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Navigating COVID-19: The New Workplace Construct
CoreNet NorCal Special Interest Group
Session #4 – June 26, 2020

In response to the impact COVID-19 is having on our members and member-companies, the CoreNet Northern California leadership has ‘stood up’ the COVID-19 Special Interest Group (SIG).  The intent of this SIG is to convene (virtually) members from member-companies to share challenges and emerging best practices related to COVID-19 and crisis management generally. This SIG will continue to meet to support and create a body of resources/best practices for our members and member-companies.

Session #4 of the COVID-19 SIG was held on June 26, 2020, bringing together 11 CRE leaders representing 10 member companies.  

The following lists of practices emerged from Session #4:   
Corporate Real Estate executives must be part of “change”. As the world looks forward to systemic change, our companies have a responsibility and are positioned to step-up and step into the conversation through action. By representing companies who are viewed as leaders in the world, we should embrace the opportunity and set positive examples. This ranges from thinking outside the box to diversify your candidate pool/teams or calling out any demeaning or micro-aggressive comments we hear as leaders. We must create an environment where if you hear something, say something. 

Leverage technology to ensure employees still share and transfer knowledge, traditionally done in-person. There is no replacing the traditional water-cooler chat or random conversations walking to/from meetings, however these “casual collisions” haven’t entirely disappeared in our remote environment. Knowledge sharing and transfer is currently taking place via technology, rather than in-person. Companies have leveraged tools such as Microsoft Teams, Slack, Zoom, Yammer and the various add-ons that these tools make available. This will continue to evolve but the workplace and employees must be willing to adopt technology as the new normal. 

Some believe the pandemic has forced their companies to create a deeper sense of community. Their leadership is making a conscious effort to be available, communicating more with their employees, and passing down information that was traditionally not shared. Employees are welcoming the personal side of their leadership.

One area that needs attention is mentorship, both internal and external, in a virtual world. Those newer in their career are starved for in-person relationships and may find it hard or uncomfortable to connect virtually. Internal social media tools have been used to create mentorship opportunities within companies however we need to find a way to create the unscheduled/unannounced interactions. 

Traditionally, workplace (when, where and what) has been the “employer’s choice”, now it is becoming the “employee’s choice.” The remote working model will create opportunities to hire new and different skillsets than traditionally valued. Companies should embrace the opportunity to expand one’s pool of candidates/recruits, even if it’s scary/new for managers. Working remotely might be the great equalizer that employees have been seeking. If an employee wasn’t based out of HQ location or company “hub”, they might have missed opportunities however, opportunities are equalized in a remote environment. Managers must adapt to managing remotely. Create opportunities for 1v1 meetings, pair employees up between different geographies to collaborate on a project, and managers can consider hosting open “drop-in” office hours.

It’s necessary for CRE to ensure employee equality between the “remote” employee and “office” employee. A CEO was recently asked where their headquarters is located. The answer: Zoom! As we move towards a larger remote workforce, companies agree that the remote experience should be equal or better than working in the office. To do this, it’s necessary to invest in tools, programs, and equipment. Additionally leadership must view decisions from an employee’s point of view, and keep employees engaged in the company culture. The most common question among CRE executives—how can this be done? 

How do we create a sense of community with a remote workforce? Many internal employee surveys state that employees want to return to the office, just not 100%. Even when it’s safe to return to the office, CRE executives expect a virtual component to be the new normal. This includes in-person meetings always having virtual attendees. Additionally, focus needs to be placed on change management and supporting a distributed workforce. This isn’t entirely new for many Bay Area companies, who are used to having a global workforce, but HR must put a stronger influence on training managers to lead in a virtual environment. 
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