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Preface 

Due to the COVID-19 travel ban and the introduction of home office solutions, the us-
age of online communication tools has been accelerated. The emergence of virtual 
presence would appear to have been substantiated like never before by this crisis in 
an economic climate that has adopted online collaboration tools like no generation be-
fore. Out of necessity, the personal touch of business which has been the backbone 
of sound etiquette and integral trade has been replaced by the living room virtual office. 

But, as the rate of globalization and internationalization continues to increase, with 
companies operating across multiple nations, this crisis presents EnterAnGo with the 
unique opportunity to explore how the future level of corporation and the standards of 
communication might be impacted post the COVID-19 era. By critically examining his-
torical trends and the impact of previously travel disrupting catastrophes we discover 
the extent to which COVID-19 has acted as a catalyst to usher a new era of the digital 
meeting. 

Traditionally, face-to-face meetings all around the globe have been at the heart of in-
formation exchange and communication but have come at a cost. Most prevalent is 
question of company ecological footprint but equally important, if not less reported is 
the impact on the personal health of frequent flyers. The cost of travel and doing busi-
ness is also now at a substantial premium. 

In order to identify whether historical events might be a good indicator of the future and 
to better understand what the nature of business in the aftermath of COVD-19 might 
look like we conducted an academic literature review and out-reach survey focused on 
the importance of online vs face-to-face meetings for companies operating at this time. 
The surveys were based on semi-structured interviews with decision makers from var-
ious industries in various countries We assessed the perceived impact on business 
relationships for those companies and compared to that of global businesses in the 
present century pre-, during and post crisis.  

We make recommendations for future best practices to ensure continued effective and 
efficient international collaboration. 

 

Have fun reading. 

 

Peter Arnold 

Co-founder & CEO 
EnterAnGo  

Richard Pichler 

Co-founder & CTO 
EnterAnGo 
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1 International business collaborations in the pre COVID 19 era 

Strong, clear, and, effective communi-
cation is at the heart of every great or-
ganisation, particularly one with a strat-
egy for expansion. As the demand for 
globalization increases the importance 
of sound international collaboration 
cannot be understated.  

Face-to-face meetings have historically 
been the backbone of good business 
and etiquette, and, quite simply, the 
most natural way of communicating and 
building personal relationships. How-
ever, the nature of business has 
changed. 

In the last two decades businesses with 
access to the open market and freedom 
of trade have sought diversification in 
order to access new and emergent mar-
kets and achieve an edge in an increas-
ingly competitive market. 

Building and maintaining personal rela-
tionships in face-to-face meetings 
around the globe is challenging as it re-
quires a lot of travel, it is increasingly 
costly, time inefficient in most cases, 
and causes a large organisational eco-
logical footprint. Moreover, recent re-
ports link excessive travel with in-
creased work-related stress, insomnia, 
and other health issues. 

Technology which has made the barrier 
to internationalisation all but obsolete is 
also an asset when leveraged against 
the communication challenges that mul-
tinational corporates struggle to navi-
gate in this new era of business. With-
out which, management of large infra-
structure and resource around the 
globe would already be impossible.  

The dawn of virtual meetings has ush-
ered a new mode of communication 
within organisations, that for one thing 
has enabled companies to streamline 
their physical presence with hot-desks, 
more open work spaces and the ability 
to work from anywhere in the world. 
Leading edge technologies continue to 
shape the way we collaborate with easy 
access web conference and other 
meeting tools. 

Following the outbreak of COVID-19, 
travel bans meant that face-to-face 
meetings became fully substituted by 
online communication tools. 

In this report we critically assess and 
evaluate the impact of the unexpected 
dependence on online collaboration 
tools and ask broadly for business: “is 
the face-to-face meeting a thing of the 
past?”. 

1.1 The difference between face-to-face and online meetings 

 

Figure 1: Web conference 

 

Figure 2: Telepresence meeting 
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For the purpose of this study, three 
types of meetings are distinguished: 
web conference (depicted in Figure 1), 
telepresence (depicted in Figure 2) and 
face-to-face meetings which require 
business travel. The major characteris-
tics are summarized in Table 1. It is ex-
pected that all employees who travel for 

business have access to a computer 
and web-conference software as well. 
Telephone and audio conferences are 
incorporated into the web-conferences 
category due to the similarity in their na-
ture, required access and ease of oper-
ation. 

