
Learning from the  
COVID-19 pandemic



In early June 2020 Deloitte convened 
a webinar attended by more than 
90 companies from a variety of 
private and public sectors to discuss 
how business can learn from the 
COVID–19 pandemic. Participants 
answered poll questions on recent 
performance and future plans as 
the webinar proceeded. Here we 
present selected results together 
with the essentials of the discussion. 
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Introduction
This has been a unique crisis. No organisation has 
been unaffected. The response to it has, therefore, 
commanded the full attention of leadership who have 
had the entirety of their organisation’s resources to 
devote to the response. In addition, the government’s 
unprecedented intervention and support has provided 
immediate stability, but companies will now need to 
look to the future.

Perhaps for these reasons, participants 
have, to date, been overwhelmingly 
positive about the way their organisations 
have responded.

However, the coming phase as 
Government support is withdrawn 
will be more testing. We will learn how 
lasting the uptick in sentiment is in the 

face of difficult decisions about jobs 
and investment, and how effectively 
companies are embedding the lessons 
and techniques of the lockdown period.  

Which describes how you feel about how your company responded:

Very concerned

Concerned

Satisfied

Proud

Very proud

33%

41%

27%

0%

0%
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In the command centre
The command centre – crisis management teams 
mobilised to support by operational leadership and 
the board – is where crisis battles are won or lost. 

No amount of inherent flexibility in 
corporate systems can meet the challenge 
without authority and clarity from the 
command centre. 

Many companies had prepared for 
pandemic risk as part of their crisis 
modelling, but more – over 70% according 
to our webinar polling – had not. However, 
when the pandemic took hold responses 
show that over 60% of companies relied 
on their pre-prepared crisis management 
procedures. Only a very small minority of 
companies in our sample (2%) reported a 
lack of clarity on the roles of the executive 
and the board, a typical Achilles heel of 
crisis response in our experience. 

It has been characteristic of the pandemic 
that many organisations have been fully 

deployed in meeting crisis challenges 
rather than proceeding with business-
as-usual, and that morale has been 
exceptionally high as companies have not 
had to struggle with perceived fault  
and consequent reputational issues. 

In the emergence phase we believe  
two issues will dominate the command 
centre agenda: 

Companies need to adopt a 
structured approach to learning 
lessons. Organisations need to 
identify what worked effectively 
during the response and what did 
not. Reviews need to be structured 
to ensure that senior bias to 
optimism about future waves of  
the pandemic is avoided. 

In addition, such reviews need 
to capture changes in the way 
businesses are run deemed to 
be positive. There is much to be 
retained as business as usual. 

While pandemic-specific resilience 
is important to respond to future 
waves of COVID-19, a broader 
commitment to the organisation 
and operational resilience is vital. 
One observation from the current 
pandemic is that organisations 
such as banks, who were forced 
to build in greater resilience to a 
range of shocks following the 2008 
financial crisis, have weathered the 
pandemic well.

Command centre: As a result of COVID-19, we will be making extensive changes to our crisis preparedness initiatives

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Partially agree

Agree

Strongly agree

9%

39%

41%

11%

0%
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Strategy & financing
We know that the impact of the pandemic has been 
asymmetric across different sectors and industries, 
however, the great majority of companies in our 
sample – 81% – report a negative impact.

Around half of all companies report 
having taken advantage of Government 
support, almost all of whom have utilised 
the furlough scheme (at 46%) with much 
smaller proportions accessing loan and 
grant schemes. 

For those who did not use government 
support schemes, just over half report 
that they considered them unnecessary, 
with 29% reporting that the board 
considered it inappropriate. 

The ability to access the schemes varied, 
the government was able to stand up 
the portal for the furlough scheme in 
a matter of weeks and this has proven 
resilient and reliable, allowing companies 
to quickly access the much-needed cash 
refunds. The detail behind the schemes 
has become increasingly complex, a 
consideration as we move into the second 

wave of the furlough scheme from July. 
Accessing the loan schemes, in particular 
CBILs and CLBILs which are administered 
by financial institutions has proved more 
difficult as the criteria have changed 
and lenders have been at risk of being 
overwhelmed by application volumes.

