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The end of cleaning 
services as a commodity
With the outbreak of COVID-19, the 
race-to-the-bottom mentality and the 
perception of cleaning as a commodity 
has changed markedly. As companies 
now take steps to protect their 
employees and their brands, a rapid 
shift toward risk mitigation has taken 
place. Cleaning and disinfection services 
are perceived as a critical component 
of raising health, safety and well-being 
standards in the workplace. Increased 
cleaning in office spaces, airports, 
hospitals and other spaces now rank 
as a top concern for employees before 
they can agree they are comfortable 
returning to the workplace (Gensler). 

Traditional cost-efficient cleaning 
services have been enhanced to create a 
visible, reliable method of disinfection to 
address employees’ apprehension and 
fears about returning to the workplace. 

A comprehensive program of disinfection 
and daily cleaning combined with 
efforts to create awareness, establish 
effective procedures around illness in the 
workplace and encourage sound hygiene 
habits will result in a long-term solution 
of fostering a healthier work environment 
and alleviating worker concerns. 

Companies’ efforts at transparency and 
helping employees manage anxiety will 
go a long way in keeping their brand and 
reputation intact through the crisis. From 
dialogues with customers, they expect 
to spend 20 to 25% more on workplace 
cleaning, at least in the short term 
(until a COVID-19 vaccine or effective 
treatment is available). Investing more 
in a cleaning program directly correlates 
with the ability to attract, engage and 
retain talent in a post-COVID-19 world.

INTRODUCTION

A new focus on trusted spaces

The outbreak of COVID-19 made us shift 
our focus to wellness and accountability 
for ourselves, our colleagues and our 
communities. Every person considering 
going back to an office or work site faces 
uncertainty about fellow employees and 
what procedures and policies their employer 
has instituted to make the workplace safe. 
Health and wellness, hygiene and a desire 
for a sense of certainty are at the forefront 
of the discussion. Companies and employees 
seek solutions to lessen fear and restore 
trust and confidence in the workplace.

Before COVID-19, cleaning services – daily 
office cleaning, carpet cleaning, window 
cleaning, laundry services and the like – were 
largely commoditized. Most companies 
perceived cleaning as a necessary, if low-
skill service. Employers did not consider 
its value beyond its baseline function. 

In most cases, Procurement departments 
had been asked to drive cost out of the 
service. As costs trended lower, service 
providers’ ability to provide effective 
cleaning was potentially compromised. 

To be competitive, cleaning suppliers had 
to turn to improvements in technology or a 
reduction in manpower to continue to serve 
the same spaces at a lower cost. When this 
happened, standards suffered because 
low wages associated with cleaning lead 
to high turnover. The average employee 
churn for cleaning professionals hovers 
around 200%, compared to the national 
average of 17.8% across all industries (data 
from U.S. Labor Bureau of Statistics). 

This revolving door of manpower affects 
quality, productivity and costs, all of which 
are ultimately absorbed by customers. b

T H E  N E X T  N O R M A L  I N  C L E A N I N G  S E R V I C E S T H E  N E X T  N O R M A L  I N  C L E A N I N G  S E R V I C E S

CLEANING EXPENDITURE
Corporations’ expenditures  
on cleaning services +20-25%

Pre-COVID-19 Post-COVID-19 Source: ISS
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How COVID-19 ushered in a 
Human Resources evolution

The impact of COVID-19 has brought 
a different level of awareness to the 
importance of a clean, safe work 
environment. For health and safety 
in a clean work environment to 
become the new workplace paradigm, 
internal champions will need to help 
demonstrate the importance of health 
and safety. People-focused professionals 
have the power to advocate to keep 
health and safety at the top of the 
list of organizational priorities. We 
believe HR is the corporate function 
with the mandate to achieve this.

According to the Society for Human 
Resource Management (SHRM), the 
role of HR spans employee recruiting, 
screening, interviewing and ensuring 
employees are the right fit in an 
organization. HR is integral to employee 
relations, employee law, compensation, 
benefits and making sure employees 
get the training and development 
they need for their role. HR “owns” 
critical people data. HR influences and 
creates strategy related to all aspects 
of the employee life cycle, and they 
are responsible for gaining executive 
buy-in on employee-related initiatives. 

