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VIATechnik is leading the real estate and construc-
tion industries through a digital transformation of 
design, construction, and operations of buildings 
and infrastructure. VIATechnik is on a mission to 
transform the analog world of design and con-
struction into a digital platform, enabling efficient 
design, industrialized construction, and a digital 
real estate service model. Through this transfor-
mation, we believe we can solve the world’s hous-
ing & infrastructure challenges to deliver spaces 
that nurture life, commerce, and relationships. 
The firm is involved in advisory and implementa-
tion of digital twins, Virtual Design & Construction 
(VDC), Building Information Modeling (BIM), Virtu-
al and Augmented Reality, data analytics, and AI. 
Through our diverse team of architects, construc-
tion managers, engineers,  software  developers,
and data scientists,  we  solve  our  clients’  most 
complex issues related to the built environment.

ABOUT US

Our team’s approach 
is one of people, pro-
cess, and technology. 
It is through this ap-

proach that we enable 
our real estate and 
construction clients 

to implement change 
quickly and successful-

ly across their 
organizations.

“

“

anton.dybuncio
Image
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INTRODUCTION

Since the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic and our 
varied responses to it, it has become commonplace 
to hear people talk about an anticipated “post-COVID” 
world or, more frequently, the “new normal.” Both 
characterizations seem to imply that we’ll have made 
the transition from one status quo to another. But it is 
important to remember that change was constant be-
fore COVID.  If anything, the pace of change is likely to 
accelerate once we move on from pandemic response 
mode. There will be no new normal.  There won’t even 
be a “next normal.” There will only be change, at an 
ever-accelerating pace. This acceleration will demand 
new applied skills for success. Paramount among 
these will be agility, which we define as not just flexibil-
ity in terms of our response, but the ability to respond 
quickly.

The real estate and construction industries have prov-
en more resilient than most. This report presents our 
evidence on this point, based largely on our survey of 
107 industry professionals, complemented by more 
in-depth discussions with industry sector leaders. Al-
though the focus was on real estate - design, construc-
tion, and buildings operations were each discussed 
extensively. The sample composition (detailed in the 
appendix) included C-suite, executives/directors, and 
managers across companies of all sizes (defined by 
number of current and planned projects). Almost 60% 

were real estate owners with the remainder real estate 
developers. The majority were working in multi-family 
housing and commercial/office, but industrial, retail, 
senior living, and data centers were also represented.

Summary

The pandemic has imposed enormous costs on soci-
ety; yet it’s also true that we have learned from this ad-
versity. Our research results support the conclusion. 
The real estate industry has been forced to cope and, 
in turn, this has honed its ability to respond quickly, 
effectively and creatively to changes necessitated by 
the pandemic.

There has been a fundamental shift in how human be-
ings live, work, and play. The built environment must 
shift in response. The smartest and most adaptable in 
the real estate world are making this happen. 

There has been a fundamental 
shift in how human 

beings live, work, and play. 
The built environment 
must shift in response.

“

“
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The Agility Factor in The Post-COVID Environment 

What direct impacts has COVID-19 
had on the world of design and 
construction?

Shutdowns. 

Not surprisingly, 60% of survey participants have expe-
rienced short-term shutdowns of projects. What may 
be more salient is how many firms experienced sched-
uling delays due to supply chain disruptions, also 60% 
– a significant number. Less than 20% have seen long-
term shutdowns or cancellations.

Heightened Personnel Safety. 

As the graph on the next page shows, heightened per-
sonnel safety concerns during construction prompted 
some different approaches:

• Seven in ten survey participants have used person-
al temperature checks on site in order to limit ac-
cess to the jobsite by unhealthy people.

• To ensure that safe practices are maintained on-
site, just over half have used more AI and four in 
ten more wearables or IoT sensors.

• To help limit the damage in case of an infection 
45% make use of contract tracing.

With the growth in emphasis on safety and health, 
the trend toward limiting work on-site has gained mo-
mentum, with just over half employing industrialized 
construction procedures. This is a significant finding as 
there is early design and construction planning, and 
upfront costs to consider with making such an invest-
ment.
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Increased Costs. 

