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In Australia, 2019/20 was characterised as a year
of flat/little growth, tight margins, a long drought
followed by the worst bushfire season in
Australia’s history.

The arrival of the COVID-19 virus in 2020 has been
followed by significant (and necessary) public
health measures to reduce or eliminate the
transmission and effect of the virus on the general
population. In Australia, hospitality, tourism and
retail have been largely shut-down, while many
other industries and businesses have been
negatively impacted by reduced traffic and sales
activity. The initial impact in NZ was even more
significant, with all businesses except essential
services being locked-down.

The impact of the necessary measures to contain
or control COVID-19 placed further negative
pressure on a business sector that was already
struggling to survive.

In early responses to the pandemic, many
businesses in both Australia and NZ found that
their activity/revenue had dropped significantly
and they could not continue without major
cost/operating reductions. They were forced to
either stand-down or terminate many of their
employees. Most employees who were initially
stood down registered for unemployment
benefits. The employer/employee subsidy

programs like Job Keeper implemented in both
Australia and New Zealand, then attempted to
reduce the frequency and number of people
joining the unemployment ranks, which had been
trending towards the international average of 15%
(from less than 6%). Present forecasts now
suggest that by December 2020 Australia may
have up to 1.2 million unemployed, an
unemployment rate of 10% (at least 5% lower
than other industrialised countries) and business
activity may have contracted by up to 20%.
Business confidence in Australia is forecast to
remain negative until at least July 2021.

In the meantime, NZ and Australian governments
have rolled out a number of stimulus packages to
attempt to keep businesses in business. As these
incentives are withdrawn, business owners will be
finalising their thinking on:
• whether they re-start,
• when they re-start,
• how to reposition their business for

sustainability and then growth,
• who needs to be part of the team as they re-

build the business, and
• how to ensure their cashflow supports their

start-up plans, without emptying the bank.
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COVID -19 ACCELERATED 
THE DOWNTURN
IT DIDN’T CREATE IT 
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Internal Factors
The major internal factor is fatigue and exhaustion of business owners and managers. This group
had little left in their emotional tank when lockdown was implemented, simply because of the
challenging trading/business conditions in the previous 12 months. Owners and managers are
normally in control of their decision making, and past history normally gives them renewed
confidence looking to the future. Unfortunately, we are now in different times. It is no wonder
that business owners and managers are feeling overwhelmed with what to do, particularly when
there is no short-term guarantee that the COVID-19 virus will be contained or eliminated.
Owners and managers are left attempting to second, third and fourth guess all sorts of decision-
making options, with a similar lack of confidence in the outcomes.

The second major factor is that no one can confidently make assumptions about potential sales
activity and revenue forecasts, as this activity is contingent on both business and consumer
confidence – and both are presently trending down until mid-2021. With more than 1.2 million
people expected to be unemployed in Australia for example, consumer spending will fall.
Businesses are also going to be hesitant about investing in labour or equipment, as both
international and domestic markets could collapse in the short-term and their recovery is
contingent on too many aspects that are presently unclear.
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Finally, the engine room of every
business is their people – and in
many businesses the engine needs
urgent maintenance. In March/April
2020 over 3 million Australasian’s
either lost their jobs or had their
hours and pay reduced. Fewer
people are being asked to do more,
and this may have negatively
impacted quality, customer service
and business sales. These
employees are now also fatigued
and exhausted trying to cope with
the changing public health and
business environment demands, while also providing for their extended families. The rapid
expansion of work from home initiatives has also prompted business owners to experience other
ways of making their businesses operate. Good businesses are shutting down, or reducing their
headcount – and business and customer IP is walking out the door.

With all three factors now in play, it has never been harder in business. There are however, some
unexpected upsides. If you can manage your way out of the chaos in a logical, pragmatic and
fiscally sustainable way, you and your business will be well positioned in 2021 to potentially ride
the expected wave of growth. You can expect that the competition will also have trimmed down
(as business closures and bankruptcies are forecast to be impacted by these extreme market
conditions), so margins could also improve.

BUILDING THE BRIDGE TO (POST COVID-19) TOMORROW
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There are some significant business challenges that business owners now need to both understand and
attempt to manage.

Cash flow is king – and businesses need to operate within their existing cash flow forecasts (and assume
at least a 20% decline in sales revenue). Government stimulus packages will provide some positive
cashflow offsets in 2020. In the meantime, a cash flow forecast for 2020/2021 should be developed by
every business, to give owners and managers peace of mind that they can trade their way out of this
downturn.

New ways of working have been implemented during the lockdown, and some aspects of that labour
flexibility may need to continue and become the norm for the business. This may also provide an
opportunity for businesses to reduce their office rental footprint and costs. Most businesses will now
be heavily invested in cloud computing solutions. These are likely to remain, providing a technological
platform for expanded remote worker operations, including online meetings which should reduce
business travel demands and costs.

BUILDING THE BRIDGE TO (POST COVID-19) TOMORROW

THE BUSINESS CHALLENGES AHEAD

As businesses re-build they will be hesitant about rapidly increasing their labour costs. They may also
find that their ongoing labour needs have reduced and may seek a higher calibre of candidate to back-
fill any vacancies. With over 10% of the population forecast to be unemployed, candidate numbers will
be high, and it will include some highly capable applicants for most vacancies.

Leaders and managers will need to continue to demonstrate high levels of resilience and leadership.
They are navigating their business through an array of challenges, many which are out of their control –
so communication and flexibility will be core to their messaging and performance.

The HR Challenges
Ahead:
There are many
HR challenges
that will be faced
by every business
as they work
their way out of
lockdown,
including:
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BUSINESS STATUS CHECKLIST
To see how well prepared you are to build your business for tomorrow, here is a simple 
assessment that you can complete right now. In each section, select the most appropriate 
response for your business and add up the score at the bottom. 

