
Notes from the MD2MD best practice workshop
‘The new normal’

This document
This document is a ‘tidied up’ transcription of the discussion at a MD2MD Best Practice Workshop discussing
‘The new normal’ and its impact on business. It is not intended as a definitive guide or handbook, even if such a
thing were possible. It is intended more as a thought provoker to help readers develop their own thinking.

Introduction and context
The world has changed in many ways. Business has gone predominantly online and clearly that's where it will
stay. There are shortages of products and people. Attitudes have also changed. We're facing a fundamental
change and have a tiny window to capitalize on it.

How are people's beliefs, behaviors and lifestyle choices changing? How do customers, consumers, staff and
business leaders think and behave differently because of the crisis?

What does this mean? More specifically, what does this mean for your business? Where are the opportunities
for your business that weren't there before? What do you need to do to take advantage of the opportunity or to
avoid the challenges which you are going to face?

The situation will vary by sector and by individual business. Some businesses will struggle. Some won’t be able
to get the revenues or resources they need. Some will struggle to get the staff they need to deliver the services.
They'll lose out as a result - because the customers will go where they can get what they want.

The direction of travel was there anyway, but Covid has accelerated it and made it go much faster than it was
going. Over the last year, in a month we faced the same amount of change in society that would have normally
happened in a year. Trends and changes have moved on five to ten times as fast as normal.

It’s usually wise to focus your sales effort on sectors that are doing well, that have money to spend. So which
are they? Where do we expect the winners to be? Where do we expect the losses to sit?

Staff and offices
The main thing that is pressing is the staff. Finding people that learn quickly is very difficult. We’re not big fans
of acquisitions and mergers, but we’ve started to look as a route to growth when we are struggling to recruit to
meet demand.
Our challenge is the working environment. Just doing meetings like this. What we're finding is that most smart
people work at home.

We still need the same amount of space in the office to split people up into little breakout areas, meaning more
meeting rooms.
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Flexibility. That's what it comes down to. We were already going down this route pre-pandemic.  The pandemic
has accelerated things massively. We’ve introduced a working from home policy.

We said that this needs to benefit both the individual and the business. We engaged our people and they've
really bought into it.

We had a flurry early on. That's really died down now. There's a real sense of people wanting to come back to
the office. Probably for longer periods than actually working from home.As much as some of our senior
managers might say no to working from home, we can't take that approach anymore. It is an employee's
market at the moment.  We cannot afford to be upsetting people.

We are starting to see people in face to face meetings again.  In London and places like that. We have missed
that.

Agility. As business leaders, we've learned that we've got to be agile. Almost certainly the need for a hybrid
balance will be here forever.  We see a bit of a wave of people wanting to come back to the office. There is a
taste for interaction with other people face to face. But it may wear off and we’re unsure how far back the other
way it will swing. There will need to be flexibility as we just don't know where it will settle in the long term.

Employees are working in a market economy so employers have to be flexible and let the market evolve
towards a new status quo.  It may go up and down for a period of time until a pattern emerges.

I believed that we needed to give a clear direction to people about coming back in.  So we'd set clear days that
we expect people in the office every Monday, as well as at least one other day during the week.  I was of the
opinion you can't please everybody but people need direction and they need to know what's going on. The
discussion moved my thoughts.  Maybe we can please everybody all the time by giving people a list of options
that we're confident will work for the business, then they can pick and choose from there.

We're thinking senior people need their own office again. We’re spending so much time in meetings and it can
be disruptive in an open plan office.

The culture of the current generation is different. How do we adjust our world to that?  Or do we think we can
get them to adjust their behavior to our reality? We need to take responsibility for that generation rather than
criticizing them. How are we going to get them into the workplace culture, and give them the mentoring that
they deserve when working remotely?

We need to bear in mind that sixth form colleges and Universities are now businesses keen to retain students
rather than to encourage them to take a job.

The key thing is to ask what's going to work for the customer.  If people can address customer needs more
efficiently and effectively at home, and the customer gets the best service by that, then we've got to try to build
the business around that.

If it's things like training and informal communication, there are other ways of doing it.