 

Table 1: Characteristics of meeting modes 

 Web conference Telepresence Face-to-Face  

Description Every participant 
uses a computer 
and programs like 
Skype, zoom or 
webex to communi-
cate 

A dedicated room 
set up in a way that 
closely resembles 
a meeting in a real 
room where partici-
pants are displayed 
in real size  

An employee 
needs a business 
trip to meet in per-
son 

Setup Easy  Complicated  Moderate  

Access for com-
panies  

Every company Large corporations Every company 

Cost Low High instalment 
and low usage cost 

High usage cost 

Human commu-
nication spec-
trum 

 Audio  
 Mimic*  
 Gestures* 

*less efficient in 
larger meetings 

 Spatial audio  
 Real size mimic 
 Real size ges-

tures  
 One-directional 

eye contact 

 Spatial audio  
 Real size mimic 
 Real size ges-

tures  
 Bidirectional 

eye contact  
 Haptic 
 Olfactory 

(sense of smell) 
 Proxemics (hu-

man distance 
zones) 
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Key relevant findings 

In order to understand the effectiveness 
of every meeting mode and their fre-
quency of use, Standaert et al. (2016) 
conducted a study with a single com-
pany of more than 60,000 employees 
and reported that in 392 meetings 75% 
were conducted as web conferences, 
14% using telepresence, and, 11% as 
face-to-face meetings. In this particular 
example the majority of meetings were 
conducted as web-conferences with 
only 1 in 10 meetings requiring busi-
ness travel. The purpose each meeting 
was recorded and classified in 19 cate-
gories by the meeting organizers. At the 
conclusion of each meeting, the organ-
izers were asked to rate the effective-
ness of the meeting, 95% of whom were 
familiar with all the meeting modes and 
therefore able to provide reliable feed-
back on their effectiveness. The study 
reports that telepresence and face-to-
face meetings were ranked as more ef-
fective compared to web conferences 
for the following meeting categories (out 
of the 19) 

 build trust and relationships  
 communicate positive or nega-

tive feelings and emotions 
 give or receive feedback 
 clarify a concept, issue, or idea 

There was not enough data to deter-
mine whether face-to-face meetings or 
telepresence were more effective and it 
should further be noted that these num-
ber represent the meeting structure of a 
large company – therefore these figures 
may not be accurate for SMEs. 

 
 

Web conferences versus business 
travel  

In Table 1, the differentiating human at-
tribute spectrum for each communica-
tion type is listed and compared for 
each collaboration method. Where the 
information exchange can be done 
through audio and basic mimic it is as-
sumed that a meeting would most likely 
be conducted via a web-based confer-
ences. Further considerations, such as 
the impression of a less than sizable 
building, distracting aesthetics or aro-
mas in a meeting environment (for ex-
ample if the meeting is conducted in a 
factory or in a restaurant) cannot be 
streamed via web conference. 

However, a company might wish to 
showcase these assets (a clean factory, 
the welcoming aroma of their build-in 
cafeteria) and in this instance a face-to-
face meeting might be preferable. 
Whenever bidirectional eye contact and 
close human interaction is needed face-
to-face meetings are in favour.  

Figure 3 summarizes meeting topics 
and meeting characteristics that have 
been stated (Lu 2009) to lead to higher 
proportions of web-conferences or face-
to-face meetings. The centre columns 
are close to a 50/50 split. For recurring 
meetings in most cases participants 
choose a mix of web-conferences and 
face-to-face meetings to combine the 
benefits of both. Once a trust relation-
ship between the participants is estab-
lished there is generally a move to-
wards web conferences. 
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The role of telepresence 

Telepresence provides a remarkably 
close resemblance of a typical face-to-
face meeting. However, whilst the func-
tionality has been around for more than 
a decade it is still not a widely accessi-
ble system. The problem with telepres-
ence systems are that they are usually 
proprietary systems and interoperability 
is not provided. They are considered 
most effective when all people involved 
have access to the same type of sys-
tem. In contrast, if one portion of the 

participants uses a telepresence sys-
tem and the other portion use a com-
puter with a web conferencing system, 
the meetings are often less effective 
than regular web-conferences since 
there is noticeable and disruptive ine-
quality between the participants. There-
fore, telepresence systems are mostly 
used for internal communication in large 
globally distributed cooperates and en-
terprises where the facility can be rolled 
out company wide. 

 

 

Figure 3: Online and face-to-face meetings

1.2 Historical development of business travel and influences of crisis 

Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the entire world has been forced to 
adapt and for businesses around the 
globe have been hurriedly ushered to 
collaborate online, without any direct 
human contact. This historic event 
forced people to experiment with new 
tools and discover the living room world 
of virtual meetings, waist-up only busi-
ness attire and quirky family interrup-
tions. 

Has this pandemic introduced business 
to a world beyond face-to-face meet-
ings or will the need to travel and meet 
become more prudent post this crisis – 
in short – is this new virtual a truly sus-
tainable change in business behaviour? 

To explore this further we consider what 
historical trends can reveal about the 
impact of international crisis by examin-
ing financial reported spend on busi-
ness travel from the start of this century. 
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Figure 4: Annual business travel spending’s (2000-2019), (Statista, 2020) 

Overall, pre-2019 the spend on busi-
ness travel had seen a sustained in-
crease, more than doubling between 
2003 -to- 2019. Figure 4 clearly high-
lights a stagnation in business travel fol-
lowing the dotcom bubble, terror attack 
of 9/11 in 2000-2001 and reduction 
hampered by the financial downturn of 
2008. These periods are generally ana-
logue with a shift towards online collab-
oration tools and a reduction in interna-
tional business activities. Noteworthy in 
this illustration is that the old levels of 
business travel spending have then 
been exceeded after approximately 
three years post respective crisis. This 
behaviour was surprising, as it was ex-
pected that companies would continue 
to use more convenient online tools.  

