
The CO
VID

-19 pandem
ic exposed huge 

cracks in m
any business m

odels. But it has 
accelerated the developm

ent of, or even 
strengthened, others.

Com
panies that em

braced risk w
ere 

generally better equipped to deal w
ith  

the crisis. N
ot only w

ere risk-w
elcom

ing 
firm

s less affected than they had expected, 
51%

 of them
 are “very confident”  

about m
anaging the CO

VID
-19 risk in the 

next six m
onths (com

pared to 14%
 of risk-

averse organizations).

In contrast, businesses that neglected or 
avoided risk suffered. 25%

 of respondents 
cite ignoring or failing to acknow

ledge the 
situation as the biggest inhibitor to fast, 
effective decision-m

aking.

The ability of com
panies to pivot their 

business m
odels quickly and sm

artly 
during the last year has been key. It’s 
also intrinsically correlated to how

 w
ell 

they have handled risk: alm
ost half of 

respondents w
ho said their com

panies w
ere 
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Agile businesses w

ith a risk-w
elcom

ing attitude 
have been able to adapt to challenging 
circum

stances and beat the pandem
ic slum

p

risk-averse later conceded they didn’t adapt 
to the new

 business landscape as fast as 
they could have.

This is largely dow
n to m

indset around 
the pandem

ic, says Risk Advisory Services 
partner at BD

O
, Em

anuel van Zandvoort. 
“Being risk averse m

eans that com
panies 

are less open to uncertainty – including 
opportunities and change. They see the 
pandem

ic as som
ething negative – a risk – 

and are less capable of seeing the upside,” 
he says.

So w
hich industries w

ere quickest to adapt 
and realize the opportunity? W

hat w
as 

their success dow
n to? W

hat inform
ed 

senior m
anagem

ent’s tim
ing and reasoning 

behind sw
itching to offer new

 products and 
services? And how

 did they m
anage the 

continual pressures on their business?

M
A

N
U

FAC
TU

RERS LEA
D

 TH
E W

AY

M
anufacturing w

as at the forefront of 
this change, w

ith m
any firm

s sw
itching at 

the start to m
ake essential products such 

as ventilators and personal protective 
equipm

ent. It paid dividends, w
ith one in 

four m
anufacturers reporting the pandem

ic’s 
im

pact w
as less or m

uch less significant than 
expected after m

ajor initial pessim
ism

.

“At the start, w
e w

ere going into the 
unknow

n and firm
s tended to fear the 

w
orst,” says Jack Sem

ple, alliance secretary 
at the Engineering and M

achinery Alliance 
of trade associations. “Firm

s saw
 projects 

being put on hold across the econom
y, 

there w
ere strong fears over getting paid 

and em
ployees w

ere w
orried. In the event, 

how
ever, the picture has started to becom

e 
less gloom

y. Invoice paym
ents have held up 

rem
arkably w

ell and supplies have got back 
on track.” 

of risk-averse respondents agreed that their 
com

pany did not adapt to the pandem
ic  

as quickly as it could have

of respondents stated that “ignoring or failing 
to acknow

ledge the situation” is the biggest 
inhibitor to fast, effective decision-m

aking

25
%

49
%
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Less im
pacted or better prepared?

M
anufacturers also cite “people pressures” 

like em
ployee w

ellbeing and satisfaction 
(16%

) as a top-three challenge, perhaps 
because ensuring staff’s health and 
safety is a m

ore urgent challenge in 
physical environm

ents like factories, 
than those w

hich are purely office based. 
M

anufacturers w
ere also less likely than 

other sectors to report process, operational 
and digital problem

s, largely because they 
are, by their culture, process driven and 
focused on driving efficiency via technology.

Another sector w
here the im

pact w
as 

less significant than first predicted w
as 

professional services, w
ith 37%

 of firm
s 

claim
ing the im

pact had been less significant 
than expected and 7%

 m
uch less significant. 

There is m
ore than one factor driving this 

result. Firstly, professional services are better 
geared up than m

any sectors to interact w
ith 

clients virtually. Secondly, governm
ent-led 

business support schem
es m

eant m
ore w

ork 
than usual in areas like com

pliance.

