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A Further Look at Covid-19’s Impact

June 2020’s Scan™ in the Time of Covid-19 looked at a set of implications of the coronavirus-
disease-2019 (covid-19) pandemic and its effects. This document featured 18 pandemic-related 
issues and implications that will help decision makers navigate the uncertainties of the years ahead.

But the impact of the covid-19 pandemic has effects broader than those that the June 2020 document 
captured. For July 2020, Scan presents another six Signals of Change about how the pandemic will 
affect societies and economies going forward.

If you have comments or wish to receive additional information, please contact Scan Director 
Martin Schwirn at mschwirn@sbi-i.com.
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July 2020 Signals of Change

SoC1167 — The Pandemic and Marketing Ploys	 	 ❍	 	 	 ●

Companies are engaging in tested, novel, and questionable marketing efforts 
to adjust to or even leverage the pandemic.
• Some companies are directly addressing specific areas of need.
• Some companies are going in a direction that sends very strong signals to 

the social environment they operate in.

SoC1168 — Pandemic Emergency Measures	 ●	 ❍	 ❍	 	

The covid-19 pandemic has prompted governments around the world to 
implement a variety of emergency measures.
• The most immediate action has been governments’ implementing some 

form of lockdown.
• Some governments have implemented schemes to reduce or avert 

economic hardships relating to the emergency measures that prevented 
people from going to work.

SoC1169 — Urban Features for Future Pandemics	 ●	 ❍	 	 	

City planners and managers will have disease outbreaks and pandemics in 
mind as they do their jobs going forward.
• The covid-19 pandemic has put a spotlight on health-related aspects of 

urban environments.
• Public-transportation systems could see many drastic changes.

SoC1170 — Tech Messiahs?	 ❍	 ❍	 ❍	 ●	 ❍

Rising to the challenge of the day could help propel the tech giants into new 
opportunities and roles in society.
• If the tech giants are successful in developing solutions that directly 

diminish the impacts of covid-19, the feat could reinforce their 
dominance.

• Alternatively, the covid-19 pandemic might lead to consumer 
disillusionment with the tech giants.

SoC1171 — Covid-19 and Civil Liberties	 ●	 ❍	 	 	

Policy makers’ attempting to counter or take advantage of the pandemic’s 
social and health threats has resulted in a reconsideration of civil liberties.
• The covid-19 pandemic has driven the development and adoption of 

monitoring technologies.
• Achieving balance between implementing approaches that fight the 

pandemic and maintaining civil liberties is difficult.

SoC1172 — Contemplating Scenarios: Dynamics Count	 ❍	 ●	 ❍	 ❍	 ❍

Only customized scenario-planning efforts can help decision makers move 
from gaining awareness of a changing world to preparing for such a world.
• Short descriptions of scenarios provide just a starting point.
• Only full-blown narratives of scenarios will offer the granularity 

necessary to understand economic and commercial dynamics.

●		Most Relevant ❍	 Relevant

http://www.strategicbusinessinsights.com/scan/SoC/SoC1167.shtml
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http://www.strategicbusinessinsights.com/scan/SoC/SoC1171.shtml
http://www.strategicbusinessinsights.com/scan/SoC/SoC1172.shtml
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Some companies’ 
marketing strategies 
seem to be lost in 
the current market-
environment changes.
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The Pandemic and Marketing Ploys
By Martin Schwirn (Send us feedback.)

The current coronavirus-disease-2019 
(covid-19) pandemic is a challenge for 
marketing and public-relations (PR) 

departments. On the one hand, shelter-in-place 
provisions render traditional marketing campaigns 
almost meaningless, in part because they can 
leave consumers with a sense that a company 
misunderstands social priorities. On the other 
hand, marketing departments can develop a 
positive profile of a company and its brands by 
proactively tying charitable events and societal 
support to marketing goals. Companies are 
engaging in tested, novel, and questionable 
marketing efforts to adjust to or 
even leverage the pandemic.

For companies, a very 
natural step during a crisis is to 
support charitable institutions 
or affected segments of society. 
Very early in the covid-19 
pandemic (March 2020), 
many tech companies donated 
money to pandemic-response 
funds that support health-care efforts, relief 
organizations, and in-need segments of the 
population. Amazon.com (Seattle, Washington), 
Google (Alphabet; Mountain View, California), 
Apple (Cupertino, California), Facebook (Menlo 
Park, California), and Microsoft (Redmond, 
Washington)—the big five US tech companies—
have all pledged to provide financial and other 
resources to aid in the fight against the pandemic. 
Such contributions include donations of medical 
supplies and personal protective equipment for 
health-care staff and launches of projects that 
focus on the development of software capable of 
tracking and analyzing the spread of covid-19. 
A wide range of companies from virtually every 
industry chose the route of donating to relief 
efforts, which aim to assist people on whom 
the pandemic has had a negative effect. Such 
companies include Alaska Airlines (Alaska Air 

Group; SeaTac, Washington), Kentucky Fried 
Chicken (Yum! Brands; Louisville, Kentucky), 
the Kraft Heinz Company (Chicago, Illinois, and 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania), Netflix (Los Gatos, 
California), Prada (Milan, Italy), the Starbucks 
Foundation (Starbucks Corporation; Seattle, 
Washington), and Under Armour (Baltimore, 
Maryland).

