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SECTION 1 Case Study:

Two in five businesses have no contingency plan to manage coronavirus
outbreak

13 Mar 2020 By Siobhan Palmer, People Management [On-line].

As the UK moves to delaying rather than containing the virus, a People Management
and CIPD survey reveals how HR professionals are responding to the situation.

Almost two in five organisations have no business contingency plan in place to deal
with the coronavirus outbreak, a survey of HR professionals has found.

As the UK moves into the ‘delay’ phase of managing the virus, also known as Covid-
19, People Management and the CIPD have polled more than 640 HR professionals
to find out what they are doing in their organisations to deal with the threats posed to
the health of employees and their businesses.

HR professionals answered questions on continuity planning, sick pay and self-
isolation, and People Management has been releasing the results throughout the
week.

The poll found nearly two-fifths (39 per cent) of HR professionals surveyed did not
yet have a business contingency plan in place to deal with the coronavirus.

Half of respondents said they had a comprehensive or reasonably comprehensive
level of pandemic preparedness in their organisations before the outbreak, while
over a fifth (21 per cent) reported their level of preparedness was non-existent, and
29 per cent said their level of preparedness was not very comprehensive.

Professor Nada Kakabadse, professor of policy, governance and ethics and Henley
Business School, said the results were “more favourable than expected”, but voiced
scepticism around how extensive and feasible such plans were likely to be in reality.

She suggested many contingency plans were often “little more than confidence
boosters for employees” and were unlikely to have been tested before now.

For some businesses, a lack of contingency planning may reflect the nature of the
organisation, whereby it would have no choice but to proceed as normal to stay
afloat, she added.

“Any organisation producing goods, from a bakery to a much larger manufacturer,
has no option but to keep going, otherwise production stops,” she said, highlighting
many sectors did not have the ability to let staff work from home without ceasing
business altogether.

“What can most businesses do other than use common sense and take basic
precautions which have been repeatedly displayed in the media?” she added.
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Richard Wilding, professor of supply chain strategy at Cranfield School of
Management, highlighted smaller businesses were, by their nature, more likely to
struggle with large-scale, strategic planning. “It's just a matter of having the
bandwidth to think through it, and sometimes people don't really understand what's
actually involved,” he said.

Such planning was nonetheless highly beneficial for those with the capacity, Wilding
said. But, in the face of such a large-scale pandemic, any plans would have to
extend to a company’s entire supply chain: “If you've got great continuity plans for
your own business, unfortunately you're going to have to extend that into your
suppliers, and also your customers’ businesses for it to be really effective at this
time,” he said.

“If you've a chain of companies or a network of companies who all have thought
about this and have got good collaboration in place ... you're going to be far more
resilient”.

The People Management and CIPD survey also found over half (54 per cent) of
respondents said HR was very involved in their organisations’ strategy and planning
around coronavirus. But a small minority (4 per cent) reported they were not involved
at all. Less than a third (30 per cent) said HR was quite involved, with 12 per cent
reporting they were not very involved.

The survey also asked respondents what they expected the financial impact of
coronavirus to be on their business. The majority (95 per cent) said there would be
an impact. Nearly half (48 per cent) said the impact would be moderate, 15 per cent
said severe and 30 per cent mild.

Angela O’'Connor, CEO of The HR Lounge and former public sector HR director,
warned it was important for HR professionals not to be “distracted by trying to
become medical experts”, and instead to focus on communicating with staff in
“simple, human terms”.

While accepting that comprehensive, detailed policies were not possible in such a
changing environment, she said people professionals should aim to use a variety of
media and advise people quickly on current best practice, adding: “Being able to
communicate that we don’t have the answers is also important.”

HR also must be flexible about how it approached working at home, how it used
technology to support the business, and needed to allow people to change hours
and ways of working, she said.

“‘Now is the time to trust our teams and staff to get work done without supervision
and to help them through the next difficult few months. Managers will not have faced
anything like this and HR can really help by coaching them to be more adaptive,
agile and open minded.”

The government announced yesterday the decision to move towards ‘delaying’
rather than ‘containing’ the virus, and advised anyone with a persistent cough or high
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temperature to self-isolate for seven days. However, the prime minister advised he
would not be closing schools at this time.

In Scotland, gatherings of more than 500 people have been banned. In the Republic
of Ireland, schools, colleges and other public facilities are being closed, and
taoiseach (prime minister) Leo Varadkar has said mass gatherings of more than 100
people and outdoor gatherings of more than 500 should be cancelled.

So far 10 people in the UK have died from the virus, with the number of confirmed
cases at 596.
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