These changes are predicted to outlast 
the current pandemic response. Before 
COVID-19, the workplace was already 
changing its health and wellness focus, 
driven largely by millennial employees 
who value health and wellness more 
than other generations. As the millennial 
proportion of the workforce continues 
to grow, enthusiasm for companies 
that align with millennials’ values will 
dominate the corporate world. Currently, 
millennials represent 36% of the total U.S. 
labor force, which is projected to grow 
to 40% by 2025 (Pew Research Center). 
The millennial mindset around health 
and wellness will help sustain measures 
put in place in response to COVID-19 

long after the virus is no longer a threat. 

As the COVID-19 situation unfolds, 
corporations will continue to adjust their 
views of cleaning as a commodity as it 
becomes vital in making the workplace 
safe. Employees expect cleaning efforts 
to be highly visible and more frequent, 
with outcome-based metrics (Littler 
Return to Work Survey). With higher 
standards of cleaning, awareness, 
hygiene and transparency, the workplace 
can reclaim its position as the focal point 
of a company’s culture, brand reputation 
and ultimate business success. b

MILLENNIALS 
AS A 
CATALYST 
FOR 
CHANGE

Millennials as a 
% of total U.S. 
labor force
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health and safety.
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HR has also increasingly taken on a 
broader role with diversity, equity 
and inclusion and as a catalyst for 
change management. In other 
words, HR becomes the critical link 
between a company’s corporate 
strategy and the people required to 
execute the strategy in terms of talent 
management, workforce planning 
and organizational development.

These traditional roles in the post-
COVID-19 workplace have not changed. 
However, COVID-19 has provided HR 
an opportunity to sharpen their focus 
on the company’s brand and culture. 
This expanded scope of concern for 
HR can help add to HR professionals’ 
sense of purpose and directly contribute 
to achieving business goals. 

COVID-19 created a huge disruption 
in lives and in business, and HR still 
plays a key role in initiating changes 
in the workplace. Organizations must 
reimagine how they engage and foster 
talent, strengthen their culture and 
consider their organization’s reputation 
through a progressive HR strategy. 
They must also continue to deliver the 
most relevant work experience for its 
employees. The issues for HR and the 
broader organization are complex when 
considering post-COVID-19 roles in the 
areas of people, brand and culture. 

In essence, the HR department of 
every company was revolutionized 
overnight. As the working world was 
already placing a greater emphasis 
on workplace experience and the 
goal of attracting and retaining talent 

before COVID-19, the pandemic has 
shown people to be the focal point of 
any corporate entity that wants to be 
successful in the modern marketplace. 
Health, safety and wellness now 
dominate discussions about employees. 

People: Social capital
Managing people through the pandemic 
has required HR to redeploy company 
resources, reskill workers to fill needed 
roles, communicate and manage 
furloughs and layoffs and offer answers 
to employees who are looking for 
reassurance during a challenging time. 
People must feel a sense of community 
and common purpose, and there must 
be sense that the company is concerned 
about each employee’s need for work-life 
balance, health and wellness and overall 
engagement. HR plays an essential role 
in setting the talent and culture strategy.

HR provides support for the changed 
workplace through people analytics. 
With access to critical data on each 
employee, HR can provide organizations 
with intelligence about employees’ 
experience and level of engagement 
to recommend effective responses. 
Understanding how people are 
working and the demographics of the 
organization make HR a primary source 
of information for leadership decision 
making. The insight into people analytics 
gives HR an expanded role when it 
comes to the workplace as well. Bringing 
employees safely back into workplaces 
is a whole new role for companies. 

HR, in partnership with CRE and FM, 
Health and Safety and Corporate 
Communication, has a new responsibility 
to ensure a safe and healthy workplace 
environment. HR will be key in 
measuring employee behavior, mood 
and attitude toward new hygiene 
standards, social distancing protocols 
and myriad changes to support worker 
safety and foster productivity. HR is 
the primary resource if employees 
have questions about workplace 
hygiene, safety, benefits and more.

Well-being of the employee is another 
area where HR must take on new 
responsibilities. Well-being includes 
both physical wellness and emotional 
health. HR is responsible for ensuring 
a workplace is a trusted space with 
high standards of cleaning and 
increased awareness of hygiene. 

Also, mental health issues have been 
heightened by COVID-19. When HR teams 
take a leadership role, they can offer 
proactive, expanded support through 
employee assistance programs to 
programs that focus on health, wellness 
and work-life balance counseling. 

