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Better
by Design

COVID-19 AND BEYOND 
LESSONS FROM SHOCK EVENTS

9/11. Katrina. The Arab Spring. The global financial 

crisis. H1N1. Fukushima. Sandy. COVID-19. It sometimes 

seems that we have lived through more — and bigger — 

shock events in the last two decades than in any similar 

period before.

The reality, however, is that shock events are the way 

of the world. COVID-19 follows pandemics in 1918, 

1957, 1968, and 2009. Past generations have weathered 

economic crises, wars, and global geopolitical conflicts, 

natural disasters, and more, often in rapid succession.

What is different today is that risk awareness is greater 

amid 24-hour news cycles, social media, and other 

hallmarks of modern society. Moreover, economic and 

technological shifts — for example, more geographically 

attenuated supply chains and a generally higher reliance 

on complex human and technological networks — have 

helped transform what would have been more localized 

events in the past into larger crises with broader regional 

or global implications. And advances in medicine — for 

example, the development of highly effective and readily 

available antibiotics — have de-acclimated societies from 

pathogen risk, resulting in a lower tolerance; in the case 

of COVID-19, this has heavily colored the response of 

governments and health officials — prompting lockdowns 

on a scale not seen during past pandemics and epidemics.

Whether shock events are occurring more frequently 

or with greater severity today, however, may ultimately 

be less consequential than the fact that organizations 

and societies continue to be shocked when bad things 

happen. There may be little we can do to prevent such 

events from occurring. But we can plan and take steps to 

better limit their severity.
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IS THE WORLD RISKIER THAN BEFORE?

The term “black swan” originated in antiquity, but it 

reentered modern parlance only recently, in the last two 

decades. And it’s been used to describe any number of 

events, including COVID-19.

COVID-19, however, should not be considered a “black 

swan,” mainly because society should have seen it 

coming. The 1957 H2N2 pandemic, for example, killed 

an estimated 1.6 million people worldwide, including 

116,000 in the US; just over a decade later, the 1968 H3N2 

pandemic killed another 1 million globally, including 

100,000 in the US. Just over ten years ago, H1N1 caused 

as many as 575,000 deaths globally. MERS and SARS, 

meanwhile, nearly became pandemics, and smaller 

epidemics and outbreaks of Ebola, Zika, and Nipah virus 

should also have served to warn us of the threat.

So why did COVID-19 catch so many by surprise — 

especially in the US and Europe?

One probable reason is recency bias. You would need to 

be at least 70 years old today to have an adult memory of 

the 1968 pandemic, and at least 80 years old to have been 

in a position of authority at the time. In the last 20 to 25 

years, the US, meanwhile, suffered only a small fraction — 

 approximately 2% — of the global deaths caused by 

H1N1. And SARS and MERS may have left many in the US 

and elsewhere with the false impression that pandemics 

burn out quickly and/or were really just an “Asian 

problem” that did not pose a threat to the West.

Another possible reason is that while some knew another 

pandemic would emerge, many did not anticipate the 

effects it would have, particularly on the economy. That is 

perhaps the result of an underestimation of how quickly a 

pandemic might develop relative to other major risks. For 

example, however severe the effects of climate change 

might ultimately be, no one believes they will play out 

any faster than a matter of decades, leaving ample time 

to debate the merits of particular mitigation tactics and 

other responses.

The COVID-19 crisis, by contrast, evolved at an 

astounding pace: Within 60 days of the first case being 

reported in late December, the virus had spread to more 

than 50 countries across all six populated continents. By 

day 90, dozens of countries had ordered unprecedented 

travel bans, lockdowns/stay-at-home orders, school 

closures, and other actions that devastated the world 

economy.

THREE TAKEAWAYS FOR 
ORGANIZATIONS

Regardless of the reasons, history will record COVID-19  

as one of the biggest shock events of the early 21st 

century. But it not will it be the last — which is why it’s 

critical that governments, businesses, and individuals to 

learn from the pandemic and other shocks of the recent 

past and seek to do better going forward.

Specifically, organizations should internalize these three 

lessons 

• In thinking about shock events, focus on effects rather 

than specific causes. As much as they would like to, 

boards of directors, CEOs, and other senior corporate 

leaders do not have crystal balls. We can speculate, but 

nobody can predict with certainty whether the next 

shock event of the size and scope of COVID-19 will be 

another pandemic, a cyber-attack, a geopolitical crisis, 

a natural catastrophe, a confluence of these events, 

or something else entirely. What we can do is plan for 

both the likely and worst-case impacts of such events. 

Are we ready for an event that makes goods sourced 

from China and India unavailable for six weeks — or six 

months? Are we ready for the sudden unavailability 

of 50% or more of our workforce? Are we ready for 

critical technology systems to go down? Asking these 

questions can enable risk professionals and others to 

reduce the chance that organizations are not caught 

flat-footed — as too many were in the early days of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

• Reconsider the balance between efficiency and 

resilience. Of course, maintaining redundancy and 

other investments in resilience will always look 

expensive to companies during good times, especially 

as investors and other stakeholders continue to 

demand lower costs and greater profitability. But it’s 

during shock events — when hyper-efficient systems 

can prove fragile — that we truly appreciate the 

extent and true long-term cost of gaining efficiency 

via fragile and complex systems. Complex and lean 

supply chains, for example, may have been a source of 
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savings during periods of calm, but their vulnerabilities 

became apparent during the pandemic. It’s incumbent 

on leaders to engage shareholders and other 

stakeholders on the vulnerability of their supply chains 

and to make the case for investments in building 

resilience against future shocks. Organizations 

should also look for opportunities to build resilience 

without sacrificing efficiency; greater adoption of 

videoconferencing tools pre-pandemic is an example 

of a technology that increased both efficiency and 

resilience.

• Don’t wait for the next crisis to drive change. While 

it’s natural — and essential — that businesses catalog 

specific failures and opportunities after a major 

adverse event, a reactive approach is rarely the best. 

Instead, we should strive to be proactive and develop 

solutions before the next catastrophic event occurs. 

People and organizations should commit time — every 

day, every week, every month — to thinking about 

what’s critical. They should ask how a potential shock 

event would affect them, both directly and indirectly, 

and how they can allocate resources to preparing for 

and responding to such a shock.

Human nature is to quickly forget crisis events and revert 

to old behaviors not long after. But corporate leaders don’t 

have that luxury. We will face another shock eventually — 

maybe sooner than we expect — and it could be bigger 

than anything we’ve previously faced. So the question is: 

Will we be ready the next time?
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