Several studies investigated the reason 
behind this behaviour. A summary of 
the reasons mentioned in these studies 
are 

 there has already been a signifi-
cant replacement of business 
trips by remote communication 
before every crisis  

 the remaining trips are difficult to 
replace from a traveller perspec-
tive for a multitude of reasons 

 digitization reduces the commu-
nication barriers which creates 
new collaborations. Those re-
quire additional business trips 

The reduction in face-to-face meetings 
were mostly due to travel budget cuts 
within companies. The past showed 
that cutting the travel budgets only had 
short term effects on the amount of 
business trips.  

To understand this, it is important to un-
derstand the decision-making process 
within companies, the limitations of 
travel policies and how much influence 
has an employee whether to travel for a 
face-to-face meeting or not.
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1.3 The employees influence on the meeting mode decision 

 

Figure 5: The influence of employees on their business travel activities 

In order to get an understanding to what 
extent travellers can influence business 
travel decisions, Lassen (2009) inter-
viewed frequent travellers at Hewlett 
Packard Sweden. The results are 
shown in the pie-chart of  Figure 5. The 
report found that while only 4% had 
complete control or influence on their 
business travel decision, a significant 
proportion, 32% had a predominant in-
fluence and 41% of travellers had par-
tial control of their business travel deci-
sions. 

Therefore, highlighting that the travel-
ler’s perspective cannot be neglected in 

the decision-making process of whether 
a meeting should be conducted virtually 
or in person. 

The employee’s motivation for face-
to-face or online meetings 

There are three main categories that in-
fluence the meeting mode decision and 
the most important employees-specific 
reasons given by travellers that influ-
ence the decision of the meeting mode 
for each is provided in Figure 6 (Chen, 
2017; Gustafson, 2014; Welch, 2014).

 

4%

32%

41%

22%

1%

total

predominent

partial

little

no
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Figure 6: Reasons influencing the employees' decision for online and face-to-face meetings 

Influence of travel 

The actual travel is mostly perceived as 
an inconvenience and stress inducing, 
particularly in hard to get to locations. A 
more detailed list can be found in Chen 
(2017). Some travellers make use of 
long undisturbed work periods on long 
haul flights, while in general most trav-
ellers feel less efficient on the road 
(Gustafson, 2012). 

Influence of work 

Traveling incurs an increased stress to 
existing work stress and almost always 
accompanied with the pressure to stay 
within travel budget and keep the costs 
low. These are mentioned as the major 
drivers towards online meetings. On the 

other hand, employees choose face-to-
face meetings to enhance their career 
opportunities as can be seen by the rea-
sons stated in Figure 6 (Gustafson, 
2014). 

Influence of private circumstances 

With respect to their private life, busi-
ness travellers often struggle with work-
life-balance, especially when they have 
children. Health problems during the trip 
(e.g. too little sleep, back and neck pain, 
exhaustion, etc.) and long-term health 
conditions that are linked to travelling 
(insomnia, unhealthy lifestyle, etc.) 
Business travel is favoured by cosmo-
politan people, in particular if they travel 
less frequent. 
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Lassen (2009) discussed that employ-
ees at HP Sweden in their 20s who 
have less family commitments and a 
small network tend to travel most, em-
ployees in their 30s and 40s who often 
have younger children travel less and 
people in 50s with higher formal posi-
tions travel more again. However, trav-
elling is highly personal and there is a 

strong variation between how travellers 
weigh the various reasons for and 
against travel.  

Among the reasons for face-to-face 
meetings the work-related reasons in 
Figure 6 are often considered most im-
portant. 

1.4 The influence of travel management on the meeting mode decision 

In an effort to reduce their travel cost, 
companies started to introduce travel 
management in their companies (Jen-
kins 1993). Additional reasons for travel 
management are comfort, security and 
working conditions for the employees. 
More recently environmental considera-
tions have come onto the agenda of 
travel managers. 

Travel managers are generally found in 
companies with a sufficient amount of 
business trips for cost and compliance 
reasons. Their responsibility usually is 
to implement policies, regulations, and 
standardized routines for business 
travel (Jenkins 1993, Lubbe 2003). In 
addition, they negotiate deals with ex-
ternal stakeholders like travel agencies 
and airliners, train companies, hotel 
chains and rental car companies.  

The relationship between travellers and 
travel managers are often not friction-
less. Travel managers interviewed by 
Gustaffson (2014) frequently stated the 
following challenges 

 only 20% work full time and only 
a few have travel industry back-
ground 

 travel managers often feel that 
they do not have the required 
power (part of travellers are 

above them in hierarchy, so it is 
difficult to enforce violations) 

 it is particularly difficult to take 
away privileges  

 travel managers want more sup-
port from senior management  

 travel managers complain that 
policies are often highly emo-
tional since it limits the traveller’s 
freedom 

On the other hand, business travellers, 
who are often stressed at work, consid-
ered reading, and incorporating travel 
policies in their planning as an addi-
tional burden and a waste of time. 

