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It’s Not Too Soon to Look to 
The Future 

Thinking Ahead Can Open Opportunities

here’s an old saying that when 

you’re up to your ass in 

alligators, it’s hard to remember 

that your original intention was to 

drain the swamp. This is also true 

when dealing with a crisis. The 

immediate demands of the crisis 

often prevent recognizing that the 

goal is to return the organization to 

something resembling normalcy. 

The problem is two-fold. The first 

problem is recognizing that “returning 

to normalcy” is a pipe dream. Crisis 

changes us and our environment and 

we can rarely go back to where we 

were. In Managing for Long-Term 

Community Recovery in the Aftermath 

of Disaster, researchers Daniel Alesch, 

Lucy Arendt, and James Holly 

demonstrate how crisis creates ripple 

effects both internal and external to 

the community. They also give 

numerous examples of how disasters 

can create significant sociological 

changes in economics, culture, and 

demographics. 

The second problem is that when 

you’re faced with immediate life-

threatening issues, the “long-term” 

recovery window narrows to days and 

weeks rather than months and years 

and forecasting future trends and 

impacts is seldom a priority. 

However, emergency management is 

not solely about response and 

emergency managers are one of the 

few professions that demand a broad 

view of crisis. Simple put, if we don’t 

serve as a catalyst for future planning, 

who will? 

This is the position in which we find 

ourselves with the COVID-19 crisis. At 

the time of this writing, the number of 

reported cases is increasing and those 

of us with a sense of history suspect 

that the worst is still to come. We really 

don’t know what will happen, but it’s 

not to early to think about what 

changes this crisis may bring and how 

we can position our organizations to 

take advantage of them. Here are two 

examples of areas of potential change. 

Changes in the Workplace 
In a recent blog post entitled By 2030, 

Every Office Will Be a Virtual Office 

business technology expert Geoffrey 

James makes the case that social 

distancing will exacerbate existing 

trends and see the end of the large 

open plan office so common in the 

world of hi-tech.  
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James identifies five trends that are already 

causing businesses to rethink existing 

workplaces: 

1. Recognition that large workplaces are 

inherently unsanitary and make it easy for 

disease to spread. 

2. Increased demand by workers to reduce 

their carbon footprint. The increasing air 

quality in major cities after just a few weeks 

of sheltering in place will help raise 

awareness of this issue. 

3. The growing body of research that suggests 

that open-plan offices hinder creativity and 

productivity. 

4. The growing demand for specialized skill 

sets and the high cost of paying these 

workers. Virtual offices mean workers can 

be located anywhere in the world, 

increasing the pool of candidates and 

reducing employment costs. 

5. The elimination of workplace bias. Virtual 

meetings and avatars mean that workers 

can be hired and promoted based on 

qualifications and work performance rather 

than on biases such as age, sex, 

attractiveness, and so forth. 

The combination of social distancing and there 

five trends suggest that we may see major 

changes to the future workforce, with a larger 

percentage working remotely. 

Changes to Emergency 

Management 
My colleague, Tim Riecker, has taken a stab at 

predicting changes that might affect the 

emergency management community. Tim 

identifies eight areas of potential change: 

1. Legislation. This should come as no surprise 

to anyone familiar with the work of Claire 

Rubin and her colleagues. Disasters are 

often focusing events that produce 

significant legislation. There is no question 

that COVID-19 is a major focusing event. 

2. More public health resources. The question 

is how much we will be willing to invest in 

public health after COVID-19 is over. 

Memories are short when it comes to crisis. 

3. Further integration of public health into 

emergency management. I have written 

about this in the past; we need to recognize 

what we can each contribute and how we 

can work together.  

4. Improved emergency management 

preparedness. Crises like COVID-19 always 

identify gaps in plans and resources. We 

need to learn from them. 

5. An increase in operational continuity 

preparedness. We’ve been watching 

organizations scramble to identify critical 

functions and personnel despite years of 

emergency managers espousing continuity. 

6. Expansion of our understanding of 

community lifelines and interdependencies. 

If COVID-19 did nothing else, it’s 

demonstrating how connected we all are 

and suggesting areas we’ve neglected or 

need to do a better job monitoring. 

7. Better public private partnerships. Major 

corporations here have been donating large 

stocks of N-95 masks. The reason? State law 

after two years of wildfires required them 

to protect workers. Resources like this are 

hidden throughout any community. 

8. An improved readiness mindset for 

individuals and families. We’ve seen 

evidence of this following the wildfires here 

in California.  

It may be too early to make firm predictions 

about the future but if we don’t start thinking 

about it now, it may well sneak up and catch us 

unaware.  
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