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Introduction

A guide for responding to the coronavirus crisis

The global public health and economic crisis triggered by the outbreak of the 

global COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic has created an unprecedented set of 

challenges for organizations. Many governments have enforced restrictions on 

people movement and work from home has rapidly become the norm for many 

office workers.

This is a guide for global business services (GBS) organizations on how to 

respond to the unfolding events following the worldwide spread of the 

coronavirus. Many GBS organizations will have activated business continuity 

plans. However, most of those are designed to cope with short-term, localized 

disruption of business activity.

This guide covers both the immediate actions GBS are recommended to take as 

well as an overview of emerging actions observed by our Advisors in working with 

our members. We will update this guide as and when new information becomes 

available.
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How to read this guide 

The key to many of the responses will be collaboration across organizations –

with HR for health and welfare of staff, with IT to enable remote working of most 

staff – and supply chains, including BPO providers. 

This document  provides an outline of the key imperatives for: 

▪ Crisis leadership

▪ Business continuity 

▪ Risk management

We have also included a quick guide to other available resources through 

The Hackett Group’s Executive Advisory programs.
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Crisis leadership and imperatives for the GBS response to the coronavirus

Crisis leadership

1 Business, disrupted | Manage the pandemic crisis

2 A safe pair of hands | Demonstrate agility of your GBS

Service continuity

3 Work from home not alone | Support a fully remote workforce

4 Testing relationships | Working with BPO providers

5 Cash is king | Improve cash and liquidity position 

6 Look after the bots, too | Maintain smart automation processing

Risk management

7 Health and safety first | Mitigate risks to the health of staff

8 Short-term adaptation | Manage demand changes

9 Resilience | Provide back-up for key people and skills 

GBS organizations are at different stages in responding to the pandemic depending on location and business sector. However, The Hackett 

Group believe there are some imperatives that are applicable to most GBS organizations, as summarized below. The following sections set out 

common themes and our recommendations for both immediate action and the near-term and long-term.   
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Unlike most other business disruptions which affect only one or a 

few GBS center locations, the coronavirus in its pandemic phase 

affects most countries in the world. GBS leaders must focus on 

executing business continuity plans (BCPs) as planned in the 

short-term but focus on where these plans fall short immediately 

after and consider that:

▪ Switching operations between centers alone is not enough to 

maintain all services. Even critical services may suffer.

▪ Staffing levels may fall significantly due to illness, caring for 

family, containment or lack of transportation.

▪ Decisions need to be taken with incomplete information on the 

length and severity of the crisis.

Business disrupted | Manage the pandemic crisis

Crisis Leadership - Critical Actions

Immediate

✓
Setup response teams to assess risks, develop response strategies and monitor 

globally

✓
Identify essential staff and critical resources to maintain global business 

operations 

✓
Monitor sources of information on pandemic and restrictions by authorities under 

various global jurisdictions

Near-term

✓
Develop business impact scenarios and carry out scenario planning to inform 

response teams 

✓ Determine high-level impact of the pandemic on the GBS organization 

✓ Review the effectiveness of initial actions and course correct as needed

✓ Arrange delegation/ back-ups to cover for the absence of key executives 

Long-term

✓ Complete a damage assessment review 

✓ Determine Recovery Point Objectives and Recovery Time Objectives

✓ Implement plans to resume critical services within agreed timelines 

✓ Manage return to normal operations at usual locations or recovery sites   
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A safe pair of hands | Demonstrate agility of your GBS

Crisis Leadership - Critical Actions

Immediate

✓ Highlight C-virus hotspots in country business units and offer support

✓ Repatriate migration teams and  develop virtual methods for knowledge transfer 

✓ Implement a work-from-home policy and ban non-essential travel  

✓ Conduct virtual standup meetings once a day to maintain productivity 

✓ Ensure GBS staff offer to help BUs e.g. brainstorming on responses 

✓ Inform business of service level changes, advertise competencies that can help 

✓ Monitor DR/BCP daily, track what is working and what is not.

✓ Arrange with BPO providers and agencies for temporary staff 

✓ Switch work overnight between time zones to reduce cycle times 

Near-term

✓ Conduct ‘what if’ scenario planning and develop mitigation plans 

✓ Divert staff to areas requiring support and C-virus contingency projects

✓ Anticipate post-mortems and collect the data and opinions that will be needed 

Long-term

✓ Review GBS service delivery model and service management framework 

✓ Cross-train staff to increase resilience during crises

✓ Review and improve knowledge management capabilities

✓ Consider increasing the scope of GBS to other services

Many GBS organizations are relatively well prepared for crises that 

impact business operations. GBS leaders must consider:

▪ Planning capacity and response in close collaboration with 

business stakeholders as the impact varies from near shut-down 

(travel & hospitality) to increased demand (online retail).