Travel policies must be applicable to a 
wide range of scenarios and are often 
complex. Despite their complexity 
though they still fail in edge cases lead-
ing to frustration among travellers.  

In many cases business travel control-
ling units are analysing business travel 
data based on the meeting topic shown 
in Figure 3. However, the primary topic 
stated is often only a formal travel rea-
son. The decision for an online meeting 
or face-to-face meeting is strongly influ-
enced by secondary more difficult to 
measure characteristics, shown in Fig-
ure 3. Those are mostly not described 
in travel reports. The lack of informal 
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travel reasons data adds up to the chal-
lenges in optimizing business travel and 
control without excessive bureaucracy. 

An example of meetings where the ac-
tual travel reason is often determined by 
secondary characteristics are trainings 
and conferences. 

Conferences and trainings can be eas-
ily conducted online (webinars) if it is 
purely for information exchange. In fact, 
these events are often recorded, and 
the recordings can be viewed at a con-
venient time.  

In contrast, certain conferences and 
trainings are predominantly used to 
build up and enhance relationships 
within and outside of the company. This 
could explain why in most cases train-
ing and conferences are conducted as 
face-to-face meetings. 

This ambiguity shows that travel poli-
cies get complicated quickly and there-
fore many SMEs do not implement 
them. Alternatively, SMEs tend to em-
power people by handing over the deci-
sion as well as responsibility for the 
most suitable communication method.  

Feedback loops can be held to under-
stand the problems employees have 
with the technology at hand. In several 
cases it can be helpful when employees 
share their success and learnings with 
online webinars. This spreads the 
knowledge inside the companies and 
employees with advanced knowledge 
about these topics gain visibility. 

Another way is to team up employees, 
who are less familiar with digital equip-
ment, with people who are more familiar 
to transfer the hands-on knowledge in-
side the company
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2 How companies reported the impacts of COVID 19 on interna-
tional collaborations 

In order to get a better understanding 
how the COVID-19 pandemic impacts 
international business collaborations, 
we did a series of semi-structured inter-
views with decision makers of compa-
nies from 9 different countries. The 
companies are operating internationally 
in various sectors, like finance, consult-
ing, engineering & manufacturing, food, 
IT & telecommunications, and real es-
tate. 

The following questions were tried to be 
answered:  

 What were the key challenges 
caused by the lockdown? 

 How did this impact the business 
in the international collaboration?  

 How did this impact the digitization 
of the companies?  

 How do they foresee the future?

 

2.1 The direct impact of the pandemic on international companies 

“28.6% of companies tried customer acquisition online and it worked better than 
expected” 

 

The impact on imports/exports of companies due to COVID-19 
 

 

 

Development since the lock-
down 

 

Expected until a vaccine is 
available 

 

Expected after a vaccine is 
available 

Figure 7:Impact on imports/exports of companies 

 

38% of companies experienced a re-
duction in imports and/or exports since 

the lockdown, whereas 26% had no 
change and 15% an increase. 
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More than two thirds of companies ex-
pect either a reduction or no change in 
imports and/or exports until a vaccine is 
available. Only 12% expect an increase 
in the first two months of the crisis 

32% of companies expect increased im-
ports and/or exports after a vaccine is 
available. 29% do not expect any 
change and 29% made no prediction for 
the future. 

How did the travel restrictions im-
pact international collaborations? 

“Almost one third of companies do not 
rely on business travel” 

31% of the companies were not experi-
encing any impact. Reasons for that 
are, that those companies reduced 
business travel as much as possible be-
fore or were doing their projects fully 
online already. 

61% reported some sort of negative im-
pacts.  

 All projects were changed to 
online  

 Project cancellations or post-
ponements (e.g. those that can-
not be done online) 

 Supply chain interruptions 
 Problems with customer acquisi-

tion 
 No on-site maintenance orders 

that also impacts the customers 
 Suffering of customer relation-

ships 
 Informal losses, due to less net-

working, learning on site how 
machines & experiments work. 

 Cultural differences, as some ex-
pect face-to-face meetings 

Despite the negative impacts some 
companies also reported positive ef-
fects in consequence to the pandemic. 

E.g. key account manager started to 
create more online content for remote 
customer acquisition and customers 
learned, that many (IT) projects can be 
handled remotely without a loss of qual-
ity and speed. Further, some manufac-
turing businesses, which were afraid of 
storing data in the cloud because of se-
curity concerns, realized the need of In-
dustry 4.0 applications. That will lead to 
a change in on-site customer support 
and cost reduction due to remote 
maintenance possibilities. 

