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Introduction

COMATCH is one of the world’s leading 
marketplaces for business expertise. 
Our network is made up of more than 
10,000 experienced management 
consultants and industry experts. This 
report was generated based on 
contributions from some of the 
corporate crisis experts in our network.
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When facing a crisis scenario with your organization, you first need to 
understand where you stand. Do you have the impression that 
competition is outpacing you or are you facing declining profits and 
sales?

The COMATCH corporate crisis framework will help you figure out at 
what stage of a crisis your organization currently is in. It will also allow 
you to take the following actions:

• Set-up the right actions for your business

• Assume the right role as management 

• Engage experienced experts to support you

Corporate crisis framework
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How can you identify that you need to 
engage in a transformation?

This is a permanent task that needs to address 
political, economic, social, technological, 
ecological and legal issues. Changes along 
these dimensions must be evaluated based on 
their impact on the business model (value 
proposition, value creation, value capturing).

Consider technological changes, for example, 
the advent of big data analytics such as 
machine learning algorithms. It is obvious that 
these digital technologies impact the business 
model of original equipment manufacturers 
(OEMs) in the automotive industry. The value 
proposition shifts from high quality products 
(i.e. cars) to mobility and infotainment systems. 
The value creation will become even more 
dependent on networks and collaboration than 
it has been before because it is likely to include 
diverse organizations such as incumbents 
(suppliers as well as competitors), start-ups, 
research institutions, etc. The value capturing 
will be based on recurring rather than one-time 
revenue streams (e.g. pay-per-use schemes). 
These strategic changes can only be fulfilled 
however, if they address the structural, 
organizational and cultural forces of a 
business. For example, if competing firms work 
together even more closely, issues of trust and 
(IP) control come to the fore and must be 
solved organizationally, culturally and 
technologically.

Another example is blockchain technology. 
Above and beyond the hype around this 
technology, it has been proven that it drives the 
shift from centralized to decentralized business 
models. For example, the Brooklyn Microgrid 
has developed a community-based power grid, 
operated by consumers instead of a central 
power supplier. Again, the technology impacts 
strategies and business models, but also 
organizes structures and cultural practices to 
rely upon when it comes to producing, 
supplying and using power.

It is also important to be aware of these 
changes well before they are commonplace 
and respond appropriately. Organizations need 
to grasp the individual and collective capacity 
of mindfulness. There is a substantial amount 
of research showing that mindfulness is a way 
to overcome inertia and enact changed or new 
ways of behavior.

What is the timeframe of 
transformation projects on average?

If it is a true transformation, the programs are 
likely to last about 2 years and should result in 
further smaller projects (accompanying 
structural changes). The necessary projects or 
substreams usually involve structures, 
processes, technologies and culture. The latter 
includes updating skills and abilities, 
challenging norms and values, and 
transforming leadership and communication 
styles. Therefore, a transformation project 
encompasses a number of dimensions which 
makes it a complex endeavor. We often 
visualize this complexity by using a 
transformation map to show how the planned 
measures within each dimension lead to the 
intended outcome and it highlights some key 
interdependencies. 

How to implement a successful organizational
transformation

Christian
Transformation 
expert with 
experience in change 
management and 
organizational 
design. 

Expert insight: Transformation
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Of course, implementing change along these 
lines takes time and resources – and what 
psychologists call grit— the perseverance and 
passion for long-term goals. 

How can senior management prevent 
a strategic crisis in the first place?

Research has found that there are three major 
factors:

Counter cognitive distortions

1. Allow systematic recourse to external 
input, evaluate customer complaints 
systematically, establish advisory boards, 
make use of external consultants, etc.

2. Encourage an obligation to dissent culture

Be aware of path-dependencies that may 
result from increasing returns

1. Reduce variable pay (because it increases 
risk aversion) and adjust KPIs underlying 
variable compensation schemes. For 
example, you may use “proportion of new 
products” because it is a key indicator for 
innovation

2. Examine units/products that generate 
increasing returns and are likely to be 
replaced by competitors/new technologies

3. Examine units/products whose existence 
depends on the status quo of the law & 
legal requirements (if the latter changes, 
the units/products are likely to become 
obsolete)

Limit the continuous strive for power 

1. Consider a maximum length of top 
management contracts (e.g. 2 x 4 years)

2. Evaluate actions and their consequences 
(e.g. after action reviews)

3. Establish alternative career paths (e.g. 
project careers)

Constantly monitoring and assessing these 
factors increases an organization’s readiness 
for change. And if it has measures in place to 
take actions, it is much more resilient to market 
distortions and other transformative events.

To read more, check out some of Christian’s 
work here. 
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When does an organization need to 
consider a turnaround?

Typically, discussions with the supervisory 
board or even the executive board about the 
business strategy will reveal that something is 
not right. When results are persistently 
deteriorating or sales are declining, it’s a clear 
sign that crisis is imminent.