Some companies are directly addressing 
specific areas of need. For instance, Amazon 
is donating $5 million to help make up for 
the sales that local businesses near its Seattle, 
Washington, headquarters are losing as thousands 

of Amazon employees work 
from home. Jack Ma, cofounder 
and former executive chairman 
of Alibaba Group Holding 
(Hangzhou, China), decided 
to use his Jack Ma Foundation 
(www.jackmafoundation.org.cn ) 
to donate medical and health-
care equipment and supplies 
to Africa. And tech companies 

such as Apple, Facebook, and Tesla (Palo Alto, 
California) are each donating large quantities of 
medical masks to health-care facilities across 
the United States. The companies stockpiled 
the masks for their employees to use in case of 
emergencies, including the frequent wildfires that 
California experiences.

In some cases, companies are using their 
manufacturing capabilities to provide supplies 
and equipment that are in urgent demand. For 
example, distilleries around the world began to 
produce hand sanitizer after that product became 
a sought-after commodity. And car manufacturers 
such as Ford Motor Company (Dearborn, 
Michigan), General Motors Company (Detroit, 
Michigan), and Tesla have begun to provide 
hospitals with ventilators for use in treating 
covid-19 patients.

mailto:scanfeedback@sbi-i.com
https://www.jackmafoundation.org.cn


During the covid-19 pandemic, many 
companies will genuinely try to do good for 
society and behave responsibly. But consumers 
may later punish companies that did not support 
pandemic-response or -relief efforts and failed 
to indicate that they are part of a supportive 
social fabric. Consumers might remember which 
companies did and did not participate in response 
or relief efforts; they also might take a second 
look at companies’ general community policies. 
As more and more companies try to initiate 
programs and efforts to help during the pandemic, 
the field of marketing will develop a better 
understanding of what kind of initiatives produce 
good results in such emergency situations. Policy 
makers could also benefit from this learning 
environment.

By focusing on health-care and community 
workers who are on the front lines in the fight 
against the covid-19 pandemic, helping and 
supporting people in need, some companies are 
going in a direction that sends very strong signals 
to the social environment they operate in and 
interact with. These companies not only generate 
a marketing effect with the people in this group 
but also create goodwill among people who are 
far outside the group. Such efforts can create 
multiplier effects, and every dollar that sees 
investment here could create very memorable 
effects. For example, Krispy Kreme Doughnuts 
(JAB Holding Company; Luxembourg, 
Luxembourg) is offering health-care workers a 
dozen free doughnuts on Mondays. The workers 
can pick up the free doughnuts in the morning 
and share them with their coworkers or pick up 
the doughnuts in the evening and share them with 
their families at home. Krispy Kreme requires 
only an employer badge as proof that a customer 
is a health-care worker. Similarly, Starbucks has 
started offering health-care workers and first 
responders free coffee to honor their efforts during 
the pandemic. And Crocs (Niwot, Colorado) is 
donating pairs of its instantly recognizable shoes 
to health-care workers to support their efforts. To 

achieve its goal of donating 10,000 pairs of shoes 
per day for as long as possible, Crocs partnered 
with shoe retailers Famous Footwear (Caleres; 
Saint Louis, Missouri), Rack Room Shoes 
(Charlotte, North Carolina), and Shoe Carnival 
(Evansville, Indiana).

Some companies’ marketing strategies seem 
to be lost in the current market-environment 
changes—or priorities are misaligned across 
these firms’ departments. In Germany, 
sports-accessories manufacturer Adidas 
(Herzogenaurach, Germany), shoe retailer 
Deichmann (Essen, Germany), and clothing 
company Hennes & Mauritz (H&M; Stockholm, 
Sweden) are using a provision of emergency 
legislation as an opportunity to stop paying rent 
for the store spaces they occupy. The provision 
requires renters to pay but prohibits property 
owners from evicting renters if they fall behind 
with their payments because of financial hardship 
relating to the covid-19 pandemic. Many 
observers argue that these companies are taking 
advantage of the situation, and several German 
politicians have condemned the companies’ 
actions. The companies argue that they are taking 
action in anticipation of a long shutdown. Some 
consumers have accused these companies of being 
fraudsters that are exploiting the pandemic, and 
consumer campaigns that call for a boycott of 
the companies and their brands are emerging on 
social media. That renowned companies such as 
Adidas and H&M have fallen into this messaging 
trap and have committed a massive PR blunder 
in an attempt to save some money on rent is 
noteworthy. These companies spend hundreds of 
millions of dollars annually to attract consumers 
and to create a positive brand image, yet they will 
risk this sizable recurring investment for a short-
term advantage.

The covid-19 pandemic seems to be the best 
of times and the worst of times for marketers and 
marketing departments.

SoC1167

Signals of Change related to the topic:
SoC1121 — …Demographics Change Markets
SoC1107 — Immersive Messaging
SoC1101 — Messaging and Framing

Patterns related to the topic:
P1394 — Reconsider the Message
P1204 — Demographics and Marketing
P0901 — Social Networking and…Causes
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well-established long-
term policies.
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Pandemic Emergency Measures
By Guy Garrud (Send us feedback.)

The global spread of the coronavirus that 
causes coronavirus disease 2019 (covid-19) 
escalated into the worldwide covid-19 

pandemic, which has prompted governments 
around the world to implement a variety of 
emergency measures. These actions aim to reduce 
the spread of the virus, to minimize health risks, 
and to protect citizens from some of the secondary 
impacts of the pandemic.

