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Click on the Link to Join the Meeting
Doris Schuck started awake to the sound of a vacuum cleaner.  It took a few seconds to recover her bearings.  She realised she had fallen asleep on the sofa again.  Looking at her watch she was startled to see that it was half past four in the afternoon.  Doris had taken a break from work for lunch just after two pm.,  snacking on a heated pie in front of a contract she had printed out after the last video conference.  The next thing she had lost over an hour, and probably missed a few more Zoom meetings in the process.
As she shuffled back to her study with another coffee, she started to wonder, not for the first time, about the conditions that the SARS-CoV2 virus and subsequent global lock-downs had imposed on herself, her family, friends, colleagues and clients.  Her unintended afternoon nap has not been the first time she had been overcome by exhaustion from the new way of working that the virus had imposed on everyone.  She had read a few articles about the load that remote working, and specifically video conferencing, had put on people during the past months and was worried about how long it was going to last.
Just the night before, the South African State President, Cyril Ramaphosa, had gone live with yet another announcement about the state of the national lock-down.  Although there had been structural clarity about the stages the government intended to go through to return the country to a degree of normality, there was still very little clarity as to how long this would take, and whether it was sustainable.  In fact, many articles Schuck had been reading on the virus seemed to feel that the general response globally was going to take years of different behaviour, if not permanent adaption.
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Schuck had started her career in management consulting.  After graduating, she worked her way up one of the Big Four South African consulting firms.  After reaching junior partner, she eventually realised that she was working himself into the ground pushing the hours, and after taking a break for her own emotional health, she decided she was going to take her destiny into her own hands.  She resigned, with no hard feelings, and started her own management consulting firm, calling it Shuck Consulting, with specialisation in IT Strategy and Risk Management.  
Luckily, her relationship with her previous employer was healthy and she retained contact with many of her peers.  This proved successful because, due to her specialisation, she was often sent referrals, and she managed to break even relatively quickly.  As she was consulting in a growing field, she frequently found work which fell outside of her company which she referred to her old firm, which cemented their relationship.
I.T. consulting had been significantly in-demand for a long time, and heading up to 2020.  The new digital boom was calling for people with both IT strategy skills, and innovative thinking. Executives were struggling to make sense of the swathe of new concepts the media was selling as transforming the world through “digital disruption” and Schuck’s practical approach was well regarded.  She found her business growing faster than she could handle.  Schuck Consulting rapidly grew to a business of over fifty employees (see Exhibit 1).  They were expanding their scope of work into actual project management and implementation of platforms and systems for their clients.  
Schuck had always tried to remain true to her values (see Exhibit 2).  Although she had a lot of respect for the big corporates, the scale and pace sometime seemed to mean that the people were overlooked, and she did not want this to happen in her business.  She felt that she had developed a well sized organisation, intentionally avoiding getting beyond a headcount where relationships start to break down.  She placed her people ahead of profit and interviewed every person herself for culture fit before placement.  She felt her business had a familial culture which was what she wanted.
Customers and Resourcing
By early 2020, Schuck had three loyal, high-value clients on retainer, who bought in about 60% of their revenue.  They also had about twenty other regular clients on their books, and regular flow of ad-hoc contracts popping up through a year.  Their clients ranged from financial services companies to manufacturing and were all South Africa based except for two.  Through the South African relationships she had, Schuck had landed a client in Dubai, and another in Lagos, with a strong flow of income, which allowed her to establish small virtual offices in these regions.  Schuck wasn’t sure they were ready for international expansion as the travel costs and times, and work required to understand new cultures and norms were an increased overhead, however it did allow her to establish virtual offices further north for when they did expand in earnest so she had let the structure develop organically.
Having so much ad-hoc business did make it difficult to manage for an organisation of Schuck Consulting’s size as senior I.T. consultants are hard to come by, in high demand, and expensive.  Keeping people on the bench when the contracts are not coming through on the possibility of future revenue was a costly exercise which a smaller company could not sustain.  Her team kept busy, putting in significant overtime on contracts, despite her intention that work life balance was imperative.  She sometimes worried about this but in general her sense was they enjoyed the freedom and more open structure of a small business.  