More specifically, management needs to look 
at key financials as a starting point. A simple 
unadjusted P&L by segments starting from 
when business was still going well reveals a lot. 
It shows whether a company has the ability to
earn its cost of capital.

Further indicators are: 

1. The top line— where you look at the order 
backlog, order intake and how fast you 
work through that backlog.

2. The strategy side— where it is all about 
matching market prices, having the right 
cost structure to fit those prices, and 
executing orders without delay or margin 
shrinkage.

3. Personnel—looking at resource utilization, 
staff turnover and retention.

In your opinion, what should 
management do to prepare for the 
Coronavirus?

In a crisis, restoring profitable growth is the 
first priority. That is the basis for ensuring a 
continued and sustainable existence and 
meeting the expectations of your stakeholders. 
So taking effective action to ensure a 
substantial return on sales uplift is most 
important in turnarounds.

In recent years, turnarounds have grown in 
scope. Structural adjustments and growth 
often need to be managed in parallel and more 
focus should be on changing and improving the 
underlying operative business. So typically, the 
first step in a turnaround is to remodel a 
functioning business based on actual market 
prices and matching cost structures to enable 
growth and then adapt the company 
accordingly.

Turnarounds can be set up, using four 
workstreams: 

1. Stabilizing the top line with a sales and 
service push and revised pricing.

2. Reverse engineering key products to match 
market prices.

3. Improving order execution to eliminate 
margin shrinkage and delays.

4. Structural adjustments to ensure long term 
success of the turnaround.

If the project scope is very broad, there is also 
a need for a program office to track progress 
and keep the implementation moving.

What is the role of senior 
management during a turnaround?

The first thing is for the executive committee to 
acknowledge the fact that the situation has 
changed and with it the validity of their 
business assumptions.

When you need to consider a turnaround and
how to ensure it goes smoothly

Expert insight: Turnaround
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Jan
Experienced 
consultant in 
turnarounds and 
expert in change 
management and 
due diligence. 



This can either be because of external market 
trends (e.g. recessions or disruption) or 
because of organization-specific situations 
(e.g. after takeovers or transformations). In 
both cases, senior management needs to act 
according to the new situation.

It is important that management keeps the 
organization running and the daily business on 
track, providing the necessary resources and 
acting as the leader that helps key players to 
remain engaged and committed.

Lastly, management has to decide on their core 
team. The people they trust and with whom 
they want to go through the transformation. 
Managing a company facing disruption takes 
experience – not just in the industry, but with 
the transformation process itself – and it 
requires effectiveness and speed in delivery. 
That is why an experienced turnaround 
manager needs to come in from outside. 
Sometimes other experts too, for example in 
operations – for pricing, purchasing, project 
execution or change management to ensure 
organizational health, or when refinancing is on 
the cards.

What does an organization need to 
keep in mind when deciding to start a 
turnaround?

Turnarounds can generate very high value but 
at the same time, they are a risky investment. 
There are two important things to consider: 

1. The importance of selecting the right 
person and team to execute the 
turnaround.

2. A clear turnaround plan with a payback 
period of 1-1.5 years at most must be 
ensured, as is normal for any kind of high-
risk project.

Turnarounds bear the risk of losing speed, 
looking inward or simply neglecting customers. 
It’s critical for the company not to lose 
momentum during the process. That is why 
turnarounds have to happen fast. Client 
projects typically last for 12 to 18 months, but 
the first major earnings before income or taxes 
( EBIT) improvements and the post-turnaround 
growth drivers should be firmly in place within 
the first 3 months.
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At the end of last year, economists 
disagreed on whether we would see 
an economic downturn or economic 
growth after a sluggish 2019. With the 
Coronavirus pandemic, economic 
activity has come to a sudden stop. 

Unlike previous recessions, this is not driven by 
financial factors – but by an external, physical 
restraint. As timeframes are uncertain and 
governmental guidance varies, managers must 
make it their number one priority to keep their 
business alive – and manage cash more tightly 
than ever. For many finance functions, cash 
flow planning is a tool used in “times of peace” 
and includes annual budgeting, M&A or PPA 
(purchase price allocation). In such cases, an 
“indirect” approach is applied – with the cash 
flow being derived from a balance sheet and 
p&l, alongside assumptions on working capital 
and investments. This gives a strategic or 
macro-perspective of a business’ ability to 
generate cash over a mid- to long-term horizon 
– let’s say a 3-year planning horizon in annual 
intervals.

An indirect approach cannot be used with 
business (and incoming customer payments) 
almost coming to a full stop and cash being 
extremely tight. Instead, companies need a 
toolset for the very short-term – much more 
operational than strategic. Questions need to 
be answered such as:

• When will our customers pay us?

• On what date will our next payment run? 
Which customers will pay us by this date 
given the payments we need to make?

• How do my personnel-related cash-outs 
change with short-term allowances (e.g. 
German Kurzarbeitergeld)?

• When are taxes and social security charges 
due? On which date does our direct debit for 
VAT happen?