HR’s evolved role in the workplace is to 
make sure the company is proactively 
pursuing and providing employees 
access to a safe, healthy environment 
supported by programs that address 
additional concerns with mental health, 
as well as acute and chronic health 
issues. The actions taken by companies 
related to health and well-being is 
not only good for people, but also 
good to create a more caring culture 
and improve brand reputation. 

Source: Qualtrics

of people report higher levels of stress since the outbreak of COVID-19.

say they have greater anxiety since the outbreak.

say they are more emotionally exhausted.

say they feel sadness day-to-day.

feel they are more irritable.

report their overall mental health has declined.
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Culture: The sense of belonging
Organizational culture is also a critical 
area where HR’s role is evolving. With 
a workplace that is both in-office and 
remote, culture becomes an even 
more important facet of a company. 
A Columbia University study showed 
that the likelihood of job turnover at an 
organization with a well-established, 
vibrant company culture is a mere 13.9%, 
which is almost 4% less than the national 
average of around 17.8%. Furthermore, 
companies with low company culture 
scores suffer consequences with 
higher-than-average turnover of 48.4%. 
The gap between nurturing and toxic 
cultures may widen in the post-COVID-19 
workplace as health, wellness, cleanliness 
and safety remain top concerns. 
Companies that pick up the mantle 
of wellness will reap the benefits.

HR leads the effort to assess the culture 
of the company using pulse surveys, 
employee reviews and interactions 
with employees every day. Once the 
culture has been assessed, HR must 
develop strategies and then put 
solutions into action to close the gap 
between the current culture and the 
desired culture. It is HR that will set the 
priorities as the organization shifts to 
meet the demands of employees and 
keep them engaged and productive. 

Diversity, equity and inclusion (DE&I) are 
helping to build a sense of belonging 
in organizations. The COVID-19 crisis 
has had have an inverse effect on 
DE&I with clear evidence that the most 
vulnerable have borne the brunt of the 
economic impacts (see e.g., McKinsey). 

To foster a sense of belonging in the 
workplace, HR plays a pivotal role in 
creating a sustained DE&I approach 
with inclusiveness front and center. 
This is especially important in our new 
workplace environment where employees 
will no longer necessarily be on site 
from 9 to 5; the boundaries between 
work and life will continue to blur, just 
as remote work and on-site work will 
continue to be used interchangeably. 

Culture guides choices and actions; it 
must be managed with diligence. HR is 
important to helping leaders understand 
how organizational changes affect 
culture and how the new normal culture 
is impacting employees’ attitudes and 
behavior. As the steward of corporate 
culture, HR can shine by developing 
post-COVID-19 policies that affect 
culture. HR should be present when 

fewer accidents 
when programs that 
enrich and foster a 

corporate culture of 
health and wellness

higher productivity 
when programs that 
enrich and foster a 

corporate culture of 
health and wellness

70%

31%

higher creativity 
when programs that 
enrich and foster a 

corporate culture of 
health and wellness

3X

the organization makes decisions that 
impact a now-dominant culture of well-
being. By promoting a culture that puts 
employees’ wellness first, HR creates a 
thriving synergy between all three vital 
attributes – people, brand and culture. 

Programs that enrich and foster  a 
corporate culture of health and wellness 
resulted in:
 

(Source: Clifford, C. (2015). Unhappy Workers 
Cost the U.S. Up to $550 Billion a Year)

Brand: Redefining the 
employee value proposition
Recognized brands attract the best 
talent, but recognized brands cannot 
exist without exemplary talent. This 
is where HR leads their companies 
because of their critical role in hiring 
the right talent and making sure 
people are nurtured throughout their 
tenure. By leveraging communication, 
transparency, culture and technology, 
HR creates a stronger brand by 
producing a more engaged, inspired and 
productive workforce. This has always 
been a part of HR’s role, but it is more 
meaningful now because employees 
want to work for a brand that has their 

best interest at heart (Gartner).

Now more than ever, HR plays a 
pivotal role in protecting a company’s 
brand by being proactive in how a 
company interacts with  and engages 
its employees during the COVID-
19 challenge. Companies that are 
transparent, emphasize wellness for 
employees and provide consistent 
reassurance about the return to 
work and every employee’s safety 
are strengthening their brands as 
employees react positively to these 
changes and engage with their 
workplace confidently. HR is at the 
forefront of worker confidence because 
they develop processes that address 
workers’ concerns (Gartner). b

31%  
higher productivity

70%
fewer accidents

37%
higher sales

3x
higher creativity

56%
fewer sick days

25%
less absenteeism
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How cleaning providers 
will be critical to creating 
trusted workspaces 
Before the COVID-19 pandemic, cleaning 
was hardly never associated with 
people, brand or culture. Cleaning was 
considered a basic service that had its 
place in the workplace. No one wants 
to work in a dirty environment. What 
was not connected was that cleaning 
is the foundation for workplace safety 
and hygiene. COVID-19 collectively 
focused our thoughts and actions 
on how to make the workplace safe 
during a pandemic. The conclusion 
was simple – awareness, cleaning, 
distancing and personal hygiene.