The most immediate—and, in many ways, the 
most disruptive—action has been governments’ 
implementing some form of lockdown, shelter-in-
place, or social-distancing measures, instructing 
people to remain at home whenever possible 
and to maintain a physical distance from other 
people when outside the home. 
In general, people have received 
these measures well. A US survey 
by the Kaiser Family Foundation 
(San Francisco, California) in 
early April 2020 found that 82% 
of respondents reported leaving 
their homes for essential needs 
only; a similar percentage of 
respondents reported that slowing the spread of 
covid-19 was a higher priority than was restarting 
the economy.

The economic implications of pandemic 
emergency measures have raised many concerns 
and seen much discussion during the past few 
months. Some governments have implemented 
schemes they designed specifically to reduce 
or avert the economic hardships relating to the 
emergency measures that prevented people 
from going to work. These schemes range from 
the individual scale to the national scale. For 
example, the government of the United Kingdom 
implemented a furlough scheme to cover most 
of the salaries of people who were unable to 
work during the lockdown. The government 
of the United States took a different approach, 
implementing a scheme of loans for businesses 

and direct-check and prepaid-card handouts 
for individuals with an income level below a 
specific threshold. Some governments have also 
implemented mortgage-leniency and eviction-
suspension schemes to prevent people from 
losing their homes. The International Monetary 
Fund (Washington, DC) has stated that it was 
prepared to use its trillion-dollar lending capacity 
to support governments that are struggling with 
the economic and humanitarian impacts of the 
pandemic, and the US bailouts and stimulus 
payments amounted to trillions of dollars overall.

Despite the willingness of many 
organizations and governments to jump in 
and provide support during the covid-19 

pandemic, a tension has emerged 
internationally. Many countries—
and, in some cases, regions within 
countries—are taking individual 
actions to protect their citizens. 
In particular, traveling across 
some borders has become more 
difficult. For example, in the 
United States, the governors of 

Texas and Florida both signed executive orders 
that require anyone who arrives in their states 
from covid-19 hot spots (including US cities such 
as New York, New York) to self-quarantine for 
14 days following their arrival. The European 
Union has also responded to the pandemic by 
introducing travel restrictions.

Other tensions have arisen because of the 
covid-19 pandemic’s impact on various social 
groups. For example, requiring homeless people 
to practice social distancing is a significant 
challenge, and giving them a way to shelter in 
place is often impossible. In the United Kingdom, 
several cities responded by placing homeless 
people in otherwise unoccupied hotel rooms. In 
the United States, officials in Las Vegas, Nevada, 
responded to the sudden closure of a shelter that 
tested positive for covid-19 by sending homeless 

mailto:scanfeedback@sbi-i.com


people to sleep in an empty parking lot in which 
a grid on the ground established spaces that keep 
people 6 feet apart (the safe distance specified by 
federal social-distancing guidelines).

Another area of tension is in the conflict 
between the common good of social distancing 
and the rights and freedoms of individuals. For 
example, immigration authorities in Hong Kong, 
China, have begun issuing tracking bracelets to 
new arrivals to ensure that they complete a 14-day 
quarantine period. However, many observers 
have noted that authorities could use this system 
on both travelers and residents in an effort to 
track people who participate in anti-government 
protests. Companies such as Apple (Cupertino, 
California) and Google (Alphabet; Mountain 
View, California) are developing smartphone 
software that will enable governments to alert 
users if they have come in proximity to someone 
who subsequently tested positive for covid-19 
or developed covid-19 symptoms. However, the 
implementation of such software will also result 
in the generation of huge amounts of identifiable 
location-specific data about huge swaths of 
populations.

One important concern about contact-
tracing measures is that the measures could 
easily become permanent, giving governments 
much greater influence over their populations. 
Likewise, many of the concerns about economic 
and other interventions focus on the potential for 
these interventions to become permanent. Cornell 
University (Ithaca, New York) economic and 
political historian Dr. Nicholas Mulder notes that 
extraordinary financial-support measures that 
saw implementation after World War I formed 
the basis of later state pension and childcare 
programs. More recently, many of the economic-
stimulus measures that saw implementation 
in response to the 2008 financial crisis have 
remained in place for more than a decade. 
Plausibly, then, some of the measures seeing 
introduction in response to the covid-19 pandemic 
may remain in place for the long term. Immediate 

emergency measures can become well-established 
long-term policies.

However, moderating measures in the 
short term because of fears about the measures’ 
long-term influence could also prove to be 
detrimental. The most effective response to the 
covid-19 pandemic may be to implement severe 
measures as early as possible. Economists from 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT; 
Cambridge, Massachusetts) MIT Sloan School 
of Management, the US Board of Governors of 
the Federal Reserve System (Washington, DC), 
and the Federal Reserve Bank of New York 
(New York, New York) recently published a 
working paper about the relationship between 
strong public-health responses and economic 
recovery. During their study, the economists 
looked at data about the US flu pandemic 
of 1918–19 and found that the cities that 
implemented strong social-distancing measures 
and other public-health measures early in the 
pandemic saw a better economic recovery after 
those measures ended than did the cities that 
delayed implementing such measures. Indeed, 
cities that implemented such measures just ten 
days earlier than did their counterparts saw a 5% 
relative increase in manufacturing employment 
from after the end of the pandemic until 1923.

