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The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound
effect on daily life, public health, and
economic growth. As of 30 October 2020, 45.5
million cases have been recorded globally and
the global death toll has reached more than
1.25 million.
Social distancing measures and regional or
national lockdowns remain in place in many
countries or have been removed and reinstated.
Economic activity, which ground to a halt
during the peak of the great lockdown, has
begun the process of recovery, albeit at a slow
and geographically uneven rate.
While uncertainty remains around many
outcomes, this paper looks to provide some
of the latest views around the impacts of
COVID-19 from an economic and social
perspective and reflects on the types of possible
recovery scenarios that could develop over the
next five years. It seeks to explore the ongoing
and potential epidemiological impact and
public policy response to the impact, as well
as presenting some of the latest views on the
associated economic fall-out.
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This briefing assumes largely a global
perspective but considers the effect in
greater detail on certain geographies,
regions, and sectors.
This paper was drafted on the 30 of October
2020 and all data presented herein is accurate to
that date.
For more information about the scenarios or
any information presented in this report,
please contact:
Filippo Gaddo
Director, 				
Head of Economics and Regulation, Arup
filippo.gaddo@arup.com
Josef Hargrave
Global Foresight Leader, Arup
josef.hargrave@arup.com
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E P I D E M I O L O G I C A L A N D E C O N O M I C I M PA C T

As yet, there is still no absolute consensus around
the epidemiological patterns that the virus will
take over the next few months and into the new
year, with the impact largely depending on the
public policy response, as can be seen in the three
Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME)
scenarios presented to the right.

The IMF projects that global GDP will shrink by
5% for the full year of 2020, and grow by 4% in
2021. Spain’s full-year 2020 contraction is expected
to be among the most severe, down 12.8%, year-onyear. China’s growth is expected to be the highest
for the full year if 2020, up by 1.9%, year-on-year.
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Economic recovery has begun in some economies,
although some are still in the midst of their
epidemiological peak. China’s GDP grew by
11.7% in Q2 and 2.7% in Q3, US’s GDP by 7.4%
in Q3, and the Eurozone’s by 12.7% in Q3. (see
appendix 8).

Source: IHME1, 30 October 2020

The economic impact has already been deep and
far reaching. Although some growth has begun
to return, future recovery will depend on policy
responses around re-opening, stimulus packages,
and recovery of the supply chain.

Source: EIU2, 20 October 2020

Policy around re-opening, or a return to regional
or national lockdowns, is a balance between
economic costs and health benefits – the flatter
the epidemiological curve, the deeper the
recessionary curve.
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S E C T O R I M P A C T 			

The impact on sectors has shown to be varied,
with transport expected to experience long
lasting effects.

The ‘second-wave’ is hampering countries exit
strategies, but is clear that recovery will differ
across countries, regions, and between sectors.

The hardest-hit industries are those requiring
in-person transactions such as transport and
in-store retail (90% loss of industry-level GDP),
followed by manufacturing and construction (up
to 50% loss).

Following an easing of restriction over June
and July, the UK has now introduced a regional
tiered system of restrictions depending on local
prevalence of the virus. As of early November,
the UK Government introduced a four week
national lock-down in England, with restriction
similar to those in March. Scotland has
introduced a five tier system, whilst Wales is
currently undertaking a 17-day ‘fire-break’.

The aviation sector has been one of the first and
worst hit sectors; business travel demand will
return in the long term but potentially not to
historically observed levels.
G E O G R A P H I C I M PA C T A N D
GOVERNMENT RESPONSE

Countries have imposed varying degrees
of lockdown, as well as economic stimulus
packages to help both employers and
households – the USA has the highest number
of cases, and deaths.
After starting to ease restrictions and lift
sanctions, many countries throughout the world
are grappling with a second wave of the virus
and reintroducing containment measures, albeit
less severe than in the first wave. Mass testing
and widespread vaccination could expedite
a return to a ‘new normal’ but the timelines
associate with this are uncertain.
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S E C T O R I M PA C T: U N I T E D K I N G D O M
Projected GVA growth rate by industry sector, % annual change in 2020 and 2021
PWC; UK Economic Update, September 2020
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Virus contained a nd managed
		

The paper goes on to discuss some trend
specific considerations before setting out four
potential scenarios; scenario one (Bounce
back) is the best case scenario but increasingly
unlikely, while scenario three (Partial recovery)
looks to be the most likely at this stage:
Bounce back				
Contained and managed virus with
strong short-term economic implications
followed by a speedy recovery in 2021
Global depression 			
Virus increasingly managed and
contained, but economic implications
deep and long-lasting

3.

Partial recovery 			
Long-lasting virus spread with
economic implications that are short-term
and regional

4.

Economic collapse 			
Virus returns in cycles leading to
continued and profound economic damage
that cannot be tackled over the short to
medium term – particularly amongst
countries hit by the 2008 financial crisis
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Policy failure

Depression

2.

Best case scenario

Recession

1.

2
Global depression

1
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SCENARIOS

Economic and policy implications

3
Partial recovery

4
Economic collapse

Successful adaptation

Worst case

Continued spread a nd resurgence
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We present some high level indicators for
each scenario. Indicators like potential impact
on GDP, achievement of United Nations’
Sustainable Development Goals, supply chain
impacts, government spending and stimulus,
and others, are considered under each scenario.
We also go onto show the potential impact
of each scenario on a number of sectors, and
the potential speed of recovery in each of the
regions considered.
These sectors have been chosen for
their relevance to our clients and our areas 		
of expertise.

Rank and severity of likely
short-term impacts across all scenarios
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Scenario 4
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Our desktop study shows the health and
economic impacts of COVID-19 will be far
reaching and will vary depending on the
epidemiological developments and particularly
the policy response. The short term effects are
showing to be severe, with a significant loss of
life in headline terms and negative growth in
the majority of major economies in 2020, and
depending on the depth of the current ‘second
wave’, possibly even in the first half of 2021.
The shape of the recovery will be affected by
both policies around a second lockdown, the
full or partial re-opening of the economies,
the timing of a vaccine (and the speed of its
delivery to the public) and policies in the
immediate aftermath. We have witnessed
a stronger than expected recovery in few
industrialised nation (the US for example,
which showed a robust rebound in Q3 2020)
a more protracted economic rebound is now
expected in the medium term (with exception
of one scenario showing a ‘L-shaped’
recovery). Two of the scenarios expect a nonuniform but nevertheless return to growth in
2021, with pre-COVID levels of economic
activity in 12 months’ time (Q4 2021). This
would be followed by a return to a more
sustainable level of growth over the mediumterm, capturing the benefits of some of the
innovations developed during the pandemic
crisis to rebalance the losses in to the most
impacted sectors.
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In this context, there remains significant
uncertainty around how different geographies
and sectors will emerge from a post-COVID
world. Property and aviation sectors will show
the largest variance between scenarios and will
be most affected by policy response. East Asia
as a region will have shown a more resilient
response to the crisis and will be expected to
lead the recovery but depending on the success
of policy responses we could also see the US
and to a lesser extent other Western nations
following relatively quickly in the wake of the
re-emerging consumer demand. Much will also
depend on how the supply side will respond to
changes in demand and how supply chains will
adapt to the new pattern of consumptions.
Governments have shown to first focus on
providing stimulus to the economy and
addressing the health crisis, moving to focus
on re-opening the economy and supporting
business to re-start, before finally shifting
to managing the fallout and providing a
framework for the post-COVID environment.
There will be differences between countries
depending on the level of debt incurred,
how it is financed, and the degree to which
governments will rely on private sector capital
to re-shape the economy.
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The post-COVID world could bring about
a ‘new normal’ as new trends emerge or
accelerate at greater rates than previously
envisaged. Shortening of supply chains,
increased environmental consciousness,
reduced reliance on air travel, and increased
uptake in AI and digital technologies are
all feasible outcomes. The fall out of this
pandemic is not just going to be economic
and epidemiological, but is likely to also be
political, as countries close down borders and
introduce more protectionist policies.
The success of businesses and economies in the
medium term will very much depend not only
on their resilience to adapt to such ‘new normal’
but also on their capacity to address underlying
trends that were present before the pandemic.
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impact
The health and economic
impact will be far reaching,
varying widely depending on
the policy response
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EPIDEMIOLOGICAL TRENDS AND

Since the first COVID-19 case was reported
back in December 2019, 45.5 million cases
have been recorded globally and the global
death toll has reached more than 1.25 million.

