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COVID-19: What to do Now, What to do Next

NOW

NEXT

COVID-19 has turned into a global
crisis, evolving at unprecedented
speed and scale. It is creating a
universal imperative for governments
and organizations to take immediate
action to protect their people. The
viruscontinuestorapidlyspread, to
every continent, with over 60
countriesimpactedandmorethan
1,700 newcasesreporteddaily.
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The COVID-19 pandemic threatens our health, livelihood
and peace of mind—our way of life. In times like this,
people—parents, children, students, seniors, workers,
business owners—all need public service organizations
to help them stay resilient and emerge stronger.
Public services are at the forefront of the crisis. But the last time
that anyone saw a crisis of this scale was over a century ago when
the 1918 influenza epidemic infected a quarter of the world’s
population. While public emergency response and recovery
capabilities are strong, they are best suited for discrete events with
a fixed duration. We face a very different challenge today. Much of
society is on pause to flatten the infection curve, manage the strain
on health services and buy time for scientists to find antiviral
treatments and a vaccine.
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Act now. Prepare for
what’s next.
Public services must rapidly adjust to this new reality
across three overlapping dimensions: crisis response,
pandemic operations and long-term recovery. This is a
balancing act in managing the “Now” and the “Next.”
Think of it like this: Why do airlines instruct passengers
to put their own oxygen masks on first in an
emergency? Because preparing yourself in advance is
the best way to help others through a crisis.

Crisis response
Mobilizing rapidly to activate surge capacity across the
workforce using technical supports and new ways of
working to provide critical services, resources and
information to the public with care and urgency.

Pandemic operations
Establishing durable yet time-limited operations
that continue delivering services during extended
social distancing.

Long-term recovery
Softening the lasting impact on the public purse,
service demand and the larger economy, while
adopting practices that create more flexible and
efficient operations that can weather future crises.
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As devastating as this experience is, positive things will
emerge from it. After all, there is always light after the
darkness. Your response to the pandemic will teach new
ways of collaborating across an ecosystem of partners
and new ways of operating more effectively.
Many of the capabilities established out of necessity during this
extraordinary time—such as remote work, customer self-service,
social media engagement, remote health monitoring—will
become the new normal of public service delivery.
Even more than usual, citizens are your most important asset at
this time. You can use social channels to connect with them in
meaningful ways during social distancing and lockdowns. You can
solicit their feedback on what’s working—and what’s not. In turn,
they can share their ideas for solving problems when there is no
playbook. The most ingenious solutions may come from this great
untapped human resource. And these exchanges will create
powerful new bonds between citizens and agencies.
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COVID-19 is the latest example of what happens
when a new, highly-contagious and deadly virus
arises in a world that is more physically and socially
connected than ever. Advances in science will make
us better prepared, but we are unlikely to wait
another 100 years for the next pandemic.
With a growing and mobile population, scientists expect more
regular infectious disease outbreaks. Economists project that,
in the coming decades, flu pandemics will cause economic
losses that average 0.7 percent of global GDP annually.1 Every
part of society must be able to shift to a “disruption footing”
when necessary. For you, this starts now. Operational,
technological and policy changes can make your agency more
responsive and resilient.
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0.7%
Of economic losses to global
GDP annually in the coming
decades due to flu pandemics
are being projected by
economists.1

The now: Rising to the times

Surge
response

Response
governance

Communication &
collaboration

Economic
stability

Operational
continuity

Monitoring &
reporting

Triage and prioritize
resources, assessing
facility and resource
capacity and creating
clear, consistent
communications via all
channels, including
digital. Apply advanced
analytics to command
centers to anticipate
demand and predict hot
spots for assistance
while establishing
collaboration tools that
enable public and private
sector organizations to
align efforts for citizens
and customers.

Evolve rapid
response teams to
include a broader
stakeholder group
and establish
consistent
governance to
collaborate well
over an extended
period of time.
Develop a
leadership structure
that results in fast,
centralized decision
making based on
data and is applied
consistently across
all sectors.

Establish government
organizations as the
clear and undisputed
source of facts.
Coordinate with
partners across
sectors to deliver
"one voice" and plan
the channels and
cadence of messages.
Design and adapt
messages so they are
in sync with public
sentiment and use
public feedback to
guide message
development and
refine operations.

Provide leadership to
calm markets and
reassure citizens,
businesses,
government
employees and
community
stakeholders. Intervene
with locally appropriate
rescue packages and
provide policy
flexibility for business
continuity and citizen
relief while using
analytics to predict and
address post-pandemic
workforce support
needs.

