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Scenario Planning Has 
Never Been More Important
Insights on Integrated Scenario Planning for managing 
through and recovering from a crisis
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Introduction
“We’ve never been in this situation before,” observed the chief executive officer of a client 
company, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Indeed, no one has ever experienced a crisis like this in our lifetimes. There are very few wisdom 
keepers to consult. “It feels like we’re flying blind,” the same CEO lamented.

Our experience has shown: The greater the unknown, the more important scenarios become to 
informing decisions on business survival and recovery.

In this white paper, we provide insights on how to best utilize Integrated Scenario Planning as a 
decision-making tool for agile response and rapid recovery during and after a crisis. We discuss:

• The right mindset for determining how to best manage in today’s crisis. Business leaders cannot 
afford to be indecisive.

• The need for a scenario planning framework. There’s no time to waste reinventing the wheel for 
every scenario.

• Best practice principles for creating credible, actionable scenarios. Trusted analysis is paramount 
to sound decision making.

This white paper covers principles that apply to managing any crisis.  It does not cover everything 
you need to know about scenario planning during the current pandemic. We realize that time is of the 
essence for managing through this pandemic and the new normal that will follow. We encourage you to 
contact us with your questions and challenges. We will respond as quickly as possible.
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The Right Mindset for Managing in Today’s Crisis 
With the COVID-19 virus, the challenge for business leaders is, how to go from unprepared to prepared as 
quickly as possible. At the same time, business leaders must adjust as the impact of the virus on business 
conditions changes over time.

The right mindset is needed to deal with the unknown and highly fluid conditions that impact employee 
safety, customer needs, community wellbeing, and the health of your business. Here are some insights 
that you may find helpful in determining the best options for your business:

• Having a process, like Integrated Scenario Planning, to deal with this crisis is important, but as always, 
the behaviors of business leaders are far more critical to success.

• Don’t worry about having the perfect scenario planning process. Start with what you have. Improve 
the process over time with repetitive experience.

• Focus on the behaviors needed to create scenarios that help inform decision making. Getting 
everyone aligned is the secret to effectively managing the crisis and recovery.

• Lead cross-functional communication with the expectation of being truthful, being respectful of 
different views, and bringing forward the best data, information, and insights available. 

• Leverage cross-functional communication to ensure an integrated perspective to problem-solving. At 
times like these, it’s about the whole business, not an individual function or operation. We are all in this 
together. 

• The objective is to reach consensus on the path to take – today, during the recovery and beyond. 
Balance the attention to the near-term without losing sight of the long game.

• Be open to being roughly right instead of precisely wrong. This is not the time for over-analysis. Be 
sure the assumptions behind scenario models and decisions are documented and understood. They 
can be updated as conditions change.

• Plan for the most likely options and be aware of the worst-case scenario.  Listen to the judgment of 
others, without being overly critical. Rely on the experience and acumen of your decision-making 
team to narrow the options. Ask the question, What-If? to understand consequences and what is likely 
to occur. 

• Make decisions quickly, not recklessly. Don’t second-guess those decisions; use your energy 
to inspire your team to take action in executing those decisions. You’ll soon know if you need to 
reconsider, especially as conditions beyond your control, in the external environment, create  
a need to adjust your plans.
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The Need for a Scenario Planning Framework   
Scenario planning has long been an executive management tool for modeling the impact of normal 
business changes on business performance. The impact of a crisis like the COVID-19 virus on business 
plans, in comparison to normal business changes, has only magnified the need for scenario planning.

With COVID-19, there is little time to debate the methodology used to develop scenarios. A scenario 
planning framework should be utilized that is based on basic risk management principles. 

Here are some insights that you may find helpful to ensure energy is focused on evaluating the best options 
for your business, rather than hassling over a methodology:

Don’t let the purpose of scenario planning become co-opted by other information needs. Integrated 
Scenario planning is a structured way for organizations to think about the future and manage change. The 
deliverable is an analysis of possible future conditions, including options and recommendations for 
responding to the changing events. These options include an understanding of defined drivers, 
assumptions, anticipated outcomes, and the impact on the business plan.

Especially during a crisis, the fundamentals of Integrated Scenario Planning still apply. The 
framework for Integrated Scenario Planning entails two phases: 1) Planning, and 2) Implementation (see 
Chart 1). Don’t skip steps in the framework. Be agile in your response to perform them more quickly when 
time is of the essence.

Business leaders must reach consensus on the best response plan and what will trigger that 
response. Consensus creates alignment across the organization and lessens confusion. Companies with 
an Integrated Business Planning process find developing consensus easier to facilitate. If your company 
does not have an IBP process, the executive team should quickly agree on how consensus will be reached 
and communicated.

Implementing a response plan must be monitored and controlled. Sometimes the alternative that is 
deployed causes an unanticipated impact, positive or negative. These outcomes should be communicated 
when they become evident. Roles and responsibilities should be well defined so there is no confusion on 
who is responsible for communication, action, and decision-making.

As conditions change, use the established framework to adjust scenarios. Don’t take short-cuts. The 
quality of the analysis will suffer. Short-cuts also cause confusion relative to expected triggers and actions. 