To date, there is no clear-cut consensus around
the likely epidemiological patterns that the
virus will take over the coming months (or even
years) as some countries slowly ease lockdown
measures, while others start to experience
second waves. Age-profile, the general level of
health, economic status, health care capacity
and capability, as well as age-specific contact
and social mixing patterns will all affect the
infection and mortality rates in a country.

As many countries, particularly in Europe and
North America, began to lift strict lockdown
measures, some have since had to heighten
them again. Some countries have been
successful in mitigating further spikes in cases
(e.g. New Zealand), while others are heading
towards a ‘second wave’.
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E C O N O M I C I M PA C T O F T H E C O V I D 1 9 -

P O S S I B L E S C E N A R I O S 				I N D U C E D D O W N T U R N 				

It is not yet known whether the virus will find
ways to effectively transmit into next year or act
seasonally, like a flu. However, many countries
are already experiencing resurgences as they
enter the winter season.
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Though economies were always going to suffer
a significant amount in the face of a pandemic,
especially due to lower levels of global trade
and international travel, projections published in
October for economic growth, global trade, and
other economic metrics are less pessimistic than
those published in June.

For most countries, the loss of GDP in the first
two quarters of 2020 exceeded that seen over
the entire 2008 financial crisis. Equally, public
opinion of the state of economies is more negative
than during the global financial crisis in many
countries. The International Monetary Fund (IMF)
projected in October 2020 that, while global
output will contract by 4.4% this year, it will
grow by around 5.2% in 2021. The Euro area is
expected to shrink the most in 2020, by 8.3%, and
while GDP in China is expected to grow in 2020,
it will be at a far slower rate than estimated before
the virus. These forecasts present a slightly less
pessimistic outlook than those published in June
2020, but more pessimistic than those published in
April 2020.

While the rise in global output after the virus
is brought under control should also be sharp
it could still take years for demand to recover
completely. The trough in economic activity
will be deeper and the rebound is likely to take
longer than recently predicted, in part because the
pandemic spread across the globe in stages and
arrived in countries at different times.
		
The actions of central banks and governments
to support the economy, have been significant
and have taken place on an enormous scale.
The US Federal Reserve and European Central
Bank have said that they will buy bonds without
limit. Governments are writing blank cheques
with generous new income support schemes.
In the UK, the Bank of England began directly
financing state spending.
GLOBAL POLICY RESPONSES

National lockdowns have lessened since their
most extreme level in April, but regional
lockdowns are now being enforced. In late
October and early November a number
of European countries have gone further,
reintroducing national lockdowns, including a
four week national lockdown in England.
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The health and economic
impact will be far reaching,
varying widely depending on
the policy response

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

Mandates Easing – continued easing of social distancing mandates, and mandates are not re-imposed				
Current Projection – social distancing mandates are re-imposed for 6 weeks whenever daily deaths reach 8 per million (0.8 per 100k)
Universal Masks – 95% mask usage in public in every location
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Source: EIU, 20 October 2020

Sub-Saharan
Africa

ME & N.Africa

Latin America

Asia &
Australsia

Euro area

Europe

N.America

Non-OECF

6

World

8

OECF

R E A L G D P G R O W T H F O R E C A S T ( A N N U A L % C H A N G E )

4
2
0
-2
-4
- 6 -5%
-8

-3%

-3%
-5%

-6%

-5%
-6%

-7%
-8%

-10

2019

2020

2021

2022

-8%

2023

2024

2025

APPENDICES

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Epidemiological
and economic
impact continued
The impact will depend
on policy response around
re-opening, size of postepidemic stimulus, recovery
of the supply chain and the
shape of the recovery

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

S C E N A R I O S

CONCLUSION

R E - S TA R T I N G T H E

NEW CASES

Medical containment
measures flatten the
health curve but deepen
the recessionary curve

New cases without
containment policies

E C O N O M Y 		
Policy around re-opening is
a balance between economic
costs and health benefits
– and will have impact
in medium term as it will
influence how deep sectors
have been affected.

V-shaped recovery is
looking increasingly unlikely,
especially with the potential
for winter resurgences of 		
the virus.

New cases with
containment policies

TIME

Recession without
containment policies

Recession with
containment policies

SEVERITY
OF RECESSION
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Epidemiological
and economic
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The impact will depend
on policy response around
re-opening, size of postepidemic stimulus, recovery
of the supply chain and the
shape of the recovery
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G O V E R N M E N T R E S P O N S E 		
A N D I M P L I C A T I O N S 			

As the number of confirmed cases begins
to rise again in some countries and regions,
some Governments have looked to place some
aspects of re-opening the economy on pause,
as regional lockdowns continue. However,
supporting businesses and schools to re-start still
remains a priority. Countries easing lockdown
restrictions are in a precarious situation, avoiding
a resurgence (‘second wave’) where possible, if
this has not yet occurred.
Governments have placed many longerterm plans and budgets on hold in favour of
a shorter-term focus, given the uncertainties
of the rapidly changing outlook. There will
be differences between governments depending on
the level of debt incurred, the way it is going to be
financed going forward, and the degree to which
government will rely on private sector capital
to re-shape the economy. Governments that are
slow to react, or slow to free up the private sector
to support the recovery, could struggle in the
medium to long-term recovery.
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Governments will be under pressure to continue
to provide welfare support, address inequality and
inject stimulus funding to investment programs at
risk of increasing taxes and regulation and
stifle businesses recovery. The balance must
be made between a faster recovery and higher
rate of returns versus need for increased
economic protection.
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Over the longer term,
governments will need to
address how they will fund
the unprecedented level
of spending-associated
debt with implications
for investment and
infrastructure and for the long
term balance between capital,
wages, and rate of returns, at
the risk of a return to austerity.
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and economic
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The impact on sectors will
be varied, with transport
expected to experience long
lasting effects.
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S E C T O R I M P A C T S 		

Unsurprisingly, the hardest-hit industries will
be those requiring in-person transactions, such
as transport and in-store retail (which may
experience an estimated 90% loss of industrylevel GDP), followed by manufacturing and
construction (up to 50% loss). The professional
services, agriculture and education sectors are
expected to be moderately negatively impacted
(up to 20% loss). SMEs are likely to be hardest
hit, with potential supply-chain implications in
the medium-term as a result.

S E C T O R I M PA C T: U N I T E D K I N G D O M
Projected GVA growth rate by industry sector, % annual change in 2020 and 2021
PWC; UK Economic Update, September 2020
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The following slide explores potential impacts
on broader sectors, while the scenarios provide
a more detailed view of sectors more relevant to
Arup and our clients.			

