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1. INTRODUCTION – ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

This white paper is a guest publication for The Bayard Partnership by Hans Luts. Hans 
Luts was born in 1965 and is Master in Applied Economics and Master of Business 
Administration. He led several initiatives to improve top and bottom-line, albeit in sales, 
operations, IT/IS, logistics, and supply chain. 

He developed a deep understanding of the different building blocks of companies’ 
value chains thanks to his hands-on experience. This transversal leadership experience can be extremely 
meaningful in structural changes. 

Today Hans is working in close collaboration with The Bayard Partnership, where he is leading a vital change 
program. 

‘I wrote this white paper as I see today many similarities with situations I lived through in the past. Today all efforts 
are focused on getting back to business. There will be a high probability that after this important achievement, 
business will not be the same as before. This will lead to major changes in the ‘post-Corona’ operating model. 

I would like to share my experiences and views so I can help companies to stay strong and build an even stronger 
organisation in the future. I learned that companies can become stronger in a crisis if the architecture is right, and 
the implementation is performant. As you know, it doesn’t stop after planning. It just starts’. 

Hans Luts 

 

 

“The pessimist complains about the wind; the optimist expects it to 
change; the realist adjusts the sails.” 
William Arthur Ward 
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2. ADJUSTING TO A NEW SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC REALITY 

Today leaders face new social and economic challenges that are not anticipated in any existing business plans, 
nor strategies. It looks like the perfect storm. The fact that organisations struggle to come up with sustainable and 
effective answers right away is not unusual. The focus is on the immediate, and the issue will not go away by 
itself. 

Several companies were enforced to stop all activities overnight, while others were allowed to continue operations 
only under stringent measures. New ways of remote collaboration and working from home needed to be adopted 
at a fast pace to minimise the social impact and to continue companies' business to the maximum extent possible. 

Governments all over the world are taking their responsibility by imposing financial, social and fiscal measures to 
help protect their citizens and economy against the impact of the virus. The implications of the virus are immense 
and impact companies in every part of its business and processes. The actual situation is uncertain, leading to 
anxious reactions. Vulnerabilities in the supply chain have become visible. 

Supply gets interrupted, and customers change their requirements. They are no longer following their traditional 
demand patterns. Working capital is under pressure, and investments are put on hold.  

Company revenues are dropping while the costs are going up. As a consequence, the company's margins are 
facing extreme pressure. The overall economic climate is heavily impacted, and companies are announcing profit 
warnings, stopping dividend payments and all non-vital spending. 

These unanticipated and uncertain times provoke employees to worry about their future and wellbeing within the 
company as well as their health protection within the (renewed) work environment.  

Fortunately, positive signs arise that the strict measures imposed by the government pay of, leading to a review 
and easing of the imposed measures. Organisations are allowed to gradually restart their operations under strict 
conditions. This white paper is intended to act as a guide for companies through the difficulties they face today. 

It is designed to develop a clear structure with an effective road map and implementation plan under time 
pressure. Excellent leadership and teamwork, combined with agility, flexibility and a strong communication 
strategy, are key for excellent results. This can even position them ahead of the competition in many ways. 

Throughout this paper, I will share my own experiences that will help you in identifying the best road to follow in 
your specific environment. The good news is that everything is feasible if it is well managed from the start. I 
conclude with my view on the period after the Corona.  

It is also advisable to continue to pay attention to effects that are not visible today so that these effects will appear 
with a certain delay. I dare to hope that this white paper can provide additional insights and inspirational ideas 
that will enable the reader to navigate this turbulent sea by creating successful and sustainable change in the 
organisation.  
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3. UNDERSTANDING THE CONTEXT: WHY ARE WE DOING THIS? 

It feels like a worldwide earthquake and a global disruption at the same time. 
 

The current situation feels like an earthquake for public safety, economics and social behaviour. A lot of everyday 
activities became more challenging or even impossible overnight. If I were asked to define a disruptive event, my 
answer would be as follows: An event, new entrance or technology that significantly alters the existing way that 
customers, industries, or businesses operate. The disruptor sweeps away the traditional systems and habits and 
replaces it with a new 'standard way of operating'. 

In many cases, the new entrant is insignificantly small and is underestimated by the established firms in the 
industry. The large firms will barely pay attention to the new player and, as a consequence, don’t see a good 
reason to change their existing strategy. As time passes by, small players with a disruptive strategy can become 
a real threat and create discomfort in the whole industry. All of a sudden, the traditional way of working has 
become obsolete, and a new game plan has to be developed.  

So Corona is for me a clear disruption with the main difference that it causes a global disruptive event affecting 
almost every industry, and every country at the same time. The whole world received a wakeup call, and every 
individual, every business, every country started preparing its game plan while facing a lot of time pressure. 

