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Interview by Jane Nicholls

As we figure out how to do our jobs from home, it’s 
business as usual for Skillsoft’s Rosie Cairnes and 
her team. As Skillsoft’s Regional Vice President, 
APAC, Cairnes and her team of 45 are spread across 
Australia, New Zealand and Asia, and says the US-
headquartered educational tech and learning 
management software company was “born 
teleworking”.

Geoff Donaghy has a new catchphrase. The chief
executive of Sydney’s International Convention Cen-
tre begins most of his sentences with the phrase, “at
this point in time.”

The 25-year veteran of the conference and event
industry says the breakneck speed at which
COVID-19 is disrupting every aspect of life and work
is unprecedented.

“It’s changing hourly,” he says. 
“Everything could change by tonight.
“SARS, MARS, national disasters and the Global

Financial Crisis — they were nothing like this crisis,
combined with the economic downturn, fuelled by
uncertainty. 

“Businesses and communities can deal with dis-
ruption because usually there is a likely finish and
some way to deal with it but what’s causing this in-
credible angst is this uncertainty, the not knowing.”

The rapid spread of COVID-19 slammed the
brakes on Australia’s event and conference sector as
countries around the world halted international trav-
el and banned large gatherings. The business events
industry, which contributes around $30bn to Austra-
lia’s GDP and employs just fewer than 200,000 peo-
ple, ground to a halt in early March.

The ICC had bookings for more than 180 events
over March, April and May. All have been cancelled
or postponed, and the centre is not taking any book-
ings until June at the earliest. Twenty to 30 per cent of
its revenue comes from international events.

“We have some straight out cancellations because
they’re not in a position to rebook, but the majority of
them are postponing and rolling over their events into
the second half of this year,” Donaghy tells The Deal. 

“But there’s a shadow over July and August and
some concern about the rest of the year. 

“At this point in time we’re working with clients to
see if we can reschedule their bookings into next year.
The challenge we’re having of course is that we’re
stacking up a whole lot of requests.”

The ICC hosts a broad range of events including
concerts, balls, galas, exhibitions, international and
national conferences and business summits. It em-
ploys more than 400 full-time staff and 1100 casuals.

“We have asked full-time staff to take leave or
work from home, while some are working in separat-
ed teams at the venue. But we have no work at all for
those casuals.”

The shutdown of the conference and event indus-
try will have a domino effect throughout the econ-
omy, Donaghy warns.

“Typically when someone comes into the city for
an exhibition or event, something like only 8 to 10 per
cent of what they spend will flow through our (the
ICC’s) PNL. The rest goes to hotels, accommodation,
taxis, entertainment and restaurants.

“But another unforeseen aspect of this is that the
ICC has a philosophy of buying directly from NSW
farmers and producers. So if we’re not putting food on
the table or wine in wine glasses, it’s a product that
we’re not buying from a NSW regional area. So the
impact of no events coming through here is amplified
right across the economy, not just in Sydney.”

Chief executive of The Exhibition and Event As-
sociation of Australasia, Claudia Sagripanti, says the
industry is scrambling to accommodate the signifi-
cant number of events that will now be scheduled for
the end of the year. 

“The industry is resilient but we’ve never seen any-
thing on the scale of what we have at the moment. We
have about 430,000 business events alone in Austra-
lia every year. A lot of events are being postponed
until the second half of the year but some of the inter-
national congresses only come around every two
years so if they miss this year then it’s back into the
queue for later on in the circuit.”

But the shuttering of thousands of events has given
rise to a new form of gathering — the digital confer-
ence. Formerly a widely used format for small meet-
ings and events, digital conferencing is an
increasingly popular and cheaper option for compan-
ies who still need to assemble a large number of peo-
ple. 

In February cloud software giant Salesforce trans-
formed its physical World Tour Event, which was to
take place at the ICC in Sydney on March 4 with a
digital conference which was streamed online.

Donaghy says the digital format is not suitable for
many events, but the ICC is focusing on adapting its
venue to cater to more online conferences. 

“Salesforce, along with a number of other multina-
tionals, was one of the early adopters of a travel ban on
all of their teams, so they converted their event to an
online event using our rooms as studios and broadcast
facilities,” she says. 

“The figure they quoted was something like they
were able to reach 1.2 million of their customer and cli-
ents by doing that. We’ve had a number of smaller
events that have also done that.

“We’ve actually formalised that a little more by
setting up broadcast quality studios in our rooms and
we’ve had one or two of the city’s professional associa-

tions taking advantage of that. We’re certainly mak-
ing that known to our clients. 