Aggressive actions and long-term societal 
changes have significant potential benefits beyond 
just containing the covid-19 pandemic. For 
example, the pandemic response has highlighted 
that many people can tolerate extremely rapid 
and severe changes to their normal day-to-day 
routines—at least in the short term. This kind 
of radical change in behavior may prove vital 
in responding effectively to climate change. 
Likewise, the lockdowns and resulting changes 
in traffic patterns have had widespread positive 
impacts on air-pollution levels, and people and 
governments could push to try to preserve some 
of these benefits for the long term.

SoC1168

Signals of Change related to the topic:
SoC1154 — Life after…Coronavirus
SoC1147 — Climate Change…Risks
SoC1083 — Economic Polarization…

Patterns related to the topic:
P1494 — Managing Uncertainty
P1468 — Emergency Management
P1453 — …Socioeconomic Polarization
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of urban environments 
will remain some health 
officials’ wishful thinking.
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Urban Features for Future Pandemics
By Martin Schwirn (Send us feedback.)

Architects, city planners, and futurists 
have begun to opine about the changes 
that cities will see as a result of the 

coronavirus-disease-2019 (covid-19) pandemic. 
Indeed, city planners and managers will have 
disease outbreaks and pandemics in mind as they 
do their jobs going forward. Urban environments 
are expansive landscapes of buildings, streets, 
transportation systems, and other infrastructures. 
City officials will have to determine what 
adjustments make sense and are financially 
doable—particularly after the immediate urgency 
of the pandemic passes and other considerations 
claw their way back to the top of urban-priority 
lists.

The covid-19 pandemic has 
put a spotlight on health-related 
aspects of urban environments. 
Many considerations about such 
aspects existed even before 
the pandemic, but the current 
sense of urgency could result in 
investment capital’s becoming 
available for the redesign and refurbishing 
of buildings and urban environments. Many 
solutions were waiting for an opportunity to gain 
acceptance. The market environment has changed, 
and products and solutions that had no chance 
before the pandemic might achieve success now.

Many people have concerns about how 
cities might change because of the emergence of 
the coronavirus and the rapid worldwide spread 
of covid-19. These concerns are legitimate; 
however, people should take many of the current 
possible changes that are under discussion with 
a grain of salt. Implementing changes to urban 
infrastructures will take several years if not 
decades, which leaves ample time for people to 
relegate concerns about pandemics to the back 
of their minds. But highly impactful events can 
indeed result in prominent, long-term changes. 
For example, the terror attacks of 11 September 

2001 resulted in drastic changes to a variety of 
security and safety procedures, including, very 
prominently, those at airports.

David Green, a principal at design firm 
Perkins and Will (Dar Al-Handasah Consultants 
Shair and Partners Holdings; Beirut, Lebanon), 
explains that “there’s an interesting nexus that’s 
happening with the increase in thinking about 
chronic health in cities…. I think that the next 
couple of months, especially, and the next year, 
is going to fundamentally change the way we 
think about the design of cities” (“How we can 
redesign cities to fight future pandemics,” Fast 
Company, 24 March 2020; online). Green and 
others have begun thinking about how urban 

design can fight the spread 
of disease by, for example, 
minimizing the size of crowds 
in which viruses can easily 
pass from person to person. 
For example, Arathi Gowda, an 
associate director at architecture 
firm Skidmore, Owings & 

Merrill (SOM; New York, New York), argues 
that airport security screening will undergo 
another transformation—this time with a focus 
on ensuring smooth passenger flow to reduce 
congestion, passenger-to-passenger contact, 
and passenger wait times. Singapore Changi 
Airport (Changi Airport Group; Singapore, 
Singapore), one of Asia’s major transportation 
hubs, has already introduced some contactless-
screening processes. Other designers envision 
airport security screening’s taking place before 
individuals arrive at airports. For example, 
Lionel Ohayon, founder and CEO of design firm 
Icrave (New York, New York), foresees airport 
security screening’s occurring when passengers 
enter autonomous vans that transport them to the 
airport.

According to SOM director of sustainable 
engineering Luke Leung, buildings—in which 
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people spend a substantial amount of time in 
proximity to many other people—will play 
important roles in the ongoing fight against the 
spread of infectious diseases. Airplanes filter the 
air to prevent viruses from circulating, and an 
increasing number of buildings should follow 
suit. Novel ways to make indoor air very clean are 
emerging. For example, ultraviolet (UV) light in 
the C spectrum can see use to eliminate viruses 
in a variety of air-treatment systems. And Leung 
highlights that sensors under development will be 
able to detect the presence of viruses on surfaces 
and alert building occupants or even initiate air-
cleaning processes in response.

The pandemic revealed a number of weak 
spots in current hospitals and health-care 
facilities, and efforts to eliminate these weak 
spots are under way. Thoroughly evaluating 
individuals before they enter health-care facilities 
and establishing multiple negative-pressure 
zones capable of minimizing viral spread could 
become increasingly common. And contactless 
temperature control at access points could become 
a standard feature of facilities. Such temperature 
controls could also find use in public buildings 
and even public-transportation hubs.