Nobody could anticipate or expect an event of such magnitude to occur, but the impact is significant and brutal. 
Many building blocks of existing business models are heavily affected and might stay in this state forever. These 
challenging times confirm that organisations that have created a culture that values agility and flexibility can adapt 
faster and more sustainable to these kinds of events and the new reality. 

As the spread of the virus decreases, the government eased some of the measures to (re) start the economic 
activities while maintaining the basic principles of hygiene and social contact. Many organisations are analyzing 
the feasibility of conducting critical changes in their daily routines and implement them to comply with the safety 
regulations and to restart operational activities. 

I strongly believe that organisations, more than ever, should manage today’s situation from a more holistic 
viewpoint, bearing in mind the importance of the impact their decisions will have on the future. In my experience, 
a general rule of thumb states that the higher the number of stakeholders, the more complex the change process 
will be. 

Today the government, as an important stakeholder, is adding a layer of complexity as exit plans and regulations 
are still ‘a moving target’, partly for the sake of progressive understanding. Nowadays, there is not much time for 
hesitation and doubts. Effective change management and flexibility become key priorities as the time available to 
do so is scarce.  

Allow me to come up with suggestions and tips regarding the structured gathering of the right data and the 
‘creative data approach’. Two very important steps that are too often underestimated and receive too little 
attention. A brainstorm session based on accurate data allows you to obtain valuable information in a short time 
and creates a good basis of understanding to commence the road to change. 
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Why are we doing this? 
 

As time passes by, the substantial impact that the virus has on the majority of the organisations is more and more 
visible. Proactivity, efficiency and effectiveness are key principles to keep in mind when restarting activities under 
these circumstances.  

To successfully execute a restart and resume activities, my suggestion is to take a ‘structured project 
management’ perspective. Previous experiences teach me that this can be perceived as a roller coaster towards 
a successful realisation, but this method helps you to overcome difficulties along the road. 

In many change management books, you will read that every change needs to start from a sense of urgency (1). 
Another way is to talk about a ‘desire for change’ you need to create (2).  

Whatever approach you want to take, the starting point is critical to gain the support and engagement from 
management and employees and to create hope for your teams. 

In the case of Corona, everybody understands that ‘a status quo’ is not an option, and as such, the willingness 
for change is present. For business, the priority is now to put everything in place to ‘keep a license to play’. This 
white paper focusses on the business aspects arising from the occurrence of this urgency. Significant 
psychological effects resulting from this crisis also deserve an organisation’s full attention. 

I am well aware that there are important psychological effects as a result of this crisis that need full attention. I 
was happy to hear that several companies really do pay attention to these adverse effects arising from the crisis. 
Management is taking initiatives to assure a smooth return to the company. These organisations are fully 
committed to addressing the impact of the crisis on their employees.  

Possible adverse effects which could influence employees’ behaviour include health issues due to Corona, family 
members with health issues, deceases in the family, job uncertainty, stress from working at home, financial 
worries.   

 

 
 

 

To keep our ‘license to play’ and resume the company’s operations, a clear action plan has to be defined and 
implemented. These actions are multifaceted and depend on your point of view, ranging from employees to 
customers and suppliers, government etc. We call them our stakeholders. 

(I will come back on the process to identify the stakeholders for your program.) While executing operations, it is 
the responsibility of you as a leader and as a company, in general, to prioritise the safety and wellbeing of all 
employees, customers and other stakeholders at all times:  

• fast and effective, 
• focused and determined, 
• agile and sustainable, 
• answering internal and external requirements 

WHY LICENSE 
TO PLAY  ü 
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As you might have noticed, I did not mention the words ‘efficient’ nor ‘cost-effective’. Although these elements 
are extremely important to consider, in this stage of the process towards crisis management, these are probably 
a second priority to pick up very soon after the restart. 

I am fully aware that there are companies that are simultaneously under enormous financial pressure due to the 
impact of this global crisis. I am thinking among other things of bank covenants that are in danger of being broken, 
debts that cannot be repaid on time, recent M&A activities and so on. Sufficient information must, therefore, be 
provided at all times to show that the restart will still be able to generate adequate financial resources to meet 
these short-term obligations. In these circumstances, the additional target on the short term is adding complexity. 

I will come back to the impact of the cost-increasing measures that are undoubtedly being introduced in many 
businesses. 

Know your internal and external stakeholders: get them on board. 
 

In my experience, organising interactive workshops lead to a fast and effective gathering of valuable data from 
all stakeholders involved.  What strikes me most is the level of energy and openness that is created during these 
sessions. By clearly communicating the core values, people are highly involved and create a winning spirit. People 
create, to state former United States President Barack Obama, a ‘yes we can’ attitude.  

The speed and energy level that can be created during these sessions is essential. Simultaneously I see people 
creating a winning spirit.  