8% of the companies reported positive 
impacts. They stated that they already 
focused on production in Europe since 
years. Hence, the supply chain depend-
ency from Asia was less critical. Cus-
tomers, who normally ordered parts in 
Asia, now buy more locally. That leads 
to increased sales. 
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How did communication within your 
company change? 

“75% of companies had the infrastruc-
ture in place to switch to home office im-
mediately” 

Where it was possible, companies 
changed to home office. Video confer-
encing and instant messaging services 
are mostly used for communicating with 
colleagues. 

75% of companies had online commu-
nication services in place, which were 
used already in their daily business. 

25% of companies implemented new 
online communication services for 
every employee during the crisis. This 
was done for companies, which did not 
use online communication services or 
which replaced an older system with 
something more modern. 

The number of tools is kept to a mini-
mum for internal communication. 

How did external communication 
with customers, suppliers, and part-
ners change? 

“Almost one third of companies used 
online communication tools as much as 
possible before the lockdown” 

27% of companies, used online com-
munication services already before the 
crisis as much as they could and did not 
change anything. 

56% of companies had online commu-
nication services in place, but the usage 
increased due to the lock down in most 
countries worldwide. 

17% of companies implemented new 
online communication services for 
every employee during the crisis to col-
laborate with external parties. This was 

mostly required since other companies 
use different services. 

There is a broader selection of tools that 
are used for external communication, 
as different companies use different 
systems. 

Which web conferencing tools are 
mostly used? 

“Microsoft Teams, Skype and Zoom are 
the most used online communication 
tools” 

 

Figure 8: Most common tools for online 
communication 

Other communication tools that were 
reported (< 5% share): Google Meets, 
Goolge Hangouts, Slack, Jitsi, 
GoToMeeting, self-developed tool, 
Unify, Starleaf 
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Do you have a tele presence system 
in your office to convey human body 
language as real as possible? 

"29% of companies do have a confer-
ence room with a video conference sys-
tem, but it gets barely used.” 

A real telepresence system was only re-
ported by one large company (>10.000 
employees).  

However, 29% of companies have a 
conference room with a video confer-
ence system, that can stream several 
people at once and zoom into individual 
faces. The feedback about such sys-
tems was, that they do not get used 
very often. Employees need to move to 
the conference room and setup the sys-
tem. This is not as convenient as per-
forming a meeting with the own com-
puter. Further, users experienced an 
imbalance of team power. Conference 
participants from one company, who at-
tend via separate devices tend to be 
more passive in the conversation ver-
sus a group of people participating over 
one screen. The recommendation is, 
that either both parties should use such 
a system or none.  

61% of companies do not have a con-
ference room with a video conference 
system within their office building. 3% 
were setting up a conference room 
since the outbreak of the pandemic and 
7% of companies are currently thinking 
about getting such a system. 

 

 

 

Where will online communication 
services replace face-to-face meet-
ings including business trips in fu-
ture? 

“78.6% of companies expect that pro-
ject meetings will experience the big-
gest shift from face-to-face to online in 
future” 

Sales 

 

Figure 9: Sales meetings 

8.3% of companies are performing 
sales completely online. 29.2% of com-
panies expect less than 25% reduction 
in business trips for sales purposes. 
Whereas 20.8% expect a reduction of 
more than 25% in business trips. The 
main reason for the reduction is that first 
introduction will be done online in future 
and business travel will only be done for 
qualified leads. 

41.7% want or need to keep face-to-
face sales meetings. The personal rela-
tionship remains crucial for selling their 
products and services. 

8,3%

29,2%

20,8%

41,7%

100% online sales before the crisis

Slight reduction of trips expected (<25%)

Substantial reduction of trips expected (>25%)

No reduction of business trips
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Consulting services 

 

Figure 10: Consulting meetings 

Within our survey participants not a sin-
gle organisation consulted fully re-
motely, at least not so far.  

40% of companies with consulting busi-
ness expect a reduction of less than 
25% in face-to-face meetings and 20 % 
expect a reduction of more than 25% in 
face-to-face meetings.  

40% will keep business as usual, as 
pre-COVID-19. 

Conferences / Exhibitions 

 

Figure 11: Conferences / exhibitions 

None of the survey participants con-
ducted conferences fully remotely be-
fore the lockdown. 20% of companies 
predict a slight reduction and 20% fore-
see a substantial reduction of live con-
ference/exhibition visits.  

60% will keep going to conferences and 
exhibitions if they remain as live events. 
The reasons mentioned were, that it is 
crucial for networking and to meet cus-
tomers, partners, and suppliers for per-
sonal talks. 

  

0,0%

40,0%

20,0%

40,0%

100% online consulting before the crisis

Slight reduction of trips expected (<25%)

Substantial reduction of trips expected (>25%)

No reduction of business trips

0,0%

20,0%

20,0%60,0%

100% online conferences before the crisis

Slight reduction of trips expected (<25%)

Substantial reduction of trips expected (>25%)

No reduction of business trips
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Project meetings  

 

Figure 12: Project meetings 

7.1% of companies did their project 
meetings completely online before the 
lockdown.  