“But it’s only a partial solution.”
Sagripanti says the industry is actively working on

digital options but it’s a challenge for events such as
exhibitions.

“We’re investigating how we could support our
members to do that but the difficulty is if you have a
few hundred exhibitors, how do you manage that in a
digital and interactive way. The issue is that when
you’re doing big deals for business you want to have
that face-to-face relationship which really only comes
from direct face-to-face meetings. It’s hard to build up
that trust and understanding if you can’t meet in per-
son.”

However Helen Wood, chief executive and owner
of management consulting firm TMS Consulting,
says the coronavirus crisis could force companies to
question the value of spending money sending staff
interstate and overseas to expensive conferences and
events.

Wood argues that the longer the crisis continues,
the more business will grow accustomed to working
in a virtual world.

“Certain people will become so used to working re-
motely that it will challenge the normal behaviour
we’ve had before, whereas before people got together
without even thinking twice about it. 

“People will start to question the value of large-
scale, relatively expensive events. It depends on the
conference, but we almost go to a lot of conferences
out of obligation and there are times when we ques-
tion the value of that and ask whether the networking
actually results in business opportunities.”

Wood says TMS Consulting is currently planning
virtual workshops which she hopes could attract as
many as 1000 participants at a time.

“The numbers may not get that big but there’s a lot
of interest and discussion around our ability to do that
sort of thing. This will change the face of how we do
business,” Wood says. 

The sudden need to work remotely has forced
those who were previously reluctant or uncomfort-
able with videoconferencing and online communi-
cation to overcome their fears. Wood believes this will
have a lasting impact on the structure of meetings and
conferences while also driving innovation that will re-
sult in even further advances in online communi-
cation.

“The limitation of some video technology is that
you can only see some of the people some of the time

How is leading a remote workforce different?
It’s by and large the same, though in a remote 
context, leadership needs to be more intentional. 
You have to make sure that you’re deliberately 
reaching out to folk and drawing them in. You have 
to build and harness a mindset that chooses to look 
at opportunities, to be creative and innovative, 
especially in the face of adversity or challenging 
circumstances. This (pandemic), while it’s grim, gives 
us an opportunity to think differently and do things 
differently. I’ve always thought that commuting is
a waste of everybody’s time and energy, let alone
the resources used going from one place to another. 
A growth mindset looks for the silver lining or the 
opportunities and things that will improve either a 
customer experience or an employee’s experience. 

What tools do you use? 
For our formal meetings we use technologies such
as Webex and Zoom and other virtual meeting tools; 
we also have channels where people can connect 
with each other socially. Our WhatsApp APAC 
Social Channel group is where people share what’s 
going on in their lives, share funnies or incidents that 
aren’t around business — it allows individuals to 
connect on that human level. We’re increasingly 
using Microsoft Teams for more structured groups
of conversations and sharing files and getting work 
done. We also run podcasts for our customers and we 
use Adobe. We use different tools for different things.
Good old-fashioned phone calls and email are still 
the main stakes: you have to pick up the phone. 
Especially when you’re thinking about people’s 
wellbeing, don’t do that via text, because the tone
of your voice is important. “How are you? Is 
everything okay? How is this impacting you, your 
family, people around you?” I make sure I speak to 
everyone in my team most days, at least once a day. 

Is video important? Do you need to see each 
other?
Yes. Recently, we’ve made sure for those Webex 
meetings or Zoom calls that we have our video 
switched on. I don’t care how people look and, as a 
female leader, I’m really trying to lead by example 
and say “You don’t have to have your hair 
straightened and your makeup on to be on that video 
call”. I care much more about the quality of your 
work rather than whether you’re well-groomed at six 
o’clock in the morning. In a team meeting, you need 
the camera on to ensure everyone will be engaged. 
You can be in flip flops or Ugg boots and that’s fine 
— but be present. 

How do you nurture a remote team when things 
are in a state of flux?
We recently announced that Perspectives, our 
annual global customer event held in May in 
Orlando, US, is going to be a 100 per cent digital 
event (because of the pandemic). It’s a real occasion 
and usually we’d take customers from this part of the 
world. So for something like that, I’ll set up a stand-
up (video) meeting where we come together and get 
the team talking — we have a culture where people 
will express how they’re feeling — good, bad or 
indifferent. That gives me an opportunity to respond 
and for others to share their perspective, because 
invariably, people aren’t all negative at the same 
time. With the Orlando change, some people were 
really bummed, but others saw the opportunity. 
They said: “Hey, instead of taking five or six 
customers, we can reach all of our customers, all of 
them can participate. This is really exciting”. It was 
great that they said that, not me.