Public transport ridership has dropped
substantially worldwide, and will remain lower
than pre-COVID levels due to flexible working
and health concerns. 
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The aviation sector has been one of the first
and worst hit sectors, with airlines announcing
widespread job redundancies; the International
Civil Aviation Organization projects (ICAO)
projects up to US$400bn of passenger revenue
loss will be incurred by airlines alone in 2020;
travel demand will return in the long term but
many airlines have warned full recovery will
take many years.
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T R A N S P O R T 		
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Epidemiological
and economic
impact continued
The impact on sectors will
be varied, with transport
expected to experience long
lasting effects.

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

		
According to Goldman Sachs, the technology
sector is, so far, outperforming other sectors
during the current downturn. Some of the
larger players benefiting from the work-fromhome, play-at-home and deliver-to-home
tailwinds. According to Nokia’s COVID-19
Network Traffic Dashboard, weekday internet
traffic increased by 40% compared to prepandemic levels.
T E C H N O L O G Y 		

Some providers have chosen to lift limits on
data volumes. Hardware shortages in the short
term will return to business as usual or better
as demand increases from remote working,
a proportion of this increased demand could
hold in the long term. Software, including
security, may have potential for growth in the
short and long term as companies embrace
remote working. Increased stress on the
network driving demand for reinforcement and
5G, subject to the politically fraught issue of
Huawei involvement in network infrastructure,
and public perception of 5G.
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Challenges of providing hospital-centred care
during pandemics means the world may move
closer to a more community or patient centred
model of healthcare, aided by advances in AI,
health monitoring, and telemedicine.		
					
H E A LT H C A R E 		

CONSTRUCTION AND INFRASTRUCTURE

Construction pipeline weak for the foreseeable
future; any potential work will be in the backlog of current projects; predicted growth in
global market (2.6% in 2019 to 3.1%) has
been reduced to just 0.5% growth. Disrupted
supply chains (shortage of subcontractors and
materials) may also dampen the market. More
pressure on private construction than public
capital projects.
Government investment in infrastructure as
part of economic stimulus packages, e.g. China.
Local government level demand for support
in short term is possible although long-term
remains unclear.
In the UK, infrastructure spend will be
competing with pressure to provide ever
increasing levels of funding for the NHS.
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Traditional energy companies are facing a
strategic challenge and are becoming highly
risk-averse. With their finances under intense
pressure, many are cutting capital spending to
a tune of $400bn this year.
E N E R G Y 		

Investment in renewable energy will
slow in the short term, but should return
in longer term. However, delays to lowcarbon infrastructure investment could
have significant long-term environmental
consequences.
Economic contraction in general reduces
overall power demand, especially impacting
I&C suppliers. Domestic suppliers could
suffer from bill non-payment. Potential return
to dirty sources of energy less likely in the
developed world even with low oil prices.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Public health
and economic
Countries have imposed
varying degrees of lockdown,
as well as economic stimulus
packages to help both
employers and households –
the USA now has the highest
number of cases, and deaths.

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

N O R T H A M E R I C A 		

UK

Most US states continuing to re-open; first
stimulus package, c.$2.5trn – includes
employee retention credit, direct payments of up
to $1,200 to citizens, loans and loan guarantees
to businesses; additional $44bn granted to
provide extra unemployment benefits; a second
stimulus package of c.$2trn yet to be agreed.
The Government of Canada has committed
$212bn in stimulus package, covering wage
subsidy for businesses, access to employment
insurance, paid sick leave and $25bn funding to
provide liquidity support through tax deferrals.

Social-distancing and a limit on mixing
households came into force across the UK, with
tiered systems and local ‘firebreaks’. The UK
Government has provided £330bn in loans and
a further £30bn in other aid, which includes a
business rates holiday, payroll support for firms
in the UK until XX 2020 and specific industry
financial support, such as airlines.

SOUTH AMERICA

As of mid-October, new daily cases are falling,
except for Argentina which is experiencing
a steady uptick. Four of the South American
countries (Brazil, Peru, Colombia, Argentina)
make up the top 10 highest cases globally.
Many countries experienced harsh lockdowns,
but these have now been mostly eased;
economic stimulus packages are varied, and
some governments are requesting funding
from the World Bank and the Inter-American
Development Bank.
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As of mid-October, 2.4 million cases have been
recorded across Africa and the Middle East.
This is likely to be an underestimation due
to limited testing resources. Major concerns
amongst professionals that poor healthcare
and infrastructure could result in high fatality
rate; African countries imposing a range of
prevention and containment measures against
the spread.
A F R I C A / M I D D L E E A S T 		

EUROPE

Many countries are now experiencing a
resurgence in cases but have responded in
different cases, although most countries are
re-imposing restrictions by region. The EU
recovery fund of €750bn has been set up (for
mid-2021 and to cover 27 countries over five
years) to provide grants and loans attached to a
new €1.074trn 7-year budget. The ECB has also
launched a €1.35trn QE programme and the
ECB president has claimed there are ‘no limits’
in the ECB’s commitment to the Euro, with the
latest projections predicting Eurozone GDP will
shrink by 10% in 2020, representing a deeper
downturn than previously expected.

ASIA

China lifted many restrictions with RMB
4.6 trn of fiscal measures introduced and is
expected to achieve 2% GDP growth in 2020.
Singapore (US$73bn package) implemented
a more stringent lockdown after they saw
cases rise and Japan (US$1.1trn package) has
recently left their state of emergency; South
Korea was originally praised for a quick
response but has since seen localised cases
- and announced a $135bn fiscal stimulus
package to be spent by 2025.
AUSTRALASIA

The Australian government has announced
$259 billion in fiscal and balance sheet support,
equivalent to around 13% of GDP. The New
Zealand Government has committed NZ$62bn
of financial support with NZ$14bn of this
reserved for a possible ‘second wave’. A border
closure and quarantine requirement is in place
for both Australia and New Zealand.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Exit strategy
planning
As the virus continues to
spread, some countries are
starting to feel the burden
of the pandemic, whilst
others are beginning to lift
sanctions. Mass testing and
widespread vaccination
could expedite a return
to a ‘new normal’ but the
timelines associated with this
are uncertain.
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N O R T H A M E R I C A 		

EUROPE

AUSTRALASIA

The US plan for re-opening the economy will be
state-led. Four gate process outlined, in which
various tests must be passed, and there must be
no evidence of a secondary wave of the virus,
in order to proceed to the next stage. Employers
will be responsible for distancing, PPE, testing,
and sanitation amongst others. Four COVID-19
vaccines have reached phase 3 trials in the U.S.,
with large scale roll out expected in 2021. The
Canadian recovery is also state-led and each at
different stages of the re-opening process.

Most countries began lifting restrictions
thorughout May with a phased return to work and
schools, as well as opening of restaurants, salons,
and small retailers. However some are now reintroducing restrictions to curb a ‘second-wave’
of the virus on a local basis. Some borders within
the Schengen area are closed, with quarantine
restrictions in place between many countries.

New Zealand first reduced their restrictions in
mid-May having seen limited transmission but
re-imposed restrictions following outbreaks,
however restrcitions acorss the country have
since been lifted. In Australia, COVID-19
restrictions differ by state and have again been
reinforced after a short period of easing. It is not
expected that Australia and New Zealand will
re-open borders to non-nationals until 2021.

UK

The UK began relaxing lockdown in June,
however following increases in cases this has
been mostly reversed, with restrictions being
re-introduced on a regional basis, although
schools in all areas expected to remain open.
As of the beginning of November, the UK
Government introduced a four-week national
lockdown. Restrictions are not expected to be
significantly relaxed until March 2021. The
UK’s Chief Scientific Advisor has commented
that a vaccine against COVID-19 may be
available at scale in spring 2021.