Modify operations,
policies and
processes for the new
reality. Support
employees through
remote/surge
situations and ensure
citizen access to
information and
services as operations
change. Institute
guidance to adjust
practice expectations
that align with current
challenges and
provide direction and
opportunities for
disrupted employees.

Use comprehensive
data and analytics to
make insight-based
decisions, create
predictive models for
pre-emptive
responses and report
accurate information
to the public. Look to
social media
monitoring to bring
citizen perspectives
into decision making
and counter
inaccurate
information and
intentional
disinformation.
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THE SITUATION
People’s engagement with public service
organizations is surging. They want to know what
will happen to the vital services on which they
depend.

Surge response:

How will children who receive free school lunches get food
when schools are closed? How can legions of displaced
workers get unemployment benefits from agencies built to
handle far fewer cases? How do business owners know if they
must close?
Many citizens are used to, and some even prefer, meeting
face-to-face for information and services. But this is not
possible right now. As a result, call centers are experiencing
skyrocketing call volume and benefit requests. One US state
saw a more than 2,500 percent spike in unemployment claims
in a week.2 Yet even as demand intensifies, agencies are
struggling to rapidly scale-up resources for remote
working. And schools are struggling to provide nutritional
services and remote learning with no prior experience with a
disruption at this scale. All of this is putting new demands on
public service organizations.
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Surge response: What to do now
Operating well in surge capacity mode means protecting and
empowering your staff, serving your customers’ needs and ensuring
operational continuity. The place to start is with triaging and prioritizing
assets quickly. This means identifying resource and facility capacity, the
gaps that remain, and even how creative partnerships with the private
sector could help you meet demand.
By applying advanced analytics to command centers, you can
anticipate demand and pinpoint hotspots. For example, data from
public and third-party sources can help you zero-in on ZIP codes or
census tracts where the majority of residents, based on data analysis,
are likely eligible for nutritional supports or may be at elevated risk for
child endangerment. Such insight allows agencies to proactively adjust
policies and direct scarce resources to ensure residents are safe and
sustained during the crisis.
With this view, you can determine the best way to use virtualization. The
goal is to create an Elastic Digital Workplace, an environment you can
quickly scale and adapt as conditions change.3 Virtual call centers are the
foundation. Your virtual call center workforce can include current agents
as well as trained surge staffers.
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They can be managed remotely and work securely at home supporting
chat and phone interactions without needing on-premise hardware. Virtual
call centers can be launched amazingly fast. After closing its physical
offices, one agency stood up a virtual call center in just 15 minutes using an
omnichannel cloud contact center tool.
You can augment your staff with AI-powered virtual agents, which can be
implemented in less than two hours. Forget the notion that people won’t
use them—64 percent of citizens would be interested in using a virtual
agent if their government had them.4 These chatbots recognize callers’
reasons for calling, streamlining interactions. People get assistance without
frustrating call times and phone trees. You can train these agents to answer
common COVID-19 questions, and they get “smarter” by learning through
experience. With virtual agents, you can redirect key staff to focus on more
complex inquiries. By establishing command centers powered by
virtualization, you can strengthen surge response, meeting the
needs of citizens and your staff.

THE SITUATION
Collaboration is at the heart of successfully
keeping everyone involved in the COVID-19
response pulling in the same direction.

Response governance:

This collaboration is not only within one agency, but
across an ecosystem of government agencies and
private sector and nonprofit partners as well.
Such broad, rapid-response collaboration is difficult
even in the best of circumstances. And in today’s
high-stakes environment, it is especially
challenging. Poor communication; inconsistency
around roles, processes and resources; and the lack
of a secure technology backbone to share data
inhibit progress.
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Response governance: What to do now
The composition of the response team matters. Right now, response
teams should be cross-functional and include a broad range of public
and private stakeholders who can address issues holistically. Responses
must consider the ripple effect of decisions on the entire landscape, not
just on one segment or group of people.
Response teams will sometimes include unusual contributors. When the
Governor of New York put out a desperate call for more surgical masks,
fashion designer Christian Siriano answered it, shifting his sewing staff
from evening wear to protective gear. Other fashion designers have
followed his lead.5 The German government sponsored an “Us v. Virus”
hackathon to explore solutions to challenges related to the pandemic.
More than 42,000 people participated, and 800 ideas will be considered
for government funding.6 And, around the world, local distilleries are
shifting production to provide alcohol for hand sanitizers. None of these
stakeholders are typical participants in public sector crisis response, yet
they have the potential to play a vital role in the COVID-19 effort.
With the right people on the team, establishing new norms for working
and consistent governance is non-negotiable. Consider that 24 hours of
misalignment could lead to a day’s delay in procurement sign-offs,
which could lead to 24 hours of pressure on a hospital on the frontlines
of care.
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It is also important to provide virtual collaboration tools—and clear
guidance on how to use them that accounts for how significant a
transition this is for some—so the team can work remotely without
interruption.7 Clear leadership structures are essential. There is no time
for complex chains of command. Response teams need fast, centralized
decision making based on data and applied consistently across all
sectors.
Digital twin technology is a valuable tool for collaborative decision
making. A digital twin is a virtual replica of something in the physical
world. Government agencies are using this technology to simulate
distribution networks to understand the impact of interruptions and
material demand shifts. The sky’s the limit on how public organizations
can use digital twin now. Response teams could collaboratively model
the impact of retail and restaurant closures on the need for nutritional
supports as well as the supply of newly-idled workers who could be
temporarily redirected to other jobs. Or they could model citizen
behavior and supply availability in response to emergency medical clinic
location decisions. This proactive modeling helps agencies make the
most of scarce resources for the best possible outcomes. From the
composition of response teams to the tools they use to work
together, supporting new forms of collaboration is essential to
delivering results during this crisis.

THE SITUATION
Trusted information about the pandemic is a
lifeline for people.
It is essential that we understand what is expected of us,
and how we can protect ourselves, our families and our
communities during this uncertain time.

Communication
& collaboration:
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Yet amid the explosion of social media and the neverending news cycle, we are bombarded by a constant
deluge of information—and misinformation—about
COVID-19. Public service organizations must break
through the noise to become the clear and undisputed
source of facts.

Communication & collaboration: What to do now
Your COVID-19 communications strategies should not be developed in
a vacuum. Understanding, and keeping on top of, public sentiment and
employee concerns is vital to developing both focus and cadence in
your COVID-19 response. What are people most concerned about?
What are they misinformed about? What information could calm their
fears?
One way to keep up with what people are thinking is through social
media monitoring. Algorithm-based tools crawl publicly-available sites,
analyzing posts and comments to track keywords and topics, creating
thematic groupings and providing a real-time window into public
sentiment. Government agencies have used social media monitoring
to create an invaluable feedback loop for communications. It has
helped them target messages to the most relevant topics, deter
misinformation and tailor social media outreach for maximum impact.
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In addition to creating feedback loops, coordinate with your ecosystem
partners to speak with one voice to those you serve. Consistency is
everything when it comes to encouraging people to support response
efforts. So are the channels you choose. By establishing priority channels,
you can disseminate the right information at the right time—to “be” where
people are. For example, consider the generational differences in social
media usage. Millennials spend more than two and half hours a day on
social media, Gen X spends nearly that, while Boomers spend much less.8
Your communications strategy for reaching these groups must account
for—and take advantage of—these differences.
Your employees are another critical audience that depends on reliable
information. This is essential to keep them safe and productive while
reducing anxiety. One way to do this is by setting up an employee
relations hotline for COVID-19 questions and concerns. There are turnkey
solutions that can help you do this quickly and at scale so your
organization can respond to the jump in employee call volume. By
continuing to connect with citizens and employees, you can ensure
that your communications truly speak to—and reflect—their needs
and concerns.

THE SITUATION
The COVID-19 pandemic has had, and will
continue to have, a devastating effect on the
global economy.
This year alone, it is expected to make a $1 trillion
impact, according to the United Nations’ trade and
development agency.9

Economic stability:
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Public service organizations must provide immediate
relief for people who have lost their jobs and for
businesses that have had to close their doors. This
presents an opportunity to explore innovative ways to
temporarily redirect idled labor in the areas of greatest
need. For example, enlisting school bus drivers to
distribute food to students through drop-off points
along bus routes or recruiting hospitality call center
staff to answer calls for public sector agencies. There
are many other ways to redirect the skills of displaced
workers that benefit them—and the greater good.

Economic stability: What to do now
People’s fear about how this crisis will hurt their financial security is
palpable. They look to public leaders for steady and competent
leadership to ease anxieties. Intervening with locally-appropriate rescue
packages and providing policy flexibility is critical in the coming days
and weeks. You can use economic modeling tools to guide policy
decisions and best prioritize and target interventions.