Strategically we expect an acceleration  
of M&A activity especially as private 
equity and many PLCs have cash reserves, 
and this expectation is shown in the poll 
results. As organisations contemplate 
their post-pandemic strategy for mergers, 
acquisitions and disposals we expect 
most companies to face the same 
strategic issue: 

Should M&A be offensive or 
defensive? Offensive M&A will be 
focused on reinvention and growth; 
defensive strategies will be focused 

on acquisitions which protect against 
market downturns or possible 
takeovers. Strategies will depend on 
how companies forecast the recovery 
but it is significant that following the 
financial crisis, the market valued 
those companies who made the 
decision to pursue growth, where  
they had the balance sheet strength 
to do so. 

Companies may be tempted to take a 
‘too early to tell’ position. Our view is that 
uncertainty will continue for an extended 
period, and that waiting for uncertainty to 
end may prove costly. 

Strategy & Financing: Have you considered any of the following as a result of COVID-19? 

Mergers Acquisitions Disposals Market  
withdrawals

Too early to consider  
significant steps

No

15%7% 30% 15% 15% 43%
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Communication & reputation
Despite the severity of the pandemic, for many businesses 
it has been reputationally benign. Externally it created many 
opportunities for companies to demonstrate a commitment to 
acting in the public interest; internally it proved unexpectedly easy 
both to motivate staff towards entirely new ways of working and 
to avoid financial stress in the workforce (some prior pandemic 
simulations had modelled extensive workforce disaffection, the 
opposite of what actually happened). 

The real communication and reputation 
challenge begins now. Almost three-
quarters of the companies in our sample 
expect to have to make decisions that 
may attract negative external scrutiny in 
the near future. 

These will include decisions about staffing 
and redundancy, supplier relationships 
and long term project commitments, and 
these decisions may appear in a stark light 
as they will take place outside the normal 
rhythm of business with face-to-face 
communication unlikely for some time.  

In the coming months we expect that 
companies will need to: 

Identify and build on the strengths 
and successes of the last few 
months. In our sample, 77% of 
companies believe that their internal 
communications through the 
pandemic have been either effective 
or highly effective. Our view is that 
sensitive and effective internal 
communications will continue to be 
the key to reputational protection 
in the coming months and that 
companies should worry less about 

external scrutiny and more about 
internal morale. 

Formalise reporting on the pandemic 
response. Over three-quarters of 
companies in our sample say they 
used principle-based decision-making 
aligned to purpose and values through 
the pandemic period, and just over 
half say that relationships with key 
stakeholders have improved. These 
judgements need to be formalised 
and demonstrated in companies’ 
annual strategic reports as required 
by Section 172 of the Companies Act. 

Communication & reputation: We have difficult decisions facing us which may draw negative external scrutiny  
(e.g. restructuring, redundancies, dividend withdrawal, business disposal, market withdrawal etc.) 

74% 21% 5%

Yes No Don’t know
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People, place & culture
Many organisations have been taken by  
surprise at their level of creativity over the  
last few months.

Changes in work patterns and outputs that 
would have taken years to achieve in a normal 
context have been accomplished in days or 
weeks; the process of reshaping work and the 
workplace that many companies were already 
grappling within their ‘future of work’ strategies 
has been greatly accelerated. 

Having been surprised at their ability  
to achieve change, many companies  
will be striving to perpetuate this 
flexibility, to ‘bottle the brilliance’ Their 
approach to both workforce  
and workplace will be critical.

Real estate reductions also appear 
highly likely. Over half of the companies 
in our sample expect to shrink their real 
estate footprint, some by up to half. Only 
30% of companies expect the real estate 
footprint to remain unchanged.

It is impossible to give meaningful broad 
counsel to a diverse group of businesses 
on whether workforces and workplaces 
should shrink or grow, but it is clear that 
the coming months will be a period of 
heightened strategic risk. One risk is of 
ignoring the lesson of resilience.

Another risk is workplace-specific: while 
businesses have found that they can 
function without a physical workplace, 
that does not mean that they should do 
so. One of the lessons of the work-from 

home experience is that workplaces are 
important for reasons of culture, creativity 
and cohesiveness.