A F R I C A / M I D D L E E A S T 		

No substantive recovery strategies in place or
planned in African nations; Israel and Saudi
Arabia have declining numbers of COVID-19
cases, whilst in the UAE, Turkey and Iran cases
are rising again, Saudi Arabia and the UAE
have eased many restrictions.
ASIA

Many Asian countries are ahead of Europe in
terms of emergence from the crisis; China’s
children have returned to school and adults are
returning to work, with four potential vaccines
now in phase 3 trials. Japan has lifted its earlier
state of emergency, and Vietnam is starting to
open up from a particularly strict lock-down.
India, which now has the second highest
number of confirmed cases, has reported a
surge in new COVID-19 cases in the region as
lockdown measures have been eased.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Trend specific
considerations
Key possible macro and
microeconomic trends and
considerations for informing
scenario design.
Which regions and countries
will recover faster or slower?
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East Asia has seen a faster recovery
than Europe and North America. Asian
economies could land at a more robust longterm ‘new normal’; however, decreased
global trade could negatively affect
manufacturing-based economies. East Asia
is currently the region that has reached
the highest levels of epidemiological and
economic recovery, with Chinese GDP
growing by 11.7% in Q2 and 2.7% in Q3.
While COVID-19 hit the region first, the
degree of effects has been less severe than
in parts of Europe and the Americas. The
speed of economic recovery is linked to the
speed of virus management – in turn linked
to government response. However, while
a return to business as usual is not feasible
when public health is in jeopardy,
lengthier and more stringent shutdowns have had more severe economic
consequences. More stringent national
lockdowns have tended to correlate with
sharper economic contractions.1
North America and Western Europe
experienced material economic growth
in Q3 2020, although economies remain
smaller than before the pandemic. In the
US, Q3 2020 saw a quarterly increase in
real GDP of 7.4%, or 33.1% increase at an
annual rate.2 The major European economies
saw higher levels of quarterly growth, with a
maximum of 18.2% in France.

S C E N A R I O S

However, these economies also saw
more extreme contraction in Q2. Of the
economies where Q3 GDP has already been
published, only China has seen any net
growth from the beginning of the year to the
end of Q3. See appendix 7 for more 2020Q3 results.
Countries with a relatively delayed
pandemic peak experienced little contraction
in Q1, with India’s GDP even growing by
less than 1%, quarter on quarter. However,
Q2 contraction in these regions was
dramatically sharper than that seen in Q1 in
parts of Europe and America.
Over the summer, South America became
a major epicentre of the virus, with more
than 180,000 deaths in Brazil and Argentina
alone (as of October 2020). Argentina and
Venezuela saw some of the highest levels
of lockdown stringency, globally. With
the inverse relationship observed between
levels of response stringency and economic
growth, major contraction is expected in the
region, and with long-lasting effects.
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Source: Economist Intelligence Unit, 15 October 2020
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Pension funds’ low-risk approach to investing
has the potential to be further reinforced by
COVID-19. Many investors have placed
transactions on hold in the short-to-medium term
and could seek to de-risk their portfolios in the
mid to long-term.

2018 - 2024 (EIU)1

China

In the medium and long term, Government
spending has been projected to be severely
impacted by continually increasing public debt.
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has
warned of impending sovereign debt crises as
countries are impacted by the economic fallout
of COVID-19.3 Public funding would become
increasingly difficult to secure, potentially
paving the way for an increased presence
of private finance in public infrastructure,
including private- public partnerships.
Private investment has the potential to increase
in digital infrastructure, e.g., networks, as digital
working solutions become a larger part of
‘business as usual’ under the new normal.
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ECONOMIC CONTRACTION LONG-TERM PROJECTION*

Korea

Which regions and countries
will invest more or less in
certain areas?

Government spending on infrastructure will
continue or increase in the short term as a part of
countries’ stimulus plans to combat COVID-19;
e.g., China’s expanded 2020 development plans
to include new infrastructure projects as part of a
larger stimulus package. However, hiring freezes
and redundancies have left businesses with less
capacity to create economic value.

Index, 2018 = 100

Key possible macro and
microeconomic trends and
considerations for informing
scenario design.		
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FINANCE FOR INFRASTRCUTURE

2020 FY Projected GDP, % Change
from 2019 FY

Trend specific
considerations
continued
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Regulatory concerns: FDI regulations have
tightened globally, particularly in Europe, with
generally lower thresholds. Health sector-related
FDI regime changes have heightened the risk of
regulatory review.2

WORLD MERCHANDISE TRADE VOLUME
volume (Index, 2011 = 100): 2011 - 2022 (WTO)*
Source: WTO3 * See Appendix 4
Merchandise trade volume (baseline)
Optimistic scenario
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90
2012Q3

Reversal of globalisation and rebalancing in
manufacturing: Interruption of global supply
chains has the potential to have long-term effects,
possible space for shortening of supply chains or
reshoring, although the latter would be complex,
costly, and take potentially years to implement.
Manufacturing could begin to shift away from
developing countries as advancements in robotic
technologies and manufacturing processes
replaces cheap labour.
Rise of protectionism intensifies: Even with
the EU, export restrictions have been placed
on medical masks (e,g. Germany, France), US
has discussed reducing dependence on foreign
medical supplied and pharmaceuticals and has
criticised companies refusing to halt sales to
foreign markets, e.g., 3M.
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Potential results: decreased global trade,
decreased FDI. COVID-19 is accelerating
existing trends of increased nationalism 		
and protectionism, which could have 		
permanent effects.

2012Q1

Will there be a rebalancing
in regional trade? In
investment between sectors?

Dramatic shocks to supply and demand have
already been observed, and these are expected to
continue at least in the short term. At the start of
the pandemic, many countries introduced export
bans on key medical items including PPE and
certain medicines.1 While some of these trade
barriers have been lifted, others remain in place.

2011Q3

Key possible macro and
microeconomic trends and
considerations for informing
scenario design.		
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REBALANCING REGIONAL TRADE

2011Q1

Trend specific
considerations
continued
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Trend specific
considerations
continued
Key possible macro and
microeconomic trends and
considerations for informing
scenario design.		
What would it mean for public
sector’s budget and money
available for investment in
next 3 years? Will government
change its focus on which
sectors to support?

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T
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P U B L I C S E C T O R B U D G E T AVA I L A B I L I T Y

As previously mentioned, spending in
infrastructure has been presented as a shortterm stimulus tool.
Infrastructure investment could be more
prevalent in the short term, with another rise
of austerity looming in the future as budgets
dry up, and public deficits increase. Sovereign
debt crises have been projected in the medium
to long term, with the danger of an impending
global crisis.4
The negative impact of lower tax revenue
on public sector investment could become
a significant barrier, with governments
losing millions from the tax relief measures
implemented in response to the pandemic
and subsequent economic fallout. While short
term investment will be bolstered by stimulus
packages, the long term availability of funding
risks being jeopardised.
Upside views see potential for expansion in
government-funded infrastructure, creating a
foundation for long-term growth. However,
this could be impeded by rising levels of
public sector debt and the political fallout of
implementing the austerity measures required
to finance such investment.3
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PUBLIC SECTOR NET DEBT AS % OF GDP
United Kingdom & United States
Source: OBR, ONS, CRFB See Appendix 6
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Macroprudential loosening has been observed,
with central banks breaking out their most
powerful tools for increasing liquidity. Required
reserved ratio cuts have been substantial (PBOC
most recently announced a further cut to 11%).
Support has been offered to households, ranging
from one-off payments to income support plans
to retain employment. Despite these measures, a
dramatic and sudden rise in unemployment has
been observed in many countries.

