
Communications, 
technology and 
company culture are 
crucial to manage the 
fallout from Covid-19. 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
By Matt Hooper,  
Pereview Software

As the commercial real estate 
industry continues to navigate 
the fallout from the coronavirus 

pandemic, firms have begun piecing 
together lessons learned and planning 
for the next disruption, whatever and 
whenever it may be. 

To learn how some players are 
navigating this new terrain, the  
team at Pereview Software spoke  
with firms that either manage 
commercial real estate directly or  
work with the commercial real  
estate industry. We asked three  
simple questions: Did you have a plan 
in place for the kind of disruption 
wrought by the pandemic, how were 
you able to adapt your business 
practices to the situation, and what 
tactics or strategies have been most 
valuable thus far? 

Their answers illustrate the range  
of impact that Covid-19 has had on  
the industry and how CRE leaders  
are responding. 

Communication, technology 
and culture  

When Covid-19 first forced staff to 
shelter in place, Austin, Texas-based 
Pennybacker Capital had a unique 
opportunity to stress-test the firm’s 
internal passion project — their robust 
company culture.  

Since their founding in 2006, 
Pennybacker has worked to build and 
nurture the firm’s culture, which 
revolves around what CEO and 
President Timothy Berry calls the ‘three 
Ts’ (3Ts): teachers, tenants and team. 

Teachers refers to the pensions and 
endowments whose assets the firm 
manages. Pennybacker is focused on 
growing those funds; working to ensure 
that each teacher they represent has a 
comfortable retirement nest egg. For 
tenants, the focus is on improving the 
experience of those who live and work 
in the buildings Pennybacker manages 
and owns. Finally, working as a team, 
Pennybacker employees strive to help 
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one another achieve their personal and 
professional goals. 

For Pennybacker — which invests in 
a variety of commercial real estate 
properties, including multifamily, office 
and retail — the 3Ts serve as a compass 
for all functions of the business. In the 
context of Covid-19, this has delivered 
two positive impacts. 

First, employees remained focused 
on the same goals, even while working 
independently at home. Employees 
instinctively knew that whatever they 
did and whatever decisions they made 
had to deliver value on behalf of the 3Ts.  

Second, in order to deliver maximum 
value on behalf of the 3Ts, Pennybacker 
had long invested in innovative 
technologies and business practices, 
including platforms that aggregate, 
model, visualize and report on real 
estate asset data. These technologies 
have proven their value during the 
pandemic because they allowed remote 
employees to have fast access to 

trustworthy data, facilitated 
opportunities for process automation, 
and provided visibility into operations 
and investment performance during a 
time of economic uncertainty. 

These strategic investments in 
culture and technology have reduced 
worries related to business continuity, at 
least to this point. As a result, 
Pennybacker was able to direct more 
energy to serving the needs of their 
tenants as the pandemic’s impact 
deepened. Teams reached out directly 
and frequently to residential and 
commercial tenants to inform them of 
latest developments — as well as to 
listen, understand tenants’ pain points 
and brainstorm solutions. 

By communicating frequently with 
both property-level teams and 
Pennybacker’s tenant base, Berry and his 
team were able to provide both 
information and inspiration. 

In the short term, Pennybacker is 
focused on ensuring the health and 

safety of property managers and tenants 
across their portfolio. That includes 
health screenings, sanitation, installing 
anti-germ surfaces, imagining lower-
density office layouts, and creating safer 
pathways of ingress and egress. This is 
in addition to Pennybacker’s longtime 
focus on environmental hygiene — high-
quality lighting, air and water, as well as 
lower carbon footprints — for the 
properties they manage. 

Above all, Berry attributes the firm’s 
handling of the pandemic to its compass 
— the company’s culture. When 
employees instinctively know what’s most 
important for the company and what’s 
expected of them, they will deliver even 
during a massive disruption.  

Flexibility and adaptability 
About 1,500 miles west of Pennybacker 
headquarters is the Los Angeles home 
office of RCLCO, a real estate advisory 
group founded in 1967 (as Robert 
Charles Lesser & Company). RCLCO’s 
leaders realized that, though they  
didn’t have a plan specifically tailored 
for a global pandemic, they did have 
contingency plans available to address 
disruption of property operations or 
asset performance based on external 
events and market forces. Leadership 
immediately began modifying those 
existing plans to fit the coronavirus 
shutdown.  

