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Guiding Organisations At Time Of
Coronavirus Pandemic

T IRIESREE

he saying of “When the
going gets tough, only the
toughest gets going” is
truer than ever at this time of the

coronavirus pandemic.

Recent financial results of companies
showed a general trend of regression of
performance. Most companies suffered
losses, and many smaller companies are

struggling for survival.

The downward trend affects some types of
Those

depending on direct, face-to-face patron-

businesses more than others.

age of customers, such as retail, tourism,
restaurants, and beauty treatment suffered
most, but financial services and profes-
sional services such as legal and accounting

may be more resilient.

This prevailing business climate put undue

stress on the management team. But more

importantly for company directors, how
should they act?

@R IE

I 'am no expert in crisis management, but I
do have some views that I would like to

share with our fellow directors.

PLANNING AHEAD

I guess we all agree that the success of any
business depends on an effective business
plan, and directors are tasked with vetting
and approving business plans submitted by

the executive management.

I would suggest that this is not the best
time to approve a business expansion plan
unless the company is engaged in the
development and manufacture of medical

devices or Covid-19 vaccines.

With the world almost in lockdown, and
business and tourists travel reduced to a
bare minimum, there is not a lot of room
for growth in business volume in the near
term. Even for those in the local business,
with most people working from home

(WFH), business and social activities have
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been greatly reduced, with little potential
for recovery in the short term. People
staying home do not even need to change
into business attire to work, nor to dress up
for meeting people for entertainment.
With such a mood, we do not need market-
ing experts to tell us that fashion, jewellery
and watch stores will not attain their usual
business volume for at least the next six

months.

The main duties of a director are not to
manage, but to guide and direct. We should
encourage the executive management team
to focus their strategy on reducing costs,
cutting unnecessary expenses and saving
their valuable liquid cash to pay for wages

and rent.
PREPARE FOR THE WORSE

We already had a year of suffering, from
social unrests disrupting normal business
to the Covid-19

pandemic since February this year until

from July last year,




today almost paralysing our city. If these
problems only occur within Hong Kong, we
may still have some hope of diverting
business activities outside Hong Kong.
Unfortunately, it has become almost a
worldwide plague, and we should probably
feel slightly relieved that we are probably
less affected, firstly because our infected
numbers are comparatively small, and
secondly, our government has a large fiscal
reserve which allow them to subsidise
some badly affected sectors. But this
cushion will not guarantee sustainability of

all businesses.

Directors should encourage the executive
management to consider at least three
scenarios. The optimistic scenario can be
that business will soon return to normal by
early 2021. The pessimistic scenario is that
the pandemic will continue beyond the end
of 2021. A more likely scenario will be a
very slow recovery from later this year. The
purpose of such scenarios planning
exercise is to alert the executive manage-
ment of the need to plan for a rough ride
ahead and prepare for that with various
action items that can help to slow down the
draining of cash resources. No one can
predict the future with total accuracy, but a
series of scenarios will better prepare the
management to face challenges, which will
likely hit them sooner or later, and ensure

survival at this challenging time.

MEETINGS WITHOUT MEETING

I may be a pre-IT-era dinosaur, but I do not
believe that meetings over a laptop or iPad
can replace physical meetings. I just
cannot believe that virtual meetings will be
the same as physical meetings or even
improve effectiveness, though I have to
admit that it is an efficient way to meet and
discuss issues and to gain approval of plans

at this time.

The problem of meeting over cyberspace is

the lack of certain dimensions essential for

business. The inability to observe body
language, the inefficiency of scanning the
group for questions and queries, and the
inattentiveness of some (who are restricted
by their layout at home or subject to
disruption from children) all play to a

reduction in effectiveness.

I always believe that meeting with people
physically, over a meal or drink, will
facilitate interaction. It will also enable
skilful

Those of you who have consoled depressed

delivery of difficult messages.
colleagues, softened angers of disgruntled
staff, and pushed an argument to influence
a proposed plan from your superior will
hopefully agree with me that attempting
such activities over phone or a virtual
meeting can be extremely difficult and
futile. There is an element of relieving
tension, cultivating a cordial atmosphere,
and allowing more unspoken messages to
flow, when people are meeting in person,
discussing difficult issues while having a
bite. If not, we can do without business
entertainment in the future and save a lot of

costs and time.