One way to assess needs is through the lens of automation, which is
already a transformative force in the workplace. You can use tools that
show which sectors of the workforce can be automated, which tasks can
be completed by humans augmented by machines, and which people
need to be upskilled. This provides a starting point to identify, train for, and
create new employment opportunities for displaced workers.

Initial assessments suggest that 25 million jobs could be lost this
year.10 The most vulnerable parts of the workforce—hourly wage earners
in service sectors—will feel the greatest effects.11 Consider too that
research reveals a causal relationship between unemployment and
health—both physical and psychological. This will impact the availability
and quality of labor when people return to work.12

In this unconventional time, there is a place for unconventional strategies
to redeploy displaced labor. Out-of-the-box strategies created with the
support of other stakeholders are a bright light in the grim economic
forecast. What if you could place nurses and medical students with
healthcare providers to take on everyday tasks not related to COVID-19?

The hard truth is that once the immediate crisis ends, not only will the
workforce in every sector be different, how we all work will be radically
different as well. This is why your approach to reskilling within your
agency, and as a guide for other industries, is so important.
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In fact, Harvard Medical Students have formed a COVID-19 rapid response
team to relieve pressure on clinicians and help the community.13 Or what if
displaced waiters, bartenders or chefs were trained to staff community
food distribution centers? Some chefs are already partnering with
nonprofits that deliver food to vulnerable people.14 Resource-savvy
approaches like this can creatively match skills and demands in ways that
everyone benefits.

THE SITUATION
Operations must flex as your agency moves
through its response to COVID-19.

Operational continuity:

16

Public Services: At the Forefront of COVID-19

Once you are on the other side of surge response, you
will be working in pandemic operations, likely for a
longer period of time than expected.
Recovery will come, of course. But it will be a “return
to new normal,” not a “return to normal.” Through
every phase, business continuity is paramount. The
people you serve—and the people who work for you—
are depending on it.

Operational continuity: What to do now
The place to start is by assessing your enterprise continuity plans, both
internally and with your partners, to ensure that there are not any gaps
or concerns to address. This is not a one-time exercise. Continuity plans
should be revisited often and adjusted as necessary depending on the
environment.
Your agency will establish new ways of working to address surge
response. After the immediate crisis, you can take stock of how you are
using human and machine resources. With virtual agents focused on
non-complex interactions, you can continue to free up and redeploy
humans to handle the higher-impact tasks that are essential for
operational continuity. As tasks are shifted, provide direction and clear
communication to employees on how things will work and what is
expected.
Continue to fortify remote working. Feedback on collaboration and
virtual communications tools should inform continuous improvements
that make people more satisfied with their work. Addressing employees’
“human” needs is especially important now. Think beyond business as
usual. For example, could your agency assist remote workers with
alternate, in-home childcare arrangements so they can balance work
and family responsibilities while their usual caregivers are not available?
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Your agency’s operational continuity also depends on a strong supply chain.
It is no surprise COVID-19 severely interrupted supply chains—94 percent of
Fortune 1000 companies are experiencing supply chain disruptions.15 Public
service supply chains are lifelines for getting supplies to frontline workers.
Industries known for supply chain excellence will lead the way here, and
there will be opportunities to adopt best practices from them. For example,
supply chain leaders use automated tools to model and run simulations of
the impact of disruptions on the supply chain to predict shortages and
identify where alternate suppliers are needed. There are also tools that
automatically identify alternate products and suppliers. The supply chains
that immediately mobilize a COVID-19 response with bold, “no regrets”
actions are in the best position to meet today’s needs and be more resilient
for tomorrow.16

THE SITUATION
Amid all the noise and uncertainty that
surrounds this pandemic, the facts will see
us through.

Monitoring &reporting:
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Until there are proven treatments and a vaccine, data
is one of the best things we have to protect ourselves
against COVID-19.
This is why now more than ever, you need
comprehensive data and analytics to make insightbased decisions, create predictive models to preemptively respond to this pandemic and provide
trusted information to the public.