“In Australia, federal governm
ent acted 

quickly in the provision of significant 
support. This led to a lot of advice, 
establishm

ent support and com
pliance 

w
ork, w

hich replaced any lost business from
 

traditional sources,” says M
arita Corbett, 

national leader, Risk Advisory at BD
O

 
Australia. “In addition, a lot of the w

ork w
e 

do still needs to be done – it’s m
ore a case 

of tim
ing than cancellation.”

And van Zandvoort agrees: “Professional 
services had a dip in M

arch and April 2020 
because m

any projects w
ere paused, but 

m
ost of these projects restarted once the 

first w
ave w

as over.”
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Am
ong the sectors affected considerably 

w
orse than initially anticipated w

as the 
leisure and hospitality industry, w

ith 22%
 

of respondents for w
hom

 this w
as the case. 

U
nderstandably, m

any firm
s hadn’t forecast 

such an unprecedented event – but those that 
w

ere able to put crisis action plans in place 
quickly had the best chance of bouncing back.

Arnold D
onald, chief executive of Carnival 

Corporation, w
hich had to halt its guest 

operations from
 the start, including its 

global fleet of 105 ships, says that despite 

Their forw
ard planning paid off; despite the 

pandem
ic, Radisson increased its m

arket 
share by 1.4%

 in 2020.
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M
ore surprisingly, given their prior grow

th, 
private equity firm

s w
ere also adversely 

affected. The reason for this, says Bruce 
D

ahlgren, chief executive of M
etricStream

, 
is due to a lack of holistic oversight of all 
risks w

ithin their portfolio. 

“Every com
pany w

ithin the portfolio 
m

anages their risk separately w
ith different 

processes, and w
hen it gets aggregated it’s 

having contingency plans in place, the 
cruise ship sector and w

ider travel and 
hospitality w

as unprepared for an event of 
this m

agnitude. Yet, after receiving expert 
advice, the com

pany im
plem

ented a go-
forw

ard plan and recom
m

enced cruising in 
Europe in late-2020 under strict health and 
safety protocols, he says.

“O
ur top priorities have been com

pliance, 
environm

ental protection and the health, 
safety and w

elfare of our guests, crew
, 

shoreside em
ployees and the com

m
unities 

w
e visit,” says D

onald. “In addition, w
e have 

w
orked hard to rebuild our balance sheet 

and liquidity through a broad num
ber of 

alm
ost im

possible to determ
ine a risk score 

for the group,” says D
ahlgren. “It becom

es 
even m

ore difficult w
hen com

panies have 
com

plex supply chains too.”

The fam
ily business segm

ent also struggled, 
w

ith the im
pact w

orse or m
uch w

orse than 
expected for 60%

 of respondents. W
hile 

87%
 of fam

ily businesses believe their risk 
officer should occupy a C-suite position, 
only one in five allow

 them
 to have final 

sign-off on risk m
anagem

ent practices.

In fam
ily businesses, says van Zandvoort: 

“Risk m
anagem

ent is still very im
plicit and 

less often form
alized in fram

ew
orks and 

processes. They operate on trust, and see risk 
m

anagem
ent as a lack of trust. M

oreover, 
the board and executive com

m
ittee are m

ore 
involved in operational decision-m

aking and 
therefore are less likely to see a need for 
form

al fram
ew

orks and system
s.”

The fix for this is to push forw
ard w

ith 
form

al risk m
anagem

ent, but m
aintain the 

engagem
ent of the board and executive 

com
m

ittee. “Businesses of a certain size or 
com

plexity should have an ERM
 fram

ew
ork 

in place, but do not necessarily need a risk 
m

anager. Risk m
anagem

ent should be an 
integral part of decision-m

aking and not a 
separate ,and som

etim
es isolated, function.”

M
uch w

orse
W

orse
As expected

Less significant
M

uch less significant

The im
pact of the pandem

ic by sector, com
pared to initial expectations in April 2020
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financial transactions, accum
ulating several 

billions in the process, as w
ell as reducing 

cash flow
 and costs during the extended 

pause in guest operations.”

W
ell-rehearsed plans proved essential 

for Radisson H
otel G

roup, too. “Prior to 
2020, w

e already had a strong global 
crisis m

anagem
ent process rolled out 

w
hich allow

ed us to m
obilize essential and 

focused resources quickly,” according to a 
spokesperson for the hotel group. “D

uring 
2020 and 2021, w

e had to shift som
e 

tim
elines and focus on cash as a priority, 

but w
e aim

 to consolidate the recovery 
during 2021.”
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