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COVID-19 AND ADAPTIVE TRIGGERING 
KNOWING WHEN TO RETREAT FROM THE OFFICE



2

As businesses adapt and work through the ongoing pandemic, most have been focused on 
and planning for re-entry to the workplace or ‘re-occupancy’. Organisations are building out 
processes, guidelines and training programs for employees to facilitate re-entry to the workplace 
and ensure safety. According to health authorities, there is a strong likelihood of a second 
and third wave of the COVID-19 virus in the coming months before an effective vaccine is 
found, brought to market and rolled out globally. Given the uncertainty of when the virus will be 
eliminated and the inevitability of a second and/or third wave, organisations need to establish a 
plan and framework to manage a retreat from the office. 

This white paper will outline a framework and methodology to help you develop a plan and make 
an informed decision about when to invoke a retreat from the office. It explores the concept of 
‘adaptive triggering’, the criteria that determines the need to adjust and respond to changing 
conditions. Additionally, it discusses the needs of employees, professional medical opinions and 
data, remote work, cost impact to your business and other matters that should be considered 
when making decisions to occupy or retreat from the workplace. 

The paper further explores a risk-management framework around the impact to employees and 
costs to the business, including a risk assessment guide to help document and manage risk. 
There is a framework to help inform an exit decision and an outline of the steps to be considered 
if an exit decision is reached. The conclusion consists of key points for analysis of the impact on 
employees and the costs to the organisation to be used as part of an assessment.

Executive Summary
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Introduction

COVID-19 responses have been varied around the world. Some geographies will experience 
second and third waves of the virus as lockdown restrictions are lifted. While we have been 
focused on ‘Back to Occupancy’ we must also be able to effectively manage ‘Retreat from Office’ 
if necessary.

• How can we adapt our offices to the changing demands of COVID-19?

• What triggers indicate we may need to adapt?

• What are the necessary steps to adapt to each phase?

• What are the impacts to our business and our employees?

Health and Science 

Top medical experts around the globe such as Dr. Anthony Fauci, director of the National Institute 
of Allergy and Infectious Diseases in the United States, say a second wave of coronavirus 
is inevitable as economies reopen. In a recent media interview, Fauci said the virus “is so 
transmissible, and it is so widespread throughout the world, that even if our infections get well 
controlled and go down dramatically during the summer, there is virtually no chance it will be 
eradicated.”

Over the past six months, planning for re-occupancy has been the focus for many organisations.  
Some communities have experienced recurring outbreaks and escalating cases of COVID-19 
to levels that could necessitate another retreat from the office. The Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC) provides perspective with the “continuum of pandemic phases” (shown in 
image 1) illustrating how recurrences cause locations to adapt and transition between phases. 
These phases will continue to rise and fall until either a vaccine is created and rolled out or herd 
immunity established. Efficient movement between each phase is essential to avoid cost impacts, 
employee impacts and reputational risk. 

Image 1
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The continuum shown in image 1 illustrates the pandemic phases in parallel with corresponding 
risk assessment activity: preparedness, response and recovery. The accompanying graph further 
illustrates an example of these activities relative to the increases and declines in cases.    

Image 2 below demonstrates an example of the retreat and occupy model discussed above 
against a one-year timeline and multiple geographic locations.   

Image 2

Adaptive Triggering 

The concept of ‘adaptive triggering’ is defined as the criteria that triggers the need to adjust and 
respond to changing conditions. Different geographic locations, government jurisdictions and 
building types will influence the decision to occupy and retreat.

Building types and locations will have unique conditions for adaptive triggering, depending on 
regional government legislation. As part of their decision to occupy or retreat, some companies 
are including additional considerations that are more conservative than government positions. 
Criteria and considerations that will help guide the decision-making process, include:

• Medical professional opinions 

• Employee feedback/concerns

• Employee needs

• Ability to work productively remote

• Cost impacts to the business
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So far, we’ve discussed the likelihood of a second and/or third wave of the pandemic, the 
continuum of pandemic phases model, and risk management assessment methodology, which 
can be used to inform the decision-making process to occupy and retreat. Next, we move into 
building a framework to guide decision making by considering the following questions:

• How can we adapt our offices to the changing demands of COVID-19?

• What triggers indicate we may need to adapt?

• What are the necessary steps to adapt to each phase?

• What are the impacts to our business and our employees?

In image 3 we look at a risk management framework with the pandemic phases continuum and 
key elements that will inform decisions and the impact to your organisation’s people and the cost 
to your business. The following key questions are addressed: Once you establish governance 
policies, will employees follow the rules? How will you manage positive cases? What are the 
leading indicators that will determine a decision to exit? And finally, what are the steps to execute 
a facility closure? 