Monitoring & reporting: What to do now
Your agency will need to continuously assess and monitor COVID-19
threats to make pre-emptive decisions. There are advanced infectious
disease surveillance and outbreak management systems already in use
that are invaluable. Not only do they monitor surveillance data, but they
transform it into actionable insights that your agency can use. Adding
data from third party sources that provide information on patterns of
citizen movement and spending, when combined with social media
data, may help you see further into the future, predicting potential
infection pathways before they actually occur. It is also important to
explore ways to encourage citizens to share their data in ways that will
help the greater good.
There are also advancements that make it possible to create predictive
models that forecast potential impact. You can use data to predict
where and when potential clusters of outbreaks might intensify based
on previous case numbers or where surge resources like drive-up
testing are most needed to address local demand. After the immediate
threats of this crisis are over, there are opportunities to use these tools
to improve preparedness for the next one.
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Such innovative capacity planning tools are making an impact in public
service today. Case in point: Police chiefs are using them to determine
how many police officers they need, what roles they should perform
and where they should be located geographically. They can optimize
resource allocation to meet demand and use scenario planning to test
and validate the impact of policy decisions.
Disease surveillance data is clearly important to ensuring your
monitoring and reporting capabilities are effective. But do not forget
the importance of citizen perspectives. You need to know what people
are “buzzing” about. What’s trending when it comes to COVID-19? Do
people have the facts wrong? Are they pushing back against
containment measures? Just like it should inform your communications
strategy, social media monitoring should be a part of your agency’s
data analysis and reporting. The more insights you have from
trusted data sources, the more proactive you can be in your
responses to the evolving challenges of COVID-19.

The next: Returning
to the new normal
This pandemic will end. When it does, we will reflect on what
we have been through—what we have lost and what we have
learned. What’s heartening is that people are resilient,
innovative and strong. So are public service organizations.
On the other side of this crisis, many of the capabilities you built in
response to COVID-19 should be embraced as standard practice going
forward. In fact, they may put your agency in a position to make rapid
advancements in performance, leaving legacy technology and
operations behind in favor of new capabilities adopted during the
outbreak. This future starts now.
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Here’s what to do next
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Create the foundation for the Elastic Workforce

Smash the silos with Living Systems

Emphasize e-channels and the power of digital

Breaking the link between hardware and software now
positions you to transition more fully to cloud and
video-enabled remote work in the future. As a result,
public service will embrace remote working in ways you
never did in the past. Virtual work with no scalability
concerns regardless of volume will be business as
usual. Public employees will not be tied to on-premise
work. This will help you compete with the private sector
to attract top talent while being more responsive to
people’s needs.

True cross-agency and cross-sector collaboration
will come into its own during this crisis. This
approach to sharing data and problem solving will
“stick” and only get better in the future. Barriers to
data sharing and collaboration will dissolve.
Building on the network formed during the COVID19 response, you will continue to work in new ways
with private organizations and nonprofits.

Public organizations have been playing catch-up in
digital engagement. Not anymore. People are engaging
with—and adopting—your digital channels in this crisis.
The future will be truly digital first for public services.
Not only will people be drawn to digital, you will also
monitor social networks to inform your communications
strategies and elevate your position as the trusted
source of the truth.

Make way for more flexibility in work

Evolve to the next-generation supply chain

Get real about artificial intelligence

To keep the workforce safe, public organizations
transitioned employees to remote working status
during the crisis. You addressed security concerns,
managed the logistics and built new capabilities.
There is no reason for all of this to disappear when the
crisis ends. The future of work in your agency will be
more fluid. The workforce will be flexible by design
and virtually decentralized. External resources—even
citizens themselves—will work together to deliver new
public outcomes.

The supply chain must run like a precision engine
during a crisis. In the future, you will continue to
adopt new sourcing and data models so that
supply chains are flexible and secure. You will no
longer be locked into a rigid, single supplier supply
chain. Instead, you will access newly opened
channels. Tomorrow’s supply chains will be
frictionless with greater supplier flexibility and
fewer barriers to supply.

AI-powered technology is helping agencies
process information quickly and accurately right
now. With impending revenue shortfalls, budgets
will reduce in the mid-term. Automation and AI will
become more desirable for maintaining service
levels. The future will see greater adoption of AI
across public organizations. With it will come new
roles, new governance and new public service
delivery models.

Public Services: At the Forefront of COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic will be a
turning point for you—and
everyone you serve. A challenge to
which you will rise. A time to build
even more meaningful, trust-based
relationships with people so they
can weather the most unexpected
storms. Because public service is at
the forefront of COVID-19.

22

Public Services: At the Forefront of COVID-19

Contact Us
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To help our clients navigate both the
human and business impact of COVID-19,
we’ve created a hub of all of our latest
thinking on a variety of topics.

Each topic highlights specific actions which
can be taken now, and what to consider next
as industries move towards a new normal.
From leadership essentials to ensuring
productivity for your employees and
customer service groups to building supply
chain resilience and much more, our hub
will be constantly updated. Check
back regularly for more insights.
VISIT OUR HUB HERE
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