Companies should ask, would there have 
been a sense of community in crisis if 
there had never been a workplace to 
begin with?
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Supply chain
One of the many surprises of the pandemic has been 
the relative resilience of business supply chains. Only 
9% of companies in our sample believe that their 
supply chains have not shown resilience. 

Yet it is clear that showing resilience is not the same 
as having sufficient resilience baked in. Almost half 
of companies (45%) intend changes in their supply 
chain structures, including a reduction of outsourcing, 
greater on-shoring, and increased vertical integration.

We expect supply chain visibility to be a 
critical concern as companies recover and 
restructure. Companies with extended 
and complex supply chains with multiple 
components have found it harder to 
understand and control supply chain 
stress during the pandemic. Simplification 
and geographic contraction will now be 

on the agenda for many businesses. This 
implies rising supply chain cost – only 17% 
of companies in our sample are clear that 
increased supply chain resilience can be 
achieved without increased costs. 

We see supply chain resilience as one 
of the greatest challenges of the coming 

period. The existential nature of the 
pandemic threat has led to a considerable 
degree of ‘performance forgiveness’ for 
organisations both private and public 
struggling to keep their supply chains 
delivering. This forgiveness may not be 
repeated in future crises. 

Supply Chain: As a result of COVID-19, we will be making the following changes to our supply chain: 

Making no
structural changes

OtherReduced
outsourcing

Increased
vertical intergration

Greater 
on shoring

7% 18%18% 14% 55%
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Customer
Many businesses have seen demand contract. 
Although the impact is asymmetric and a significant 
minority of companies in our sample (34%) saw 
demand grow, almost half (46%) saw demand fall and 
almost a fifth (19%) saw no change.

In our sample, the minority that saw 
substantial increases in demand (15% 
saw increases of 10-20% and a very few 
companies saw increases of over 50%) 
experienced the most supply chain stress 
as few companies contingency plan for 
large and sudden increases in demand. 

Of those businesses in our sample that 
saw demand contract 41% think it will take 
a year or longer for demand to recover; a 
smaller proportion (35%) think demand 
will return within six months, with very few 
thinking the recovery will be faster than 
that. Models derived from other countries 
with earlier normalisation schedules offer 
mixed guidance – China, for example, 

experienced a rapid bounce back which 
has subsequently subsided, while 
Germany has seen demand relatively 
stable. The Deloitte base case remains 
that the UK recovery will be V-shaped, but 
impacts will be unevenly spread. 

As companies move into the recovery 
phase one issue dominates the  
customer relationship: 

Engagement through technology 
will grow. Companies of all sizes 
have been forced into accelerated 
technology adoptions as online 
customer interaction and supply  
chain management has for many  

been the only viable operational 
channel. In our sample, 45% of 
companies say they will be making 
more use of technology or data, with 
much smaller proportions looking at 
changing the service offer or entering 
new markets. 

The pandemic has created a platform 
for rapid change in the way companies 
conduct their customer and stakeholder 
relationships; resistance to change 
has melted away. Next moves will be 
determined by whether businesses 
choose to take advantage of the 
opportunity to move to a new model or 
seek merely to restore the status quo.

Customer: As a result of COVID-19, we will be making changes to our customer journey/proposition by –

Other

All of the above

Making greater use of technology or data

Entering new markets

Introducing new services

Rationalising products/services

41%

2%

2%

5%

5%

45%
0% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 50%5% 45%
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Conclusion
If the pandemic has been a test of the ability to react, then 
business has outperformed. But in the coming months 
and beyond the mere ability to react may not suffice.

Organisations have already been surprised at the  
sudden practical relevance of issues that previously  
may have appeared to be merely part of the corporate 
rhetoric, issues of culture, meaning and purpose. A 
remarkable 100% of companies in our sample say that 
their corporate culture was supportive to an effective 
response to COVID-19.

We conclude that leadership will be of great importance in 
the coming period. Business-as-usual can often function 
without strong leadership and shaping vision – but there 
may be no business-as-usual to return to. Confronting that 
reality is going to foreground vision, values and purpose as 
never before.

Figure 1. Word cloud based on the question ‘Write down one word which you think captures a positive impact that 
COVID-19 has had on business life’
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