Managing these restrictions has presented a
precarious balancing act between the desire
to return to “business as usual” and a desire
to maintain public health (and prevent high
numbers of further infections).

Source: IMF, Oct 2020
* See Appendix 3 for more countries & granularity
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14.4%

GFC
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Public health responses have varied: Speed
of response ranged from the rapid (some East
Asia, central Europe) to slow (UK, some
EU, US) to stationary (references to the
pandemic remain censored in Turkmenistan).
Restrictions had started to be lifted across
the world, however a ‘second-wave’ of the
virus has led to widespread re-imposition of
restrictions, albeit less severe than in March/
April. Some US leaders are keen to reopen
its economy, despite major health concerns.
Oxford University’s “Stringency Index”
currently ranks the responses of Venezuela
and Argentina as most stringent and those of
Nicaragua and Niger as least.

ANNOUNCED FISCAL MEASURES AS
A % O F G D P, G F C V S C O V I D *

DEU

Tax breaks, reductions, or payment holidays
for businesses (including SMEs) have been
implemented. Some countries have introduced
taxes (a tax on digital services, including
streaming in Indonesia).

Global (COVID)

Low interest rates could make further
monetary responses to the Corona virus
less effective, but at the margin, cuts have
reduced the cost of government and private
sector borrowing. Unusually, BoE has directly
financed state spending.
QE has been significant and observed globally,
with central banks slashing rates.
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POLICY RESPONSE

4.2%

What are the differences
in policy response 		
between countries?

CONCLUSION

G20 (GFC)

Key possible macro and
microeconomic trends and
considerations for informing
scenario design.		

		
Many countries have rolled out measures to
maintain liquidity in their economies; so far,
these have varied by region. In March and
April, central banks, including those of New
Zealand, the UK, and some EU countries,
called for dividend pay-out cuts; those of China
and the US have yet to implement this policy,
although the Fed has received some political
pressure to do so.

S C E N A R I O S

% of GDP (as of October 2020 IMF World
Economic Outlook)

Trend specific
considerations
continued
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Trend specific
considerations
continued
Key possible macro and
microeconomic trends and
considerations for informing
scenario design.		
What is the outlook 		
for commodities?
Which behaviours will be
temporary and which will
be permanent?

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

		
Large and frequent commodity price
movements, and supply chain disruptions have
increased revenues at banks to a 10-year high.1

S C E N A R I O S
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C O M M O D I T I E S 		

Energy commodities took a big hit in April,
when the Brent crude oil price fell below
$20 per barrel. Oil prices have since rallied,
although they rest at an average price one third
lower than in March. Oil price moves have
driven large revenues for commodities this year.
Uncertainty remains around future production
levels and the demand outlook.
Metals have outperformed expectations,
demonstrating significant growth over the past
year (gold up 26%, silver up 41%). Precious
metal growth is expected to continue into the
long term.

Uranium prices, which were bolstered in the
early stages of the global COVID-19 lockdown
by supply shocks, have been steadily declining
since May. However, the spot price still rests
at a materially higher level than the prepandemic average.

economies begin reopening, but some will not
return immediately and might never come back
fully. Having experienced a new way of living,
consumers are recalibrating their spending,
increasing the likelihood that spending may
permanently change.

Bullion trading has increased this year, caused
by a higher demand from investors for exposure
to gold. Prices reached a record high in early
August, driving a projected doubling of
precious metals trading revenues for the year.1

Decision making processes within
organisations are likely to change and
companies may well adopt a longer-term
approach to contingency planning. This is
likely to make them more risk averse in the
short term, as is already being seen in lower
levels of investment, but should improve
organisational resilience to external shocks.

General consensus sees a good outlook for
commodities in the long term, with a
more favourable balance of supply and
demand developing.
		
The lockdowns in Spring saw one of the
largest drops in demand for goods and services
since the 1940s. However, some changes in
behaviours may well be lasting – a shift in
‘mega-trends’ to the new normal, e.g. ways of
working, sustainability, and transport.
B E H A V I O U R 		

Volatility is, however, expected in the
medium turn, driven by potential political
unrest and uncertainties around the speed of
economic recovery.
Future commodity prices will very much be
dictated by demand, and therefore economic
output. Speed of recovery of commodity prices
will depend on how quickly economic activity
and demand picks up again.
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The great lockdown saw one of the largest
drops in demand for goods and services since
the 1940s. Some demand has returned as

The commercial aviation sector is expected to
be slow to recover to the impact of COVID-19.
Domestic flight demand has recovered since
its trough, especially in East Asia, but demand
for international flights still remains low. A
significant reduction in air travel is expected
to continue into the long term and could
become the new normal. Changes to transport
hub operational procedures and continuing or
adapting current social distancing precautions
could be considered to bolster travel demand in
the longer term.
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Scenarios

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

“

“				

- Foreign Policy, 2020

- Josef Hargrave, 			
Global Foresight Leader, Arup

This much is certain: Just
as this disease has shattered
lives, disrupted markets and
exposed the competence (or
lack thereof) of governments,
it will lead to permanent
shifts in political and
economic power in ways
that will become apparent
only later.”
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Scenarios should always
be applied in multiples.
This reflects the reality that
a range of pathways are
both plausible and possible.
As such, there is a need
for businesses and public
institutions to think and
act in response to options,
uncertainties and variations;
and not perceived certainty.”
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Scenarios

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

COVID-19 is driving significant change across
the built environment sector. This includes
immediate changes to how construction work is
delivered, how city systems are operated, how
buildings and spaces are occupied, and how
future investments are planned and delivered.
Transport systems are being temporarily
or permanently transformed, workplaces
redesigned for social distancing, and existing
approaches to city services are being rethought. 
The changes we see today will have both shortand long-term components. While shorter-term
changes may be relatively clear and evident,
longer-term projections are naturally more
complex and uncertain to predict. There are
various pathways into the future, and the
route we take will be determined by how the
virus continues to spread and the nature of the
resulting economic and social impacts.
Scenarios are hypothetical illustrations of
the future. They include qualitative and
quantitative elements and are intentionally
applied in multiples to show indeterminacy
and possible alternatives They are plausible
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descriptions of how the future may develop,
based on a coherent set of assumptions about
key relationships and driving forces. As well as
quantitative, scientific evidence scenarios can
be based on quantitative as well as qualitative
information and opinions, making them more
provocative yet also credible. 
Scenario planning is the process by which
different, consistent images of the future
are developed. One of the gurus of scenario
planning, Kees van der Heijden, who was
part of the senior executive team at Shell that
pioneered the approach, calls scenarios an
“invitation to strategic dialogue”. As such, the
purpose of scenarios is:

CONCLUSION
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Exploration of alternative development
paths towards the future

Conditioning people for possible future
changes to an organisation’s environment

Understanding complex systems and the
interactions between underlying entities

The identification of critical decision
points and strategic options

Development of a clear context for future
strategies and policies

Engaging internal and external customers
in a dialogue about change

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

How to use 		
these scenarios

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

The high level, global scenarios presented in
this report are designed to initiate a structured
and constructive debate on the impact for our
industry in the context of COVID-19. As such,
regional relevance and nuances are expected to
emerge as part of context-specific conversations
shared across multiple stakeholders. Facilitated
conversations around these scenarios will
uncover local implications and plausible
developments in specific corporate contexts.
These scenarios are an update to an earlier
version published in June 2020. The previous
edition, included a ‘short pause’ scenario,
which is no longer considered plausible. For the
September 2020 update, this has been replaced
by a ‘bounce back’ scenario, imagining a
significant recovery in early- to mid 2021.