During these workshops, I like to create sub-teams to visualise a stakeholders mapping as the first step of the 
project. Every stakeholder has different expectations, different priorities, and hence a different action plan. 

The stakeholders are all the relevant internal and external parties in your change journey: The people requiring 
a change, impacted by the change or the people that will impact the final solution (develop the solution, sponsor 
the implementation, implement the agreed solution, approve the solution, …) and the parties to be informed about 
what you are doing. 

The time invested in this assessment is well spent. Their interest and priorities are most probably different, and 
the key will be to align them as soon as possible in this crisis management. 
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During the workshop, different teams will get a specific department assigned (e.g. production, warehousing, 
internal logistics, finance, sales, etc.) and elaborate on the mapping from their perspective. 

After this break out session, the teams present their findings in a 10 minutes presentation. Then, a short Q&A is 
initiated to see whether the other groups either agree or disagree with the findings, and we conclude. 

After this intensive brainstorming and knowledge sharing, the company stakeholder mapping is finalised. This 
activity often takes about two hours. 

Now you have clearly defined for whom and with whom you have to come up with solutions further down the 
process.  

 

Possible example prepared by a sub-team during a work session 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Line Operators Workers Construction 
Companies

Senior 
Management

Customers Government 3rd Party 
Logistics

Procurement 
Finance

Quality Control Interim Offices Press Banks

Legal Raw Material 
Suppliers

Cleaning 
Companies

Industry 
Representatives
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Identify what each stakeholder is expecting from you and what do you expect from them. 
 

As a next step, I initiate a new break out session and ask the different teams to explore the context of all 
stakeholders involved. By context, I mean ‘’identify the expectations of every individual within their respective 
domain’. Here the teams have to think about the rational, logical and fact-based expectations as well as those 
that we can place under the 'soft' heading. 

The latter are often present 'under the water surface' and play a prominent role in the acceptance of the proposed 
adjustments. At this stage, we need to be very careful not to think in terms of solutions, even if this is not obvious. 
We identify the expectations arising from the Corona problem. 

Translate expectations in topics like: 
‘we require a safe workplace to operate’ 
‘we require external advice if the solution is safe’ 
‘we require enough stock to deliver our customers’ 
‘we require to deliver the new product innovations promised to the customer’ 
‘we require to get information on what you are planning to do/have done’  
‘we require our suppliers to guarantee us that they deliver safe products’ 
‘we require training to be ready for the changing workplace’ 
‘we require a new forecast for production planning’ 
‘we require to understand the impact of the changes on the production capacity’ 
‘we require timely delivery of raw materials’ 
‘we require timely delivery of the spare parts’ 
 
In this subsection, I will discuss a real-life situation which I recently faced during a consultancy task. I was 
contacted to assist in a structural change program in a production area initiated by the introduction of new 
regulations. The company’s senior management assigned this program high priority. 

It became clear during the stakeholder mapping that the teams identified the majority of the internal stakeholders 
but did not consider any external stakeholders.  

As a matter of fact, the question of whether there were external stakeholders was not addressed.  

After a thorough brainstorm session, I was able to convince the different teams of the importance to identify, and 
more importantly involve, all stakeholders, including external stakeholder into their decision process. 

One of the questions which arose was the following: ‘Why should we inform the customers when implementing 
changes in our production hall?’ 

We agreed that customers had to be informed pro-actively about the planned changes in the production as this 
was temporary impacting the flexibility of the supply chain. 

The teams identified the expectations of customers like ‘flexible supply chain’, ‘products always on stock’, ‘high-
quality products’, … 

Sales agreed to pro-actively inform the customers about the lower production capacity during approximately three 
weeks and the impact on their products and stock. 

Conclusion: The right stakeholder mapping ensured that customers were pro-actively informed about reduced 
production capacity; they were given the opportunity to build up temporary stock themselves and margins were 
guaranteed during the conversion of production. Finally, the company prevented major customer dissatisfaction 
and internal frustrations and stress. 
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Organise internal and external communication  
 

Proper stakeholder mapping not only has a positive impact on identifying internal needs (and its solutions), it will 
also contribute greatly to putting the right emphasis on communication internally and externally. As generally 
known, good communication is a guiding principle in a successful approach to crisis and change processes. 

For this reason, it is advisable to handle this very carefully. It is often experienced as a tricky balancing act in 
which senior management only wishes to communicate once they have mapped out the entire situation and on 
the other hand, they feel the pressure from stakeholders to obtain certainties. 

Moreover, everybody is surrounded by (sometimes incorrect) information that makes them insecure. The press, 
social media, etc. pushes a lot of information that is disseminated quickly without being validated for its accuracy. 
Employees often balance between hope and despair: will they still have a future in the company, will their job still 
exist, ... But you will have to start communicating early in the process. 