Because of the covid-19 pandemic, 
many people are now reluctant to use public 
transportation that puts them into close contact 
with large numbers of people on a daily basis. As 
a result, public-transportation systems could see 
many drastic changes. When many economies 
slowly began reopening for commerce in May 
2020, public-transportation-use levels were still 
substantially below prepandemic levels. Data 
from BloombergNEF (Bloomberg; New York, 
New York) show that in early May 2020, subway 
use in multiple areas in China was still down from 
prepandemic levels—by 29% in Shanghai and 
by 39% in Guangzhou. And data from Apple’s 
(Cupertino, California) Apple Maps application 
show that use of public transportation in May 

2020 was down from prepandemic levels by 61% 
in Berlin, Germany, and by 87% in Madrid, Spain. 
These figures likely represent aftershocks of the 
pandemic, and public-transportation use probably 
will increase during the coming months. Public-
transportation providers will likely use the current 
situation as an opportunity to examine pertinent 
health-related matters.

Copenhagen Institute for Futures Studies 
(Copenhagen, Denmark) futurist Klaus Mogensen 
highlights the public-transportation conundrum. 
As urban environments grow, efficient public-
transportation systems are necessary to move 
an increasing number of people, and public-
transportation options do less environmental 
harm than do individual-mobility options. 
However, during pandemics, governments and 
health organizations encourage individuals to 
practice social distancing, which is difficult to 
do while using public transportation. Mogensen 
believes that unless public-transportation-system 
operators take significant steps to minimize the 
risk of viral spread, another substantial pandemic 
could signal the end of public transportation. 
One possible solution Mogensen discusses is 
to isolate people more on public transportation 
by dividing large open spaces with glass walls, 
creating small compartments that hold only a few 
people. Mogensen also posits that using UV light 
or chemical sprays to disinfect buses, trains, and 
even taxis between uses might become a common 
practice.

Although interest in altering urban 
environments to prevent the spread of infectious 
diseases and improve public health is currently 
high, financial and political realities will limit 
the number of options that will be technically 
and commercially possible when the covid-19 
pandemic is over. Some changes will likely occur, 
but a complete redesign of urban environments 
will remain some health officials’ wishful 
thinking.

SoC1169

Signals of Change related to the topic:
SoC1172 — Contemplating Scenarios…
SoC1168 — Pandemic Emergency Measures
SoC1154 — Life after the Time of Coronavirus

Patterns related to the topic:
P1508 — Medical Monitoring…
P1505 — No-Contact Services
P1503 — …Working-from-Home Experiment
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Tech Messiahs?
By David Strachan-Olson (Send us feedback.)

The global economy comprises hundreds 
of millions of companies that span every 
industry and range in size from sole 

proprietorship to large multinational corporation. 
But the superstar companies of the era are the 
tech giants: Google (Alphabet; Mountain View, 
California), Amazon.com (Seattle, Washington), 
Apple (Cupertino, California), Facebook (Menlo 
Park, California), and Microsoft (Redmond, 
Washington). These tech companies top the 
S&P 500 (S&P Dow Jones Indices; New York, 
New York) and collectively account for 
about 20% of the market capitalization of all 
companies in the S&P 500. The tech giants 
wield and demonstrate the power and expanding 
influence of digital technology, which includes 
hardware, software, digital platforms, social 
media, e-commerce, big data, 
and artificial intelligence. 
As the global coronavirus-
disease-2019 (covid-19) 
pandemic continues, the 
world is turning to the tech giants for solutions. 
Individuals seek out tech platforms to fulfill 
everyday needs, to communicate with others, and 
to access entertainment. Governments hope that 
the tech giants will develop novel ways to combat 
the spread of the coronavirus responsible for 
covid-19 and minimize its impacts. Very likely, 
these tech companies will continue to prosper 
during the pandemic, but their actions now could 
determine their status after the pandemic ends. 
Rising to the challenge of the day could help 
propel the tech giants into new opportunities and 
roles in society; however, the companies’ failing 
to rise to that challenge could cultivate growing 
consumer disillusionment with the companies.

Early signs indicate that the tech giants 
are having a much easier time coping with 
disruptions relating to the covid-19 pandemic 
than are many other companies. In several 
cases, these companies’ digital businesses are 

actually thriving during the pandemic, which 
has necessitated social-distancing practices and 
lockdowns that require people to remain in their 
homes as much as possible. Amazon has seen 
a significant increase in e-commerce shipments 
since people began ordering more goods online 
to minimize the number of in-person shopping 
trips they make. In particular, Amazon’s grocery-
delivery business, which was struggling before the 
pandemic, is now benefiting from a huge surge 
of people who suddenly need grocery delivery. 
Microsoft, Facebook, and Google are benefiting 
from increased demand for collaboration 
software; Amazon, Google, and Microsoft are 
benefiting from increased demand for cloud 
computing resulting from companies’ realizing 
that increasing engagement with cloud computing 

significantly simplifies remote 
operations; and Amazon and 
Apple are benefiting from 
increased demand for digital 
entertainment. In addition, the 

tech giants with app platforms are benefiting from 
the sale of third-party software.