Image 3

The next section of this paper will provide a framework to analyse, assess risk and document for 
each of the following areas: Governance, Management, Decision and Exit.
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Governance: A realistic assessment of how the rules are being followed

Are policies and procedures effectively managing risk? Image 4 contains an assessment checklist 
to guide you through how the rules are being followed and whether policies and procedures are 
effectively managing risk. The worksheet has sections for both controlled space (tenant area) 
and common space (in the case of multi-tenant buildings) to help your analysis of areas that your 
organisation can control and areas that are occupied by people outside your organisation. 

Image 4

Management: How are positive cases being handled?

The checklist in image 5 will help you assess and track how your organisation is handling positive 
cases in terms of safety policies and processes around cleaning standards, individual conduct, 
and contact tracing reporting to public health groups.

Image 5
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Decision: What leading indicators would inform an exit decision?

The following leading indicators: Government, Building, Employee and Governance can be 
evaluated to inform an exit decision. Below, we expand on the criteria for each indicator.

Government

Various levels of government may enforce mandatory conditions such as limited access to 
business and/or a specific region or jurisdiction may be closed. (See image 6).

Image 6

Building/Region

The next leading indicator is a specific building or region (see image 7) and guiding data points 
include: number of cases in general area and/or increasing to a new daily peak, number of 
positive cases, contact tracing evidence of community spread, number of employees in building 
potentially exposed to positive cases, ratio of potential exposures to population and the number of 
employees self-isolating or in quarantine. 

Image 7



8

Employee

The third indicator, the employee, focuses on the comfort level and ability of employees to 
work remotely vs working in the office, and the number of employees who are concerned about 
safety conditions in the office (see image 8). In some cases, employees may not be able to 
work remotely due to physical security, dependency on specialised equipment, or access to 
technology. Additionally, employees may have concerns about the real or perceived threat of an 
outbreak in the workplace. 

Image 8

Governance

The fourth element to consider for the decision-making process is governance (image 9). Your 
organisation has implemented several new rules, processes and mandatory training and you’ll 
need to examine whether employees and vendors have been accountable for their behaviors. 
Some key metrics to help with the decision-making process include the percentage of employees 
who have completed mandatory training and daily attestation. Consideration should also be given 
to the ongoing availability of supplies for effective sanitisation and hygiene, and whether vendors 
have been following established rules. 

Image 9
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Exit: What are the steps necessary to safely exit employees from the 
building?

Refer to image 10 for a checklist of steps to complete once a decision is made to complete an 
exit. A clear process for exiting the building(s) must be communicated and designated staff 
must be trained to assist with the procedure. Notifications must be sent to landlords, security 
personnel, designated areas must be locked to prevent access and signage posted notifying of 
building closure. Communication materials such as FAQs should be prepared and ready to be 
disseminated to leadership teams, building residents, vendors, landlords and other employees. 
Maintenance and cleaning schedules will need to adjust accordingly. Employees must exit with 
equipment and materials to accommodate a minimum of two weeks at home.  

Image 10
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Impact to people and impact to cost

Efficient movement between each phase is essential to avoid cost impacts, employee impacts 
and reputational risk.

It’s important to have a solid process to minimise impacts to employees and cost. First, let’s 
review impact to people. Here are key factors to consider:

• Impact on employee productivity with the need to work from different locations

• Extending or reintroducing furloughs will create anxiety among employees

• Employees may leave due to health concerns

• Sick leave due to impact of anxiety (short-term disability or long-term disability)

• Damage to employee trust and credibility of the organisation

• Need to implement comprehensive communication program 

• Overwhelming amount of change management required (new processes, rules and ongoing 
changes)

The impact to costs for your organisation may include:

• Additional or diverted resources required to develop and implement a COVID-19 program

• Additional facility cleaning costs

• Building restart protocols

• Retesting for legionella 

• Flushing building for lead

• HVAC review

• Signage and PPE supplies

• Supply chain and vendor expense

• Impact on employee productivity due to relocation to home office

• Potential impact on brand reputation
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The continuum of pandemic phases will continue to fluctuate until a vaccine is developed 
and rolled out or herd immunity is established. Health authorities are predicting second and 
possibly third waves of the COVID-19 outbreak and therefore organisations need to be planning 
for a retreat from the office in addition to return to occupancy. This white paper discussed the 
concept of ‘adaptive triggering’ which can be used to assist your decision-making process when 
considering the many factors that impact whether your company should occupy and/or retreat 
from the office. The risk-management framework discussed above, along with the self-assessment 
tools to track and document the needs of your organisation, will help you identify the triggers that 
indicate a need to adapt and assess the impact on employees and your business.

Conclusion


