
Yesterday’s incident is tomorrow’s risk ™© 2020 Event Risk Management Solutions. All Rights Reserved.Revised: 2020-07-10

Peter Ashwin

Principal
peter.ashwin@ermsglobal.com

+1 617.3960788

HEALTH SECURITY THREATS (2008): an influenza pandemic remains a 

significant threat to the Homeland and could cause a catastrophic event of 

national significance….increased global travel, an expectation that people will flee 

infected areas indicates that localized human outbreaks overseas may be 

transmitted quickly to the homeland with little or no warning…

DHS Homeland Security Threat Assessment: Evaluating Threats 2008-2013
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Covid-19 Risk Horizon: Assumption Based 

Event Planning under Uncertainty 
Resilience is the capacity to survive, adapt and flourish in the face of turbulent 

change and uncertainty
John Fiksel ¹

This guide was borne out of my personal and professional 

commitment to support friends and colleagues within the 

festivals and events industry, as they and their event teams 

endeavor to survive, adapt and evolve within the uncertain 

environment triggered by the Covid-19 pandemic; a global 

disruption ‘risk event’ to our industry. 

The aim of this guide to introduce event organizers / 

professionals to an assumption-based planning approach 

(adapted from a military planning model) that allows event 

planners to use informed judgements to fill knowledge gaps to 

develop future event plans and support decision-making 

under conditions characterized by uncertainty. 
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VERY HIGH RISK 

Q2: Apr-May-Jun

ORGANIZATIONAL  

‘RISK AGILITY’ 

PHASES

(adapted from business 

continuity methodology )

(1) STABILIZE & PRESERVE

(2) EVOLVE, RE-IMAGINE & RE-IGNITE

Q3: Jul-Aug-Sep Q4: Oct-Nov-Dec Q1/Q2: 2021 Q3/Q4: 2021

(3) RESET – RESTART - REOPEN

(4) RECOVER & REBOUND     

2020 – 2022

Q1: Mar

• Preparedness = enhanced 

speed of response & 

pathway to business 

stabilization 

• Adapt to the risk environment

• Preserve critical business 

functions

• Enhance organizational agility 

• Identify critical decision points

• Innovate, evolve & adapt ‘brand’

• Re-imagine your event

• Re-ignite your ecosystem

• Identify ‘re-imagined’ options :‘best 

case’, ‘optimistic’, & ‘worst case’ 

to re-start & re-open

• Wargame options against 

cost-benefit analysis & reputational 

criteria

• Organization has pivoted & evolved

• Mobilize staff, contractors & suppliers 

• Ramp-up planning for C19 specific plans    

• Transition to “mission ready”: test & 

adjust C-19 event plans; rebuild team 

capability & confidence through training 

& operational readiness exercises 

Organization is agile, resilient & prepared to 

adapt as necessary, to protect value and 

pursue opportunities within an uncertain & 

enduring Covid-19 environment 

KEY RISK INDICATORS (KRI)
KRIs inform changes in risk trends (either up or down)

1) State & local public health have capability to test , trace & isolate

2) Community-wide availability of therapeutics & vaccines

3) State & local guidance  issued for public health & crowd capacity 

requirements/constraints

4) Increasing level of consumer confidence to attend events (decreasing 

perception of risk)

5) Stable supply chain with surge capacity to meet demand for people, 

products (including PPE & industrial cleaning) & services     

HIGH RISK   HIGH – MED RISK  

BUSINESS CONTINUITY HORIZON: 2020-2021

1. Fiksel, J. (2015) Resilient by Design. London: Island Press.

2. Risk levels are aligned to severity of event business disruption & the likelihood of event organizers 

achieving their mission & business objectives e.g. VERY HIGH (failure almost certain) to LOW 

(success more likely than not)

COVID-19

shelter-in-place 

ordered
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RISK HORIZON

LOW RISK  

Current Assessment National & state governments continue to ban or severely restrict mass 

gatherings/ large scale events through to the Fall 2020 – majority of major events have been cancelled 

or postponed to 2021. Exceptions include NZ where restrictions have been lifted , if event organizers 

can demonstrate effective C-19 plans and contract tracing. Smaller, ‘re-imagined’ events (>500 ) are 

emerging with  appropriate / effective public health & physical distancing protocols in place. 

2021 Outlook.  Cautious level of confidence that major events will return in 2021, assuming rapid 

testing & C-19 vaccines are readily available. 

Phased re-opening commenced 

Events cancelled or postponed 

into the Fall 2020 / Q1-Q2 2021 

Limited guidance on event size 

or venue capacity 

Author: Peter Ashwin
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A Guide for Event Planners: Assumption Based Planning 

for Complex & Uncertain Environments  

• Assumption-based planning methodology was developed by the RAND Corporation for the U.S. 