Implementing a direct liquidity forecasting 
process is the tool to do just that – forecast the 
movements in your bank account on a weekly 
rolling basis, for a 12-15-week period. Direct 
liquidity planning for large, multinational groups 
have very particular aspects – such as capital 
transfer restrictions, withholding taxes, cash 
management across multiple legal entities, cash 
pool mechanics and securitization, etc. This is 
explicitly not in focus in this article. Rather, this 
short article focuses on the challenges for 
managers and finance practitioners of small to 
mid-sized firms. The following five lessons 
learned may give some insight gathered from 
real-world experience.

1.   Find a bullet-proof process for 
cash-outs

With Corona measures in effect, you likely need 
to put great focus on cash-outs, as incoming 
customer payments may be scarce. Most 
businesses cannot afford to be surprised by 
cash-outs, it thus becomes a necessity to find a 
bullet-proof process for the completeness of 
cash-outs. 

To get started, two sources of data should be 
looked at: a) actual data and b) forecast data. 
Getting a grip on actual data is relatively simple 
– the creditor's open item list of your 
accounting system contains information on 
cash-outs, mostly for the next 10-30 days. 

Expert insight: Financial restructuring
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5 lessons learned on short-term liquidity
forecasting

Dennis
Established 
restructuring 
consultant with 
experience in 
corporate finance 
and operational 
improvement.
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In addition to this, an analysis of past bank 
account movements can go a long way (e.g. for 
payments such as rent, interest, regular direct 
debit). 

To get started, two sources of data should be 
looked at: a) actual data and b) forecast data. 
Getting a grip on actual data is relatively simple 
– the creditor's open item list of your 
accounting system contains information on 
cash-outs, mostly for the next 10-30 days. In 
addition to this, an analysis of past bank 
account movements can go a long way (e.g. for 
payments such as rent, interest, regular direct 
debit). 

With forecast data, information may be 
widespread, depending on your business. 
Information may be available with financial 
planning tools, booking systems or from 
department heads. The importance of directly 
talking to colleagues cannot be understated. 
Ask yourself, “For each type of cash flow, 
where can I find the most comprehensive 
information?”

In most businesses, bank account movements 
are driven by a few major positions (e.g. large 
customer payments, materials, rent, or 
personnel expenses). Strive to get those big 
items exactly right.

2.   Don’t lose sight of the big picture

Liquidity forecasting requires a detail-oriented 
process. Updating forecasting week after week 
may become repetitive and make it easy to get 
lost in detail. Holistic liquidity forecasting 
requires assuming four perspectives:

• The accountant takes care of accuracy, 
timeliness, and completeness

• The controller coherently reflects the 
business & available forecasts and learns 
from measuring deviations between actual 
vs. forecast

• The communicator gathers relevant 
information and buy-in by all parties –
regarding data and potential measures to 
improve liquidity

• The manager brings results and action-
orientation to the team and supports with 
clear and swift decision-making

3.   Develop practicable measures 
early on

In the current environment, liquidity forecasting 
serves one key purpose – keeping the business 
alive. Thus, the development and 
implementation of practicable measures are 
much more important than a 100% 
methodologically correct tool.

To achieve this, get a feeling for cash leakages 
and potential measures for management to 
implement as soon as you can. Establish a 
weekly discussion with the directors of the firm, 
instead of just reporting to them. They need to 
know to act! Practicable measures also mean 
defining clear responsibilities: one person must 
be responsible for forecasting; and for each 
measure, it must be defined who exactly does 
what by when.

4.   Start simple, build in feedback 
loops and learn fast

Start fast – with a simplistic model that 
captures the big items. Acknowledge that not 
everything will be 100% accurate from the get-
go. Instead, find the root cause for deviations 
week after week and improve gradually from 
feedback loops. Don’t be afraid of manual work 
in the beginning – this way, the practitioner will 
get a much better feeling for cash-ins and -
outs. Start automating only when the process is 
well established.

5.   Keep it honest and communicate 
actively

Liquidity forecasting must present a real, 
honest perspective – rather than an equity 
story or a worst-case scenario. If in doubt 
which cash-ins and outs to include or exclude, 
realize the purpose of the exercise – to identify 
the firm’s remaining financial leeway and the 
weakest links that must hold (such as 
collecting a customer payment within a certain 
timeframe). In many cases, a lot of judgment 
will be involved. 

I’d encourage you to talk to the colleagues who 
are closest to the matter and seek to 
understand what’s happening because the 
more actively you communicate, the more buy-
in you will achieve.
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How to work with us
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Fill in project briefing

Complete the project briefing online or 
call us. Your account manager will gladly 
discuss project details with you (duration 
approx. 15 minutes).

Receive candidate proposals

You will receive two to three suitable 
candidate profiles within 48 hours. In 
addition, you can get to know the 
candidates personally in an interview.

Complete contract online

Once you have chosen one or more 
consultants, we will prepare the 
contracts. Everything is done online.

Focus on project work

You can focus on the content and we will 
handle the administrative tasks, such as 
time recording, invoicing, and feedback.

1
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2
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