35.7% of companies expect a slight re-
duction (<25%) in business trips for pro-
ject meetings and 42.9% expect a sub-
stantial reduction (>25%). The inter-
viewees stated that many project meet-
ings were only for pure information ex-
change, that can easily be done via 
online collaboration tools. 

14.3% want or need to keep face-to-
face project meetings as they did before 
the pandemic. 

 

 

 

 

 

How does online customer acquisi-
tion work without any face-to-face 
contact? 

“Online customer acquisition worked for 
28.6% of companies better than ex-
pected” 

 

Figure 13: Online customer acquisition  

More than half of all companies did not 
try customer acquisition online. Some 
said their sector is too conservative and 
the period of the lock-down is too short 
to change the behaviour of prospects.  

The other group kept working with exist-
ing customers. 9.5% tried online cus-
tomer acquisition but were not success-
ful in this short period of time. 28.6% 
tried it and it worked better than ex-
pected for them. 9.5% of companies did 
customer acquisition already com-
pletely online before. 

7,1%

35,7%

42,9%

14,3%

100% online projects before the crisis

Slight reduction of trips expected (<25%)

Substantial reduction of trips expected (>25%)

No reduction of business trips
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2.2 The impact of the pandemic on digitization within companies 

“69% of companies believe they do not need more digitization.” 

 

What got digitized due to the pan-
demic? 

“The step towards 100% home office 
was a big experiment initiated by the 
pandemic.” 

Most companies mentioned the step to 
100% home office was considered to be 
impossible before the pandemic. Some 
companies had already part time home 
office programs before the crises. How-
ever, for the majority it was a new expe-
rience, and many were surprised how 
well it works. Especially, leadership 
gained more trust in this concept and 
their own employees. 

Customers, partners, and suppliers be-
came more open for remote collabora-
tion during the lockdown. This was true 
for hardware maintenance services as 
well. It is expected that projects that can 
be done fully remote, will be done 
mainly remote in future as well. It 
showed customers in very conservative 
industries the need of more remote ser-
vices. 

Another area for digitization is online 
product presentation and trainings. This 
was done online and worked well for 
many products.  

Further, some companies hired people 
or had employees who handed in their 
resignation. The interviews were simply 
done via video conferences. The re-
maining challenge were the handover 
or work equipment (e.g. notebook, wel-
come present). The on-boarding pro-
cess, especially for less experienced 

employees, needs far more prepara-
tion. 

Is there anything that needs further 
digitization in your company? 

“69% of companies believe they do not 
need more digitization.” 

69% of companies believe that they 
have everything digitized what they 
need to run their business efficiently. 

The others mentioned there is more 
need for internal administration im-
provement, where they either have no 
system or a not ideal working system in 
place. 

Examples: 

 CRM 
 Deal flow management 
 Time keeping 
 Electronic signatures 
 Whiteboard tools for workshops. 
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How do you rate the usage of cloud 
software (SaaS = Software as a Ser-
vice)? 

“59% of interviewed companies use en-
tirely cloud software.” 

 

Figure 14: SaaS used in companies 

59% of companies are already a full 
cloud company and use software SaaS 
tools.  

38% host software on premise. This is 
often the case, when very specific soft-
ware for niches are used or when there 
are serious safety concerns. These 
safety concerns can be raised inter-
nally, externally by customers or by law. 

Only 3% of the interviewed companies 
have no experience with cloud software 
products. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3%

38%

59%

No experience with cloud software

Some software products are already SaaS

Almost all of our software are SaaS products
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2.3 How do you see the long-term impact of the COVID-19 crisis? 

“71% of companies expect face-to-face meetings will decrease” 

 

How will the crisis impact the collab-
oration within the company in the 
long run?  

“47% of all companies want to offer 
more flexible home office solutions.” 

The biggest change for internal commu-
nication was that most office jobs where 
switched to home-office. Decision mak-
ers and employees changed their pre-
conception that home-office is less effi-
cient. This results in a broader ac-
ceptance within our society and might 
lead to more flexible work models. 

47% of companies want to provide 
more flexible home office solutions and 
work on guidelines how to best organize 
this within their existing work culture. 

16% of the companies were working al-
ready fully remote before and do not 
change anything. 

11% stick with their partial home office 
guidelines, that were established and 
lived before the crisis. 

26% of companies want to go back to 
office as usual, since both, decision 
makers and employees, prefer it. This 
has social and efficiency reasons. 

How will the crisis impact the collab-
oration with your customers, part-
ners, and suppliers in the long run? 

“The majority of companies expect less 
face-to-face meetings for external col-
laborations.” 

71% of companies expect face-to-face 
meetings will decrease for the following 
reasons 

 The first introduction and maybe 
also the second meeting will be 
done digitally.  

 Many people with limited tech-
nical skills learned to use online 
communication tools and saw 
the advantages.  