Despite the loyalty, manging staff turnover was tricky as many times consultants would be poached from a client despite restraints-of-trade.  She sometimes joked that she was becoming a testing ground for the larger clients to find their senior staff.  But this was typical in the industry, and the restraints were rarely enforced as the exchange of skills generally didn’t result in an end to the contract, and frequently strengthened the relationship.  
Emergent Organisational Structure
Although her offices were in Johannesburg, from the start she had taken the stance that her staff should be at the client, and she kept a small office with no dedicated offices or desks, except for some of her administrative staff such as human Resources and Finance, and some meeting space for check-ins and clients who wanted to meet at their rooms.  Schuck consultants were equipped with all the mobile amenities required to do their jobs, such as laptops, data cards, and mobile phones.
By 2020 Schuck Consulting was structured into three primary divisions (see Exhibit 1).  The money-maker was Consulting Services, but Projects were starting to look increasingly profitable.  She maintained a small central operation team headed by an Operations Director, with representation for Finance, Human Resources, Information Technology and Administration.  Much of the work in this area was outsourced.
Values and Culture (See Exhibit 2)
Schuck had left the larger corporates because she wanted to be able to look after her people without being held to any external code of values or principals.   She strongly believed in community, support, and work-life balance, but the trade-off for this was hard work, and smart work.  She didn’t take nonsense and her staff knew that if they took advantage of the familial culture, they would be on the receiving end of a firm, no-nonsense discussion, and the occasional termination had occurred.
Worrying News from Abroad
In early 2020s, things started to look a little weird globally as news of the Coronavirus started to leak out from China.  One of Schuck’s less frequent customers did work with the Chinese mainland and she started getting first-hand stories about the situation.  Then in February, the virus started spreading and nations like Italy really started making headlines.  
Fortunately for Schuck, the international business was not particularly large yet, but things had suddenly started slowing down, and it was becoming evident that something was going to change, and for an extended period of time.
In the first week of March, the South African Minister of Health announced the first positively tested COVID patient.  For many this was an incredibly surreal experience, and things moved rapidly from this point, with initial protocols landing haphazardly until on 23 March 2020, South Africa’s President, Cyril Ramaphosa, went on national television and announced that the country would go into a nation-wide lock-down from the 27ths of the same month.  This have everyone four days to migrate from, in many cases a state of denial, to an unprecedented state of isolation.
Uncertainty
During the four remaining days of openness, Schuck met with all her management team for many hours of each day, under already prescribed social distancing policies which showed the team a pre-cursor to what might be coming.  It was confusing for many as the rules were not clearly defined and no examples existed to map behaviour to.  There was a lot of speculation about what was right and wrong, and media coverage was often misleading or just pure fearmongering.  Schuck’s team chose a conservative approach and followed the government’s direction, which had seemed to be rapid, and informed.  Plans were formed to ensure that operations continued, and it was agreed that, at least to begin with, regular video conference meetings would be held with tools such as Zoom, a very popular technology at the time, and that weekly full company sessions would also be held to keep people connected.
Being a consulting firm was an advantage, as her consultants were used to working remotely.  The small administration team worked from the office however, but they were used to meeting with the consultants virtually so at least remote conversations were not completely unfamiliar to them.
There were many questions about the wellbeing of staff who could not function under lockdown, such as cleaning and security.  These services were outsourced, but the people had become a part of the family and Schuck started to hold discussions with the contract firms to try and ensure their people would be looked after and return healthy at the end of the crisis.  Nobody really knew where this was going, and nobody could give guarantees.  
Schuck Consulting was still a young firm and did not have large bank reserves, so the prospect of lost business due to clients cutting overheads was very real, and for Schuck, many nights were spent worrying about what the impact to her staff would be if things got really bad.
Lock-down, 27 March
On 27 March 2020 the lock-down commenced.  Schuck gave her company rest of the month (Monday and Tuesday) to finalise their plans, gather their resources, and then she held her first virtual Exco on the 1st April, a source of much mirth.
Although consultants by nature often engage online, even in groups, this felt different.  Schuck had done her research, laid out an agenda, and distributed the minutes from the previous boardroom Exco well in advance, but from the outset she could see this was going to be tricky.  
