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Back to Work

Recoveries have always mattered in business. Some of the biggest shifts in market share occur coming 

out of downturns, when new industry leaders—and new industries—often emerge. Rarely, though, 

has recovery meant putting people’s lives at risk.   

Yet that’s where we are today. 

The post-Covid-19 world will accelerate some existing trends and create new ones, and all business 

models will have to evolve in order to grow and thrive. But there’s no way to accurately predict the coming 

year, and it’s a dangerous mistake to rely too heavily on forecasts, which have to be complemented 

with highly adaptive and resilient business models.

The leading companies will be defined by their ability to balance 
resilience, adaptability and prediction.

For leadership teams, the recovery will mean restarting—in some cases, reinventing—operations in an 

unstable world of shifting conditions. The leading companies will be defi ned by their ability to balance 

Figure 1: Prediction, adaptation and resilience will help leaders advance where they can, retreat 
as soon as they must and adapt as needed

Prediction

ResilienceAdaptability

Are you good enough 
at anticipating the future?

Are you resilient 
enough to 
withstand 
unforeseen 
shocks?

Are you agile 
enough to adapt 

to changes?

From periodic point-forecasts 
to continuous monitoring of 

signposts and trigger events

From a focus on 
short-term efficiency 
to a focus on 
long-term resilience

From top-down strategic 
planning to distributed 

responsiveness 

Source: Bain & Company
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resilience, adaptability and prediction (see Figure 1). They’ll advance where they can, retreat as soon 

as they must and adapt as needed. They’ll build experience to do that again and again, by offi ce, by 

work site, by plant, by community, by country. And they’ll put in place the right mitigation protocols 

and support to protect their employees, many of whom are eager to get back to work, but worried 

about the risk of getting sick.

Returning to work sets the stage for retooling the business for a 
diff erent future.

Getting back to work away from home is the fi rst step in recovery, once companies have taken critical 

actions to protect the business. The return to work also sets the stage for retooling the business for a 

different future (see the Bain Brief “Covid-19: Protect, Recover, Retool”). But this recovery won’t follow 

a straight line, so executives should get used to thinking about it dynamically. How should they track 

demand as it ebbs and fl ows to quickly serve customers when and where they show up? Are there 

sound actions to stimulate demand? How can they ensure value chains are viable while implementing 

resourceful workarounds? On these and other critical issues, leaders can’t wait to have most of the 
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Figure 2: Wide gaps between worst- and best-case scenarios for many Covid-19 clinical 
variables offer companies no clear guidance

Sources: New York Times; Fudan University; Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health; World Health Organization; Bill Gates; Dr. Anthony Fauci 
(head of NIAID); World Economic Forum; Milken Institute Tracker; London School of Tropical Medicine; Los Alamos National Laboratory study; Forbes 

New treatments available at scale in late 2020 
One or more of the more than 100 potential 
therapeutic treatments pass clinical trials and are 
available for severe cases by year’s end

Scaled production of vaccines in late 2021
One of the more than 110 candidates works; 
manufacturing capacity allows us to reach herd 
immunity in 18 months

No effective vaccines are developed
The nature of the virus remains similar to 
SARS/MERS, which has not seen a successful 
vaccine

Herd immunity does not last or not possible
Antibodies dissipate after a couple of months or 
are not produced

High percentage of misdiagnosed cases
Indicating a higher case fatality rate and 
percentage of population still susceptible

Herd immunity close to attained and lasting
Antibodies are effective for one to three years, the 
infection’s reproductive rate tops out at 2.2 and 
infected population pushes herd immunity near 55%

High percentage of undocumented infections
True prevalence is similar to New York, where the 
burden is estimated to be seven times those who 
tested positive

Best-case scenario

Current treatment protocol is the only option
The 5 to 10 high-potential treatment options 
going through World Health Organization or Oxford 
acceleration trials do not prove to be effective

Worst-case scenarioClinical 
variables

Virus 
prevalence

Vaccine 
development

Therapeutic 
treatments

Immunity

facts; instead, they’ll make hard decisions and commit to learning by doing—developing a pragmatic 

campaign for returning to work and getting started. The plan of action for recovery should be: 

advance, retreat, adapt, repeat.    

The companies that can protect their people and build the most experience with real agility will create 

a competitive advantage and accelerate faster out of the downturn. 

Reading the signs 

Even as Covid-19 commands the world’s undivided attention, much is unknown about the novel corona-

virus, its pathology and its future (see Figure 2). That makes it diffi cult to rely on experts, and impossible 

to become one yourself.   

At the same time, it’s increasingly clear that economic pressure to restart operations is growing acute. 