What’s critical behaviour for leaders right now?
We don’t know how long this is going to go on for. 
It’s really important for leaders to be completely 
transparent and authentic — that might even mean 
showing people where you need their help.

Communicate the purpose — the why — and be
really clear how individuals can contribute. And at 
this particular time, you need to be mindful that 
you’ve got to manage wellbeing. How are people’s 
emotions, are they feeling safe, are you leading with 
empathy and supporting them? And at the same 
time, you want to intentionally bring about an 
element of fun. If you think about what’s good about 
coming into the office: we enjoy each other, we can 
have a laugh around the water cooler, we can create 
cultures. But negative things also can come out of 
working in an office environment: politics, strong 
personalities. We’ve had a sole work-from-home 
environment for a decade and we don’t have office 
politics. I always say that’s because we don’t have an 
office! But when we come together in person, we 
really enjoy each other and there are hugs and kisses 
all around — not right now, of course!

I think it would be helpful if people think, “Well
maybe this is the new normal”, rather than thinking 
it’s temporary and just weird for now. I believe (the 
pandemic) will be a catalyst for change in more ways 
than we might imagine. Some organisations have 
been very old-school in thinking that “work is what 
happens in this building”. Thanks to technology, it 
doesn’t have to be that way. This could be a good 
thing for employee engagement. We know people 
value flexibility as well as learning and development 
— this is a time to tap into that. Meanwhile, we’re not
all flying around burning fossil fuels, so it’s an 
opportunity for the planet to breathe, too.

and that is a bit of an issue because you can’t read
what people are doing and body language,” Wood
continues.

“But the technology will continue to get better and
better. We can now do things that we weren’t able to
do five years ago. I think we’ll go back to conferences
and events but I don’t know if we’ll go back to it in the
same way or at the same level.”

Sagripanti agrees.
“I think the event and conference market will re-

bound,” she says. “The research that we’ve done in
the past is the market is really keen to have that face-
to-face experience, but what we might have in the fu-
ture is a more integrated digital approach so we can
offer an experience that is face-to-face but also inter-
active.”

Donaghy says the industry experienced an uptick
in business following both the September 11 attacks in
the US in 2001 and the GFC in 2008, as companies
and professional bodies felt the need to gather to-
gether to strategise and execute business recovery
plans. 

While he expects a similar response in Australia
once the immediate health crisis has passed, he ac-
knowledges that companies may embrace digital
conferencing as a cheaper alternative to in-person
events, as they deal with the economic fallout of the
coronavirus.

However, he is confident that, while attendees can
access some conference material online, the net-
working aspect of these gatherings cannot be repli-
cated in an online format. 

“A very significant proportion of business ex-
changes, introductions and networking happen out-
side of the formal sessions within the four walls at
these events,” he says.

“Even now, people are still booking and planning
their events in four or five years, well into the future,
and we’re working very hard on long-term business
plans.

“But there is absolutely no doubt that when we do
start to recover we will be a different business. There
will still be that strong desire to get together, but there
will also be that financial imperative to do things on-
line. 

“The death of our industry has been forecast a
couple of times since the advent of technology. But
there’s a wonderful saying in our industry — that vir-
tual meetings will replace real meetings when virtual
honeymoons replace real honeymoons. There are
some things that people need to do together.”

As COVID-19 spreads across the world, more and
more of us are working from home. This global shift
(and all of our heightened stress levels) mean it’s cru-
cial to avoid miscommunication when you are work-
ing as part of a virtual team.

We’ve spent four years studying the science of
emotions and their intersection with our lives at
work. We’ve spoken to thousands of workers glo-
bally, and one of the most common questions people
ask us surrounds just this — how to best communi-
cate in the digital age. How do you avoid sending a
passive-aggressive Slack message (“let’s chat”) or
email (“Just bumping this up in your inbox!”)? How
do you hit the right tone over text? Did you go too far
by adding that exclamation point?

Below are our tips for staying connected and re-
maining supportive of your team, even when you’re
not in the same location:

1. Add emojis (but proceed with caution)
Emojis can help us express tone, meaning and emo-
tional cues. If Liz adds a goofy face to her “Don’t be
late!” text, she makes it easier for Mollie to see she’s
joking. But an outpouring of emoji, especially when
you don’t know the other person well, can undermine
your professionalism. It’s best to wait until you have
an idea of how the other person will receive an emoji
before sending a slew of smileys. As a rule of thumb,
one emoji per email or Slack message is appropriate
— unless it’s the first time you’re communicating
with someone, in which case: Leave them out.

