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With the COVID-19 pandemic creating so much unknown about everything from the
economy to our daily lives, the traditional methods of planning simply won’t suffice. Instead,
we need means that increase our ability to predict accurately, act flexibly, and stay aligned
as things evolve.

This guide is an overview of approaches for planning and goal setting during times of
uncertainty. It includes both the organization/team level and individual level.
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APPROACHES TO PLANNING FOR FUTURE UNCERTAINTY 

We are able to more accurately predict what the world will be like when projecting the
near term
We approach the work with greater focus because the end is already in sight- there is
minimal, if any, time to delay or be distracted (which happens often with longer
timelines)

Decide with your team the optimal planning period
If you have already set annual goals, work backwards to establish critical milestones to
be accomplished during this first period
Set goals and develop plans using the additional strategies in this guide e.g. scenarios,
minimum, target and optimal, etc.

Even under normal circumstances one year can feel like a very long time from now. Instead
of planning for the whole of 2021, shorten the planning timeline to 6, 8, or 12 weeks.

Why this approach works:

How to use this approach:
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#1: Shorten the Planning Timeline
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#2: Explore Assumptions and Scenarios

Provides an opportunity to make explicit various assumptions about the future such as
capacity, the economy, COVID safety regulations, etc.
Helps teams set more realistic goals because they are projecting within a specific set of
circumstances 
Enables exploration across a variety of scenarios which prepares teams for pivoting if
needed
Allows teams to identify what goals or activities are consistent regardless of context or
external factors 

Invite your team to brainstorm assumptions or projections about what the world will look
like at the end of your designated planning period e.g. 12 weeks. 
Use these projections as a starting point to generate 1-3 scenarios that feel reasonably
likely. Identify the specific assumptions for each scenario e.g. kids will remain in partial in-
person school, customer growth will continue at the same pace as the last 3 months, there
will not be a vaccine widely available so indoor activities will remain limited.
For each scenario, set goals that reflect the assumptions and context of that scenario. 
Spend 5-10 minutes per scenario playing Devil's Advocate. During this time, people can
only share why these goals are unrealistic or problematic given the specific assumptions.
Look across scenarios for any goals that remain consistent regardless of context. Consider
prioritizing these goals.

It's quite difficult to collectively develop or buy into goals and plans when each person is
working with different assumptions. 

Why this approach works:

How to use this approach:

When we have long timelines, we
can become complacent or

distracted because it feels like
we’ve got a ton of time. Shorter
timelines create a healthy sense

of urgency annd priority.
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Decide as a team which scenario you are
adopting and use it as your shared context for
planning and decision-making. Not everyone
needs to agree with the scenario as the most
likely, but they do need to agree to make
decisions in alignment with this context.
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You know sooner rather than later if your assumptions are inaccurate, enabling you to
pivot
It helps you be specific about the assumptions you are making
It can help calm dissent over differing opinions about assumptions by creating
opportunities to revisit assumptions along the way

Explore the scenario you've decided to plan for and identify the pertinent assumptions
For each assumption ask: How might we know if this assumption is true or false?

What data would we look for?
What sources would we refer to?
What changes might we see?

Schedule check-in points every few weeks to revisit the assumptions and indicators. 
Adjust your plans according to the changes in assumptions as needed.

When you're not sure of the future, look for signs that can help you assess whether your
predictions are on target or not.

Why this approach works:

How to use this approach:

#3: Identify Early Indicators

It acknowledges the lack of control or concerns we may have over our ability to deliver
results
It helps reduce anxiety related to having difficult conversations about under
performance
It helps people prioritize among competing goals and initiatives by enabling people to
distinguish between must-do and nice-to-do

For each goal, establish the following:
A minimum goal - the least acceptable
A target goal - what you believe is reasonable
An optimal goal - what you hope for or what you would aim for under normal
circumstances

If we don't know what's possible, it's hard to set realistic goals. Instead, give yourself a
range of acceptance.

Why this approach works:

How to use this approach:

#4: Set Minimum, Target and Optimal Goals
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#1: Prioritize a Mindset of Flexibility

APPROACHES TO PLANNING FOR DAILY UNCERTAINTY

When we assume things will change, we are more comfortable with change when it
happens
When we shift from focusing on getting things done to the ability to quickly adjust, we
foster positive feelings of satisfaction instead of disappointment

Make plans and stay organized, but be kind to yourself when things change
Celebrate your ability to respond rather than your ability to stick with the plan
Talk with each of your team members about the uncertainty they experience and how
they are managing to stay flexible

Most of the time, we prioritize effective planning and follow-through. In times of
uncertainty, we must prioritize the ability to quickly adapt.

Why this approach works:

How to use this approach:

Planning is simply our
best guess at what's

possible.

When you aren't sure what any given day or week will look like, it can feel destabilizing and
unrealistic to try to project what you will be able to accomplish. The following approaches
can help you and your team members navigate the uncertainty of daily life - stress, focus,
and time - that impacts your capacity.  
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#2: Double-down on Planning

You can focus on getting things done instead of figuring out what to do.

Staying organized with clear priorities for the day or week will help you make the most of
the time you do have. 

Why this approach works:

You can proactively design your schedule.

Prior to starting your work on Monday morning, identify
the top 3 goals for the week.
Each morning, identify the top 3 actions for the day.
Block time on your calendar for specific activities that
require uninterrupted focus. Get whatever help you
need to safeguard these times.

How to use this approach:


