
REACTION, REBOUND,  
RECESSION, AND  
REIMAGINATION
By Martin Reeves, Lars Faeste, Kevin Whitaker, and Mark Abraham

There is opportunity in adversity in 
every business. It may seem callous to 

stress opportunity in the midst of a human-
itarian crisis, but leaders have an obliga-
tion to look ahead, to anticipate and meet 
new customer needs, to evolve their 
strategies and organizations, and in so 
doing sustain the prosperity of their 
enterprises.

We should not expect that the resolution of 
the COVID-19 pandemic will be a return to 
a 2019 reality. For example, SARS is credit-
ed with being one of the accelerators for 
the adoption of e-commerce in China and 
the rise of Alibaba. Many organizations are 
understandably focused on reacting to and 
coping with the short-term challenges pre-
sented by the unfolding epidemic. But in 
addition to reaction, they need to focus on 
three more important Rs: rebound, reces-
sion, and reimagination. (See Exhibit 1.) 
Beyond individual companies, there is also 
an opportunity for society as a whole to  
reimagine norms, behaviors, and platforms 
for coordination and collaboration.

A rebound of demand is inevitable, and  
using high-frequency data proxies for the 
movement of goods and people, produc-
tion, and confidence, we can see that it is 
already beginning to happen in China. (See 
Exhibit 2.) 

Given the complexity of rebooting compa-
nies and supply chains at different speeds 
in different places, the time to begin pre-
paring a rebound strategy is now.

Over the past 100 years, epidemics have 
only temporarily deflected the economic 
cycle with short, sharp shocks. Of course, 
this time could be different. A bear market 
(technically, a 20% decline) does not guar-
antee a recession but indicates a high proba-
bility of one. The most recent expansionary 
cycle has been one of the longest in recent 
economic history, and signs of vulnerability 
were already showing in trade relations, 
political instability, corporate debt, and 
other areas. The shock to demand and con-
fidence could easily tip the global economy 
into a recession.

https://qz.com/662110/chinas-internet-got-a-strange-and-lasting-boost-from-the-sars-epidemic/
https://qz.com/662110/chinas-internet-got-a-strange-and-lasting-boost-from-the-sars-epidemic/
https://hbr.org/2020/02/lead-your-business-through-the-coronavirus-crisis
https://hbr.org/2020/02/lead-your-business-through-the-coronavirus-crisis
https://hbr.org/2020/03/how-chinese-companies-have-responded-to-coronavirus
https://hbr.org/2020/03/how-chinese-companies-have-responded-to-coronavirus
https://hbr.org/2020/03/what-coronavirus-could-mean-for-the-global-economy
https://hbr.org/2020/03/what-coronavirus-could-mean-for-the-global-economy
https://hbr.org/2020/03/what-coronavirus-could-mean-for-the-global-economy
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Prudent companies will prepare for this 
possibility. Our analysis shows that 14% of 
companies across all sectors actually grow 
top and bottom lines during recessions and 
downturns. Those that flourish share the 
common traits of preparation, preemption, 
growth orientation, and long-term transfor-
mation. They take a long-term view and 

place growth bets when competitors are re-
trenching.

And even after the epidemic recedes, and 
even in the case of recession, there will be 
opportunities and needs to reimagine busi-
ness and operating models and also the 
portfolio of offerings. For the average com-

BUSINESS MEASURES TAKEN (%)THEMES

Update office hygiene program and
environmental cleaning procedures

Set up a digital information hub for all the
latest policies and information

Have taken

Set up a COVID-19 rapid response team

Identify paths to grow new (less in-person) sales channels

Top-down scenario assessment, estimation of
time point for a demand rebound

Plan to build supply chain readiness for a potential rebound

Arrange flexible working plans and provide required
infrastructure/solutions for enabling them

Introduce employee self-quarantine policy
based on travel history/health status

Change in marketing/communication plan given crisis
and in anticipation of rebound

Modify travel policies—restrict travel in
and out of highly impacted  regions

Reaction

Rebound
Recession
Reimagination

Plan to take Not taken

81 9 10

92 3 5

95 3

76 19 5

85 10 5

56 21 22

23 30 47

36 40 24

13 43 44

37 36 28

Exhibit 1 | Companies Are Less Active on Forward-Looking Measures

Sources: BCG COVID-19 Company Survey; BCG Henderson Institute analysis.
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People and goods are 
starting to move again