Beyond expanding their existing businesses, 
the tech giants are looking to tackle the covid-19 
pandemic head-on in ways that only companies 
with their financial power and commercial 
resources can. Perhaps the most prominent of 
such efforts is Apple and Google’s collaborating 
to develop contact-tracing technologies that 
leverage smartphones (both those that run 
Google’s Android operating system and those that 
run Apple’s iOS operating system) and Bluetooth 
communications. In April 2020, an Apple press 
release about the collaboration announced that 
the two tech giants will develop and release 
application-programming interfaces “that enable 
interoperability between Android and iOS devices 
using apps from public health authorities…. In the 
coming months, Apple and Google will work to 
enable a broader Bluetooth-based contact tracing 
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platform by building this functionality into the 
underlying platforms” (“Apple and Google partner 
on COVID-19 contact tracing technology,” 
Apple, 10 April 2020; online). In January 2020, 
Microsoft announced the five-year AI for Health 
program, which aims to use AI to help researchers 
and organizations improve the health of 
individuals and communities. Responding to the 
spread of covid-19 around the world, Microsoft 
redirected the AI for Health program to combat 
the pandemic, allocating $20 million in funding to 
that effort. According to Microsoft chief scientific 
officer Dr. Eric Horvitz, “Data and computation 
will help light the path to mitigating the pandemic. 
We’re passionate about aiming our computing 
resources and expertise at empowering those 
with the most promising directions, including 
efforts in biomedicine, logistics, epidemiology 
and public health” (“Mobilizing AI for Health 
to fight against COVID-19,” Microsoft On the 
Issues [blog], 9 April 2020; online). And Alphabet 
subsidiary Verily Life Sciences (formerly Google 
Life Sciences) is trying to address the pandemic 
directly by developing for health systems and 
hospitals digital tools that aid in the automation 
of frontline pandemic responses. For example, 
in April 2020, Verily released a tool that directs 
hospital-website visitors to the coronavirus and 
covid-19 information that is most relevant to them 
on the basis of their inputs.

If the tech giants are successful in 
developing solutions that directly diminish the 
impacts of covid-19, the feat could reinforce 
their dominance and possibly improve public 
recognition. A few of the tech giants have been 
hoping to expand into health and wellness for 
a number of years. During the past few years, 
Apple has added to its Apple Watch features that 
extend beyond fitness tracking and into health 
monitoring. For example, Apple claims that its 
Apple Watch Series 5 “inspires a healthier life. 
It monitors your heart rate and lets you know 
if something is wrong. Helps you keep track of 
your menstrual cycle and taps you if noise levels 

rise to a point that could impact your hearing” 
(www.apple.com/apple-watch-series-5/health ). 
And Google and Microsoft have both explored 
the use of AI and big data to revamp health care. 
Tech giants’ proving that they can use health data 
and AI to improve health outcomes during the 
covid-19 pandemic could help them springboard 
into health-care applications after the pandemic 
ends.

Alternatively, the covid-19 pandemic might 
lead to consumer disillusionment with the tech 
giants—in terms of both the limitations of modern 
AI and big-data techniques and the overreliance 
on a small number of massive companies. 
Analysts, commentators, researchers, and tech 
companies—including tech giants Google and 
Microsoft—have lauded the potential of big data 
and AI to transform all industries. Tech giants’ 
failure to find a way to leverage big data and AI 
to help minimize the impacts of the covid-19 
pandemic could signal that AI and big data, as 
they exist today, are not as transformative or 
easily applicable as those lauds suggest. Before 
the pandemic, several prominent AI researchers 
had already suggested that current AI techniques, 
although useful for some applications, are lacking 
in key areas, which limits their potential.

 The covid-19 pandemic is bringing a number 
of existing tech-giant-related problems to the 
forefront of the minds of regulators and members 
of the general public. Before the pandemic, the 
spread of misinformation and disinformation 
on social-media and other online platforms was 
already a well-known problem, but the pandemic 
has raised the stakes. And the growing realization 
among regulators and members of the general 
public that the tech giants have an outsize impact 
on daily life could lead to increased calls for 
antitrust investigations. The profit and power that 
the tech giants gain during the pandemic could 
ultimately turn against them when the pandemic 
subsides and regulators look back at their actions.
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Covid-19 and Civil Liberties
By Martin Schwirn (Send us feedback.)

Current developments relating to the 
coronavirus-disease-2019 (covid-19) 
pandemic and associated uncertainties 

have created potential threats to many human 
and individual rights. In some cases, policy 
makers have acted with the best intentions but 
perhaps failed to balance health-care needs 
with individuals’ freedoms. In other cases, 
policy makers perhaps used the pandemic as 
an opportunity to clamp down on society and 
various social groups. In all cases, policy makers’ 
attempting to counter or take advantage of the 
pandemic’s social and health threats has resulted 
in a reconsideration of civil liberties.

SoC1157 — Coronavirus: New 
Considerations about Tracking looks at privacy 
considerations in the context of the tracking of 
citizens who have covid-19. 
Every country in the developed 
world has instituted some 
kind of tracking mechanism. 
In Europe, several mobile 
carriers are sharing data with 
health authorities in Austria, 
Germany, and Italy. These data-
sharing efforts aim to track whether citizens are 
complying with lockdown orders without breaking 
the European Union’s privacy laws. In the United 
States, Apple (Cupertino, California) and Google 
(Alphabet; Mountain View, California) are 
collaborating to enable a contact-tracing solution. 
Clearly, the covid-19 pandemic, which has 
numerous health-care implications, has resulted in 
the crossing of a line that would have otherwise 
remained uncrossed. Meanwhile, the government 
of Germany has tasked telecommunications 
company Deutsche Telekom (Bonn, Germany) 
and software company SAP (Walldorf, Germany) 
with aiding in the development of an app capable 
of tracing covid-19 infections. Other governments 
in Europe are also looking at domestic companies 
that can provide related solutions. How such 

apps could see use once the pandemic ends is an 
important consideration—a consideration that 
policy makers are likely putting off for now. 
Various parties may eventually find themselves 
tempted to leverage the capabilities of these apps 
for purposes other than tracking the spread of 
covid-19.

Some countries are instituting procedures 
that many observers find very disconcerting. 
For example, a system in China that is seeing a 
nationwide rollout issues users a health code that 
determines whether they should be in quarantine 
or free to travel and enter public spaces. Chinese 
citizens sign up for the system through Ant 
Financial Services Group’s (Hangzhou, China) 
Alipay wallet app, and the system relies on 
big data to determine automatically whether a 

user is a contagion risk. Users 
with a green code may travel 
without restriction, users with 
a yellow code may have to 
remain at home for one week, 
and users with a red code must 
enter quarantine for two weeks. 
Critical observers note the lack 

of transparency in how the system determines 
each person’s color code. Other observers see 
rolling out this system as a new way to employ 
government power to implement new levels of 
social control. Similarly, municipal authorities in 
Moscow, Russia, recently introduced a mandatory 
smartphone app that tracks smartphone users’ 
movements. According to officials, the launch 
of this app is a response to multiple violations 
of Moscow’s quarantine orders; however, many 
experts see rolling out such tracking tools as 
a new way for the government of Russia to 
expand its surveillance capabilities. Reportedly, 
the app will also work with street cameras and 
facial-recognition software to enable the rapid 
identification of citizens who disobey quarantine 
orders. A major concern is that the computer-
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vision and data-analytics tools in use now to fight 
the pandemic may continue to see use even after 
the rate of infection begins to decrease, leaving 
behind an expansive surveillance platform.

The covid-19 pandemic has also driven 
the development and adoption of monitoring 
technologies. For example, Hanwang Technology 
Co. (Beijing, China) is developing a facial-
recognition system that reportedly can now 
identify face-mask-wearing individuals with 
95% accuracy. Demand for the company’s 
cameras has increased dramatically since the 
pandemic began. China is also rolling out 
thermal-imaging technologies and developing 
related infrastructures. Contactless temperature-
detection systems that SenseTime (Hong Kong, 
China) and other companies have developed are 
already in use in several major cities in China, 
and MicroMultiCopter (Shenzhen, China) is 
equipping its drones with thermal cameras so 
they can scan crowds and detect individuals with 
a fever. And in Tunisia, the government recently 
began using Enova Robotics’ (Sousse, Tunisia) 
PGuard security robot to patrol the streets of the 
nation’s capital in an effort to aid in enforcing 
the government’s lockdown order. Seeing 
how these and similar technologies can have 
societally problematic uses beyond the pandemic 
is not difficult. For instance, Hanwang’s facial-
recognition system—or a system like it—could 
see use by authorities to identify protestors 
who wear a mask to protect themselves from 
government or social reprisal.

Whistleblower Edward Snowden, a former 
Central Intelligence Agency (Langley, Virginia) 
contractor who has been concerned about 
surveillance efforts since he exposed spying 
programs by the US government in 2013, warns 
that the policies that governments implement to 
permit the use of new technologies in the fight 
against covid-19 may be difficult to reverse 
in the long term and may lead to abuses of 

power. And historian and Hebrew University 
of Jerusalem (Jerusalem and Rehovot, Israel) 
professor Dr. Yuval Noah Harari highlights 
that the long-term consequences of current 
actions require consideration. He also warns that 
pandemic-related procedures could easily become 
permanent, because “temporary measures have a 
nasty habit of outlasting emergencies, especially 
as there is always a new emergency lurking on 
the horizon” (“Yuval Noah Harari: the world after 
coronavirus,” Financial Times, 19 March 2020; 
online).

Achieving balance between implementing 
approaches that effectively fight the covid-19 
pandemic and maintaining civil liberties is 
difficult, and how governments will use their 
newfound legislative powers once the pandemic 
ends is unclear. During her speech to the citizens 
of Germany on 18 March 2020, Chancellor of 
Germany Angela Merkel said, “I know how 
dramatic the restrictions are already now…. They 
are restrictions such as have never been seen 
before in the Federal Republic. Let me assure 
you: For someone like me, for whom freedom of 
travel and movement was a hard-won right, such 
restrictions can only be justified as an absolute 
necessity. In a democracy, they should never be 
decided lightly and only temporarily—but at the 
moment they are indispensable to save lives” 
(“Angela Merkel’s speech about the Corona 
virus in full,” General-Anzeiger, 19 March 2020; 
online). Angela Merkel grew up in the German 
Democratic Republic (East Germany), which 
used a wall and various means to restrict travel. 
Chancellor Merkel explicitly acknowledges the 
challenge that policy makers face in balancing 
the need to protect the health of citizens with the 
need to ensure citizens’ freedom of movement, 
which only the most authoritarian countries 
tend to restrict. Where the balance lies during 
the pandemic is likely different from where the 
balance will lie in the aftermath of the pandemic.
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Contemplating Scenarios: Dynamics Count
By Martin Schwirn (Send us feedback.)