We’ll continue to update the data, but pressure is building along with the reduction in working hours, 

layoffs and furloughs (see Figures 3–5).

In addition, concerns about joblessness, lost income and the economy vie with fear of infection. In the 

US, for example, more workers say they’re more concerned about the economy than about getting 

Covid-19 (see Figure 6). 
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Figure 4: Workers around the world are feeling the economic pain of Covid-19

Notes: Claims data for week ended April 18, 2020; global workers poll conducted by Ipsos March 19–21
Sources: US Department of Labor; Bloomberg; Yahoo Finance; Society for Human Resource Management; Financial Times; Bain/Dynata Consumer Health Index 
survey closed April 8, 2020; Bain Macro Trends Group analysis; International Labour Organization; Guardian; France24

Global worker concern about the virus’s 
impact on their jobs is growing

A majority of workers have felt a 
negative employment impact

of all US workers 
cite reduced hours/income, 
layoffs or having to close 

a business

51% 56%
of workers from these countries

say Covid-19 poses a high or very 
high threat to their jobs or business

Figure 3: The devastating economic effects of Covid-19 are creating global pressure for a return 
to work sites where practicable

Notes: Claims data for week ended April 18, 2020; global workers poll conducted by Ipsos March 19–21
Sources: US Department of Labor; Bloomberg; Yahoo Finance; Society for Human Resource Management; Financial Times; Bain/Dynata Consumer Health Index 
survey closed April 8, 2020; Bain Macro Trends Group analysis; International Labour Organization; Guardian; France24

estimated reduction in global 
working hours for the second quarter 

of 2020, equating to

More than 26 million jobless 
claims have been filed in the US 
since mid-March

10.2 million French workers 
laid off since pandemic began, 
representing nearly half of private- 
sector workers

140,000 UK businesses (nearly 1 
million workers) applied for 
government furlough support on 
day one of program

780,000 Australian workers, 
representing 6% of the workforce, 
lost their jobs since mid-March
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Figure 5: Retail and manufacturing have been hit hard

Retail sales have experienced some of 
the steepest declines on record

44% Year-over-year retail 
sales decline in 
February

Manufacturing output decline 
in March, the biggest drop 
since 1946

Manufacturing PMI fell by 
2.6 points, to 45.4, its lowest 
level since April 2009

Manufacturing PMI dipped 3 
points, to 44.8, its lowest level 
since the April 2011 tsunami

Year-over-year factory output 
drop in February

Retail sales drop 
in March

Headline retail sales 
drop in March

Manufacturing output dipped significantly 
as plants shut down around the world

Notes: Claims data for week ended April 18, 2020; global workers poll conducted by Ipsos March 19–21
Sources: US Department of Labor; Bloomberg; Yahoo Finance; Society for Human Resource Management; Financial Times; Bain/Dynata Consumer Health Index 
survey closed April 8, 2020; Bain Macro Trends Group analysis; International Labour Organization; Guardian; France24
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Figure 6: US public concern about Covid-19’s fi nancial impact is growing faster than fear of 
infection, increasing pressure to reopen the economy
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Back to work: A question of demand and supply

Given all these unknowns and complexities, where do companies begin? How do they restart their 

businesses and bring workers back? 

Urgent as they are, these questions are actually the wrong starting point. This isn’t a matter of turning 

the lights back on and handing out masks at the door to a returning workforce. For most executives, the 

task at hand will be less like restarting a business than like starting a business. They face some of the 

same questions that confront every business founder: What are the customer needs that I can serve? 

Where is the demand and how will we confi gure the business systems—supply chains, production 

and service operations, distribution—to meet it? 

Only by fi rst understanding the demand side of the equation can executives gauge their workforce 

needs and the urgency of returning different groups of workers to their jobs and work sites. This starts 

with evaluating customer demand by product or service and geography, and assessing the abilities of 

suppliers and distributors to support that demand. How has Covid-19 affected direct customers’ demand? 

How are shifts in end-market demand affecting them? Are there ways to stimulate demand? Likewise, 

are tier-1, -2 and -3 suppliers capable of resuming production? How has Covid-19 affected the supply 

chain and how will that constrain production and logistics? These questions will help executives estimate 

how many people need to return to work physically to meet that demand. 

And that number will be radically different today than it would have been before Covid-19 thrust us 

into a forced experiment in working more effi ciently and effectively. In recent weeks, every company 

The top question 
every company faces 

is how to keep 
employees safe.
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has learned new ways of working—what work can continue remotely from home, can be done more 

effi ciently or can be automated. And every company has discovered, through the crucible of the corona-

virus, that some work simply doesn’t need to be done anymore. 