Production is resuming Confidence is recovering

Exhibit 2 | Early Signs of Recovery in Chinese Economy

Sources: Wind, www.cqcoal.com, and BCG Center for Macroeconomics.
Note: Data re-based for weekdays excl. weekends relative to start of Chinese New Year. Congestion daily index is an average and includes 
Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Shenzhen, and Wuhan; Daily coal consumption of major power plants is the sum of daily average coal 
consumption of Jerdin Electric, Guangdon Yudean Group, Datang International Power Generation, and Huaneng Power International.

https://hbr.org/2019/04/companies-need-to-prepare-for-the-next-economic-downturn
https://hbr.org/2019/04/companies-need-to-prepare-for-the-next-economic-downturn
https://hbr.org/2019/04/companies-need-to-prepare-for-the-next-economic-downturn
https://hbr.org/2019/04/companies-need-to-prepare-for-the-next-economic-downturn
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pany, the first casualty of a crisis is imagina-
tion. But those that shape and benefit from 
the future will be those that can imagine it.

We can already see hints of the post-crisis 
future in shifts in consumer behaviors, 
which are driving diverging patterns of 
consumption and stock price recovery 
across different sectors. (See Exhibit 3.)

In China, the stock indices of all sectors 
dipped sharply in parallel, but after this 
initial shock, different sectors recovered at 
different speeds. Some, such as transporta-
tion and consumer durables, continue to be 
depressed; most are already recovering to 
pre-crisis levels; and others, like software 
and health care equipment and services, 
have already exceeded their pre-crisis lev-
els. (See Exhibit 4.)

In anticipating this new post-crisis world 
and seizing opportunity in adversity, we 
need to consider several shaping forces: 
new learnings, new attitudes, new habits, 
and new needs.

A crisis is like a receding tide — it reveals 
the rocks beneath the surface that were 
there all along. While some organizations 
will likely resume operations after the cri-
sis without looking back, others will be 

carefully examining lessons learned and re-
garding them as opportunities to improve 
their organizational effectiveness. They 
will find opportunities to improve fore-
sight, agility, and resilience through im-
provements in market intelligence, risk as-
sessment, scenario planning, crisis 
management, communications, remote 
working, workforce redeployment, supply 
chain resilience, cross-company collabora-
tion, IT infrastructure, and many other  
areas. And each of these will in turn gener-
ate opportunities for the suppliers of soft-
ware, hardware, and services to enable 
these enhanced capabilities.

The crisis will also shift consumer attitudes, 
creating elevated awareness of altered be-
liefs about personal and environmental hy-
giene, health, social relations, travel, and 
crisis preparedness. This is already driving 
up demand for sanitizers, antibacterial 
cleaning products, health care advice, 
health care insurance, disaster preparation 
products, O2O (online to offline) delivery, 
and many other categories.

Some new behaviors forced by the crisis will 
likely stick as new habits after the pandem-
ic has receded. These may include remote 
working and home shopping, which will 
drive opportunities for connectivity, dis-

Travel
Electronics retail

Entertainment
Department stores

Health, fitness, and beauty
Apparel and accessories

Transportation and rideshare
Restaurants

Home
Amazon (ex Whole Foods)
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Last week vs. pre-crisis Dec-Jan  (percentage-point change in sales)

Exhibit 3 | Differential Impact of COVID-19 by Sector, US vs. Seattle

Sources: Earnest Research credit card data as of 3/4/2020; BCG MSP-GAMMA-CCI analysis. 
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tance learning, videoconferencing, home of-
fice equipment, e-commerce, delivery ser-
vices, and the like. Corporations and 
employees too may see opportunities to re-
duce travel and physical colocation on an 
ongoing basis, having been forced to master 
the art of effective remote collaboration.

And some unmet needs will be revealed, 
which can become targets for innovation. 
Already we see Chinese companies, which 
have had more time to adapt to the crisis, 
creating new types of health insurance and 
new types of online to offline business 
models. We will likely see innovations 
sprouting in home shopping, collaboration, 
health information, health and hygiene 
products and cleaning products, and hy-
giene benefits being created for all manner 
of services and products.