You have to create confidence, trust and hope. At such moments open and transparent conversation will create 
a lot of credibility, mutual empathy, and understanding. Admittedly, this requires courage, and it is possible that 
certain insights may have to be adapted over time.  However, it is certainly not a problem at such moments to 
indicate that the company does not have a complete overview of the situation yet and is working actively to map 
this out. Try to put yourself in the situation of the stakeholders and draw up the communication from this point of 
view.  

Depending on the structure of the company, it may be envisaged to install a central cell that streamlines and 
makes all communication available internally and externally. This team ensures that all the content of the 
information is consistent, correct and communicated to the internal and external parties at regular intervals. The 
frequency of communication strongly depends on the time of the crisis. In the initial phase, I consider internal 
communication every two days to be a reasonable frequency. 

For internal communication, it is good that physical meetings are organised, especially in the initial phase. Current 
technological solutions also allow senior management to participate in meetings that take place in a remote 
location. Use these possibilities to get the message across clearly, show commitment and empathy and be open 
to questions and suggestions. 

These moments of communication are also of the utmost importance because they allow you to quickly and 
efficiently feel what is going on with the employees and what the mindset is concerning the information, insights 
and approach provided. Open and transparent reporting is essential. As described in the white paper, you will 
certainly not have an answer to everything, and the situation is still based on ongoing insights. I consider Q&A 
sessions as unique opportunities to gain additional insights on what keeps your people awake at night: 'what 
worries me - what information do I need - I have confidence in the approach - ...'. 

It offers the unique opportunity to demonstrate that management takes the concerns to heart and will make every 
effort to provide a good, quick and effective solution. An alternation between physical meetings and information 
via intranet, posters, emails is an excellent way to communicate. Some companies develop Q&A documents that 
briefly summarise what is going on in the different groups with the necessary answers. Include your achievements 
and successes in your communication. This has a motivating effect on the employees. 
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4. CREATE THE PLAN 

 

In the previous section, we recognised the relevance of the identification of the stakeholders and their respective 
expectations by using interactive workshops. We also took a closer look at the communication. 

In this section, I will also use interactive workshops to address the next step in the process being the 'tactics' that 
can be applied to find answers to the expectations of the shareholders. 

The end goal of these workshop sessions is to answer the 'WHAT' question. 

 

 

 

Focus on the tactics: what needs to be done before answering the howTACTICS 
 
 

For each expectation, we look into what we have to do to comply with this expectation. The expectations will lead 
us to the tactics.  

To improve the understanding of the used approach, I prepared a simplified example where the operations 
department defined different expectations of which one is ‘expecting a Corona safe workplace’. To comply with 
the safety rules, the teams defined three tactics (see figure below), and I will further elaborate on the ‘Safe 
Cleaning Process’. Suppose that the cleaning is currently done by a dedicated (external) team of professionals. 
Clear guidelines exist regarding safety, and all quality requirements are fulfilled. 

Bearing in mind the unforeseen measures that have to be taken due to the Coronavirus, the current way of 
working becomes obsolete. So, to comply with all health - and safety requirements, one of the tactics which must 
be reflected upon is 'review cleaning process'.  

 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WHAT TACTICS 

WHY LICENSE TO PLAY 

 ü 

 ü 

TACTICS 

OPERATIONS TEAM 

WHY 

TACTICS 

LICENSE TO PLAY 

REVIEW RAW MATERIALREPLENISHMENT 
REPLENISHMENT 

REVIEW PRODUCT CHANGE PROCESS 

REVIEW CLEANING PROCESS 
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WHAT: extract of the tactics resulting from ‘Expecting safe operations.’ 
 

Reviewing the cleaning process will require concrete action plans to ensure an acceptable result. Some of you 
will think ‘finally’. If so, don’t worry as I hear this comment regularly. 

This is because we are trained to take fast actions, to jump immediately into the battlefield and capture the quick 
wins. We tend to be in firefighting mode. Nevertheless, a proper preparation combined with a predefined process 
will foster a good execution of the process. 

Note that it is not unusual in a crisis (like Corona) that you need to review your assumptions regularly. They can 
be subject to more changes than you are used to in ‘normal business situations’.  

I show here a possible outcome of a brainstorm session listing the main priorities in the project execution.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

WHAT: tactics ‘Safe Cleaning Process’: Process, People and Systems 
 

 

 

 

PEOPLE PROCESS SYSTEMS 

Single person cleaning 
Process design 

Set up POC for new 
process 

Document investment 
needs 

Inform people about 
changes 

Time impact on planning 

Resource allocation 
review 

Ask for feedback 
And use it 

Communicate 
New process 

When approved 

Document changes for 
training 

Get quality and safety 
sign off 

Implement investment 

Organise trainings 

HR update on trainings 

First days assist where 
necessary 

Team 1: cle
aning procedures  processing 
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5. CREATE FOCUSSED PROJECTS 

 

 

After the previous steps have been carried out qualitatively, we are now sufficiently informed, and aligned to 
understand the different projects in the pipeline. If somebody in the team would still be worried about the quality 
of the alignments reached within and between the teams, I encourage you to discuss this openly and re-align. 