How does cleaning affect people, brand 
and culture? Cleaning has been proven 

effective in reducing workplace illness 
and surface contamination. In a recent 
study, 90% of workers wanted to see 
more cleaning in the workplace and 50% 
wanted more cleaners (Littler Return 
to Work Survey). When workers feel 
safe in the workplace, stress is reduced 
and productivity improves. Employees 
need a trusted space to work, and it 
falls – at least in part – to HR to make 
sure their space is worthy of trust. 

A clean environment has been proven 
to boost morale and confidence in 
employees. Even be  fore the COVID-
19 pandemic, a clean workplace was 
found to boost worker productivity by 

up to 5% (ISSA). In a post-COVID-19 
world, knowing that the workplace 
is safe and trusted will have an even 
more profound impact on employees. 
They will feel the company cares for 
and supports them, and that feeling 
generates corporate loyalty. 

Cleaning providers are taking the 
knowledge and requirements from years 
of working in clean room environments, 
hospitals and health care sites to the 
traditional office environment with 
the ambition of increasing employees’ 
trust in the cleanliness of their work 
environment. This starts with the right 
approach to hygiene and disinfection. 
In many cases, those methods are 
validated by an objective third party. 
Some cleaning companies have also 
started offering outcome-based 
technology (for example, ATP testing*) 
to scientifically measure the outcome of 
cleaning. This factual, evidence-based 
method help communicate that an 
area is clean and ready for working. 

*traces of adenosine triphosphate, a molecule 
found only in and around living cells that can 
be used to measure the concentration of 
microorganisms to scientifically measure the 
outcome of cleaning.

 

While new cleaning protocols have 
been developed to address the specific 
COVID-19 situation, we believe that many 
of these components will outlast the 
pandemic response. Some programs and 
procedures may have been developed 
just for this virus, but it is important 
to examine the larger topic of creating 
a healthier work environment and 
supporting healthy building concepts. 
Keeping employees healthy and safe 
and offering them peace of mind can 
improve people’s overall well-being. b

of workers wanted 
to see more cleaning 

in the workplace 
and 50% wanted 
more cleaners 

(Littler Return to 
Work Survey). 
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Why HR should be invited 
to the table when selecting 
cleaning providers, and 
why HR must insist on 
a seat at the table

The modern workplace fundamentally 
changed overnight. COVID-19 focused 
corporations on people and their 
health, safety and wellness more than 
any other event in recent history. 
With that focus, the HR function 
was elevated to new importance as 
guardians of people, brand and culture 
in a dynamic and uncertain people 
environment. Each of these critical facets 
of a corporation hinges on how each 
reacts to the challenge of COVID-19. 
HR leads the way in creating policies, 
driving action, mitigating threats 
and measuring status in an already 
disrupted workplace environment. 

CRE and FM leaders must now work 
in close cooperation with HR teams 
because the post-COVID-19 talent 
agenda is critical for a company’s people, 
culture and brand. The decisions made 
in these areas will have long-lasting – 
positive or negative – effects on these 
three corporate characteristics. Critical 
decisions will relate to topics such 
as building capacity, screening and 
contact tracing technologies, use of 
masks and other personal protective 
equipment (PPE) and desired office 
cleanliness. In addition, entirely new 
employee safety policies will need to be 
hashed out for corporate travel, elevator 
regulation, PPE rules and so forth. These 
policies have immediate potential to 
impact people, culture and brand. 

The selection of cleaning providers 
used to be a decision with very few 
ramifications. Now it is a critical decision 
for health, safety and well-being that 
directly affects people, culture and brand.