For directors who only get to meet the
executive management team a few times a
year, it is even more difficult to convey
subtle messages at virtual meetings. It is
difficult to gauge the level of receptance of
your executives over a small screen, not to
mention to assess the support from other
fellow directors. Some directors will tend
not to raise issues that may cause any
controversy. As a result, the meeting will
become unidirectional, with the executives
making proposals, forcing the directors to
approve it without a healthy debate. This is
against the original principles of having a
company board to provide effective check

and balance.

To combat these shortcomings, the only
suggestion I can make is to encourage more
individual discussions over phone, or some

pre-meetings of small groups, prior to each

Board Meeting, so that delicate issues can
be ironed out. Such activities may be
difficult to arrange but most useful in
preparing for Board Meetings, and must

not be cast aside.

If some directors still have doubts about
the need for in-person interaction, ask
them when in their history have they
successfully acquired a business without a
physical visit, or bought an apartment
without an onsite inspection, but only
relying on information provided from a
catalogue. Any attempt to make a serious
decision

business based merely on

documents circulation and a virtual
meeting may be seen as tardy or even

irresponsible.

WORKING FROM HOME

I know our Government is promoting
WFH, based on the advice from medical
professionals, and is seeing some early
successes  in

curbing the growth of

infection rate.

I dare say that it only works on public
services, as the citizens who suffer from
the inconvenience have very little say, but
for the common men-on-the-street
conducting traditional business, WFH just
does not work. A lot of business depends
on physical presence, and restaurants and
bars will be left hanging out to dry if they
can only provide take-out services. Imag-
ine  your  washing  machine  or
air-conditioning has broken down, or you
have a plumbing problem, and the techni-
cian tells you he is working from home. You
would soon agree that WFH is not accept-

able in many instances.

Even for office workers, starting late,
wearing pyjamas while attending to work,
confining to the dinner table with children
also attending online lessons, all have a
price tag, causing tardiness and disruption

to serious business activities. Not to

ERESEE. H—HLES 2



D Engineering Director

home Wi-Fi’s

bandwidth may even disrupt the continu-

mention some limited

ous communications over cyberspace.

The long-established routine of getting up
early, dressing up for work, commuting to
work, does have an upside to prepare us to
stay refreshed, focused and attentive at
work. Also, we must admit that many jobs
still

and  professions consider  the

in-person, physical office environment
essential for feasibility, effectiveness and

quality assurance.

Working alone at home, without in-person
interaction, is already bad enough. Multi-
plying this with the number of staff that
were accustomed to working as a group,
chatting, rubbing shoulders, and exchang-
ing eye contact, the loss of effectiveness
must be significant. Let’s not forget the
proverbial joke that “the best business
ideas are generated when people meet up at
the toilet”.

PERSEVERE AND MARCH AHEAD

What I have described above, negative
though it may seem, reflects some truths
that we are in the most challenging time of
With no hope of
Covid-19 pandemic being brought under

the last few decades.

control in the coming few months, and with
further threats of trade conflicts of national
scale looming ahead of us, survival must be
the main aim of most businesses. Direc-
tors must remain positive in their attitude,
so they can encourage and support the
executive management team to overcome
this difficult time. Avoid unnecessary
criticism, as it only serves to make them
more nervous and therefore prone to make
more mistakes. Be patient in listening to
them, whether it is a report of a failure, or a
proposal that does not seem to work at first
glance. Allow time to consider issues in the
cold light of day, and do not rush into
careful thoughts.

conclusions without

This is a time where care, empathy and
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patience are vital in all communications.

No doubt, some businesses will fail, but
this is a case of “survival of the fittest”.
Those businesses with solid foundation
and smart business plans will survive, and
probably enjoy a less competitive environ-
ment when the business climate becomes
more favourable. We must remain optimis-
tic in time like this. B0

Ir Edmund K H Leung FHKIoD is Deputy
Chairman of HKIoD.
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