 Customers also experienced that 
projects or services can be done 
fully remote in the same quality 
and time. So, it is expected, that 
they will be more open to remote 
projects as well. 

 There will be more hybrid events, 
where people can meet online 

 Some workshops, project meet-
ings, product trainings and edu-
cational programs can easily be 
done online 

 Companies will invest more in 
digital product presentation 

 Companies will invest more in In-
dustry 4.0 applications for re-
mote maintenance 

 Travelling will get more expen-
sive 

 Travel budgets will be cut 

However, 29% of companies do not ex-
pect any change in collaborating with 
customers, partners, and suppliers. 
That is because some companies re-
duced business travel already and do 
face-to-face meetings only when neces-
sary. This is often done at conferences 
or exhibitions, where they can meet 
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many customers, partners, and suppli-
ers at once. Further, it is hard to sell ser-
vices and products online, where emo-
tions and trust play an integral part in 
the selling process.  The higher the 
prices are, the more trust is needed and 
hence, the personal relationship gets 
more and more crucial. 

Does the pandemic have an impact 
on reshoring in your sector? 

“Almost two thirds of companies do not 
see any reshoring effects in their busi-
ness sector.” 

 

Figure 15: Reshoring effects due to the 
pandemic 

Among the interviewed companies, no 
one is foreseeing strong reshoring ef-
fects in their sector. 28.6% believe there 
will be some reshoring effects, but price 
and quality will remain the driving forces 
in the long run. 9.5% said that reshoring 

started already before the crisis started. 
This is the impact of the trade war be-
tween the USA and China. 61.9% of 
companies do not see any reshoring 
trends in their sector. 

Companies who are producing in Eu-
rope reported a boost in sales since the 
outbreak, as customers could not buy 
directly in Asia. 

 

Does the pandemic have an impact 
on your sustainability strategy? 

“The pandemic has no impact on sus-
tainability strategies for the majority of 
companies.” 

The crisis does not influence the sus-
tainability strategies of 85% of all com-
panies. The rest wants to do more for 
sustainability or does not have any sus-
tainability measures in place. 

The IT & consulting businesses do not 
see much saving potential apart from 
office optimization (e.g. paperless of-
fice, waste management) and less 
travel. This was already optimized be-
fore the crisis. 

Companies in manufacturing started to 
reduce their impact on the environment 
already before and focus on more sus-
tainable supply chains and more energy 
efficient production. Those activities 
started already before the crisis and is 
seen as an iterative process. A com-
pany reported from their ambitious goal 
to have an energy self-sufficient pro-
duction for their electronic products until 
2023.  
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3 Tips and Tricks derived from literature and interviews 

Focus on efficiency 

The big advantage of online video com-
munication tools over face-to-face 
meetings, that require business travel, 
is the substantially smaller effort to do it. 
There can be various meetings with 
people all around the globe, within a sin-
gle day.  

The ease of access though, might lead 
to less optimal preparation and the 
meeting outcome might be poor. As a 
result, more meetings are needed to 
complete all tasks. The number of meet-
ings increases and the time saving ad-
vantage over business trips can be lost. 
So, a very good preparation of an online 
meeting is crucial for success. 

This holds for online events as well. 
Everyone can attend every event glob-
ally without leaving the desk. So, many 
will find themselves at events they 
would have never visited before. This is 
a very good thing because you can 
learn more in a shorter period.  

But people also report that they easily 
got distracted with all the online event 
offers and are in total less efficient now. 
So be very selective and think twice, if 
you want to attend all online events that 
seem interesting for you. Also check 
whether online events are recorded, 
and you can watch them at a time of 
your convenience. 

First introductions can easily be 
done online 

Making a first contact in person is still 
considered one of the best ways to start 
a business relationship. However, it is 
easy to do this online as well. Simply 

contact you prospects via email, at 
online events or on social media chan-
nels. A video conference introduction is 
more time efficient for you and for your 
prospect. Both sides have little organi-
sational effort, (e.g. no travel, no meet-
ing room reservation, no catering, etc.).  

Hence the entry barrier is lower, and it 
is already quite common to make a first 
product or service introduction online. 
Even some follow up meetings are re-
portedly done online already. Only once 
a lead is qualified, buyer and seller meet 
in face-to-face to show commitment and 
strengthen the relationship. This varies 
and is depending on the product or ser-
vice sold as well as the respective deal 
size. 

Do not forget the cultural back-
ground of your counterpart 

In some cultures, it is easy to build 
online relationships and do business 
without having ever seen each other. 
Please consider, that there are some 
cultures on this globe, were you will 
never make a deal without having spo-
ken to your prospect in person. So, if 
you do not already, make sure you 
know the business etiquette of the mar-
ket you want to address. 

Start the digital way of sales 

The transformation of sales and cus-
tomer care in the B2C world is rapidly 
moving to B2B. As more and more mil-
lennials get into decision making posi-
tions, the modern customer will be more 
anonymous but better informed about 
your products and services than ever 
before. This is only possible when the 
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required information about your prod-
ucts and services is available online. If 
not, a company might not be considered 
as a serious supplier/partner. 