Some of team had connectivity issues, others could not find how to turn their microphones or cameras on, and everyone kept talking over each other.  Parents with children from schools which had shut down were being pulled out of the meeting, or the family was disrupting the process continuously.  
They eventually managed to get through the agenda but Schuck wasn’t convinced that the meeting had had the same impact as a session in the boardroom, where people were in close social contact, they could stand up, pace the room, make eye contact and watch each other’s body language.
To mitigate the distractions of technical challenges, her operations director worked rapidly with the I.T. team to ensure that at least these difficulties were addressed through the development of training and guidelines.  She was rather surprised that her business, which specialised in I.T. Strategy, would have so many problems with a technical tool, which many of them used during the course of their work day, but she did acknowledge that her management team were not the consultants, and maybe there was a disconnect somewhere.
The first company-wide session, in the same week, was also tough, because suddenly she had about 50 people online, and she felt like she was talking to an auditorium through her laptop.  People forgot to turn their microphones off, and others were experimenting with avatars and backgrounds which quickly got distracting.  She also found she kept getting distracted by her own image talking, with a bit of a lag and often forgot what she was trying to say.
During the next weeks she had numerous  one-on-ones and group sessions and the technical glitches started ironing themselves out as people became more familiar with the new tools and styles, and by the end of the month it was starting to feel like they had got it taped.
Market Pressure
Engaging with their clients was a different story altogether, as these businesses were fighting their own demons.  Schuck’s consultants were used to working onsite at their clients and they were now having to figure out how to work with the clients remotely, while the clients themselves were figuring it out themselves.  They were often being unintentionally excluded from internal meetings on work they were involved, as they weren’t in anyone’s mental list as part of the full-time team.  Things were particularly trying for her new staff, who had barely got to know the Schuck Consulting culture, let alone the working mode of their clients.  In two cases consultants had literally started contracts and spent under two weeks with the client, and now they had to work remotely.
The consultants found themselves having to work in every way possible.  The use of Zoom as a standard at Schuck Consulting was challenged due to security flaws, and although they held fast on their decision for the mean time, they had to learn and adopt multiple other collaboration tools such as Microsoft Teams and Google Hangouts, to align to each client, either advising their clients or working within the boundaries set by the I.T. departments.  
Sometimes the clients did not have connectivity and they had to revert to archaic methods such as basic tele-conferencing.  On one occasion one of the consultants came very close to getting arrested because they had out of the best intentions decided to go and visit a frustrated and less technically literate client to help them get their platforms in order.
And if the professional services people in consulting was experiencing difficulty, the newly formed projects team was being hit twice as hard.  For one, the digital bubble was contracting, and many of their projects were being cancelled, in preparation for a potentially radical economic downturn.  In cases were projects continued, work had to be done remotely.  Although technical teams have been working virtually for decades, many technical teams still prefer to connect socially at least weekly, if not more regularly, and the methodologies they had adopted such as Scrum, although workable over the wire, just seemed to be more fluid with a regular stand-up meeting held in person.  
Within weeks, business started drying up.  Clients were holding work and ad-hoc expenses such as consulting was the first to go.  
The Lagos business was really struggling.  Unpredictable power conditions meant that most of the scheduled meetings were dropped, and they reverted to telephones, which limited group discussions.  Schuck could see that unless something changed, these areas were going to be in trouble.
With a consulting model like Schuck’s, most of the revenue was based on billable hours, and consultants traditionally “paid their way” by billing and generating more revenue by creating value.  Customers were squeezing, and they often didn’t feel they were getting the same value for money with remote sessions.  New projects were being held back to fund basic sustainability.  
Inevitably, as clients started stepping backwards, remedial action was needed.  Salary cuts were implemented first to try and protect the broadest group possible from losing jobs.  Unfortunately, Schuck eventually realised she was going to have to be more brutal and cut overheads from areas which were no longer generating business by retrenching people.  Some of the toughest meetings Schuck had during this period involved letting people go remotely, as she had hand-picked almost everyone in her business, and she wasn’t there to be with the people affected.  She felt like she had disintermediated part of her role to a computer
Something Wicked this Way Comes
Time ticked on, and within a few weeks the tide seemed to have gone out as far as it would, and the company was getting into the swing of the new model.  The clients and projects who were getting through were now working better, and Schuck’s leadership team were looking for new opportunities, such as COVID readiness consulting, and starting to get interest from the market.  The coronavirus hadn’t just wiped out opportunities in their current space, but also created new ones, in fresh markets, and technical strategies were where the solutions lat.  Schuck had opportunities.