Incremental costs triggered by COVID-19 have taken 
a significant bite out of budgets. Almost two-thirds of 
participants saw between 6% and 15% of their budgets 
go to unplanned increased design fees, construction 
fees, or contingencies caused by their response to the 
pandemic.

While unplanned construction costs due to disruptions 
were prevalent among our survey participants (54%), 
two types of design-related costs were also fairly wide-
spread: unplanned design fees (49%) and unplanned 
construction costs related to design changes (46%). 
When we net the figures along construction- and de-
sign-related lines, we find that 92% experienced incre-
mental construction costs and 70% experienced incre-
mental design costs due to COVID-19.



Hands free is Key

A Senior Living Developer with nationwide 
assets in 9 different states across the US is 
looking for any possible way to make build-
ings hands-free, especially in high-traffic 
areas. These includes wide use of motion 
sensors, for doors or in bathrooms (for soap 
dispensers and faucets). They’re even inves-
tigating elevators with voice-activated but-

tons or a kick plate on the floor.

The firm stresses that there’s still a need 
to balance design intent with the benefits. 
(Those elevator kick plates, for example, 
“look really bad.”) There’s a lot of noise 
out there, and it’s still hard to sift through 
what’s a really good investment from a fad.
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Need for Flexibility in Design.  

When changes are forced, what flexibility factor is 
most valued – speed, cost, or quality? Force rank re-
sponses differed between construction and design 
processes.  For construction, quality was seen as most 
important by a 41% response. For design, the speed of 
incorporating changes was regarded as most import-
ant by a comparable 40% number. Costs are seen as 
most important least often, with less than 30% ranking 
cost flexibility in the top spot for either design or con-
struction processes.

In fact, the most telling group of participants may be 
the four in ten who’ve had to deal with design changes 
as a result of the pandemic. When a design change is 
forced on a project it can be the spark that not only 
demands more agility, but also ignites some real cre-
ativity. And so next we’ll look at how some companies 
are viewing the need for changes in design as a result 
of COVID-19, and how some of the most creative are 
responding.  

When a design change is forced 
on a project it can be the spark 

that not only demands more 
agility, but it can ignite 

some real creativity.

“

“

Image Source - Natush Abootalebi



Agility in Master planning large 
scale developments

One developer told us about their ~60-
acre development with a mix of retail,

hospitality, office, and multi-family, in the
larger context of the de-emphasis on

urban projects as many people return to
the suburbs. The attitude has gone from

idealizing a straight grid with as many
buildings as possible to a more creative,
pedestrian-friendly approach with open

space.

Yet residential buildings may have
coworking spaces available for

occupants to rent. Office, retail, and
warehouse space will support residential.

More virtual meetings will mean that
offices will require less meeting space.

Retail spaces will be designed to ensure
people can access what they need right

at the storefront. And the expense of
last-mile delivery can be reduced if retail
can be combined with warehouse space.
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Reversion to Pre-Covid Practices
(or not)? 

Eight in ten survey participants anticipate that custom-
ers’ needs and behaviors will return to something re-
sembling “normal” within 2 years. Only one in ten sees 
changes lasting indefinitely.

A leading Chicago multi-family real estate development 
firm offers a “reversion to the mean” view. As an ex-
ample, they explain that nothing has changed in terms 
of what people want from an apartment unit: more 
space, more outdoor space, and room to work. As a re-
sult, they are resisting becoming locked into what they 
see as designs that will not be relevant post-pandemic.

Preparing for the “or not”? 

Yet while the majority share expectations of a return 
to normal, they are preparing for something differ-
ent. In fact, they are preparing for a world in which the 
possibility of a pandemic event is always just around 
the corner. Ninety-six percent of our survey partici-
pants say they have either made, are in the process of 
making, or are considering at least one design change 
as a result of COVID-19. Agility (the ability to respond 
rapidly and flexibly) has become a virtue unto itself – 
incorporating the anticipated adjustment necessitated 
by potential future events into design, construction 
processes, or building operating needs. This appears 
to be a significant “lesson learned” from the pandemic.
 
The most widespread specific design changes include: 
(1) more generous spacing to allow for social distanc-
ing (76%); (2) wellness screening (67%); and (3) virus re-
sistant or easy-to-clean surfaces (68%). (See the graph 
at right.)

