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Martin Reeves, Global Chairman, BCG Henderson Institute

July 2020

Reimagining business for 
the post-COVID world
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A common model of crisis strategy 

❑ Business is interrupted by unfavorable events

❑ Stress level is mainly determined by which sector you are in 

❑ Damage is minimized by attention to costs and cash 

❑ Operational discipline is what counts 

❑ Eventually things return to normal 
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Firms thrive in downturns across all industries

1. Average across last four U.S. downturns since 1986; based on performance compared to three-year pre-downturn baseline for U.S. companies with at least $50M sales 
Note: Sectors based on GICS definitions | Source: S&P Compustat and Capital IQ, BCG Henderson Institute analysis 

Expanding

EBIT margin

Shrinking

EBIT margin

Increasing sales growth

Falling sales growth

14%14%

28%44%
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There will be no "return to normal"

Source: Web research and BCG Henderson Institute analysis; Images: Sailor—Victor Jorgensen, United States Navy/Associated Press; Ballet-Vincent Yu/AP

Reshaped 

transportation and 

security policies

Changed attitudes 

toward shopping and 

consumption

???Increased women’s 

participation in 

workforce

World War II 9/11 SARS outbreak COVID Crisis

Ended feudalism and 

serfdom, Power shift to 

scarce labor resources

Black Death

Power shift to scarce 

labor resources

Jet engine, pressurized 

aircraft cabins, 

helicopters, atomic 

technology, computers, 

synthetic rubber, 

rocketry, radar, 

penicillin, internet

Airport security 

detectors, digital 

surveillance technology 
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Opportunity to compete on imagination  

Classical

Adaptive

Visionary

Shaping
Renewal

Source: BCG Henderson Institute

Disease

Economy

Reaction

Recurrence?

Recession
Rebound

Reimagination

Time
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Many great 
businesses 
created or 
reimagined in 
adverse times

Founded

Reimagined

Invented/

Developed

WW1 /

Spanish Flu WW2

'70s 

oil crises

Dotcom 

/ SARS COVID-19

• Boeing

• BMW

• Hertz

• Baxter Int'l

• Bridgestone

• Allstate

Great 

Depression

• P&G (soap 

operas)

• Merrill Lynch 

(retail brokerage)

• GE (appliance 

financing)

• Disney first 

animated movie

• Car radio

• Supermarkets

• Ritz Cracker

• United Aircraft 

(diversification)

• Toyota/Honda

(fuel efficiency)

• Kia Motors

• Dollar General

• McDonald's

• Dow Chemical 

(synthetics)

• Lockheed

• (pressurized 

aircraft)

• Alibaba (B2C 

ecommerce)

• Amazon 

(marketplace)

• iTunes, iPod

• Surveillance 

technology

• Wikipedia

?

?

?

• Baidu

• Atlassian

• Pandora 

• FedEx

• Microsoft

• Home Depot 

• Computers

• Jet engines

• Rockets

• Penicillin

• Atomic 

technology

• Sun lamps

• Blood banks

• Sanitary pads

• Stainless 

steel

• Zippers

• Biofuels

• General purpose 

processor

• Car fuel-

efficiency

19601910 1920 1930 19701940 1950 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

• Rolls-Royce

(aerospace 

engines)

• Renault 

(tractors)

WarPandemic Recession

Source: NBER and web research; BCG Henderson Institute analysis 
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How to build an imagination machine

Source: The Imagination Machine (published 1H 2021); BCG Henderson Institute
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Accidents, anomalies, analogies

Investigate granular, high 

frequency data

Find friction reductions

Friction Friction

Old New

Look at trend coherence

Electronics Retail
Mass retail

Pharmacy

Tobacco

Home & DIY Retail

Hobby Retail

Alcohol

Apparel and accessories

Department stores

Restaurants

Away-from-Home Entertainment

Amazon

Online grocery

OTC healthcare

Petfood and care

Organic and fresh foods

Health, Fitness & Beauty

Transportation and Rideshare

Travel

Accelerations
Blips &

inflection points

Accelerations Blips & inflection 

points

S
h
o
rt

-t
e
rm

Long-term

Study regions ahead in 

crisis

Understand social shifts

Crisis

Attitude shifts

New 

policies

New 

ways of working

New consumer 

behaviors

Imagine possibilities
Working from 

home

Eating at 
home

Travel

Digital 
coordination

Refurbishment

Delivery services

Eating out

Food delivery

Tourism

Long distance

Commuting

Commercial 
real estate

E-payments

Local tourism

Air travel

Mass transit

Home office spaces

Traditional
office spaces

Takeaway

Home cooking

Business travel

Personal travel

Collaboration 
platforms

Bandwidth

Paint

CarpentryEquipment

Desks

Printers

Time 
at home

Software
Long distance

Entertainment

Streaming

Books

Games

Live

Increase

Decrease
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Noticing frustrations and frictions

Trigger

"I was biking through 

the snow to get to the 

closest Zipcar, 

grumbling the whole 

way, "Why am I passing 

all these cars to get to 

a car? Why can’t I get 

in that car?" 

—Shelby Clark, 

Turo founder

Source: BCG interview for The Imagination Machine (published 1H 2021) 
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Developing 
mental 
models
(Disney, 1957)

Rethink

Source: Business Insider; The Imagination Machine (published 1H 2021), BCG Henderson Institute
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Power of imagination
Full circle

Source: The Imagination Machine (published 1H 2021), BCG Henderson Institute
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11

"The good news is, no one 

knows the answer yet. 

The even better news is, 

you could be the first 

one to find out!"

Steve Blank
Entrepreneur, pioneer of 

Lean Startup movement

Where to 
start

Source: "The Art of Innovation: a Conversation with Steve Blank" (BHI, 2020)
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