▪ Strengthening infrastructure so that all GBS staff globally can 

work remotely for the time being. 

▪ Planning based on the ability to operate, immediate and near 

term, without access to key and significant numbers of staff -- due 

to health and/or infrastructure, using scenario planning – needs to 

start the week of April 6th latest (after completing month end).

▪ BCP and short-term fixes may need to be place for 2-3 months 

after the initial restrictive measures are lifted.
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Work from home, not alone | Support a fully remote workforce

Service Continuity - Critical Actions

Immediate

✓ Enable remote working where local networks have sufficient bandwidth

✓ Triage resources (e.g. laptops) by operational need

✓ Capacity and licenses must be quickly scaled

✓ Enable offices with skeleton staff to support workers that work with big data

Near-term

✓ Scale service desks / hotlines to support workers unfamiliar with remote working

✓ Issue regular communications and tips on remote working

✓ Update KPIs to reflect what matters to remote workers

✓ Ensure cyber security and access to company IP shared with virtual teams

✓ Avoid staff or 3rd parties connecting to company data via personal computers

Long-term

✓ Update DR plans for command and control over a secured virtual network

✓ Start planning for the longer-term based on lessons learnt from COVID-19

✓ Make investments to make infrastructure more robust for future pandemics

✓ Anticipate budget cuts and identify projects that could be cancelled/postponed

Work from home has been a key response to the coronavirus. 

Effectiveness is dependent on IT functions to provide hardware 

(i.e., laptops) and connectivity (VPN, remote application access) 

but crucially the country’s and third-party ability to provide stable 

internet access. GBS leaders must consider that:

▪ Not all companies have provided employees with laptops and 

some are now allowing employees to take desktop computers 

home, for the time being, as a mitigating strategy.

▪ Many employees are not accustomed to working from home and 

may require additional training and support, adding workload to 

IT support.

▪ The use of collaboration software, videoconferencing and 

productivity monitoring will both enable and monitor employees 

working from home and increase communication.
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Testing relationships | Working with BPO providers

Service Continuity - Critical Actions

Immediate

✓ Identify critical business needs and understand the BCPs of BPO services

✓ Monitor critical service provision more frequently

✓ Discuss status of BPO working and support BPO partners' service adjustment

Near-term

✓ Adjust SLAs and KPIs, review and adjust any service penalty provisions

✓ Consider diversion of work between partners and captive locations

✓ Increase frequency of governance communications

✓ Increase momentum of automation and digitization of manual tasks

Long-term

✓ Conduct a post-crisis review of policies and actions taken

✓ Build in more thorough BCP and DR contractual commitments with wider scope

✓ Agree with BPO providers required changes to BCP and DR contractual clauses

✓ Regularly test BCPs and DR plans, at least once every 12 months

✓ Include BCP and DR with higher weighting in criteria for choices of partners

BCP responses are more complex for GBS that significantly 

outsource service delivery. BPO providers are typically better 

equipped than captive GBS organization for interoperability 

between centers. However, due to the global nature of the 

coronavirus this may not be enough. GBS leaders must consider 

that:

▪ BPO providers' BCP and disaster recovery (DR) plans may only 

partially recover services in a pandemic, so GBS clients must 

prioritize and may need to put off non-essential work.

▪ BPO providers may well be limited in their ability or unable to 

have employees work from home, as this breaches contractual 

agreements on data privacy, so partial or temporary waivers 

may be needed to limit business disruption.
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Cash is king | Improve cash and liquidity position

Service Continuity - Critical Actions

Immediate

✓
Call customers to understand the impact on their organization and their ability to 

make payments

✓
Identify critical vendors and assess impact of customer cash shortfalls on ability 

to pay vendors

✓ Stop vendor payment instruction changes

✓ Investigate government cashflow support schemes

✓
Plan and execute crisis actions to ensure company retains ability to manage 

commitments

Near-term

✓ Conduct ‘what if’ scenario planning to model impacts on GBS e.g. volumes

✓ Support treasury in developing a rolling 13-week cash flow forecast

✓ Develop cash flow forecast scenarios and mitigating actions

✓ Deploy additional collection teams to improve cashflow or use agencies

Long-term

✓ Review payment controls based on supply chain risks and supplier criticality

✓ Improve inputs into cashflow forecasting

✓ Work with treasury to convert excess working capital into cash

✓ Work with treasury function to determine other actions that can be taken

As the coronavirus pandemic’s impact starts to seriously affect the 

economy, many businesses will be concerned about the impact of 

the coronavirus on their liquidity and cash. The Hackett Group 

recommends that companies look at freeing up cash from existing 

operations. Indeed, our latest working capital study indicates the 

top 1,000 US companies have over $1.3 trillion tied up in excess 

working capital.

