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Special report: Working in the ‘new normal’

The Facilities Management team has a vital role to play as workforces 
re-mobilize and workplaces need to facilitate new ways of working. 
There are different types of facilities, but the process of going back is 
fundamentally the same.

As the Chair of the UK Committee which worked on the international 
standard, ISO 41001 Facility Management, I would naturally suggest 
that anyone who follows that standard will be well prepared to manage 
the current challenges. 

A Four-phased Approach

1   Risk Assessment (plan) – Trackers/ Audits/ Resources

2   Re-mobilisation (do) – Plans & Actions

3   Re-entry (check) – Soft & Hard logistics (measurement) 
(second wave?)

4   Improve (act) – Monitoring & Workplace Wellbeing

Phase one

Phase one is a risk assessment. It informs us of the What, Why, How and 
When. It must be multi-dimensional in that it has to be primarily about 
the people but also encompass all aspects of how those people function 
within the space and how the space functions around the people.

The use of trackers if you manage multiple spaces, floors, buildings, 
locations will greatly assist keeping track of the ‘What, Why, How 
and When’ as you come under pressure to make it happen and, with 
confidence, advise those likely to be directly affected by the status of 
the re-mobilisation.

The audit populates the tracker in terms of what needs to be taken 
into consideration, the focus of the risk assessments, the best people 
to review space planning for social distancing, and the best people to 
review the flexibility of the building services assessment. 

You should audit what your premises look like. You have got doors, 
lifts, stairs, meeting rooms, washrooms etc. Each floor might have to 
be treated differently because the activities in each floor might throw 
up different risks and different requirements identified via that audit. In 
terms of that location and the circumstances within that city, region or 
country, what are the risks that we need to do something about?  The 
audit is about understanding what you need to do. It is looking at the 
specific locations and the specific needs, across the whole facility. 

It will be important to consider the resources available to you. Most 
facilities teams are lean therefore it is likely that additional resources 
will be required, in terms of labour, to undertake the preparatory tasks 
likely to be identified. It will be equally important to secure the financial 
resources for the adaptations that may be required when introducing 
guidance, communications and any necessary test/maintenance 

equipment. You should then consider what resources you need that go 
beyond the normal resources, for example for deep cleans, filtration of a 
building, mail handling systems, and for flushing through water systems 
with the risk of Legionella because they have been sitting stagnant over 
time, etc.

The first thing is to understand what you have got to do. You may think 
you know what you are going to go in and do, but when you actually 
get there and look with a COVID-19 perspective, you start to see a whole 
bunch of new challenges, for example how do you make sure door 
handles, communal equipment, vending machines etc. do not transfer 
the virus as soon as you let people in the door? The risk assessment will 
identify whether you can mitigate or eliminate that risk. If you cannot 
eliminate it, you would look to mitigate it. 

Phase two

Phase two is in the re-mobilisation. From phase 1 we now have an idea 
regarding the What and the Why, phase 2 is now all about the How and 
the When.

As the workforce begins to get back to work or continue working in 
these new circumstances, it’s about developing the plans and the 
actions required to deliver an environment that meets the technical 
requirements as identified in phase 1 but, more importantly, to provide 
the people with the confidence that what has been done and the 
logistics that have been put in place has their health and safety as 
the first priority. That assurance is critical not just for the individuals 
themselves but for their families as well. People will not be productive 
and cooperative if their mental health has not been taken into account, 
therefore this phase is all about being proactive not just in the physical 
and facilities related tasks but in giving the people entering the facility 
the confidence that what we have done has been thorough and robust.

Communication and coordination are key within the planning process 
along with the subsequent actions. All stakeholder groups need to be 
fully embraced within any such communications plan.

Phase three

Phase three is about re-entry into the facility and welcoming those that 
return with clear communication, signage and instruction.

Only when you have had enough time to mitigate or avoid the risks 
identified, assess the audit tracker, procure any resources needed to enact 
the plans and actions, can you start thinking about letting people go back 
to work. It is about the soft and hard logistics related to the people and the 
physical aspects of the facility as they re-enter the facilities.
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“If we do not measure, we cannot improve”. In this phase we need to 
measure all aspects of the effectiveness of what we have put in place 
and the effect it has on the people. We must recognise that not only 
can we improve the situation, but the situation is not static. COVID-19 is 
effectively never going to fully go away so in the short term our focus 
is about avoiding the impact of a second wave of the pandemic. That 
may occur in terms of the facilities we are managing or indeed within 
the environment and location in which we operate. Additional people 
returning to work will inevitably change the dynamics within the facility 
and possibly change the initial results of our risk assessment, 
so measurement on an ongoing basis is the key.

We are fortunate today in that technologies are available to us to 
measure almost any aspect of the workplace and the environment 
within it, so measurement that would have been a challenge some 
months ago is very feasible today. Non-intrusive sensors can monitor 
social distancing (whether our measures are achieving the desired 
results), air quality, VoC levels and building services performance, to 
name but a few. There already exist sensors for all aspects of workplace 
well-being in relation to this pandemic.

We need to consider that there will be staff who are somewhat laissez 
faire about sticking to new rules and processes that we put in place, and 
there will be others who may find all the changes stressful. It’s important 
to accept that people will respond and behave differently. 

We have to be prepared when experiencing such people-related 
dilemmas in the workplace to ensure clarity within corporate policies 
and procedures.

Phase four

Phase 4 is about taking appropriate actions based upon the 
performance measurement of the precautions and logistics that we 
have enacted during phases 2 and 3. 

Phase 4 is that feedback loop which will inevitably take you back to 
phase 1 to start the probably never-ending cycle. But this is not new, 
as facilities managers we have been doing that since we came into being 
as a strategic professional discipline. The only thing that is certain for a 
Facilities Manager is ‘change’, every week, every day, every hour, but that 
is what most of us enjoy!

It’s essential that part of the logistics in place ensures that the Facilities 
Management team will be alerted when anyone begins to feel ill in the 
workplace. Contingency plans should be in place to isolate such an 
individual until their illness can be validated.

Close liaisons with all parts of the organisation are essential; we will not 
succeed without such support. Ultimately, we are only a pivot around 
which the organisation needs to operate, albeit a ‘business critical’ one. 
Whilst we have always thought that anyway, COVID-19 and how we get 
our organisations back to work, safely, will highlight it. 

The Facilities Management team can only make recommendations and 
suggestions though, decisions will continue to be taken by those who 
ultimately take the responsibility.

Useful links
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