S C E N A R I O S

The best available data on the spread of the
disease and information on associated social,
economic and political impacts are changing
daily. In addition, much is still subject to
speculation and underlying uncertainty remains
high. The scenarios presented are therefore a
subjective – yet insight-driven – view of four
possible futures that Arup has identified as
both plausible and consistent with our current
understanding of the nature of the pandemic and
the likely impacts on our economies.
The scenarios presented can be used to windtunnel existing strategy, sense-check priority
risks and opportunities, or to simply act as
a conversation starter to debate and better
understand how our world will evolve in the
short-, medium- and long-term, and what
the associated implications for us and our
businesses could be.
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1 . O P T I M U M F I T 		

Resources and energy fit the
scenario. New opportunities
offer enormous potential.

2. GOOD FIT

Robust strategy - minor
changes can transform threats
into opportunities.

3. ADVERSE FIT

Company will experience difficulties
in the event of this scenario.
Adaptation only possible through
significant adjustment and loss.

4 . P R O B L E M A T I C F I T 		

Company caught off guard by
this scenario. In this situation,
successful adaptation is unlikely.
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Virus contained a nd managed

1
Bounce back

2
Global depression
Policy failure

Spread of the virus

Recession

Best case scenario

Depression

Scenarios for
the impact of
COVID-19 on the
global economy
over the next
18-24 months
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Economic and policy implications

3
Partial recovery

4
Economic collapse

Successful adaptation

Worst case

Continued spread a nd resurgence
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Scenarios for
the impact of
COVID-19 on the
global economy
over the next
18-24 months

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

S C E N A R I O 1 				

		
COVID-19 is increasingly contained and
managed. A sharp and deep recession is
followed by a rapid bounce back in economic
activity. Global cases and deaths stabilize,
enabled by widespread rapid testing and the
rapid roll-out of a vaccine in early 2021. The
world sees widespread cooperation and joint
research to successfully overcome the crisis.
Most major economies and businesses recover
to pre-crisis levels.

B O U N C E B A C K 		

S C E N A R I O S
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S C E N A R I O 2 				

		
COVID-19 is increasingly managed and
contained, with global cases and deaths
stabilising. In contrast, the economic impacts
are deep and long lasting, exasperated by
a failure of governments to respond in a
coordinated manner. Fiscal policy focuses
on economic stimulus, but this cannot
counteract a global depression, characterised by
high unemployment and widespread business
failures, and followed by some 		
government defaults.
GLOBAL DEPRESSION

S C E N A R I O 3 				
PA R T I A L R E C O V E R Y
		
COVID-19 continues to spread with
frequent and unpredictable local resurgences
of the virus. However, much of society
and businesses learn to adapt. Economic
implications are increasingly limited and
regional. Healthcare provisions in many
regions are bolstered by additional funding.
Improved testing enables better tracking and
isolation of new cases. Society returns to a
normal but different ‘equilibrium’.
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S C E N A R I O 4 				

		
COVID-19 continues to spread with frequent
and unpredictable resurgence of the virus.
Containment measures only work on a
temporary basis. Economies are damaged
more severely than anticipated. Governments
nationalise significant parts of their economies.
Quantitative easing, austerity measures and tax
increases lead to inflation, social disturbances,
negative growth, and a global depression.
ECONOMIC COLLAPSE

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Scenarios for
the impact of
COVID-19 on the
global economy
over the next
18-24 months

KEY
Impact on Business
L

Low

M

Medium

H

High
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Slow

M

Medium

F

Fast
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Speed of
recovery

Region

Impact on
business

Speed of
recovery

North America

M

M

North America

H

S

South America

M

M

South America

H

S

Europe

L

L

Europe

H

S

Asia

L

F

Asia

M

M

Africa

M

M

Africa

H

S

Australasia

L

F

Australasia

M

M

3
Partial recovery

Speed of recovery
S

Impact on
business
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Global depression

1
Bounce back
Region
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Region

Impact on
business

Speed of
recovery

4
Economic collapse
Region

Impact on
business

Speed of
recovery

North America

H

M

North America

H

S

South America

H

S

South America

H

S

Europe

H

S

Europe

H

S

Asia

M

F

Asia

H

S

Africa

H

S

Africa

H

S

Australasia

M

M

Australasia

H

S
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Scenario 1
Bounce back
Contained and managed
virus with strong shortterm economic implications
followed by a speedy
recovery in 2021

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

Scenario type
Best case
Global cases by Q4 2021
Up to 75,000,000
Global deaths by Q4 2021
Up to 2,000,000
Vaccine available
Q4 2020
Schools and public services
Return to normal
International travel restrictritions
Minimal, but behaviour changes

Real global GDP to Q4 2021
-0% to -4%
Pattern of economic growth/decline
Uniform and stable
Role of governments in the economy
Short-term stimulus
Government spending levels
Short-term stimulus

S C E N A R I O S

After an initial period of extreme disruption,
health systems, public institutions, and businesses
adapt to better control and manage the spread and
impacts of the virus. Social distancing, business
closures, and restrictions on movement are slowly
relaxed with limited resurgences – a second
wave is avoided. Testing kits and facilities are
expanded and improved, and a global vaccine is
made available at the start of 2021. Transport hubs
and large retail spaces start to play a key role in
identifying people with symptoms, monitoring
possible clusters of infections, and helping to
quickly isolate new cases.
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Most property and infrastructure projects
eventually continue, with new investments first
subdued, but then expanding. Most economies
return to near normal function by Q4 of 2020.
Asia recovers first, followed by Europe and then
the Americas.
The post-crisis social dialogue focuses on
more sustainable forms of work, travel, and
consumption. Patterns of work switch to a greater
focus on digitally-enabled collaborative working
and less business-related long-distance travel.

Governments provide some quantitative easing
and sector bailouts, but overall, the economic
implications are not as significant and negative as
first expected. Some sectors – such as technology
and healthcare – show unexpectedly strong
growth as people adapt new ways of working,
socialising, and looking after themselves.

Trade patterns
Swift return to normal
Supply chain impacts
Minimal nearshoring
Levels of infrastructure investment
Stable

1

2

3

4

Levels of property investment
Stable
Achievement of UNSDGs
On track
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Level of global unemployment
Stable at 5 to 7%

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Scenario 1
Bounce back

Short and sharp recession
with regional quarterly GDP
reductions between -5% to
-40% in Q2 and Q3 2020

Risks

Contained and managed
virus with strong shortterm economic implications
followed by a speedy
recovery in 2021

External market and
operating environment

Managing variations in regional
lockdowns, viral infection rates,
and post-crisis immunity

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

Business drivers and
projects development
Bounce back starts in early
2021
Temporary reduction in activity in
Aviation and Property
Reassessment of investment
in mega-infrastructure, focus
placed on ‘bread-and-butter’
projects

S C E N A R I O S

People and
business processes
Inflexible internal resource
adaptation, with challenges
around short-term reallocation of
people and skills
Maintaining workforce
productivity and project delivery
during prolonged periods of
remote working
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Overview of plausible 
implications by sector

Short term

Aviation

Medium term
Long term

Short term

Property

Medium term
Long term

Opportunities

Short term
More strategic industries will
need to have domestic backup
plans; increased demand for
nearshoring
Collaborative research and
information sharing across AEC
industry
Invitation for a rethink of global
travel and working patterns
Global growth

++

Partial growth

+

Minor growth

/

Stable business

-

Minor decline

--

Partial decline

---

Global decline

---

Global decline

Short term: up to end of 2020
Medium term: 2021/22
Long term: 2022 and beyond
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New approaches to crossregional data sharing and
external collaboration

