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As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to unfold there is 
unlikely to be a rapid or decisive transition from crisis 
to recovery. Organisations are more likely to face a 
sequence of operational environments that oscillate 
between restriction and relaxation, before a final end-
state of relative normality. The coming challenge is one 
of building a recovery through these likely changes in a 
way that safeguards the welfare of people, while ensuring 
resilience and flexibility over 12 months or longer. 

Our recommended response to this challenge is to 
develop modified resilient operations.
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The first phase of COVID-19 response has been 
characterised by significant and rapid changes in the way 
people live their lives and how organisations operate. 

Many of these changes have been 
government-mandated. The next phase 
will be an opportunity for organisations 
to reflect and plan for a period of 
uncertainty and disruption. During this 
period businesses will need to maintain 
their responsibilities to their customers 
and staff while modifying operations to 
meet changes in demand and supply as 
government restrictions change. They 
will need to ensure that their recovery is 
sustainable in terms of resource use and 
flexible enough to meet change. 

Over the next phase of the pandemic, 
governments will be continually reviewing 
their response strategies, and adjusting 
these based on the latest data on 
case numbers, transmission rates and 
the impacts on their health systems. 
Awareness of economic and social trade-
offs will become more acute.

As the effectiveness of strategies becomes 
clearer, governments are likely to flex the 
level of restrictions in force at any one 
time; relaxing some measures when the 
pandemic is brought under control and 
reintroducing some if the number of cases 
begin to rise again. 

Governments may need to maintain this 
approach until a vaccine becomes available, 
or alternative exit strategies become viable.
In light of this anticipated future of multiple 
government interventions, we recommend 
that organisations move to implementing 
operational changes to ensure they can 
meet changing demand as restrictions 
are lifted and potentially re-imposed. 
This means prioritising the safety of their 
people and customers throughout the 
operating environment, while reviewing 
and increasing the resilience of current 
operational approaches.

Introduction 

Figure 1: Planning principles of the second phase of the pandemic response

Safe
Continuing to look after your 
people and customers

Resilient
Viable and sustainable 
operations, making best use 
of your resources to maintain 
availability 

Flexible
Ability to modify operations to 
meet demands and maintain or 
adjust supply
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This will require a systematic approach 
to planning and review. We recommend 
planning against three specific scenarios 
(Figure 2): 

 • Rising-peak – where significant 
government restrictions on movement 
and social distancing apply. 

 • Post-peak – where some restrictions 
on movement are lifted, enabling some 
people to return to workplaces.

 • Towards recovery – where most 
restrictions are lifted, although case 
isolation and contact tracing are 
reinforced together with continued 
protection of more vulnerable citizens.

.

Scenario planning is designed to help 
organisations structure their thinking in 
terms of actions required, preferred timing, 
and balancing and meeting objectives of 
safety, flexibility and resilience.

Scenario planning is only as good as the 
assumptions that underpin the exercise: 
Organisations need to build in likely 
changes in demand as certain products 
or services might be more popular during 
a period of lockdown, versus a period 
of limited restrictions. Meeting demand 
volatility will be contingent on supply chain 
and staffing resources, and may require 
behavioural modelling as pandemic 
restrictions persist and alter. 

Operational planning will also have to 
proceed hand-in-hand with financial 
planning: many businesses will have 
significantly depleted balance sheet 
strength and may need to prioritise 
between supporting supply chains, 
distribution channels, customers or clients 
now, and investing for future recovery.

Scenario planning gives 
flexibility
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Figure 2: Illustration of how we might cycle through the different scenarios, as restrictions are implemented and lifted over the course of the pandemic 
response phase. This has been adapted from ‘Impact of non-pharmaceutical interventions (NPIs) to reduce COVID-19 mortality and healthcare demand’ 
(Imperial College COVID-19 Response Team, March 2020).

How this may play out*
Strategies of ‘suppression’ will be successful in reducing transmission of the virus over short periods (A).  As the strategies start to yield 
a decrease in transmission, there may be opportunities to relax certain restrictions (B). This could lead to another peak in the rate of 
transmission occurring, at which time some restrictions may need to be activated once more (A). As the pandemic is brought under control, 
more measures will be relaxed (C). It is possible that we could move between Scenarios A and B or C and back again over the next few 
months.

* Based on: ‘Impact of non-pharmaceutical interventions (NPIS) to reduce COVID-19 mortality and healthcare demand’ 
(Imperial College COVID-19 Response Team, March 2020).
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Scenario A – ‘Rising-peak’
Rates of transmission and recorded 
cases are rising. ‘Suppression’ 
strategies are put in place, including 
‘social distancing’ and ‘lockdowns’, to 
limit the number of cases. Customer 
demands and behaviours significantly 
alter based on government guidance 
and expectation that the restrictions 
may last a significant period.

Scenario B – ‘Post-peak’
Following a period of significant 
restriction, there is some relaxation of 
measures. (e.g. non-essential workers 
or those deemed to be at lower risk 
can return to work). Concerns remain 
over the number of cases and lack of 
immunity throughout the population. 
Whilst some changes may become 
permanent, there may also be surges 
in demands and changes in behaviours 
as restrictions are flexed. 

Scenario C – ‘Towards recovery’
Most restrictions are lifted, though 
case monitoring and isolation of 
infected people remains. There is a 
possibility that the situation could 
return to a rising peak. Changes in 
demand and behaviour seen during 
‘post-peak’ activity may become part 
of the ‘next normal’, however, further 
change is possible as we move out of 
the pandemic phase.
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With scenarios and tested planning assumptions in place, 
organisations can consider how to modify operations. 
Modifications may include re-opening a site or workplace 
but businesses should also consider refining or adopting 
new approaches and strategies, such as shifting focus 
to online channels. Although modifications may become 
more permanent over time, the primary aim should be to 
ensure safety, flexibility and resilience.

From crisis to planning

Organisations should be prepared to cycle 
between scenarios over the coming 3-12 
month period, and factor in the likelihood 
that countries and regions around the 
world will be at different scenarios at 
any one point in time with impacts on 
supply and demand, particularly for global 
businesses and those with globalised 
supply chains. 

As the pandemic progresses, all businesses 
are likely to see a frequently changing 
environment where a scenario-based 
planning approach is essential to enable 
flexibility while continuing to meet in-
country or regional government guidance.  
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The modified resilient operations approach is designed 
to enable organisations to continue operating with 
flexibility, safety and resilience through varying levels 
of pandemic restrictions. This approach provides a 
pathway towards full recovery and thriving in the future. 

This pandemic has already caused seismic and largely unplanned changes in the ways 
organisations operate. The need now is to shift from event-driven to planning-driven 
change, and ensure that businesses have a road map for the next 3-12 months.  
As longer-term recovery planning is undertaken, some modified resilient operational 
changes may become more permanent, particularly where it is clear they are delivering 
productivity gains or cost savings, or where demand changes become permanent as we 
enter the ‘next normal’.

Conclusion
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