How can companies grow into and shape 
these emerging opportunities? We suggest 
six key success factors:

1.	 An “Opportunity in Adversity” 
Mindset. Macroeconomics is not fate. 
Economics deals with aggregates and 
averages, whereas strategy is about 
creating deviations from these averages. 
Companies that will flourish during and 

beyond the crisis believe in and seek 
out advantage in adversity. And the 
evidence is that such opportunities exist 
in every sector.

2.	 Looking Ahead. While the average 
company will likely be focused on the 
crisis itself, some are looking ahead at 
the inevitable rebound in demand, at 
the possibility of recession, and at the 
opportunities to innovate and rethink 
their business models. They are pre-
pared for different scenarios but are 
actively shaping their own fate.

3.	 Picking Up Weak Signals. Many 
companies, experiencing a shock to 
demand and chaos in their supply 
chains, will be mainly preoccupied with 
managing immediate challenges. Those 
that look at a more granular level will 
see that the demand for some catego-
ries is increasing, that customers are 
asking for things that are not currently 
available, or that companies in their 
own or other industries are innovating 
how they do business. In fact, within 
your own organization, there are likely 
multiple groups that are departing from 
standard procedures in order to manage 
new circumstances. Learning organiza-
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Exhibit 4 | There Is Opportunity in Adversity

Sources: Capital IQ; BCG Henderson Institute analysis.
Note: Based on analysis of top 500 Greater China companies by market capitalization as of 1 Jan 2020 by GICS industry group; high- and low-
performing industry groups defined as aggregate TSR above/below 5%.
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tions are asking what those innovations 
are and how they can be codified and 
amplified. Picking up weak signals 
means, first and foremost, having access 
to signals, through access to high 
frequency (daily), granular data on 
shifting patterns of beliefs, behaviors, 
and demand and listening very closely 
to customers.

4.	 Deaveraging the Portfolio. Many 
companies see crises as things to be 
coped with. More enlightened compa-
nies also focus on the longer term and 
create a strategy—namely, an advan-
taged end state and a path and plan to 
reach it. The most enlightened compa-
nies do this in a deaveraged fashion, by 
creating different priorities and strate-
gies for different parts of the business. 
In particular, they identify and support 
emerging growth pillars.

5.	 Moving Fast. One of the main charac-
teristics of this epidemic is that it is 
developing and changing faster than 
most organizations can easily track, let 
alone get ahead of. A daily clock speed 
is necessary to keep up with events. But 
this applies not only to crisis manage-
ment but also to innovation and new 
business-building activities. The weak 

signals of demand shifts and new needs 
are already present and waiting to be 
read, interpreted, and acted on by agile 
companies

6.	 Transforming. The long-term transfor-
mation agenda for a company does not 
go away during a crisis, but attention 
can easily be drawn away from it. In 
fact, the long-term agenda likely 
requires renewal, since the end state 
may have shifted. Our research suggests 
that companies that flourish during a 
crisis are those using it as an opportuni-
ty to double down on their long-term 
transformation plans.

At the level of society, too, we have an op-
portunity to reimagine travel, health care 
systems, the role of technology, and the su-
pranational coordinating institutions like 
the WHO, which play a critical role in crisis 
management.

Reacting to the immediate issues presented 
by a crisis is necessary, but it is not suffi-
cient. By also preparing for a potential re-
bound, understanding how to take advan-
tage in the event of a recession, and 
reimagining the post-crisis future of busi-
nesses and societies, leaders can stay 
ahead of the crisis as it evolves. 
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To succeed, organizations must blend digital and human capabilities. Our diverse, global teams bring deep 
industry and functional expertise and a range of perspectives to spark change. BCG delivers solutions 
through leading-edge management consulting along with technology and design, corporate and digital 
ventures—and business purpose. We work in a uniquely collaborative model across the firm and through-
out all levels of the client organization, generating results that allow our clients to thrive.
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The BCG Henderson Institute is the Boston Consulting Group’s strategy think tank, dedicated to exploring 
and developing valuable new insights from business, technology, and science by embracing the powerful 
technology of ideas. The Institute engages leaders in provocative discussion and experimentation to ex-
pand the boundaries of business theory and practice and to translate innovative ideas from within and 
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