Hence, it is currently a good moment to 
use the momentum of digitization, 
caused by the pandemic, to set the 
track for new sales strategies. Start to 
provide more online content about your 
products and services. This can be ex-
planation videos or virtual twins of hard-
ware products. Provide digital touch-
points, where prospects can immedi-
ately get online product demonstrations 
or request more information material. 
Those methods are an additional way of 
getting more prospects.  

Efficient project communication 

Among the interviewees in this survey, 
the potential in switching to online col-
laboration is considered biggest for pro-
ject collaboration. The potential de-
pends on the project content, its com-
plexity, the number of stakeholders and 
the associated risk.  

In general, the best practice is to do all 
information exchange meetings online 
(e.g. project planning, recurring status 
updates). Everything that is for relation-
ship building, like kick-off meetings, ret-
rospectives, celebrating a milestone 
achievement, or when something really 
goes wrong, it is better to talk face-to-
face.  

Online product trainings 

Instead of travelling worldwide and ex-
plaining how to use your product, now 
might be the opportunity to prepare in-
troduction videos or product training 
webinars, that can save a lot of money 
and increase customer satisfaction.  

By hosting regular webinars with exist-
ing customers and partners is a great 
way to keep them updated and intro-
duce them to your team. 

Help customers to upgrade their 
technology 

The lockdown showed plenty of weak 
spots within companies. Some compa-
nies reported that their customers, who 
refused latest technology, struggled to 
keep their manufacturing lines running. 
Sending international service engineers 
was not an option. This made many 
manufacturers aware of the advantages 
of modern machinery. Therefore, now is 
a good time to approach your custom-
ers that were refusing to digitize with the 
latest technology. 

Be open for informal travel reason 

Most travel policies do not consider in-
formal travel reasons shown in Figure 6. 
A company culture that values those in-
formal, work-related reasons and rec-
ognizes their benefit for the company 
enables a more transparent communi-
cation.  

Hence, a holistic approach can be con-
sidered for business travel planning, to 
get most out of one trip, for both the per-
sonal development of the employee and 
the company. This means, adding an 
extra night at a given place, to visit a 
customer/event for maintaining a rela-
tionship or extending the network, might 
cost a little more upfront, but pays back 
on the long run. 

Internationally distributed teams 

In internationally distributed teams, re-
curring information sharing is essential 
to keep everyone on the same page. 
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Weekly or biweekly meetings, where a 
team member presents a topic of their 
expertise. These informal meetings are 
a good way to learn about and from for-
eign team members.  
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4 Conclusion

COVID 19 is a challenge for almost all 
industries worldwide. Social distancing 
and the travel ban forced the economy 
to rethink collaboration, both within 
companies and externally. Online col-
laboration tools took over various tasks 
raising the question, whether they will 
remain in place and substitute face-to-
face communication. The aim of this 
study was an approach to understand 
these changes and provide a more ac-
curate picture of the current situation. 

Academic literature has dealt with the 
question “to what extent can web-con-
ferences and telepresence systems re-
place face-to-face communication?”. 
Especially in an international context 
where face-to-face meetings rely on 
business travel. This research high-
lights the influence of the meeting topic 
in combination with informal factors like 
the relationship and familiarity between 
the participants, risk of failure and con-
tract volume. 

The impact of previous crisis was only a 
short-term decline in business travel, 
however, in the long-term business 
travel grew. While business travel was 
replaced by web-conferences at a large 
scale, web-conferences, and digitiza-
tion in general allowed more companies 
to work internationally and added up in 
international activities. The net effect of 
those to mechanism resulted in a 
growth of business travel.  

Further the influence of the employee 
who often makes the decision, what 
meeting mode is best for the given busi-
ness purpose is highlighted and their 
main motivations have been summa-
rized. 

In the second part of this work, we con-
ducted a serious of semi-structured in-
terviews, to understand how the 
COVID-19 pandemic impacts compa-
nies and their international collabora-
tions. 

Most companies already were well pre-
pared for online communication with 
customers, partners, and suppliers. 
However, the biggest change came with 
respect to home office.  

The majority of companies had the 
technical infrastructure in place and 
uses cloud software tools in their daily 
life. 

Face-to-face meetings will play an inte-
gral part for international collaborations, 
but the ratio of face-to-face meetings 
with respect to web conferences is ex-
pected to decrease since web confer-
ences are more time efficient and better 
for the environment. Face-to-face meet-
ings will remain relevant when strong 
relationships are essential, like in other 
cultures, high priced products or ser-
vices, or highly risky projects. 

Companies learned new tools for online 
collaboration, that helps them to work 
more efficient in sales, consulting, pro-
jects, etc. and is mostly seen as an add-
on to existing techniques. 

In the third part of this study, tips and 
tricks were derived from literature and 
interviews, to do international business 
most efficiently.  
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