealed common themes in concerns
around returning to work. Virus spikes, loss of family
time, the lack of ability to social distance on the
commute to work and breaking the habit of the new
way of working, were all mentioned.

However, when an overarching common practice was rolled out to all
business units in all regions, a practice that insisted on all business
units following the same communication protocol, that business
outperformed the ones utilising the common sense approach.

These results suggested the major concerns were
psychological in nature. Unsurprisingly, there was
strong interest in how each organisation planned to
manage such issues as social distancing, hygiene
and sanitation, hot desking and shared spaces.

BIG-TICKET ITEMS INCLUDED:
LOSS OF TIME
Suddenly, after months of working from home, the idea of two
or more hours of commuting every day is extremely
unattractive. It takes away from family time and from work/life
balance and, for those on public transport, it adds concerns
around a lack of social distancing.

WELLBEING
A certain amount of momentum has been built around
wellbeing and productivity, and this is connected with working
from home. Managers are having to be educated around how
to achieve balance through working from home, not if they can
achieve it.

SECOND ROUND
Having heard reports from around the world of a second wave
of the coronavirus, and then seeing the reality in Melbourne,
there is a broad and common concern amongst workers about
protecting themselves and their families if they have to spend
less time at home and more time commuting and at work.

SOCIAL DISTANCING
How can organisations manage infection control and hygiene
standards when, just a few months ago, hot desking and
crowded office spaces were all the rage?

Psychological
Safety
Change of routine, isolation and pandemic anxiety, along with
many other factors, can have a serious impact on mental
health. Therefore, it’s important to check in on employees
regularly during times of crisis, upheaval or change.
Before checking in, it’s valuable to understand the ‘amygdala
hijack’, which refers to a personal, emotional response that is
immediate, overwhelming and out of measure with the actual
stimulus. An amygdala hijack can trigger a significant
emotional threat.
The amygdala is a collection of cells in a part of the brain
where emotions are associated with memories and reactions.
It is deeply connected to the fight-or-flight sensation
experienced when an individual is faced with a threat, fear or
anxiety.
It all means that some of us break into a cold sweat when
we’re in an aircraft flying through turbulence, while most of us
don’t. Some of us jump onto a table when we see a mouse,
while most of us don’t. And when facing a return to the office,
or to public transport, during or after a pandemic, it’s vital to
appreciate that some are going to need more care and
encouragement than others.
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Practical lessons from the study
What are the lessons that come from the experiences of organisations, and their crisis
management teams, during the pandemic so far? Here are the most important takeaways.

ACTIVATION
The time to activation of a COVID-19 response was a major
influencer of success. Most organisations activated after
the fact, or once crisis triggers had already been tripped.
There is now an opportunity to refine the triggers for
activation to a pre-crisis moment. The goal is to have
proactive crisis triggers.
Triggers for crisis process activation should be developed
to include broad statements. For example, “any potential
disruption to business as usual” can act as a trigger for
crisis activation.

DECISION MAKING
Hierarchy is playing a role in the performance - or lack of - of
teams. This is particularly evident when alternates are being
used in strategic crisis teams. Team leads need to ensure
alternates are fully confident and completely empowered.
Incident response teams must manage hierarchy to ensure
business-as-usual roles do not interfere with their response.
All team members must feel comfortable and confident to
offer opinions, make plans and execute actions.

CONTINUAL LEARNING
Having just been through a deep experience of remote
working and workplace flexibility, one that thoroughly tested
all related policies and procedures, now is the time to
improve and fine-tune those policies and procedures to
include the learnings from the COVID-19 period.
New ways of operating should be documented and reported
to ensure a thorough understanding throughout
organisations, including business impact analyses, updated
business continuity plans and other procedural documents.

...now is the time to
improve and finetune those policies
and procedures...

ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES
Consider team make-up and change its shape as the
pandemic progresses. For example, inclusion of legal,
finance, insurance and risk are sometimes overlooked as
situations change.
Information flows between all organisational teams must be
managed effectively to ensure every activated team is
aligned in their management, meeting agendas, goals and
objectives.
Most organisations leaned on their primary crisis
management team throughout the pandemic, without
considering inclusion of alternate team members. Without
using the alternates, there is a risk that the team becomes
de-sensitised and fatigued, and therefore not as responsive.
Team leads who are also doubling as workstream or
operational leads do not work. Crisis leads must be solely
focused on their team and not have any operational focus.