Nor will the number of employees returning to work grow in a steady upward line. Companies must 

return people to work in phases, aiming to increase their numbers over time, but equally ready to shrink 

them—perhaps drastically—when setbacks occur. With the virus still active and no vaccine in sight, 

new outbreaks are inevitable for countries or communities and very possible at work sites. 

With the crisis breaking apart business systems, setting up Agile teams is the most effective and scalable 

way to adjust and build resiliency into fluid operational environments. Local teams, guided by 

nonnegotiable safety requirements, will learn and respond to conditions on the ground, continuously 

adapting, putting solutions in place and reporting successes to leaders who can scale them across 

the business. Companies will constantly adjust priorities and resources between the teams that 

are advancing and those suddenly forced to retreat. This is the very defi nition of Agile. 

For smaller companies—with a single product in a single region—adding back operations may be a 

delicate dance. But the greater a company’s geographic and product diversity, the more operations 

will fl uctuate. For global fi rms with many sites, products and operations around the world, it will be a 

wild fandango (see Figure 7).  

Figure 7: The plan of action for returning to work sites

ADVANCE

RETREAT

ADAPT

REPEAT

Source: Bain & Company

Changing conditions in 
the community, among 
suppliers or at the work 
site will demand rapidly 
shrinking waves—or 
withdrawing them entirely

Resilience, which will define the winners, 
is the ability to retreat, adapt and try again 

Companies will return 
workers to their work 
sites in waves, 
adding new waves or 
growing existing ones 
over time

Companies need fast 
feedback loops to learn 
and apply lessons from 
each site and each retreat
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The workforce you need

Tracking real demand provides companies with a rational way to determine how many people need to 

return to work and where. But understanding the workforce they need—and who needs to return to a 

work site—is just the beginning of the recovery challenge. The top question every company faces is 

how to keep those employees safe in a constantly changing environment and how to mitigate the 

risks they face if they return to work. 

This assumes, not incidentally, that they can get there. Even if stay-at-home orders are lifted, workers may 

face impossible childcare or commuting choices if schools remain closed or transportation is limited or 

unavailable in their communities. Likewise, companies have little ability to mitigate virus risk in the 

community where their workers live. Cities aren’t likely to progress continuously toward recovery. A local 

outbreak that returns a city or country to an earlier phase may force an entire wave of a workforce to 

retreat despite the best of workplace protections. Here again, companies that respond with resilience 

and agility—advancing one wave in a city or different part of the world even while withdrawing another 

wave from an affected community—will accelerate most quickly through the recovery.  

What does this all look like on the ground? For companies, returning employees physically to work 

means identifying and mitigating workplace risk. And they must do so in ways that build trust 

among employees.  
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Whether employees work in a store, an offi ce, a factory, a warehouse, out in the fi eld or at your 

customers’ homes, fi ve factors determine how the virus spreads, and how to prevent it:

• Proximity. How physically close are workers to each other?

• Nature of contact. Do workers touch common items, other workers or customers?

• Duration. How long does a typical interaction last?

• Number of diff erent contacts. How many interactions occur in a day?

• Ability to screen and remove. Are there screening points or protocols that protect your 

workers (and customers) from contact with contagious people?

The degree of risk these factors pose will vary widely. The good news is that mitigation policies, new 

infrastructure and individual behavior changes can dramatically reduce that risk, even in the environ-

ments that currently pose the greatest danger of transmission (see Figure 8). 

A retail store clerk may have hundreds of different contacts with customers throughout a day and 

touch thousands of items that customers have touched. By contrast, a factory worker on a line may 

Figure 8: Mitigating risk to workers as they return requires new policies, infrastructure and 
personal behavioral changes tailored to work sites

Personnel health 
and safety

Physical 
workspace

Staffing and 
attendance

HR policies Travel 
policies

External 
interaction

Sources: Company reports; Bain analysis

Limiting unnecessary risk from 
interactions with third-party 
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•  Format of interactions (in person 
vs. remote)

•  External constituent screening

Limiting spread of disease through 
strict traveling restrictions

•  Protocols for commuting via 
public transportation

•  Strict travel protocols
•  Behaviors while traveling

Sustaining distributed approach 
between employees working from 
home and on-site

•  Identify jobs that can sustainably 
be managed from home full-time

•  Adaptation of job routines to new 
mix of on-site/working from home

Creating a physical environment 
that proactively reduces risk of 
Covid-19 spread

•  Spatial configuration
•  Limiting interactions
•  Cleaning protocols

Implementing stringent procedures 
and responses to positive tests

•  Worker risk profiling
•  Screening/testing procedures
•  Quarantine policies
•  Personal protective equipment 

guidelines

Adapting compensation and benefits 
to level of risk workers are facing

•  Dedicated bonus or benefits
•  Salary adaptation
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handle many components and surfaces but have very few, if any, physical interactions with coworkers. 