2. Realise typos send a message
Typos reveal that we were in a rush or heightened
emotional state when we hit send (or that we’re the
boss, and don’t need to care about typos). Researcher
Andrew Brodsky describes typos as emotional ampli-
fiers: if Mollie sends Liz an angry email filled with
typos, Liz will imagine Mollie hammering out that
email in a blind rage. Even if you’re in a rush, spend
two minutes proofreading your work, or better yet,
read it out loud to catch any typos your eyes skip over.

3. Emotionally proofread your messages
Always re-read what you’ve written before hitting
send to make sure your message is clear and conveys
the intended tone. Sending “Let’s talk” when you
mean “These are good suggestions, let’s discuss how
to work them into the draft” will make the recipient
unnecessarily anxious. It’s easy for one-line emails or
Slack messages to be perceived as passive-aggressive.

4. Punctuation matters

Responding “OK” with a period can come across as
more negative in tone than without. Adding a period
adds a finality to your statement and heightens the
negative emotion. It can communicate, “This conver-
sation is over” rather than “OK, sure, we’re in agree-
ment.” As you get to know someone, pay attention to
their punctuation style. You may find there are people
who always add periods after the word OK, and so you
can stop overanalysing their punctuation.

5. Use richer communication channels when 
you’re first getting to know each other
We’re most likely to interpret ambiguity as negative
when we’re texting or emailing with people we don’t
know well, or with more senior colleagues. Say Liz
emails Mollie, whom she knows, “Your email to the
editor could have been better”. Mollie will take the
email at face value. But if Mollie receives the same
email from her boss or a new colleague, she may think
her email was so egregious that she’ll never be allowed
to email an editor again. When you start working with
someone new, video conference helps build trust. See-
ing each other’s facial expressions will allow you to bet-
ter read between the lines and develop a relationship.
After you know the person, then you can use email.

6. Default to video
At Trello, a project-management software company,
if even one person on a team works remotely, the

group will jump on a video call; this ensures every-
one feels included and makes it less likely for infor-
mation to be lost. Studies show that around 65 per
cent of communication is non-verbal. When you’re
not on video, you’re missing emotional cues that
come from facial expression and body language.
Video isn’t always possible, but it’s best to make it a
habit when you’re able.

7. Communicate your level of urgency
On Slack, you’re just a message away from asking
someone, “Can you just give this a quick glance?” or
“Could you add your ideas to this document?” By
sending these messages, you’re dumping work on
other people. The real-time nature of Slack means
that people interpret your requests as urgent and
feel they need to respond right away. So, before
sending a request that will take time, ask, “Is this a
good time?” If you don’t need a response right away,
say, “No rush, but could you help me with some-
thing when you have a chance?” And if someone has
“Do Not Disturb” mode on, respect it.

8. Don’t panic
If an email makes you enraged, anxious or euphoric,
wait until the next day to write back. Even better,
talk face-to-face when you’ve calmed down. That
way you’ll be better able to articulate your emotions,
and the needs behind your emotions, rather than
just your immediate reactions. When you do reply,
re-read your draft through the other person’s eyes.

LET’S GET VIRTUAL
Conferences and face-to-face meetings seem so 20th century. The question is whether we are 
so familiar with the digital event that we’ll never catch another plane. Story by Clara Pirani

It might be easier to imagine how your reader will in-
terpret your email if you first send it to yourself. Ad-
ditional tip: Always leave the “To” field blank until
you’re ready to hit send.

9. Avoid email when you need a ‘yes’
An in-person request is 30 times more successful than
an emailed one. Research shows people see email re-
quests as untrustworthy and non-urgent. If you do
enter into an email negotiation, it helps to first sch-
mooze in person, over video chat or on the phone.

10. Don’t send emails or messages out of 
hours if it’s not urgent
Even if you write “don’t read/respond to this until to-
morrow/Monday”, chances are the reader will still
think about your email all weekend, and might even
feel pressure to respond immediately. Save the email
to your draft folder or schedule it to send later.

Most digital miscommunication happens because
we don’t have access to the non-verbal cues that give
us valuable emotional context when we’re discussing
in person. These tips can help, but the fail-safe solu-
tion is to pick up the phone or get on a video call.

Liz Fosslien is the head of content at Humu. Mollie 
West Duffy is an organisational-development 
consultant. They are the authors of No Hard Feelings: 
the secret power of embracing emotions at work. 
Copyright 2020 Harvard Business Review/distributed 
by NY Times Syndicate

Minding your 
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