At the onset of the crisis, RCLCO’s 
leadership identified two high priorities: 
clear and consistent communication, 
and asset performance visibility. 

Mostly utilizing video conferencing 
apps, like Zoom, the leadership and staff 
at RCLCO increased both the frequency 
and the intentionality of their 
communication. Because no one had the 
luxury of physically popping into an 
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office or cubicle to ask a question of a 
colleague, Zoom calls were carefully 
structured and aligned to strict agendas 
to ensure that key information and 
questions were conveyed and addressed.  

Jomar Ereso, one of the firm’s 
managing directors responsible for the 

entire asset management process 
believes that, if anything, the internal 
teams at RCLCO probably 
overcommunicated with each other — 
and that such a strategy served them 
well during the crisis. That consistent 
flow of information from leadership to 

direct reports, and back again, has kept 
productivity as high as it was pre-
pandemic. Tools like Microsoft Teams 
fostered collaboration as stay-at-home 
orders took effect.  

Video and messaging apps addressed 
gaps related to internal and external 
communications, while data warehouses 
and visualization tools provided 
increased visibility into how the 
company’s assets were performing as the 
world economy stumbled.  

In order to stay on top of operations 
and portfolio performance, the team at 
RCLCO leveraged their technology 
stack — including data warehousing, 
dynamic modeling, visualization and 
reporting — to gain visibility into how 
the economy was impacting their 
assets. They augmented these digital 
tools by adding escalation features that 
would trigger alerts based on leading 
indicators and risk metrics. Like 
Pennybacker, having access to data 
while staff was largely remote allowed 
them to make data-driven decisions  
at a time when such accuracy was 
greatly needed.  

As of time of writing in August 
2020, Ereso maintains that the keys to 
managing this crisis — and whatever 
the next one will be — are flexibility 
and an abundance of intentional 
communication and technological 
tools. The team at RCLCO proved that 
you don’t necessarily need a pre-made 
plan for every possible contingency, as 
long as you have a solid, base-level 
crisis plan that can be adapted to meet 
the moment. u
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Takeaways for other firms 
Leaders at Pennybacker and RCLCO think that they are navigating the pandemic as 
well as could be expected. Across the industry, there’s a more diverse spectrum of 
corporate health. Some companies are thriving, others holding their own and others 
still are in varying degrees of trouble. Wherever you are on that spectrum, there are 
two key takeaways that any firm can use. 

First, communicate. Clear, frequent, honest and purposeful communication benefits 
employees and clients by inspiring confidence, providing opportunities for collaboration 
and fostering engagement.  

If you have an internal communications team, empower them to take charge and arm 
them with information they need from leadership to keep employees informed. Provide 
your external communications team with helpful messaging for clients/tenants 
regarding building safety, distancing and masking requirements, as well as tips for 
office layouts and flexible work arrangements. Company leadership should ensure that 
investors and other stakeholders are updated with new information regarding 
investment performance and outlooks whenever it becomes available. Making a 
deliberate effort to check in with those stakeholders, as well as tenants and other 
clients, will inspire confidence during uncertain times.  

There’s no firm rule on how often you should initiate communication during a crisis, 
but RCLCO’s Ereso says that, based on his team’s experience, over-communication is 
better than under-communication.  

Second, don’t panic — adapt. Fans of the novel The Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy are 
well aware of the importance of the phrase ‘don’t panic.’ As an homage to the book, Elon 
Musk had the words ‘DON’T PANIC’ displayed on the screen of the Tesla Roadster he sent 
into orbit in 2018. That piece of advice is perfectly suited to the age of coronavirus.  

If you didn’t have a pandemic plan, join the crowd. Few people can honestly say they 
foresaw anything like Covid-19 on the horizon. But chances are you have a business 
continuity plan of some sort to carry your firm in case of economic disruption. Break 
the glass and put what you have in front of your leaders. Identify gaps and determine 
how to adapt what you have to meet the challenges you’re facing. 

We cannot now predict how or when things will get back to normal — or even how we 
will define normal moving forward. But chances are good that companies with a strong 
corporate culture, an intentional communications strategy and a flexible business plan 
will emerge from this crisis stronger than their peers. 