STAKEHOLDER MANAGEMENT
Consistency in method and mode of communication is
important for all staff to feel engaged and cared for. They
shouldn’t discover different messages within each medium.
Ensure communications to stakeholders are consistent in
tone and sent from the most appropriate person.
Create a central data repository, a single source of truth
where information is captured and data is stored.
Use your least favourite form of communication first. This
will force you to focus on planning the communication and
its delivery, as opposed to being too comfortable and
therefore risking flippant messaging.

TECHNOLOGY
Making sure all staff are armed with the most suitable
technology helps to quickly ramp up management of a
situation. Leaving acquisition of hardware, software and
systems until too late removes any ability to adapt quickly
to unexpected business interruptions.
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The secret sauce:
Know your people

DEEP LISTENING
The single most important task for the management team is to
create an environment in which the people can have a voice and
be heard.
For this, there are two methods. Both of these methods are
fairly obvious. The problem is that many businesses don’t
follow either of them.

1 SHOOT FIRST, ASK QUESTIONS LATER
The first involves putting processes and policies in place and
then observing and recording, then finally asking open
questions about, the reactions of staff members. What worked?
What didn’t? Why? Why not?
Any decisions a business makes as it moves forward into the
new normal – and a great many transformational decisions will
need to be made – will need to take into account psychological
safety. This can only be achieved if the business truly
understands its people.
It would be simple if there was a single solution for all
businesses, a formula for crisis and change management that,
once planned and implemented, was guaranteed to have a
positive outcome. But the nuances of individuals, and of groups
of individuals, mean such a formula can never exist.
How then, does a business go about understanding the way its
people best operate as a team? How does it discover the way
they think, act and react?

This method best suits an organisation that is fairly generic in
what it does, where most people in the business work in a
similar environment and under a similar model.

2 LISTEN, THEN BUILD
The reverse of the above is setting a forum in which all staff
have a say whilst the management team deeply listens. Only
then are processes and policies that take on board
staff feedback planned and put in place.
Of course, the most successful version of these methods will be
a mix of the two, a system that involves listening, putting
processes in place, then listening more to continually
fine tune. The least successful version will be the one that
involves no listening at all.

COVID-19-inspired
thoughts for leaders
Consider sharing your thoughts and feelings, with no
expectations of anything in return.
Understand that personal motivation to return to work involves,
for some, first overcoming a fear of the unknown.
Create a space, ask a question and let others fill in the answers.
Consider the impact of social media and news on your mindset
and that of your staff. A steady diet of doom and gloom is not
healthy.
Redefine ‘control’ by determining what you can control, what you
can influence, and what you do and do not need to be concerned
with.
How does your business handle confidentiality of sickness?
From a cultural viewpoint, what do you want the reaction to be if
someone sneezes in the office?

Most importantly
Give your company certainty around
working arrangements. It is good to set a
date, far in advance, for returning to the
office or to confirm continual working from
home, so your people can plan, feel
reassured and not live week to week without
surety around their home and work
arrangements.
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The High-Performance Model
Insight developed from our research, the experiences of our
clients and the findings of experts in the organisational
management and psychology fields has combined to assist us
in delivering the High-Performance Model, which identifies
seven factors essential to high performing teams during a
pandemic response.
They are:
Alignment – The ability to understand what is required
Interaction – How team members support each other
Culture – The values, beliefs, attitudes and behaviours
shared by the team
Communication – Exchanging information in an effective
manner
Performance – How the team performs during the
pandemic
Trust – A confidence in the reliability, trustworthiness,
and competence of individuals and teams
Pandemic response – The reaction to the pandemic

THE HIGH-PERFORMANCE MODEL
CAN DRIVE TEAM PERFORMANCE BY:
Creating greater levels of accountability for
results
Guiding and aligning the vision and
perspectives of the team
Improving structures for monitoring
performance
Engaging, uniting, inspiring and motivating
all team members
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