You can only start your project prioritisation and preparation when all relevant elements of the previous steps got 
clearance. Remember to look at both the hard and soft indicators. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WHAT: translate your tactics into focused projects 

Identifying Key Priorities 
 

Most of the companies stop all non-business critical projects in a crisis. The business-critical projects are then 
reviewed and re-prioritised together with the new projects identified as a result of the crisis.  

Prioritising projects helps you define where you should put your biggest efforts first and has three main objectives:  

• rank projects according to the importance  
• consider dependencies and impacts between the prio projects of the different departments 
• allocate the necessary resources first to solve your most pressing issues  

 
Every time I see that it is not easy for teams to come up with a consistent list quickly.  Every stakeholder hopes 
to get priority and will defend his/her position. Nevertheless, you will have to prioritise as time and resources are 
the limiting factors. The fact that you are in a crisis often makes these constraints worse: this event was not 
planned, and a lot needs to happen in parallel. Companies often consider it an advantage to have an external 
facilitator to keep the conversation objective and not lose sight of the main goal when finalising the list. 

Final approval is the responsibility of the CEO and the board. 

 

PROJECTS 
MANAGEMENT 

WHAT 

HOW 

TACTICS 

PROJECTS 
MANAGEMENT 

WHY LICENSE TO 
PLAY 

 ü 

 ü 

 ü 
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Depending on the internal governance within the company, finance must also ensure that budgets are allocated 
quickly and efficiently to these priority projects. Teams find it extremely frustrating when they are held up by 
'internal administrative procedures' after hard and intense work. Avoid this pitfall and work with a governance that 
can work quickly and efficiently. 

That is why I recommend starting up the financial part very quickly, even when there is no real view of the solutions 
yet. This applies to both operational expenses (OPEX) and capital expenditures (CAPEX). 

Coming back to the prioritisation, I do consider this an important milestone in every change and crisis 
management. For many employees, the work and efforts become tangible and realistic. They can start reflecting 
on ‘what’s in it for me’. Explain how you came to the priority setting, so everybody understands how the final list 
was decided. Share this openly, together with the criteria used. Try to show the teams allocated to the tasks if 
you have agreement from them. Never confirm resources without their prior commitment. 

Although the work is certainly not finished yet, and a lot still needs to be done, confirming these projects has a 
positive effect on energy level, motivation and trust of the entire organisation. 

So, plan this in your (internal) communication strategy as a critical milestone and a good ‘to the point’ 
communication will certainly ease the stress level of many employees as they suddenly see some light at the end 
of the tunnel. This moment is often experienced as a turning point in the attitude of many employees. They will 
usually regain their pride and confidence, so they are willing to contribute to the solution. 

Often some ‘quick’ wins have already been realised since the first signs of the crisis. If so, it makes a lot of sense 
to mention them as well or to even ‘celebrate’ them in a proper way.  

Remember to communicate to the external stakeholders as they expect visibility on the planning and progress. 
For them, it will be reassuring to see the evolution. In many cases, individual letters are sent with some general 
reflections completed with information that is relevant for the customer, supplier, government, etc. The relevance 
should be related to individual commitments made by your organisation. 

Don’t be afraid to send these updates to the CEO or other senior levels and ask your senior management to sign 
the letters as a sign of respect and commitment. 

Stuck in the middle 
 

It is not uncommon for employees to find it extremely difficult to combine their daily tasks with the project work 
needed to overcome the crisis. Often, the same resources are used again and again to take on additional tasks. 

This may seem logical, but it may have major effects on the morale of many people. Management often thinks it 
is an appreciation for the good staff to be involved in critical projects. ‘This is an appreciation for my people, and 
it allows them to grow and make improvements themselves'. This is an often-heard story. 

Unfortunately, people often experience this as ‘adding extra tasks and responsibilities on top of all day-to-day 
concerns.’ They can be afraid of initiatives that have high visibility combined with (high) risks of failure.  

A good approach is to free up resources during a period of time so that they can focus on the prioritised projects, 
but we know that this is not always feasible. Talk openly and pro-actively with the employees you wish to assign 
to the priority projects.  
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You should certainly indicate your expectations and why you think he or she is the right person for the task. Listen 
carefully to the feedback and the risks the person indicates and be transparent about how you can support them. 
It makes me think about an old proverb of the 12th century: ‘You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make 
him drink’. 
 