Forward-looking HR organizations 
will understand the direct correlation 
between cleaning and cleanliness and 
people, culture and brand. In the past, a 
misaligned cleaning provider may have 
caused some negative comments or 
complaints to the FM or Procurement 
departments, but they would never cross 
HR’s desk. Now, the worst-case scenario 
of selecting the wrong cleaning partner 
may cause direct or indirect new cases 
of COVID-19. As we know, this virus can 
have potentially devastating and long-
lasting effects on people, culture and 
brand. Cleaning is now instrumental 
to employee safety. HR organizations 
should insist on being at the table when 
cleaning providers are selected – and 
they will want to follow up on progress 
and key performance indicators (KPIs).

At the table, each stakeholder brings 
their own needs and insight to selecting 
a cleaning provider. The CRE and FM 
team will bring all the specifications 
on the building e.g., the number of 
floors, bathrooms and break rooms. 
The Procurement team will bring 
insights about the supply market and 
benchmarks. The Health and Safety 
team will bring environmental standards 
and safety protocols. The HR team will 
have a critical role to be armed with 
people data and the organizational 
pulse. They must bring to bear the 
importance of vulnerable populations 
and risk levels, concerns about wellness 
and absenteeism, workplace concerns, 
the current level of satisfaction 
and how those elements influence 
employee morale and productivity. b  

The new role of cleanliness in the workplace

WHY HR SHOULD BE INVOLVED IN THE 
SELECTION OF CLEANING PROVIDER
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Limited long-term impact as companies would change 
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guaranteeing health, safety and wellness for employees.

Direct health and safety risk for employees.

Source: ISS
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Ensure that HR data is the single source of truth for people information 
within the organization and is brought to the table. Hard data about 
people should be stored and managed using a human resources information 
systems (HRIS) platform. HR owns the platform and the data itself. What 
tends to be more scattered is the rudimentary people data – satisfaction 
levels, pulse surveys, engagement scores and others. Without centralized 
ownership, decision-makers may not be aligned on the “state of the people” 
and not have the required stratifications available to make critical people 
decisions impacting people, culture and brand. For example, can we 
identify the vulnerable segments of our organization? How do we adapt 
our health and safety communication efforts to micro-segments in the 
organization based on anxiety levels on coming back into the workplace?

Flip cleaning provider evaluation criteria on its head. In the past, 
evaluation criteria tended to focus on the building – price per square 
foot, number of restrooms, number of floors, and so forth. With HR at the 
table, it’s time to shift the evaluation criteria to people – which supplier will 
provide the best health and safety assurance to our people, which supplier 
will provide outcome-based cleaning, which supplier will invest the most in 
training their own people in ensuring they do not become a hazard (wearing 
appropriate PPE, screening employees for COVID-19 symptoms and others). 
Selecting cleaning providers should be evaluated on the ability to protect end 
users against being infected with COVID-19 or other infectious diseases. 

Recognize the change management challenge. The days when procuring 
cleaning services was a non-event are gone. Questions will be raised and 
the process will be scrutinized. Then – when the right provider is selected – 
the real challenge begins. Change management and communication need 
to go along with the decision. End users expect visible, highly trained and 
well-equipped cleaning providers. It becomes vital to consistently inform, 
show and present evidence to the organization that the right choices are 
being made. In collaboration with CRE and FM, Health and Safety, Corporate 
Communication and the cleaning provider, HR needs to institute a regular 
change management cadence in which cleaning outcomes are continuously 
shared with the organization (i.e., outcome-based cleaning), where for example 

hand sanitizers and disinfectant wipes are made readily available to support cleanliness outcomes and where 
behavioral changes are embedded in solid organizational practices (such as  frequent hand washing). 
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With their elevated role and a dynamic 
and uncertain environment, HR 
professionals as critical stakeholders 
belong at the table when decisions 
are made that will affect the three vital 
corporate assets of people, culture and 
brand. Only by challenging past norms 
can true progress be made to put people 
at the center of corporate importance 
and maintain health, safety and wellness. 

By inviting HR into decisions about 
cleaning providers, CRE and FM leaders 
recognizes the critical role that cleaning 
will play in ensuring that a company has a 
healthy workforce, brand and culture. As 
organizations we cannot underestimate 
the change management processes 
required to support a new health, 
safety and well-being regime following 
COVID-19 and it is in this process that 
CRE and FM and HR will show their 
true value as partners to ensure a safe, 
healthy and well-being workplace. b

How do we make it happen?
In close collaboration with HR, CRE and FM leaders can help ensure that HR is not only invited to the table 
where decisions about cleaning providers are made, but that the input from HR is valued across other 
decision-making entities as well. In making sure HR’s perspective is relevant and timely, there are three  
main elements.
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