GBS leaders should also consider that:

▪ Vendors may limit or ration supplies to customers, so critical 

vendors may need to be paid in advance of payment terms.

▪ There is likely to be a huge increase in phishing activities such 

as illicit vendor payment instruction changes. Additional 

vigilance is required, and employee instruction needed to 

mitigate these risks.

https://www.thehackettgroup.com/cost-and-cash-1909/
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Look after the bots, too | Maintain smart automation processing

Service Continuity - Critical Actions

Immediate

✓
Monitor processes that involve RPA bots for changes in dependent activities or 

tasks that may impact bot's ability to process transactions

✓
Ensure any changes to underlying infrastructure (e.g. servers) are reflected in 

updated scripts 

✓
Monitor servers for signs of overload from new demands (e.g. VPN) to avoid any 

impact on bots that run at certain hours of the day 

✓
Communicate with process owners if there will be any changes, potential issues, 

or disruptions to automated activities so they can plan to enact BCP if needed

Near-term

✓
Consider the use of RPA bots to alleviate some of the concurrent demands 

being placed on teams, including IT 

✓
Reassess COE responsibilities to handle some of the most pressing action items 

(i.e., maintenance vs. net new build)

✓
Establish daily / weekly check-ins with COE teams, identifying gaps and 

resolution plans

Long-term

✓
Reassess goals / performance measures – new automations will be impacted, 

and greater emphasis placed on maintenance & support of existing bots

✓
Explore Robotics as a Service platforms to alleviate demands on delivery and IT 

teams and continue automation momentum

✓
Reassess team involvement – resources may have freed up capacity given 

remote work environment and able to support automation development

Smart automation centers of excellence (COEs) are often housed 

within GBS organizations, so digital continuity planning will 

become an important factor. GBS leaders must consider:

▪ Changes to activities or servers that could impact the ability of 

bots to execute their processing properly.

▪ Whether servers are being overloaded by new demands from 

VPN use by remote workers.

▪ Switching some activities to bots to relieve pressure on various 

teams.

▪ Robotics-as-a-service platforms to alleviate demand on internal 

teams while still driving their automation strategy.
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Health and safety first | Mitigate risks to the health of staff

Risk Management - Critical Actions

Immediate

✓ Monitor external and internal developments for impact on the workforce

✓ Modify policies (e.g. travel, visitors) and implement enhanced hygiene practices

✓ Encourage/instruct staff to work from home

✓ Provide guidance to staff on what to do if they develop symptoms

Near-term

✓ Deliver clear, frequent communications on how staff can keep themselves safe

✓ Identify at-risk staff from age demographics and health providers

✓ Provide quarantine guidelines and specify return-to-work guidelines

✓ Develop recovery time and recovery point objectives

Long-term

✓ Conduct a post-crisis review of communications effectiveness

✓ Update policies based on lessons learned

✓ Modify risk management plans to incorporate lessons learned

✓ Modify policies, practices and staff benefits to promote health and well-being

✓ Update workforce planning models

The coronavirus pandemic presents increased risks to employees’ 

health and safety, A balanced response, with transparency and a 

commitment to well-being, will mitigate risks and promote the GBS 

as a caring organization and a good place to work. Poor 

responses will be costly. GBS leaders must:

▪ Ensure clear and consistent communications on employee 

policy based on reputable external health and safety guidelines. 

▪ If GBS workplace facilities remain open take precautions to 

ensure staff health and safety.

▪ Leverage various governments implementation of policies to 

mitigate the impact of employee layoff or (temporary) work-time 

reductions, which GBS should monitor and use as appropriate.
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Short-term adaptation | Manage demand changes

Risk Management - Critical Actions

Immediate

✓ Take practical measures to reduce pressure on BPO providers 

✓ Relax service levels, remove service credits, etc. 

✓ Understand contractual impact of such significant volume changes. 

Near-term

✓ Monitor backlog of transaction volumes and update volume forecasts 

✓ Collaborate with BPO provider to modify resources and fees 

✓ Conduct “what-if” scenario planning

✓ Review contractual Force Majeure contractual provisions 

✓ Agree with BPO provider timeline and commercial terms for clearing backlogs 

Long-term

✓ Review and update BPO contracts/ pricing regarding volume changes 

✓ Amend contracts for variability in scope of services and charge delivery model 

✓ Review automation and digitization programs with partners

✓ Consider BPO partner response during the crisis as part of contract renewal 

Business demand for GBS services may change radically in the 

short term, both up (e.g., customer call volumes) and down (e.g., 

customer invoices). GBS leaders must consider that:

▪ Not all contractual arrangements with BPO providers are on 

flexible terms. So arrangements will need to be made to vary 

resources and charges.   

