Business as Usual… Defining the New Normal
Zala Fashant
We are all swept up in the flurry of change that the COVID-19 pandemic has created. Having
been through several diseases that have swept the globe there is something about this one that is
making us take notice and change the way we live and do our work. Some would argue that there
is too much hype and others support the strong caution being taken. We have faced disease sand
other environmental changes in the past, but for some reason this pandemic has made us question
the way we operate and makes us wonder how this will impact the future.
Suddenly, the luxury of doing business-as-usual through a variety of models vanished. Stay-athome lockdowns strongly recommended that only essential personnel went to work and only
essential travel for food, medical and the like, was acceptable. For the first time, many
businesses and industries were stripped of choice and needed to create a NEW business-as-usual
model moving forward by meeting with customers virtually and where possible, keeping
employees working from home. With no end in sight, this is the new normal – at least for now.
As we move from emergency remote operating procedures to newer ways to deliver products and
services to customers, we need to strategically plan for significant change. There are parallels
between the ways businesses operate and the scrambling efforts governments and healthcare
systems have taken these past few months. Organizations are trying to do their best. They want
their customers to continue “visiting” and buying products and services. Lockdowns have made
the path forward a mystery to what the new normal will look like.
This is a new frontier. In the past, we have had options. In Minnesota, we would have to close
businesses and roads due to snowstorms dumping a foot of snow and winds up to 40 miles per
hour; conditions that made survival dicey. However, in a day or two, we adjusted, cleared roads
and parking lots and daily life resumed. Customers didn’t need to adjust much. At worst, it was
an inconvenience and soon life would continue as normal.
As I monitored some education and business sites, I noticed a graphic that was being copied
from post to post with the subject: “Who do I want to be during COVID-19?”* I developed this
graphic to share with the participants at the Accelerated Teaching Online Institute. As with many
changes, those who must change go through three stages or zones: Fear, Learning, and Growth.
In early to mid-March, I began reading posts that reflected the fear comments. By this time, stayat-home and school and business closing orders had been given. With fear of the unknown,
faculty and teachers questioned what to do and how to move forward. In facing the shock of
disasters, some weren’t as prepared as others to exist in this new landscape – Maslow’s survival
stages. At the same time business owners balanced the need to comply with regulations, keeping
their business viable and staff employed. At least the colleges had consumers already enrolled.
The fear was schools had a week or two to retool, and students were waiting.
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*Adapted from Canales, Cerina. March 25, 2020. PARTEAGUAS
Podcast. www.parteaguas.org.
With time, and perhaps with the shock wearing off, the fearful- and emotional-centered Fear
Zone statements turned into solutions and adjustments. Faculty moved to the Learning Zone as a
way to move forward. The idea of relying on their experience of the changes they dealt with in
the past, and knowing that they had the skills and thinking to deal with this situation, would
make them and their students successful. This is the learning process itself. The statements
changed from emotionally-based to cognitively-based statements as they considered new
possibilities.
However the stress this causes on businesses was even more pressing. Many were either in a
similar survival mode or were completely shut down. The fear of not being allowed to reopen
soon, meant that even though there was time to retool, many weren’t sure how much they could
reinvest. Consumers were on the move, and they needed to operate in a new way during the
pandemic and perhaps beyond. The new way would resemble the past, but how much would
change permanently? A couple of weeks later the business version of this diagram emerged
online.
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Consumers go through the same zones as they consider their options for getting what they need.
They may fear not being able to go to the store. This may force a greater number of them to do
more from home in a safe environment until such time that the emergency subsides or that safety
in stores is realized. It is important to recognize that the fear is real, and your change design
needs to alleviate the threat.
Will all businesses move to online shopping and product or service delivery environment? I
doubt it. Will many employees continue working from home? This will continue to be weighed.
We have learned that it can work and the benefits to business will need to examined. We tend to
be creatures of habit. We don’t all read our books on a tablet. We like to pick up a book and flip
through the pages. For some, it is holding the 3-dimensional object and placing a bookmark or
dog-earing the corner of the page to mark our progress which helps the engagement.
We don’t all shop online. Many enjoy going to store, seeing and touching the merchandise and
being social with the people who work there. Knowing that well-designed strategic planning can
move quickly, providing effective change and significant performance when it is necessary, will
be the new normal. The urgency was thrust upon us. The time to design and act is where we are.
Assessment of the changes is going to be critical as the change has been swift and consumers are
just figuring out what they like and don’t like.
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Together, and individually, we will define the new normal. We will learn, and in turn, grow. In
the words of T. S. Eliot:
We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.
For more information about Designing Effective Change for Significant Performance strategic
planning or about the book, Designing Effective Teaching and Significant Learning, which is a
robust resource for leaders on managing change go to Encoreprodev.com
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