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Confinement : Opportunities  
for Businesses?

AN OPPORTUNITY  
TO QUESTION

17 March 2020, a day that French people will 
never forget; the start of compulsory lockdown to 
ward off the Covid-19 pandemic. For businesses 
it was an unprecedented upheaval. Yet, despite 
the importance of the economic impacts on 
business, one could easily overlook a number  
of broader consequences of such a measure. 

To what extent did the situation disrupt 
businesses beyond the financial impacts? 
How did work and management practices 
change and in what ways did it impact human 
relations? What did confinement reveal about 
organisational culture and the way businesses 
operate? Will the lockdown be a catalyst for 
transformation within companies?

EFFECTS AND IMPLICATIONS 
FOR BUSINESSES

Guided by these questions, the organisational 
and management consultancy Make Tracks 
examined the impacts of confinement on work 
and management practices on businesses in the 
Auvergne Rhône-Alpes region. For the purposes 
of their research, the authors conducted 31 semi-
structured telephone interviews in 28 companies 
and associated organisations.  

Their report concludes that the confinement 
redefined the limits that frame the life of 
companies. By imposing an unparalleled 
constraint many possibilities emerged 
demonstrating the unexpected potential of  
such a destabilising situation.

The interviewees showed that working remotely 
is not only entirely possible but can also be the 
source of greater efficiency without impacting 
quality. Yet, the experience of confinement also 
highlighted the limits of remote work, reinforcing 
the imperative of social ties within companies as 
well as the need for appropriate frameworks to 
optimise the compatibility of face-to-face and 
remote work. 
 
Beyond the impact of confinement on day-to-
day work, the authors also observed effects on 
the understanding of the role of companies, the 
emergence of design opportunities, the practice 
of action learning, new responsibilities for line 
managers and a redefinition of the limits for 
collaboration.  

In addition, those interviewed exposed 
an evolution in the perception of different 
boundaries within companies as a result of the 
lockdown. The role of the company, the place of 
the manager and collaboration expanded in a 
context which, ironically, restricted the movement 
of people and appeared to isolate them. 

This same contradiction is also reflected in 
the way companies adapted by being forced 
to create new realities within. Faced with 
an unprecedented situation, companies not 
only learned experientially but by using their 
creativity, opened up possibilities that did not 
seem possible before. 

« What seems impossible is in fact entirely possible; it’s our self-imposed limits that 
constrain us. »   Study participant
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01 Develop a narrative for change
There is no guarantee that companies will apply 
the lessons learned from the lockdown. Indeed, 
in the absence of a persuasive argument to bring 
about permanent change, it will be easier to resume 
existing practices. Imagining the future as it could 
become, the power of a well-developed narrative 
inspires people and mobilises them. 

02 Make an environmental commitment
The context of the crisis highlighted the preponderant 
role that companies can play in meeting the societal 
and environmental challenges that we all face. The 
crisis has created an opportunity to combine remote 
work and reduce travel-related pollution. Such a 
strategy could not only have a positive impact on the 
environment and the reputation of companies, but 
also on the well-being of employees. 

03 Establish a learning culture
No company incorporated the confinement as part 
of its strategic planning. However, the situation 
turned out to be a rich source of learning. By putting 
in place a learning culture, a company systematises 
its learning for the purposes of continuous 
improvement, even in the context of an unexpected 
situation. 

04 Explore new interactions
The redefinition of the limits for collaboration 
made it possible to multiply learning opportunities. 
Experimenting with new interactions across the 
entire value chain offers new perspectives that may 
generate new insights. 

05 Systematise processes of inquiry
The confinement was a timeout of sorts that enabled 
a spirit of questioning, bringing about new ideas 
within companies. Fortunately, such an extreme 
situation need not be the only catalyst for inquiry. By 
integrating processes that encourage employees to 
question existing practice, companies become more 
open to new perspectives. 

06  Formalise informal communication
Confinement clearly highlighted the essential role  
of informal interactions in companies. Such informal 
interactions are characterised by conversation, the 
latter being particularly appropriate in a context 

of uncertainty since it makes it 
possible to explore situations that are 
difficult to understand. Establishing 
systems that formalise the informal 
nature of conversation helps to embrace uncertainty. 
Because uncertainty is conducive to creativity, these 
conversations also help generate ideas. 
 
07 Integrate remote work
A large number of people were required to work 
remotely during the confinement and the study shows 
that the experience was very positive. Integrating 
remote work could therefore be advantageous 
for business. However, such an integration will 
need to be structured to ensure that remote work 
is optimised. In addition to defining a framework 
that takes into account operational needs, it will 
be necessary to identify the tools necessary for 
the effective use of this mode of work, and to 
define protocols for communication and the tools 
associated with them.
 
08 Build manager soft-skill capability
As line managers are the first point of contact for 
employees, their role will become increasingly 
important in light of the lessons learned regarding 
remote work. The approach to performance 
evaluation and talent development, the place 
given to trust and self-organisation, encouraging 
conviviality and taking into account individuals as 
a whole are only some themes which may require 
support for further manager development.
 
09 Leveraging trust to build resilience 
The exceptional level of commitment revealed 
by the lockdown contributed to the resilience of 
companies, allowing them to continue to function 
despite the turmoil brought about by the crisis. The 
climate of trust that has spread in several companies 
has only strengthened this commitment. To continue 
developing their resilience capacities, companies 
will benefit from cultivating trust and developing 
commitment, even when resuming to onsite work.

AND AFTER THE CONFINEMENT?
The report outlines the opportunities for business practice improvement that 
emerged, as described below.
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UNCERTAINTY:  
A CATALYST FOR 
TRANSFORMATION

The sudden change to work practices 
occurred in a context characterised by 
uncertainty in spite of the business aversion 
to unpredictability. Rather than suggesting 
ways to return to the status quo as quickly 
as possible, the study identifies the 
transformation opportunities that emerged 
from an unpredictable situation. The breathing 
space generated by the confinement was all 
important in identifying these opportunities. 
How companies choose to integrate 
‘breathing spaces’ during busy times will be 
critical in remaining receptive to unplanned 
opportunities.
 
One of the ways to foster this openness to the 
unexpected is to involve all the stakeholders 
concerned in developing context-specific 
solutions, opening up the field of possibilities 
while ensuring relevant and lasting results.
  

Such a practice will support companies in 
their reflections on how to capitalise on the 
lockdown experience. We only hope that as 
confinement restrictions are lifted the insights 
gained by embracing uncertainty will not be 
discarded as companies seek to find comfort  
in their certitudes of old.

The complete report is available on the Make Tracks website: 
www.maketracks.fr/en/work/consulting/etude-confinement/ 