Strategies for supply chain
adaptation and resilience

Improved business resilience
and more agile allocation of
resources 

Solutions for short- to mediumterm asset reutilisation

Rail

Fastest recovery in China, return
to 4%+ growth in Q4 2020
US and UK economies lag
behind Asia; overall 2020
recession but strong rebound in
2021 (growth above long term
trend for 2021 and 2022)
Brexit negotiations: increased
risk of no deal 

Medium term
Long term

Short term

Highways

Medium term
Long term

Short term
Possible SI&T growth
opportunities, in particular in
Europe and US 
Infrastructure growth
opportunities in South-East Asia 
Property sector most impacted
in US and Europe 

+

++

++
+
++

Lower business-related
carbon emissions

Energy
Regional variation

+++

Healthcare sector scaling and
expansion; temporary facilities
and future surge capacity

-+

Most short-term pressure on
firms’ staff numbers in the US
and Europe, where economic
contraction is projected to be
most significant
Remote working patterns
in Europe and Americas will
continue even after restrictions
are eased

Medium term
Long term

Water

Short term
Medium term
Long term

Science,
Industry and
Tech

Short term
Medium term
Long term

+
+
++

+
+
/

+++
++
+

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Scenario 2
Global depression
Virus increasingly managed
and contained, but
economic implications deep
and long-lasting

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

Scenario type
Policy failure
Global cases by Q4 2021
Up to 100,000,000
Global deaths by Q4 2021
Up to 3,000,000
Vaccine available
Q2 2021
Schools and public services
Return to normal
International travel restrictritions
Minimal

Real global GDP to Q4 2021
-8% to -15%
Pattern of economic growth/decline
Uniform and stable
Role of governments in the economy
Strong economic stimulus
Government spending levels
High, followed by austerity 
Trade patterns
Restricted by nationalism
Supply chain impacts
Home- and nearshoring 
Levels of infrastructure investment
Slow, but stable reduction 

S C E N A R I O S

Health systems eventually manage to control
the spread of the virus. Better testing, tracking,
and treatment enables more effective control
and limitation of local outbreaks. A global
vaccine is made available in Q2 2021. Many
governments introduce data-driven contact
tracing to better track, identify, and contain
new outbreaks of the virus. 
While the health impacts of the virus are
increasingly managed, the economic policy
response is uncoordinated and ineffective. As
a consequence, for most countries the damage
done to their economies is significant and long
lasting. Many businesses do not survive the
crisis, causing downstream impacts for income
levels, employment rates, and economic
activity across a wide range of sectors. 
The Property, Retail, and Manufacturing
sectors are most impacted. Many speculative
developments, with weaker business cases,
are put on hold indefinitely. Some large-scale
infrastructure investments may continue as
a means to stimulate growth, in particular,
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rail and aviation assets; however, there is, in
general, limited appetite to push on with major
capital expenditure projects. The private sector
is reluctant and/or unable to invest into large
scale projects. The Energy sector is largely
static and affected by a longer period of
reduced energy demand.
Amid a significant economic downturn, the
Science, Industry, and Technology sector
continues to show the highest growth. Big
tech is filling gaps in service provision
where many governments failed, often with a
focus on generating economic returns at the
expense of personal data and privacy. Global
unemployment rates increase significantly,
particularly in North America and Europe.
Social and economic inequality increases
across most nations, reversing advances in
poverty reduction. Sustainable development is
put on hold.

1

2

3

4

Levels of property investment
Continuously suppressed 
Achievement of UNSDGs
Goals not achieved 
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Level of global unemployment
10 to 20%

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Scenario 2
Global depression

External market and
operating environment

Risks

Virus increasingly managed
and contained, but
economic implications deep
and long-lasting

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

Business drivers and
projects development

S C E N A R I O S

People and
business processes

Significant structural damage to
the global economy

Over-focus on short-term risks
and priorities

Pressure on central services and
global investments 

Persistent negative growth 

Lack of long-term strategic
business planning 

Reputational risk of
redundancies

Sustainable development at risk
of being deprioritised by clients

Resilience of supply chain and
access to specialist contractors

Increased competition for a
smaller number of projects
Persistent reduced focus on
climate action and sustainability 
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Overview of plausible 
implications by sector

Short term

Aviation

Medium term
Long term

Short term

Property

Crisis in banking and finance
impacts project pipeline

Medium term
Long term

Opportunities

Short term
Digital as an even bigger
differentiator and competitive
advantage
Ownership structure means we
are more resilient to the crisis
in comparison to some major
competitors


Increases in tech, logistics, and
healthcare work
Infrastructure investments as
economic stimulus

New forms of cross-regional
collaboration and resource
sharing 

Rail

Long term

Cheaper access to permanent
or short-term labour 

Short term

Highways

Transport system asset adaptation
and reutilisation

Short term

Global growth
Partial growth

+

Minor growth

/

Stable business

-

Minor decline

--

Partial decline

---

Global decline

---

Global decline

Short term: up to end of 2020
Medium term: 2021/22
Long term: 2022 and beyond
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Regional variation


++

Growing shift towards regional and
national economic self-isolation
East-Asia and Australasia most
resilient to economic downturn 
US market reduction largest
European projects at risk of failure
due to increased disparity and
conflict between northern and
southern EU

International offices enable multinational business to respond
where opportunities emerge
Possible SI&T growth
opportunities, particularly in
Europe and US
Nearshoring opportunities in
North America; redrawing of
supply chains 

Medium term
Long term

Resilience plans for nations,
businesses, and sectors

+++

Medium term

Energy

Long term

Global pressure on firms’ staff
numbers
For multi-national firms, some
reallocation of resources from
Europe and North America to
East Asia and Australasia is
possible

Medium term

Water

Short term
Medium term
Long term

Science,
Industry and
Tech

Short term
Medium term
Long term

-+

----

-+

--

-+

+

++
+
-

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Scenario 3
Partial recovery
Long-lasting virus spread with
economic implications that are
short-term and regional

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

Scenario type
Successful adaptation 
Global cases by Q4 2021
Up to 200,000,000
Global deaths by Q4 2021
6,000,000
Vaccine available
2021+
Schools and public services
Gradual return to normal 
International travel restrictritions
Significant restrictions 

Real global GDP to Q4 2021
-3% to -8%
Pattern of economic growth/decline
Patchy recovery
Role of governments in the economy
Intervention at first, then step back
Government spending levels
Stable, limited austerity
Trade patterns
Continued world trade 
Supply chain impacts
Limited movement of labour 
Levels of infrastructure investment
Stable with positive outlook

S C E N A R I O S

The spread and growth of the pandemic
continues for a significant time. Following an
initial period of shock and uncertainty, society
and business are slowly learning to adapt to the
virus and the resulting ‘new normal’. Health
systems manage to adopt better planning,
testing, and response systems. In most
advanced economies, new cases and clusters
are rapidly identified and isolated, aided by
data-driven monitoring systems and widely
available testing facilities and kits. However,
a vaccine or more permanent solution to the
spread of the virus is still not in sight. 
Slow adaptation of social norms and business
activity enables a gradual return to ‘business
as usual’, albeit with lower global travel
volumes and much higher rates of remote
working. The economies in parts of Asia
recover first, followed by Australia. Europe
and North America lag behind in their
economic recovery. 
Investments in Property and Infrastructure are
stable, but with some regional variation. Social
and economic inequalities increase, both due
to the unequal impacts of the virus on different
income groups, and an emerging ‘immunity
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inequality’ across those that carry some
immunity to the virus and those that are still
at risk of infection. The economy is supported
by initial strong central intervention and
government-financed initiatives and projects,
followed by a return to private sector capital
willing to invest as policy direction creates
certainty. Focus is placed on new initiatives
to adapt to new circumstances – though the
success of those are patchy and uneven in the
medium term. In Energy, this means renewed
investments supporting the energy transition.
A focus on sustainable development quickly
returns, driven by a recognition that many
unsustainable social and business norms are no
longer feasible or desirable.