Put a senior executive in charge of the scenario planning process. This should be someone with deep 
experience in the business who also has strong analytical skills. The person should be well- respected 
across all business functions. If your company has an IBP process, often the best-suited executive may be 
the leader of the Integrated Reconciliation Review. The oversight of one senior executive ensures that the 
scenario planning methodology is used consistently. The scenario planning leader also determines the pace 
for developing and approving each scenario.
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Best Practice Principles for Managing Today’s Crisis   
These best practice principles can be used to quickly assess whether something is missing from your 
scenario planning process. With good leadership, deficiencies are not difficult or time consuming to correct. 

Make use of relevant resources to monitor the environment and track triggers. For COVID-19 
information and statistics, to better understand scenario options, are readily available. Chart 2 provides 
some prominent sources of COVID-19 information.

Don’t wait for clarity. That’s why you are performing scenario planning – to better inform decisions in the 
face of uncertainty. Don’t let “perfect be the enemy of good.” In other words, agree on the process and get 
started. Hone your scenario planning skills and improve as you go.

Communicate early and often with stakeholders, including staff, customers, suppliers, and partners. 
Make sure the communication is continuous and two-way. Communicate your company’s view through and 
beyond the crisis. That way, stakeholders will know where the business is headed.

Assemble and support a strong team. The scenario planning leader should see the big picture and be 
respected as a consensus builder. This leader should be able to objectively integrate information and 
viewpoints. Assign team members to support the leader who are the best and brightest across the 
business functions.

Run simulations to test the assumptions that underpin the scenarios. As part of the simulations, tweak 
the variables to learn which variables have the greatest impact and which are dependent on one another. 
This evaluation lets you know which variables “move the dial.” Clarity on business drivers helps to further 
optimize scenarios.

Challenge the scenarios cross-functionally. What are absolute mysteries to one group may be obvious 
“no brainers” to another. Cross-functional collaboration creates an integrated view that includes all the 
appropriate perspectives.

Don’t set your plans in stone. They will need to change. No one has experienced a pandemic like this 
before. Start in a “good” direction, and course-correct as the situation inevitably evolves.

Don’t under-estimate consequences and implications. It is good to create a worst-case scenario early 
on, even though it may be considered a low probability. If the worst happens, business leaders will have the 
scenario at the ready. Business leaders will also be able to readily answer questions posed by their Board 
and other stakeholders: How bad could this get?

Don’t hesitate to adjust the planning horizon and cadence, as needed. In this pandemic, it may be 
necessary to have weekly, daily, and even more frequent updates to scenarios and plans. Scenarios  
that model what is likely to happen after COVID-19, may be updated less frequently and be based on a  
longer planning horizon as part of your IBP process.  If your company has an Integrated Tactical  
Planning process, these What-If questions are asked on a daily and weekly basis to allow adjustments  
to short-term scenarios. 
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Chart 1 - Integrated Scenario Planning Framework
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For More Information
Workshop: 
Agile Scenario Planning Workshop – A Hands-On Virtual Experience - 
https://www.oliverwight-americas.com/private-courses/integrated-scenario-planning-workshop/ 

White Papers: 
Scenario Planning: A Necessary Skill to Drive Better Decision Making in Integrated Business Planning - 
https://www.oliverwight-americas.com/whitepapers/scenario-planning-a-necessary-skill-to-drive-better-
decision-making-in-integrated-business-planning/ 

Webcast: 
Agile Scenario Planning in a Crisis - 
https://www.oliverwight-americas.com/videos/agile-scenario-planning-in-a-crisis/

Chart 2 - Scenario Planning Resources During the 2020 CoronavirusScenario Planning Resources During the 2020 Coronavirus

US Gov – Response, Health & Safety, Travel

CDC – Guidance: Individual, Employers, Organizations

World Health Org – Situation Reports, Technical Guidance

Johns Hopkins – COVID19 Cases (Global to Local)

VisualCapitalist – COVID19 Data to Dashboard

Informationisbeautiful – COVID19 Graphics

McKinsey – COVID19 Implications for business

Gartner – HR, IT, Supply Chain

PWC – COVID19 Supply Chain Disruption

Morning Consult – COVID19 Consumer Habits

Pew Research – COVID19 Public Threats & Concerns
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https://www.oliverwight-americas.com/private-courses/integrated-scenario-planning-workshop/ 
https://www.oliverwight-americas.com/whitepapers/scenario-planning-a-necessary-skill-to-drive-better
https://www.oliverwight-americas.com/whitepapers/scenario-planning-a-necessary-skill-to-drive-better
https://www.oliverwight-americas.com/videos/agile-scenario-planning-in-a-crisis/
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A Final Word of Advice  
Don’t forget your people. That includes employees, customers, partners, and community 
members. People are the ones who, with all our human qualities, will get the business through 
this crisis. 

The silver lining in this tragic pandemic maybe how it strengthens relationships between people, 
their commitment to each other, and their organizations. In years to come, people may not 
remember all the details. They will remember how business leaders carried themselves and how 
they took care of the people inside and outside their organizations.

Pamelyn Lindsey has specialized experience in Integrated Business 
Planning implementations, scenario planning, demand planning, and 
financial integration. She is formerly the Director of Global Supply 
Chain Operations and global leader of Executive S&OP and Integrated 
Business Planning for Ciena Corporation. She also worked for The 
DuPont Company for more than 25 years as an internal consultant and 
continuous improvement leader implementing scenario planning 
frameworks as part of Integrated Business Planning and Enterprise 
Resource Planning Transformations. Pam also spent many years 
consulting in process safety and risk management.
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