Finally, there must be a real will and belief on both sides that it can lead to good results. If you are picking up 
signals of distress among the employees because of experienced extra workload, you should under no 
circumstance minimise or ignore it. These indications must be followed up quickly and accurately. As mentioned 
before, never allocate them to projects without their prior commitment. 

Companies that have to deal with a high degree of burnouts and sick leave during or after crisis management, 
often link this to a poor follow-up of stress signals and situations in which employees felt 'stuck in the middle'.  

If the culture in the company does not lend itself to discuss these problems openly, I strongly advise you to be 
extra vigilant for signals that indicate increased stress and dissatisfaction. 

You will gain a lot of credibility and support by doing so. People want to walk the extra mile if you involve them 
early enough in the process. Expressing concerns is not telling you they do not (want to) engage. It tells you they 
care and are worried. It shows you the right level of maturity. 

Gearing up for implementation 
 

Now that all the necessary preparations are done you can start the implementation. Depending on the complexity 
and the magnitude of the changes, you can consider whether or not to start up a program management office. 

This is especially useful if your preliminary analysis has shown that there are many dependencies between the 
subprojects or many milestones in a short period. Make sure that people 'in the field' can focus on their project 
tasks and that the program management office can create sufficient added value within the projects. 

If this is not the case, a light project structure will provide the best solution. 

Follow up in day-to day-operations 
 

There is a very high probability that the landscape in which work will be carried out will be different from the 
environment that existed before the crisis. In most cases, this is a good thing because it was the initial goal of the 
intended change. The changes have been implemented as a response to the crisis and to generate a long-lasting, 
sustainable result. 

However, there are likely to be effects that are undesirable but expected. Some of them might be temporary, and 
others might become subject to an improvement program later on. Of course, if the effect impacts health, safety 
or environment negatively or threatens the legal compliancy, immediate actions are mandatory to solve the issue. 

Try to ensure that the known effects are translated into the existing scorecard as soon as possible. This not only 
has the advantage that you can follow up as accurately as before, but it also provides a realistic reference point 
for the employees, and it monitors the evolution over time. 

Finally, it is not uncommon that unexpected effects might emerge. It can be that known forces are generating 
more impact than estimated or you might identify consequences that nobody ever considered. In most cases, 
they will only start getting visible with some delay and can be either positive, negative or neutral. 
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Management should understand that in most of the cases, this is directly linked to the time pressure of the crisis: 
not every solution could be worked out as the teams used to. Teams and project managers should be notified 
about unforeseen impacts but not be held accountable as this will lead to additional stress and frustrations at the 
wrong moment. Management and business leaders must accept that this can happen and will have to decide 
how urgent the ‘repair’ needs to happen. 

As mentioned earlier, negative impacts on health, safety, environment and the legal compliancy require 
immediate action and resolution. Some of the ‘other’ effects might become permanent as there are either no 
effective solutions or because it is economically not justifiable to implement the corrective actions. 
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6. WHAT’S THE NEXT PHASE OF THE DISRUPTION? 

Is our operating model robust for the future? 
 

The disruption that is taking place will undoubtedly leave traces that will manifest themselves in many domains. 
Some impacts are temporary and will therefore not have any impact on the long run. Others will have a lasting 
effect, and probably new aspects that are today unknown or underestimated will pop up. 

It is therefore important to remain sensitive to all signals that may indicate new or changing consequences, both 
internally and externally. Although I am aware that these events will affect many different domains such as socio-
economic, psychological, medical, etc., I limit myself to one domain that is most familiar to me, namely business 
management. 

For many companies, the past period has revealed many -unknown- weaknesses that need to be addressed in 
the -near- future. I can think about the time it took to set up crisis management, quality of data available on 
customers, suppliers, …, but also our ability to decide fast, get projects initiated, align solutions etc.  

Take this opportunity with both hands to emerge stronger from this crisis. It provides the new fuel for future 
innovations and renewed concepts or, for example, in the case of working from home or e-commerce, accelerate 
the acceptance of new ways of working or go to market concepts. 

 

I read an article recently about a company who retrained the salespeople in the shops in just a few days after 
they had to close the physical shops. They became e-commerce consultants to support webshop clients with 
professional advice. They secured more than 60% of their historical revenue. 

They are now considering to further professionalise this service as it seemed to have worked. They will probably 
generate more revenues in the future thanks to a strong, hybrid model. 

It shows that companies that have developed a change culture in the past are able to react faster in this crisis. 
As a result, they have great agility that shows that they can react and act in a resilient way.  
 

So senior management must now start challenging the existing operating model and assess whether it is robust 
enough to address future challenges and opportunities adequately. Are we sufficiently organised to successfully, 
efficiently and effectively map the - ongoing - impacts and translate them to our organisation and priorities? 