One real estate investment firm is systematically inves-
tigating the most effective wellness practices through 
partnerships with institutions like the Mayo Clinic, Well 
Living Lab, and the University of Minnesota. The firm 
and its partners are also studying the role of HVAC 
systems in transmitting the virus. The findings will like-
ly be meaningful to the 64% of participants who say 
they’re implementing better air filtration as a response 
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to COVID-19. A leading construction firm is recom-
mending increased use of outside air in building HVAC 
systems.

The Future of Office.

In the office space sector, meanwhile, it is uncertain 
in which direction demand will be pushed in the after-
math of the pandemic. There are competing forces at 
play. One point of view holds that demand will increase 
as each employee requires more space per person. As 
one interviewee told us, if work culture is really based 
on collaboration, that will be the magnet that will keep 
demand intact long term.

Another view maintains that remote work will become 
more prevalent, reducing the demand for office space. 
No matter which scenario becomes reality, all agree 
that flexibility is key for the future. And of course, the 
importance of agility is elevated by uncertainty. By 
their very nature co-working spaces offer one flexi-
ble solution, as remote workers see the occasional 
need for true office space. One interviewee involved 
in co-working told us that construction never slowed 
down, and that there are good tailwinds for flexible of-
fice space. But even if there is a return to the office, 
flexibility will be required. One office developer de-
scribed their approach of using less permanent infra-
structure (e.g., fewer fixed glass walls versus movable 
partitions, modular designs). And of equal importance 
to flexible office design is health and wellness centric 
designs – including a focus on biophilic designs and 
touchless technologies.

Adapting to Changes in our Homes. 

In order to obtain greater insight into how the pan-
demic is affecting multi-family developers, that group 
was asked about three additional design changes. 
Among the features shown in the graph on the next 
page, high-speed internet easily dominates, as the 
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backbone for work from home, on-line shopping, so-
cial media, entertainment, and -- increasingly -- much 
of day to day activity.

The Ripple Effect on the Data Center Market. 

Yet while the demand for high-speed internet is rising, 
the industry faces challenges to build data centers fast 
enough to keep up. Not only is data center expansion 
driven by technology adoption, by almost forcing a 
virtual work environment, COVID has accelerated the 
growth. It can be a challenge for builders to normalize 
design changes triggered by COVID (such as data halls 
with more dividers, enhanced air filtration, and auto-
mation and technology to allow for a lower body load). 
This growth has also created procurement issues for 
landlords. Firms like Microsoft, Google, and IBM are 
chasing Amazon Web Services in this space and many 
in the sector suggest they will have to triple capacity in 
coming years. Image Source - Austin Distel Waw

Image Source - Taylor Vick
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Amenities Matter

One of the world’s largest real estate in-
vestors and developers doesn’t believe the 
pandemic will change how people think of 
offices and amenities in the long run. The 
firm, with asset classes from multi-family 
to commercial office to industrial, retail, 

and senior living, told us that spaces facil-
itating simple but important experiences 

like coffee during the day or wine at night, 
or libraries, will become important again.

The firm is nonetheless designing these 
spaces with flexibility in mind, so they can 

be modified as needed - for example, in-
stalling a raised access floor or moveable/

modular casework. Ultimately, though, 
they believe companies will suffer if people 

don’t come back to the office.
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Paying for Agility.  

Firms in our survey were asked about whether they 
would be willing to pay a premium for a designer ca-
pable of implementing substantial design changes. 
Not surprisingly, the degree of openness to such an 
investment changes when projects get to crunch time. 
(See the graph below) 80% of participants would be 
willing to pay a premium of 5% or less for such a de-
signer during schematic design or construction docu-
mentation. Less than 30% would pay 10% or more. Yet 
during actual construction, willingness rises to almost 
50% who are willing to pay 10% or more for such a 
designer. 
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Image Source - Mark BossConclusions

What will be really 
important moving 

forward will be 
agility – the ability 
to react to change 

quickly and 
effectively.

“

“

anton.dybuncio
Snapshot
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Appendix: Sample Composition
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