▪ Also, “force majeure” contractual provisions may relieve a BPO 

provider from liabilities for delay or non-performance due to the 

impact of COVID-19. 
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Resilience | Provide back-up for key people and skills

Risk Management - Critical Actions

Immediate

✓ Identify critical personnel

✓ Ensure ability to work from home and safeguard health

✓ Reduce service levels on non-priority areas

✓ Cross-train other colleagues and ensure deputy back-ups for critical personnel

Near-term

✓
Ensure operational documentation is complete and correct so other staff can 

operate

✓ Identify adjustments needed to delegation of authority/approval levels

✓ Ensure critical controls are monitored

Long-term

✓
Eliminate any single points of failure in the operational delivery process, ensure 

at least two deep knowledge – could be people or systems

✓ Implement cross-training programmes

✓ Improve succession and corresponding development plans

✓ Increase rotation of roles to build knowledge

The coronavirus will inevitably affect some of the staff, either 

those still based in the office or those working from home. In a 

time of uncertainty, the need for quick decisions by managers and 

supervisors is even more important. GBS leaders must consider:

▪ Which are the critical services to be delivered and which 

services can be temporarily stopped or have their service levels 

reduced.  

▪ Who are the key personnel needed to ensure that the critical 

services are maintained.  

▪ Which documentation needs to be urgently updated to enable 

critical services to be delivered by alternative staff.  
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Conclusion 

NO BATTLE PLAN SURVIVES CONTACT WITH THE ENEMY

Uncertainty about the development of the coronavirus globally, infection rates, 

government responses and duration of the pandemic are high.¹ GBS leaders must 

consider that:

• Short-term fixes may become longer-term solutions if current expectations that 

governments restrictions on people movement last longer than weeks.

• After the immediate response, invoking BCP and necessary improvised 

responses, a longer-term plan must be developed. Using business 

relationship management to understand changes in business demand is key.

• Scenario planning is a necessity to develop measured responses to a variety 

of scenarios and timelines.

¹ - Imperial College London COVID-19: Imperial researchers model likely impact of public health measures, 

March 17, 2020.

https://www.imperial.ac.uk/news/196234/covid19-imperial-researchers-model-likely-impact/
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The Hackett Group is a thought-leader in Global Business 
Services (GBS)

ADVISORY MEMBERSHIP provides advice to executives to solve the issues they 
face in transforming their function and improving performance by leveraging our 
unmatched intellectual capital and our extensive experience in successfully 
driving change

THE HACKETT INSTITUTE, the professional development arm of The Hackett 
Group, has developed the Certified GBS Professionals program to provide a 
unique three-tiered training and certification program for the development of 
world-class GBS talent

GBS TRANSFORMATION CONSULTING, market leaders in BPO and ITO deals –
with specialist knowledge of outsourcing best practice, automation services and 
commercial models 

Founded on research and insight develop through our GBS Advisory 
program we have established a market leading position and are a trusted 
advisor status for many leading companies

BENCHMARKING provides advice to executives to solve the issues they face in 
transforming their function and improving performance by leveraging our 
unmatched intellectual capital and our extensive experience in successfully 
driving change

THE HACKETT GROUP CLIENT PROFILE

100%
of Dow Jones 

Industrials

87%
of Fortune 100

88%
of Dow Jones 

Global Titans

87%
of DAX

58%
of FTSE 100

53%
of CAC 40
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Contact information

MARTIJN GEERLING

Managing Director and Global Practice Leader

Global Business Services Advisory 

Tel.: + 352 (0)621520778 

mgeerling@thehackettgroup.com

BEN HARTFIELD

Senior Director 

The Hackett Institute

Tel.: +44 7584 516906

bhartfield@thehackettgroup.com

mailto:mgeerling@thehackettgroup.com
mailto:vkumar@thehackettgroup.com
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Statement of Confidentiality and Usage Restrictions

This document contains trade secrets and information that is sensitive, proprietary, and confidential to The Hackett Group the disclosure of which would provide a competitive advantage to 

others. As a result, the information contained herein, including, information relating to The Hackett Group’s data, equipment, apparatus, programs, software, security keys, specifications, 

drawings, business information, pricing, tools, taxonomy, questionnaires, deliverables, including without limitation any benchmark reports, and the data and calculations contained therein, 

may not be duplicated or otherwise distributed without The Hackett Group Inc.’s express written approval. 
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