May 2020’s SoC1154 — Life after the 
Time of Coronavirus points to the 
use of scenarios to understand what 

changes the coronavirus-disease-2019 (covid-19) 
pandemic might bring. June 2020’s SoC1166 — 
Scenario Planning for the Pandemic’s Aftermath 
highlights that although such a look at potential 
futures will help prime decision makers’ thinking 
to understand what types of challenges lie ahead, 
general scenarios fail to address individual 
strategic and decision-making needs. Only 
customized scenario-planning efforts can help 
decision makers move from gaining awareness of 
a changing world to preparing for such a world 
organizationally.

Short descriptions of scenarios provide just 
a starting point. For strategic-planning purposes, 
only full-blown narratives of scenarios will offer 
the granularity necessary to understand economic 
and commercial dynamics. Vague descriptions 
of futures offer a stagnant snapshot that shows 

an outcome. But such vague descriptions fail 
to explain how the world in that outcome came 
to be and in which direction it will move going 
forward.

Many scenarios that discuss how the world 
might develop in the coming years consist of a 
paragraph or two about what the global economy 
will look like five years or a decade (or even 
decades) from the present. But decision makers 
must look closely at details and underlying 
dynamics. Scenario planning for strategic 
decision-making captures uncertainty by looking 
at the full range of plausible developments. If 
decision makers then look at future worlds at 
the edges and take them into consideration for 
strategy development, they implicitly capture the 
worlds between these extremes, thereby preparing 
for the full range of potential outcomes. The 
figure shows how extreme visions of potential 
futures can cover the space of conceivable 
developments in the coming years.

Even when capturing 
extremes, simply looking at a 
future outcome is insufficient. 
Decision makers require an 

understanding of how the 
worlds in future outcomes 

came to be and a 
narrative about the 

dynamics that 
led up to these 

outcomes. 
Narratives 

provide 
the dynamics 

that decision 
makers must take 

into account. For 
example, given current 

conditions, an outcome 
in which the GDP of the 

United States grows by 3.5% 

Scenario B

Scenario C

Scenario A

Alternative Scenarios

Source: SBI
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from 2024 to 2025 seems encouraging. But in 
this outcome, did the economy achieve that GDP 
growth because of a V-shape recovery with 
normalizing conditions in 2021, or was a four-
year recession necessary to produce a turnaround 
in 2025? Both these scenarios—the V-shape-
recovery scenario and the four-year-recession 
scenario—result in a GDP growth of 3.5% 
from 2024 to 2025, but the scenarios’ dynamics 
differ substantially; therefore, the two scenarios 
have different economic climates in which an 
organization must function during the four years 
leading up to 2025. Moreover, the dynamics of 
the V-shape-recovery scenario will affect the 
overall size of the economy very differently from 
how the dynamics of the four-year-recession 
scenario will. Although both scenarios produce 
a GDP growth of 3.5% from 2024 to 2025, the 
dynamics of the V-shape-recovery scenario 
produce a larger overall economy—four years 
(2021 to 2025) of 3.5% GDP growth per year will 
result in a substantially larger economy by 2025 
than will a scenario in which such growth occurs 
only from 2024 to 2025. Business and consumer 
spending will differ significantly between the 
two scenarios. Dynamics matter. A snapshot of 
an economy in 2025 provides an idea; a story 
about how the economy reached its 2025 state 
provides an understanding of how to operate an 
organization during the years leading up to 2025.

Other types of information also require a 
deeper dive than general descriptions can offer. 
Assuming that the current use of communication 
technologies will lead to an outcome in which 
people participate in videoconferencing frequently 
in both their professional life and their private 
life, will the main providers of videoconferencing 
solutions be massive companies such as Cisco 
Systems (San Jose, California) and Microsoft 
(Redmond, Washington) or smaller companies 
such as Zoom Video Communications (San 
Jose, California) and LogMeIn (Boston 
Massachusetts)? Or will an application from 
some new start-up or an app from a Chinese 
company—for example, Tencent Meeting from 

Tencent Holdings (Shenzhen, China)—dominate 
the market? Clearly, videoconferencing-solution 
providers and software companies are not the only 
parties that will have to consider such differing 
competitive landscapes. Similar considerations 
exist for an outcome in which the variety of 
digital-payment solutions has become very 
broad. Will Apple (Cupertino, California) and 
Google (Alphabet; Mountain View, California) 
find success with their credit cards and establish 
a comprehensive transaction infrastructure? Or 
will Ant Financial Services Group (Hangzhou, 
China), Square (San Francisco, California), 
Venmo (PayPal Holdings; San Jose, California), 
and a dozen other providers of digital-payment 
solutions establish a fragmented and confusing 
market environment? Or will blockchain-based 
payment systems become successful international 
banking and payment tools? Whatever the case, 
the outcome is the same on the surface: A new 
payment solution has become successful, and 
transactional behavior has changed. But market 
structures differ substantially across these three 
scenarios.

Brief descriptions of scenarios and their 
overall shape provide frames, but only dynamics 
provide narratives that decision makers can 
work with when they are considering strategy 
alternatives. Looking at scenario overviews is 
like looking at a mountain from afar. From a 
distance, a person can likely tell which mountain 
wall is the steepest, which route to the top of 
the mountain is the shortest, and maybe where 
the most snow has accumulated; however, that 
person probably cannot tell which climb will be 
the most difficult and dangerous and which view 
from the mountaintop will be the most rewarding. 
Similarly, a general description of scenarios is 
just an overview of a situation—a starting point; 
a decision maker cannot use it to gain a thorough 
understanding of which challenges will require 
addressing on the path forward.
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