Army in the 1990s¹

• Assumption is defined as “an assertion about some characteristic of the future that underlies the 

current operations or plans of an organization; a fact or judgement” (Dewar et al, 1994, P.5)

• Assumption based planning allows event planners to use informed judgements to fill knowledge 

gaps to develop future event plans and support decision-making under conditions 

characterized by uncertainty 

• Event organizers / planners should anticipate that their plans will continue to evolve as 

assumptions are validated or refined when uncertainty (‘the unknowns) become the known

References

Dewar, J., Builder, C., Hix, W., and Levin, M. (1994) Assumption Based Planning: A Planning Tool for very Uncertain Times. Santa Monica: 

RAND Corporation. Available at: https://www.rand.org/pubs/technical_reports/TR1249.html.

Taleb, N. (2010) The Black Swan. London: Random House.

Our world is dominated by the extreme, the unknown, and the very improbable

...while we focus on the known and the repeated

Nassim Nicholas Taleb

https://www.rand.org/pubs/technical_reports/TR1249.html
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Developing Assumption-based Courses of Action (COA)  

• Assumptions provide a baseline for event planners from which to develop risk-

based plans for re-opening future events under uncertain conditions 

• Covid-19 has normal’ means we need to evolve and adapt our events to the 

‘new normal’. How do we do that?  

• Suggested approach: develop 3 courses of action based on current assumptions 

(slides 11 & 12); your COA is statement is an operational summary of your event, 

considering:

1) Best Case 

2) Optimistic (cautious) 

3) Worst Case 

• ‘War game’ each COA against pre-determined critical success factors for your 

event; note the strengths (pro’s) and weaknesses (cons) for each COA. 

• The OODA Loop (next slide) is a useful tool for wargaming your COA

• Document COA strengths & weaknesses in a decision support matrix; supports a 

structured approach to decision making   
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Decision Making &Course of Action “Wargaming” Model

Adapted from: COL John Boyd’s (1962) OODA Loop



Current Assessment: Governments continue to ban or severely restrict mass gatherings/ 
large scale events through to 31 August. Exception being NZ and Austria, where restrictions 
for events including physical distancing have been lifted, if event organizers can demonstrate 
the ability to implement effective contract tracing protocols. 

The majority of event organizers (1,000+ attendees) have rescheduled their programs into 
Q1/Q2 2021. Smaller, re-imagined events (500 or less) are re-emerging, contingent on being 
able to demonstrate to local authorities that appropriate public health & physical distancing 
protocols are in place.

Near Horizon Outlook (12 months): A cautious level of confidence that large-scale events / 
mass gatherings without physical distancing or capacity constraints will be approved in 
Spring/Summer 2021, based on the assumption that community-wide Covid-19 rapid testing 
and vaccines will be readily available.

Covid-19 Risk Horizon: Current Assessment & Forward Outlook  
Resilience is the capacity to survive, adapt and flourish in the face of turbulent change and uncertainty

John Fiksel ¹

Prepared by: Peter Ashwin, Principal

Correct as at: 07 July 2020
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Current Assumptions to support 

Covid-19 Event Planning  

• The following Covid-19 event planning assumptions are based on 

open source information derived from industry and government 

information portals.

• These assumptions provide a baseline from which event 

organizers and planners can develop and refine future re-opening 

plans for their events in an environment where community 

transmission of  Covid-19 environment may still prevail. 

• Event planners are encouraged to develop/refine these 

assumptions to align them with local and regional operating 

conditions. 
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Covid-19 Event Planning Assumptions  

1) ‘Reopening America’ gating criteria for large venues / mass gatherings will 

continue to impact future programming & capacity planning until additional 

guidance is issued. 

2) Approval criteria for mass gatherings / major events (<5,000) is likely to be 

underpinned by: (1) vaccines are widely available ( projected timeline 6 – 12 

months) and (2) community “herd immunity” assessed at 70 – 80%  

3) Economic impacts from unemployment and business disruptions on 

discretionary consumer spending and sponsor funding will endure into 2021

4) Uncertain levels of consumer confidence to attend events and mass 

gatherings influenced by perception of risk (varies by demographic)

5) Significant disruption to supply chain (people, services and ‘stuff’) is likely to 

increase costs and competition for resources in the short to medium term

6) Anticipate reduced levels of support and services from local government 

authorities (city & county) due to increased competition for resources due to 

postponement of events 
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6) Anticipate changes to city services cost recovery models (increased costs)

7) Anticipate additional public safety and health regulations / 

requirements (e.g. physical distancing plans) prior to special event permit 

approval

8) Event organizers will be required to demonstrate plans and processes for 

contact tracing as a pre-requisite for special event permit approval 

9) Based on social distancing requirement of 6 feet , event organizers should 

anticipate event attendance capacities to be reduced by 50% (best case) 

to 75% (worst case) to meet special event permit licensing requirements 

10) Change in crowd space planning metrics: increase from10sqft per person 

to 40sqft per person to meet physical distancing requirements 

11) Shortfall in industry talent as event professionals leave the industry to 

pursue alternative career/employment options

12) Significant disruption to market forces – suppliers, contractors and 

vendors exiting the industry  

Covid-19 Event Planning Assumptions (cont)  
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ERMS is a consulting practice committed to enhancing organizational resilience of festivals and events 

through innovative risk management practices, operational readiness programs and integrated event 

security solutions for today’s complex and uncertain world 
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