Financial forecast/ budget/cash flow model has 
been developed which is cash flow positive, 
including a reduction in sales activity of up to 
20% in 2020/2021

1 - We haven’t looked at it
2 – We’ve started to brainstorm
3 - We’ve started, but haven’t achieved our goal
4 – We’ve finalized, but haven’t rolled it out
5 – We’ve finalized, documented and 
communicated to stakeholders. 

We have identified new sales/marketing 
channels to increase sales activity, worth at 
least 20% of our sales activity

1 - We haven’t looked at it
2 – We’ve started to brainstorm
3 - We’ve started, but haven’t achieved our goal
4 – We’ve finalized, but haven’t rolled it out
5 – We’ve finalized, documented and 
communicated to stakeholders. 

Our revised structure aligns with our business 
activity and we are confident that we have the 
right people, or are confident we can find them 
when we need them

1 - We haven’t looked at it
2 – We’ve started to brainstorm
3 - We’ve started, but haven’t achieved our goal
4 – We’ve finalized, but haven’t rolled it out
5 – We’ve finalized, documented and 
communicated to stakeholders. 

Our policies and procedures have been 
updated to ensure that we are COVID-19 ready, 
and the risks to employees of an outbreak at 
work have been minimised

1 - We haven’t looked at it
2 – We’ve started to brainstorm
3 - We’ve started, but haven’t achieved our goal
4 – We’ve finalized, but haven’t rolled it out
5 – We’ve finalized, documented and 
communicated to stakeholders. 

We have a plan for the business that we 
developed with the employees and we have 
measured their engagement and alignment 
since lockdown, to be confident that the 
business plan is achievable 

1 - We haven’t looked at it
2 – We’ve started to brainstorm
3 - We’ve started, but haven’t achieved our goal
4 – We’ve finalized, but haven’t rolled it out
5 – We’ve finalized, documented and 
communicated to stakeholders. 

YOUR TOTAL SCORE / 25

BUILDING THE BRIDGE TO (POST COVID-19) TOMORROW

How your score rates:

0-9 You are missing real opportunities to improve your business now and into the future.

10-15
Starting is the hardest step, but you need to finalise these steps in order to maximise your 
future. 

16-20
You’ve done all the hard work, but communicating to all stakeholders will drive success to 
your bottom line. 

21-25 Well done on building an aligned plan and ensuring all stakeholders are on the same page. 
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BUILD YOUR BRIDGE TO (POST COVID-19) 
TOMORROW

Business Bridge 

Essentials
Solutions that Work

Assess where the 

business is right now

Complete an assessment like Business Health Check, assessing where your 

business is right now.  It will take you 15 minutes and help you resolve the 

priorities to focus on.

Your HR Coach can send you a link in 24 hours and you could meet inside 5 

days to review the detailed results, benchmarked to Australasian businesses.
Build a financial 

forecast/cash flow 

forecasting model for 

FY2020/2021

Build you own, using data from first 6 months of 2020 or get your accountant 

to build one.  Assume at least a 20% reduction in sales activity.

Your HR Coach may be able to assist you, using their Profit Driver model.
Develop a Business 

Growth Plan for 

2020/2021 with 

managers and 

employees

Build a Business Growth Plan for your business, with input from Managers 

and employees.

Your HR Coach can structure and facilitate a one day workshop for all 

participants to build the plan, if required.
Reconnect with your 

existing customer base 

and assess potential 

activity for FY

Identify your key customers and assess potential activity for the FY

Your HR Coach can work with you to 'Accelerate your Customer 

Engagement’.

Implement new 

business structure, 

appoint the right 

people to the right 

jobs, measure 

engagement and 

alignment of managers 

and employees

Align the structure with your business activity/ Fill vacancies with great 

candidates/ Ensure contracts maximise flexibility, to align with future 

business activity/ Retain some flexible work arrangements/ Measure 

employee and management culture, engagement and alignment - and 

remeasure in 12 months/ Improve 2-way management communication and 

feedback in the business/implement an external Employee Assistance 

Program (EAP) for owners, managers and employees 

Your HR Coach can support you with all of these requirements.  Assessment 

tools (Fusion or STAR) benchmark results to 800 Australasian businesses.

Review all policies and 

procedures to 

minimise COVID-19 

outbreak risk to 

employees

Review and update policies and procedures to minimise COVID-19 outbreak 

risk to employees and managers.  Implement and enforce social distancing 

and isolation arrangements.  Split work teams wherever possible

Your HR Coach and our OHS business partner can work with you to minimise

this risk.

BUILDING THE BRIDGE TO (POST COVID-19) TOMORROW
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ABOUT HR COACH 
AUSTRALASIA
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HR Coach Australasia consists of an
Independent Member Network
delivering human resource and
strategic alignment solutions to
businesses.

HR Coaches work with businesses to establish and maintain the link between People and
Business Strategy to improve performance and profitability. HR Coach has researched the
Australasian small to medium business sector for the last 20 years and Coaches use this
research, patented tools and methodologies to deliver solutions for businesses that are
practical, timely and effective, every time.

Like what you have read? Why not check out some of our other research papers:

Cultivating Management Culture
Identified the link between management culture and business 
performance.

Unlocking the Workplace Generational Code
Identified the similarities and differences between the five 
generations now at work 

Unlocking the Code for High Performing Businesses
Identified what separates high performing businesses from their 
low flying competitors.

5 Effective Conversations
Identified the ways to ensure that every conversation at work is 
effective  

For more information, get in touch:
1300 550 674

hrcoach.com.au

Employee Satisfaction DOESN’T Mean Profit
Identified  the potential disconnect between employee 
satisfaction and business performance. 