Can we position ourselves quickly and credibly in the changed expectations of our employees, customers and 
governments? Although these changes may look simple, this is never about a night's work. It is often the starting 
point of a structural change. 

 

As I stated earlier in this White Paper, several of the actual operating models that have proven to be effective and 
efficient in the past have ‘suddenly’ come under pressure.  

Alternative solutions will emerge as an answer to the new requirements. This disruption will create opportunities 
in the ‘post corona’ times. New approaches will become a key differentiator in the market resulting in new market 
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leaders. These new leaders will be existing companies, who invested in the past strategically in their company 
culture, people and systems combined with new entries in the market. 

The result is that existing companies will have to adapt their way of working to the new circumstances and become 
competitive to the startups might have no legacy. 

So, companies need to develop new end to end solutions and develop or sharpen specific skills simultaneously 
to facilitate the efficient and effective support of these new solutions. In this context, I use the term 'capabilities' 
to indicate all the different needs a company has to address to be able to develop new activities. 

Even though technology will probably play an important role in the final solution, it is not only about technology. 
It is about people, systems, processes, supply, go to market etc. that all have to come together in one sustainable 
solution. 

It is very likely that many of these capabilities already exist but cannot be deployed effectively or efficiently enough 
in the new economic reality. Or you need more of the same capabilities. 

But the reality will show you that many complementary capabilities are just not present in your actual business. 
Only a few people have the knowledge and experience, the business systems are not built to support your 
initiatives, the infrastructure is not future proven etc. 

I regularly see that such (smaller) exercise are not delivering the full potential because people translate the needs 
to fast in ‘only IT/IS or technology needs’ or ‘they drop the project within the CIO scope’. The reality is that the 
‘capability needs’ are broader: a new go-to-market has to be worked out, new e-commerce people skills have to 
be developed, new production skills are necessary, … 

I have positive experiences with customer journey exercises where you review the value streams internally in the 
company. This exercise gives you useful insights into the capability needs/gaps of your people, systems and 
processes. As a result, you start understanding the critical parts of your solution and identifying the gaps in 
knowledge of your people, functionality of your systems and improvement areas of the processes. 

So, answering to all these challenges is a strategic exercise. 
It starts with a definition of your renewed strategy. As a next step, the business model has to be written down to 
become your enabler to implement the strategy. I tend to use the business model canvas as guidance here. 
This model provides a good framework in which you (re)define all the relevant building blocks that are 
underpinning the strategic decisions. 
Only when these steps are aligned and confirmed you can think about your operating model with the relevant 
capabilities for people, business processes and systems. 
It is considered a best practice to allocate a focused team to drive this strategic initiative as it is a time consuming 
and intensive exercise. Here the advice is (again) that planning, alignment and communication are critical to the 
final success.  

Once the final decision is taken, the business transformation can start its implementation based upon a well-
defined and managed transformation program. 

Costing 
One aspect that we must not lose sight of is that several changes will have a negative impact on the cost price of 
our offered products. Usually, this will first be visible for our internal costs, but there is a very real chance that 
suppliers will try to pass on their increased cost. If this impact is marginal and temporary, the management will 
have to decide how to deal with it. A pragmatic approach seems to be the most obvious here. In all other cases, 
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it should be given the necessary attention to further deepen the -possible - negative effect on the operating result. 
It is relevant to approach this from various points of view before taking a (temporary) decision. 

Own production. 

One of the first questions that the CEO or CFO will ask the COO is to what extent these costs can be tackled: 
what efforts it will require to eliminate these costs over time through additional investments, production or product 
modifications, etc. The question that will immediately float to the surface is how these costs will behave in relation 
to our competitors in the market? Are these costs higher, lower or equal for comparable suppliers in our market? 

At the same time, it will have to be examined to what extent these additional costs can be passed on to existing 
customers. What can be the short, medium- and long-term effect of such decisions? If additional cost charging 
would result in a loss of customers, this will put even more strain on the balancing act. Experience shows that 
this is an extremely delicate but necessary exercise. 

If, in addition, the financial balance sheet of companies is disturbed as a result of recent events, the flexibility that 
used to exist may suddenly no longer exist. 

Suppliers. 

As our experience shows, suppliers are also plagued with a higher cost price. Here, too, there is a risk that 
companies will have to dance on a tightrope in the short term. Refusing a price increase carries the risk of having 
to deal with problems in the supply chain. On the other hand, the chance of finding alternative suppliers in the 
short term may be limited. All this supports my earlier advice to communicate quickly with customers and suppliers 
and to agree on the management of the expected impacts. Sharing this pro-actively and openly is always better 
than not engaging in conversation. In some cases, this might lead to co-creation of solutions. 