We have got to be flexible. It's an employee market at the moment. If we get it wrong, or if we don't listen to our
employees, they'll go elsewhere. They are in hot demand right now.
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Consumer and customer priorities, beliefs and choices
We are certainly seeing more and more online and whilst it may slow down it is going to continue.How we are
going to develop these services is really interesting.

There will be a relocation of people. There has been a big shift in people's attitudes.Their whole approach to
life has changed in some cases. People are much more aware of the environment. The vast majority are now
more aware and more green in that outlook. We think that's a permanent shift. I think there's probably an
increased desire to make sure that the environment that we live in, and the countryside is protected more than
ever.

There is a desire for less commuting and a movement to places which are more pleasant and suitable for their
new desires of life. You know, walking in the countryside, getting to fields and parks rather than being in a city.
Yet there are challenges.The ability to get high speed internet in rural areas for example. That’s a big
consideration if you are going to be at home three days a week.

Government, economic & legal

Tax policy will change significantly.  Somehow the government needs to recover some of the incredible amount
of expenditure of the last 18 months. There has to be a change but at the same time there needs to be
incentives to encourage growth and recovery and help us get out of the situation.  What they're going to be, we
don't know but there is an expectation of change.

The prospect of inflation is worrying. It's a case of when, how high and how long. There is a massive shortage
of materials and labour of all sorts, and not just in the UK. It is worldwide. The factories in India and China are
also short of labor. With many industries across the world shut down for long periods there are big shortages to
catch up on and it will take time to wind it back up.

This has created serious problems. There are plans to build thousands and thousands of houses, but it’s very
difficult with price levels jumping day by day and difficulties getting the labour. How can you quote long term for
projects when you aren’t confident of supply or price? How do you quote for anything?

There is also the question of credit availability. We have been talking to lots of banks and investors about
funding. There's a lot of money sloshing around out there.

We’re expecting some changes in employment, law, and health, and safety law. We've tried to do our best to
make sure that people have sufficient breaks and that they're working in a healthy way, but the legislation isn't
really geared up for what’s happening. It’s quite cumbersome and difficult to make work. For example it might
be quite difficult to have a ‘must work in the office’ policy and not be accused of indirect discrimination. The
direction of travel is clearly towards making sure that we don’t disadvantage any particular sector of the
community. So I would expect some government interventions and legislation changes to help enforce that.

Automation
If you can't get staff, you have to automate. There will be an accelerating trend into automation of all sorts,
including Artificial intelligence.That's going to have as much of an effect as changing attitudes. Replacing a
person on the phone full-time with a bot might not be too far off.

This is a micro example of a wider shift caused by the shortest staff.
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Transport and distribution
Distribution is a sector that has significantly increased and will continue to do so.The need to get goods around
the country and the world is going to keep growing. Behaviour changes such as shopping more online may
slow a bit but the changed behaviour will largely continue.

We are certainly not expecting to go back to doing as much traveling as before. Travel, both consumer and
business will be reduced. That will affect a range of sectors and will probably impact on the way most of us
work as businesses. Whilst distribution of goods is going to increase, the transportation of people is likely to
decrease. Clearly affecting all forms of public transport, especially airlines.

This could be counterbalanced by shifts in how shipping from the Far East happens. If container prices
continue to inflate and get higher you might as well fly it in. The airlines might pick up a lot of business.

Aging demographic
The population is getting older. The rise in numbers will increase demand for the products and services
required by older people.

Environment and agriculture
There are massive opportunities in the growth of the environmental sector and services.

We see major change within the agriculture sector. Without the Eastern European pickers, we're going to see
rotting vegetables in the fields. The Government sees that as a failure to mechanise and wants us to get away
from relying too much on cheap labour and invest in mechanisation.

The removal of subsidies through loss of European funding is also going to have a major impact, particularly on
smaller farmers. They’ll be asking what they can do to develop their land and maybe decide to get out. To sell.
For example to build an Amazon shed. There will be significant land use change.

Anything to do with the environment and sustainability is going to increase significantly. For example there is a
lot of demand for development of buildings that are net zero carbon emissions.

Leisure sector and recreation within the environment is also likely to grow.
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