Offi ces can dramatically reduce social contact by continuing work-from-home policies for all but 

essential personnel, but even these seemingly more controlled environments have pockets of high 

risk that must be addressed—elevators, for example, have quickly emerged as major chokepoints 

for offi ce buildings. Every company will have to assess the risk profi les of their individual workplaces, 

but here are seven of the most relevant categories:

• Customer-facing businesses (retail, restaurants)

• Manufacturing plants

• Warehouses and distribution centers

• Call centers

• Offi ces

• Field forces

• Education

In the following pages, we’ve deconstructed four of the most common workplaces—customer-facing 

(stores, banks, restaurants), manufacturing, warehouse and distribution centers, and offi ces—and 

detailed examples of the six risk-mitigation responses that companies might need to put in place 

in each. 

The task at hand will 
be less like restarting 
a business than like 
starting a business.
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Customer-facing businesses 
Worker risks in a typical business with 

no virus-mitigation measures

RISK FACTOR

Proximity

Nature of Contact

Duration

Number of contacts

Ability to screen and remove

Risk factors (pre–Covid-19)

Nearby

High touch

Extended

Many

Uncontrolled

High risk

RATING

•  Take temperatures of employees to screen  
 for Covid-19
�Limit the number of people on-site at once
•  Provide gloves, hand sanitizer and masks  
 as widely as possible

�Install protective screens at checkouts
•  Regularly sanitize high-traffic and high-   
 touch areas (shopping carts/fitting rooms 
 in retail, tables/chairs in restaurants)

•  Reduce store hours (e.g., grocery), or close       
 select locations (e.g., retail banks)
•  Close nonessential product or service 
 offerings 

•  Not applicable

�Develop and expand new models for 
 interacting with customers
•  Promote physical distancing between   
 customers
•  Take temperatures of customers entering  
 stores, and require them to wear masks

•  Boost pay or provide bonuses for staff 
   working during high-risk periods
•  Offer paid sick leave for staff who are         
 feeling unwell or self-isolating
•  Provide health checklists for employees  
 to review before coming to work

�Innovative idea in sector

Personnel health and safety HR policies

Travel policies

External interaction

Physical workspace

Staffing and attendance
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Manufacturing plants
Worker risks in a typical business with 

no virus-mitigation measures

RISK FACTOR

Proximity

Nature of Contact

Duration

Number of contacts

Ability to screen and remove

Risk factors (pre–Covid-19)

Nearby

High touch

Prolonged

Several

Uncontrolled

High risk

RATING

�Require worker screenings (e.g., temperature)  
 prior to plant entry
• Keep face masks, shields and gloves 
 well stocked
• Temporarily close plants if an outbreak occurs
• Establish regional pandemic response teams

�Modify work areas to increase distances 
 between workers where possible
• Frequently disinfect workspaces, and deeply 
 clean facilities
• Implement social-distancing measures 
 or meals, such as staggered break times

�Stagger shift times to add a gap between
 worker arrivals and departures

• Prohibit all nonessential business travel

•  Allow visitors and contractors only when  
 critical
•  Develop self-screening forms for visitors  
 and contractors when needed

• Require stay at home, with pay, when feeling  
 ill or after a positive test
• Consider offering an additional bonus to   
 hourly production team members

�Innovative idea in sector

Personnel health and safety HR policies

Travel policies

External interaction

Physical workspace

Staffing and attendance
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Warehouses and distribution centers
Worker risks in a typical business with 

no virus-mitigation measures

RISK FACTOR

Proximity

Nature of Contact

Duration

Number of contacts

Ability to screen and remove

Risk factors (pre–Covid-19)

Nearby

Medium touch

Extended

Several

Unscreened

High risk

RATING

�Eliminate regular stand-ups, or replace    
 them with signboards or text messages
�Relax performance or time requirements to   
 allow for better adherence to health measures
•  Provide sanitizers, wipes and personal 
 protective equipment

• Eliminate post-shift assessments; stagger   
 shifts and breaks to reduce congestion
• Clean high-use spaces and equipment 
 frequently and thoroughly
• Reconfigure break rooms, and use signage to   
 promote safe distancing

•  Reschedule or reduce trainings to avoid 
 employee gatherings
•  Boost hiring to prepare for potential 
 absenteeism, reduced availability and 
 increased demands