Today some companies are financially supporting the suppliers if they are facing cash issues. To protect supply, 
they provide solutions by pre-financing stocks, giving loans, or they might even consider an M&A. All these 
initiatives confirm the supply chain as a major critical contributor to  the value chain of every company. The corona 
crisis showed the vulnerability of the actual set up of this supply chain. The advantages of economies of scale, 
low salaries and cheap container transport suddenly became a nightmare and a single point of failure in the total 
chain. 

 

Supply Chain. 
In recent years, a lot of focus and investment money has gone into de-localising the supplier base to low-wage 
countries. This centralisation has given the advantage of being able to purchase at competitive cost prices. 

These economies of scale combined with a low wage bill led to a massive switch from local production and 
sourcing to players who are able to combine economies of scale with low wages. The integration within the 
operating model of the companies’ combined with JiT (Just in Time) also had the advantage that the working 
capital needed for stock build-up could be greatly reduced. The profit and balance sheet of many companies 
could leverage on this economic reality.  

A number of recent events such as the trade war between the US and China, the earthquake in Japan, tsunamis 
and more recently the Brexit, had already demonstrated the archival value of this model, but the circumstances 
were not as extreme as they are today. Sometimes there was a - temporary - way out to other continents, through 
another branch of the supplier or through a competitor. The economic world could cope with the temporary 
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unavailability of some critical components of the supply chain. The situation did create limited disruptions in the 
supply.  

In the case of Corona, this was no longer the case. The supply of many of these companies stopped overnight 
without any alternative sourcing. Companies that were first hit by the Corona crisis are those that have strongly 
deployed a lean supply chain model offshore in low-cost countries. This has made a lot of companies very nervous 
as they have absorbed massive cash drains.  

The question is, how this will affect supply strategies in the future. 

Today, this is a real Gordian knot that may be more difficult to disentangle than appears at first sight.  

Firstly, the balance sheets of many companies have been severely weakened, which will limit the possibilities to 
make additional local investments in the short term. 

Secondly, the economies of scale will be smaller than the mega factories that were constructed to absorb the 
huge centralised volumes. As container transport is relatively cheap, this will not outweigh this uplift. I expect that 
companies will find it difficult to recharge the additional costs to its full extent to the customers. On top, we might 
expect commercial strategies from the actual suppliers to protect the existing business with better prices, supply 
guarantees for customers who confirm a long-term relationship etc. 

Thirdly the wages, even though wages have increased in China and other far-east countries in recent years, they 
are still a disadvantage in many parts of the world and can only be offset by a high degree of automation. And 
this, again, will need a lot of money and capabilities to run these factories efficient. 

Fourthly, it will take a long time before most of this production capacity can be built elsewhere. 

Organisations need to reconsider their supply chain set up and identify fast the most critical elements. Once they 
understand them, they can act and mitigate them as much as possible through an alternative supplier, product 
redesign, insourcing etc. But this will take time and will require considerable budgets. This will lead to more 
secured supply but on the short-term local production will be faced with startup pains, limited economies of scale 
and higher landed cost. 
This is not an alternative created overnight. If you decide to insource or go to alternative solutions, you have to 
be extremely careful that you guarantee in the transition period your quality, supply and innovations. 
An interesting path is to co-create with other (non-competitive) industries, a common platform to provide you with 
the products and services at competitive prices. But this is neither a fast track as you still need investments, time 
for the startup, and you will need strong alignment between the shareholders of the consortium. 
 
Some governments have declared that the actual crisis has proven that critical supplies (mouth masks, chemical 
products for the pharmaceutical industry, etc.) need local production capacities. I expect that this will lead to 
government subsidies and other initiatives to counter some historical business decisions. It is not clear to me 
today how local governments and Europe will align and set up a commonly agreed strategy. These subsidies -if 
any- will make you not more competitive but ensure that can start on an equal basis than your competitors. 

Local governments will protect local jobs and initiate programs to create new social and economic wealth. If we 
combine this with a trend that started a few years ago on the ‘local provenance’ and ‘shorten the supply’, I see a 
real potential for the local industry. 
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In conclusion, I see a lot of similarities between the challenges of the fight against the virus and fight against 
social and economic impacts. 

We all live in uncertainty, fear and hope. 

Countries, governments, companies, they all depend on their leadership and culture. We all look for a strategic 
vision, ambition and inspirational leaders. You don’t develop this overnight but ‘’If you can dream it, you can do 
it. Always remember that this whole thing was started with a dream and a mouse.” (Quote from Walt Disney) 

If you are interested in the content of this white paper, or you would like to discuss some of the topics that might 
be relevant for your business today, or in the future, I will be happy to help you. 

I invite you to contact me via my LinkedIn profile:  www.linkedin.com/in/hansluts. 

Hans Luts 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1: ‘Leading Change’, John P. Kotter, Harvard Business Review Press 

2: based upon Prosci ADKAR model 