But something wasn’t right.  Schuck was a highly focused professional and could often start her day at 5am and end at midnight.  But now she was finding herself completely worn out by lunchtime.  Making it to Friday was almost impossible without stealing a siesta here and there in the afternoon.   Her weekends, which she had diligently planned family time into, were spent doing chores and sleeping.  She had a constant headache, and by the end of the day looking at a computer screen made her feel nauseous.  
She originally thought she might be coming down with the virus or some other illness, but after speaking to her colleagues and friends under similar conditions she discovered they were experiencing similar symptoms.  After undertaking some informal research on-line, she was seeing an increasing number of articles referring to a topic tagged “Zoom Fatigue”.  The largest social experiment ever conducted was starting to show results.  It seemed that the cognitive load of living under lock-down was significantly higher under the current conditions than if you were able to work this way under your own conditions, as had been the case before.  Socialisation online was now seen to have a far higher cognitive load on people than doing the same in the physical presence of the people you were working with.  In the latter situation, your subconscious was able to process many of the subtle cues that were not available in a video conferencing session.  The implications of this was that virtual workers were having to focus more of their conscious energy on trying to make sense of discussions, and this was wearing them down.  
Furthermore, many people had to do this processing on multiple technology platforms, switching styles almost hourly, and learning new techniques all the time.  
The social media push notification, which many people had started getting control of by dropping out of these networks, or at least turning of the ‘bing’, suddenly became an expectation again.  If you were sent a WhatsApp message, people got tense if you didn’t respond in real-time.  People had started calling in at all times, whether you were in a meeting or not, and the normal time boundaries seemed to have been forgotten, she suspected because psychological signals like sitting in traffic at the end of the day were not in place to shut you down.
Many people were also multitasking during meetings.  The number of times someone had asked her something while she was muted and responding to an email or WhatsApp message were uncountable.
Decision Time
As March turned into April, and then May, the company pace seemed to slow down.  The Company Zoom sessions were slowly shrinking.  After Human Resources did an engagement poll with disappointing outcomes, Schuck realised the situation was untenable.  This was not a simple financial issue at all.  All the commercial challenges aside, there was something very different about the style of work and what it was doing to the health and productivity dynamic within her business.    Her values were being put to the test and she was not prepared to sacrifice these as they were at the core of why she had gone on her own in the first place.  She needed to rethink the very fundamentals of the business.  
Schuck did not know how people were performing, or if they were at all.   She didn’t want to implement an overly detailed performance management system as her people were mature adults and this style of management went against her value of trust.  But she was unable to measure engagement against financial outcomes as the new world they found themselves in had not baseline to compare against and was at a loss.
The change had impacted all her clients, and the basis for how her business did work was being changed.  Although technically solutions were being found, she was already seeing the impact on morale and health, and she felt that maybe for all the technology in the world, something else was missing.  The human psyche was coming through as having fundamental needs which were not being met.
As she sat back down to her next Teams meeting, she thought to herself, “Will we ever get back to what the world was like in 2019, or will we be stuck in this limbo state for an extended period?  How do I sustain my business and my people at the top of their game if the crisis lasts into 2022?”.
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Exhibit 2:  Schuck Consulting Company Values
	We take care of our own
	· Our company is a family and we look after each other.  
· We will not tolerate toxic relationships or behaviour.  
· We reward people for supporting and recognising each other.

	We respect work-life balance
	· A happy home means a happy colleague.
· People cannot function at 200% forever.  
· We keep an eye on each other and ensure we are looking after ourselves.

	We put good relationships ahead of profits
	· Our business is based on integrity and on trusting relationships between ourselves and our clients.
· Business will come from good relationships.
· We will not take on toxic clients.

	Work hard, work clever
	· We want to be an enjoyable employer, but we expect commitment from our staff.
· When we work, we add value.
· We work smart, avoiding waste, for ourselves and for our clients.
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