•  Not applicable

•  Limit external visitors in the warehouse   
 whenever possible

• Give hourly workers a pay raise, and distribute  
 bonuses early
• Offer one to two weeks of additional paid   
 leave for workers who test positive for    
 Covid-19 or are placed in quarantine

�Innovative idea in sector

Personnel health and safety HR policies

Travel policies

External interaction

Physical workspace

Staffing and attendance
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Offices 
Worker risks in a typical business with 

no virus-mitigation measures

RISK FACTOR

Proximity

Nature of Contact

Duration

Number of contacts

Ability to screen and remove

Risk factors (pre–Covid-19)

Nearby

Low touch

Prolonged

Several

Uncontrolled

Medium Risk

RATING

�Take temperatures of employees and 
 visitors as they enter the workplace
•  Regularly sanitize high-traffic and high-touch  
 areas (e.g., door handles, keyboards, desks)
•  Add handwashing or sanitizer stations, and   
 supply face masks, gloves and wipes

�Install protective screens, and/or reconfigure   
 distances between desks
•  Reduce or eliminate the use of open floor plans
•  Build one-way walkways
•  Close nonessential common areas
•  Improve air filtration

�Limit the number of people in the office 
 by bringing back staff in waves or running   
 split shifts
•  Continue remote working whenever 
 possible 

•  Allow only critical domestic travel with 
 leadership approval
•  Allow international travel only by exception
•  Limit or suspend vendor/trade show 
 participation

•  Consolidate entrances and exits to control 
 external traffic
•  Cater meals so that employees don't need 
 to leave the facility during the day
•  Limit access to essential visitors, and make   
 sure that they comply with hygiene procedures

•  Provide paid sick leave for staff feeling   
 unwell or self-isolating
•  Provide health checklists for employees  
 to review before coming to work

�Innovative idea in sector

Personnel health and safety HR policies

Travel policies

External interaction

Physical workspace

Staffing and attendance
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Mitigating individual worker risk

Although all of these risk-mitigation responses have the goal of protecting individual employees, many 

are fraught with legal and ethical questions. Screening and testing workers will be essential, and most 

workers will likely fi nd that fi rst line of defense comforting. Yet it will also raise complex privacy issues: 

Who gets notifi ed of a positive result? How do you balance the privacy right of an employee who tests 

positive against the rights of other employees to know the cause and extent of their possible exposure?

Likewise, while the coronavirus discriminates among its victims, there are no employment laws that 

allow the same in the name of safety. For example, older men returning to their jobs may be at greater 

risk than, say, young women. Likewise, the virus itself has created a new class of recovered workers 

who could be more immune, and at lower risk, than their coworkers. Screening customers presumes 

that they’ll be treated differently—even potentially denied service—if they appear to have symptoms 

of Covid-19. Lawmakers are unlikely to move quickly enough to clear up the thorny questions that will 

arise. Companies will need to collaborate closely on these issues with their unions and will need swift 

and risk-weighted support from their general counsel and chief human resources offi cer.

Leading the movement back to work 

Ultimately, though, returning to work is a moment of truth for leaders and will be defi ned by trust. For 

employees, trust starts with both being safe and feeling safe—perception will be important along with 

the mitigation of real risks. In workplaces that include customers, this will be equally true for them.

Going back to work is necessary for recovery, and also moves the 
company closer to retooling for a new normal. With the future in 
mind, returning to work does not mean returning to the old ways 
of doing things. 

Trust is also essential for returning to work. Make no mistake: The safety of workers and the future of 

the business requires that some rules be strictly enforced from the top down, with no exceptions, for 

the foreseeable future. 

But as soon as it’s practical, leaders can empower their frontline managers to deal with local issues as 

they arise. This requires that workers get the training and psychological support they need to embrace, 

maintain and self-enforce safe behavior at all times. And companies can reinforce that trust and build 
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agility by developing feedback loops to quickly deliver best practices developed on the front lines in 

one workplace to the rest of the organization. These feedback loops also demonstrate to employees 

that they are heard and play a critical role in reducing risk for their fellow workers. 

Most companies won’t fundamentally change direction as a result 
of Covid-19, but the crisis has dramatically accelerated the speed 
at which they are traveling and how they navigate the journey. 

Going back to work is necessary for recovery, and also moves the company closer to retooling for a 

new normal. With the future in mind, returning to work does not mean returning to the old ways of 

doing things. How can leadership teams build on experience to bring back a stronger, more focused, 

more resilient company? How can they win in the new world? Most companies won’t fundamentally 

change direction as a result of Covid-19, but the crisis has dramatically accelerated the speed at which 

they are traveling and how they navigate the journey. That may be the defi nition of a silver lining.  
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