1

2

3

4

Levels of property investment
Minor regional reductions
Achievement of UNSDGs
On track
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Level of global unemployment
6 to 10%

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Scenario 3
Partial recovery

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

External market and
operating environment

Long-lasting virus spread with
economic implications that are
short-term and regional
Risks

Partial recovery, with sectors
including Aviation, Retail, and
Hospitality still significantly
impacted
Patchy sector and regional
recovery that is difficult to
predict and monitor 

S C E N A R I O S

Business drivers and
projects development

People and
business processes

Higher workforce dispersion
impacts firms’ productivity and
project delivery

Continued restrictions to
international travel with forced
quarantines

Unable to effectively engage
with clients through digital tools
and channels

Proportion of workforce at
continued risk of infection 
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Overview of plausible 
implications by sector

Short term

Aviation

Medium term
Long term

Short term
Inefficient global and crossregional resource sharing 

Property

Medium term
Long term

---

+
++



Opportunities

Short term

Global growth

++

Partial growth

+

Minor growth

/

Stable business

-

Minor decline

--

Partial decline

---

Global decline

---

Global decline

Short term: up to end of 2020
Medium term: 2021/22
Long term: 2022 and beyond

34

Healthcare sector growth;
modular and mobile facilities

Embrace new working models
and technologies

Some sectors, including SI&T
and Healthcare, could show
strong COVID-19 related growth
and expansion 

Resilience and adaptation plans
for nations, businesses and
specific sectors/assets

Redeployment and re-training of
staff to markets less-impacted
markets

Increased automation of
processes and tasks, including
manufacturing

Transport hubs become core
components in public health
monitoring and prevention


Growing focus on remote,
digital, and contactless solutions

Rail

From US-centric globalisation
to a more China-centric
globalisation

Short term

Highways

East Asia and Australasia
recover first
Brexit negotiations: delayed,
then deal with EU


Most pressure on firms’ staff
numbers in US and Europe 

Infrastructure growth
opportunities in US, Europe, and
South-East Asia 

Higher freedom of movement for
staff located in East Asia

Medium term
Long term

Reduced business-related
emissions due to limited travel 

SI&T growth opportunities, in
particular in Europe and US 

Medium term
Long term

Short term

Energy
Regional variation

+++

Reduced utilisation and reliance
on long-distance supply chains

Medium term
Long term

Water

Short term
Medium term
Long term

++

+
+
+

/
++

+
/



Science,
Industry and
Tech

Short term
Medium term
Long term

++
+
+

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Scenario 4
Economic collapse
Virus returns in cycles
leading to continued and
profound economic damage
that cannot be tackled over
the short to medium term
– particularly amongst
countries hit by the 2008
financial crisis

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

Scenario type
Worst case
Global cases by Q4 2021
1,000,000,000+
Global deaths by Q4 2021
20,000,000+
Vaccine available
2022+
Schools and public services
Continued disruption
International travel restrictritions
Fluctuating restrictions 

Real global GDP to Q4 2021
-20% to -25%
Pattern of economic growth/decline
Volatile and extensive 
Role of governments in the economy
Nationalisation of industries
Government spending levels
Highly restricted 
Trade patterns
Subdued global trade 
Supply chain impacts
Widespread nearshoring
Levels of infrastructure investment
Low and highly selective 

S C E N A R I O S

Economies are damaged more severely from
the first round of the virus than was anticipated.
Containment measures only work on a
temporary basis, with cases rapidly resurging as
soon as restrictions are lifted. Vaccine trials are
unsuccessful and many health systems continue
to be overwhelmed by the impact of the virus
on healthcare sector staffing and resources. 
Compounded by second waves, and future
bouts of reinfection, governments have to
nationalise significant parts of their economies.
Financial markets seize up as they become
reluctant to bankroll massive state borrowing.
Governments and central banks resort to a
combination of printing money, raising taxes
and interest rates, and introducing strict
austerity measures. Collectively these lead to
runaway inflation, regular social disturbances,
and continued negative growth.
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increased number of failed states and regional
conflicts. Countries with poor economic
fundamentals, along with underdeveloped and
developing countries, are most affected. 
The deep and lasting economic downturn leads
to widespread reductions in investments in
property and infrastructure. Unemployment
rates increase rapidly, particularly in North and
South America and Europe, where governments
fail to adequately stimulate and stabilise their
economies. China’s downturn is deep, but a
focus on stimulating domestic consumption
pays some dividends in preventing social unrest
and economic collapse. 

In some countries, a military presence is
brought in to maintain social order and prevent
the collapse of political systems and societies.
This is not always successful, leading to an

1

2

3

4

Levels of property investment
Very low and subdued 
Achievement of UNSDGs
Not achieved 
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Level of global unemployment
20 to 30%

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Scenario 4
Economic collapse

Major reductions in globalisation
and the free movement of labour
& capital 

Risks

Virus returns in cycles
leading to continued and
profound economic damage
that cannot be tackled over
the short to medium term
– particularly amongst
countries hit by the 2008
financial crisis

External market and
operating environment

General decline in influence for
Western and multilateral agencies
Hyper-inflation and negative growth
plus austerity lead to private and
public investment decline
Renationalisation of sectors
& assets 

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

S C E N A R I O S

Business drivers and
projects development

People and
business processes

Sustainable development at risk
of being a very low priority for
clients

Higher workforce dispersion
and pressure on staff reduction
impacts firms’ project delivery

Crisis in banking & finance and
governments eliminates a large
part of the project pipeline

Risk of large scale redundancies

Financial markets dictate
government spending; reduced
capital investment in (now) stateowned industries

Proportion of workforce at
continued risk of infection 
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Overview of plausible 
implications by sector

Short term

Aviation

Medium term
Long term

Short term

Property

Medium term
Long term



Short term

Opportunities

Shift in power and influence to
China and South East Asia

Global growth

++

Partial growth

+

Minor growth

/

Stable business

-

Minor decline

--

Partial decline

---

Global decline

---

Global decline

Short term: up to end of 2020
Medium term: 2021/22
Long term: 2022 and beyond
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Digital as an even bigger
differentiator and competitive
advantage

Greater reliance on long lasting
relationships with government
Redesign of buildings and
assets to adapt to persistent
virus threat

Growing focus on remote,
digital, and contactless solutions
and working

Rail

A smaller, more agile business
or set of businesses
Reduced business-related
emissions due to limited travel

Developing countries experience
prolonged economic contraction
Economies set back by two to
three decades 
Increase in failed states
Persistent market decline in
Americas and Europe
China expands influence 

Renationalisation of some
assets and sectors in South
America, US, and parts of South
East Asia 

Short term

Highways

Varying degrees of protectionism
and nationalism affect
competitive pressures and
global trade

Medium term
Long term

Increased automation of
processes and tasks

Short term
Medium term
Long term

Global pressure on firms’ staff
numbers 
Difficulty in predicting freedom
of movement for staff across
regions

Medium term
Long term

Energy
Regional variation

+++

Adaptation to ‘new normal’ for
almost all sectors and business
areas – optimisation of ‘new
normal’

Focus on getting “more for
less” from existing assets –
incremental investment

Water

Short term
Medium term
Long term

Science,
Industry and
Tech

Short term
Medium term
Long term

-------

------

-----

---

-----

---

---

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Overview
of plausible
implications by
scenario and
business
A summary of the
impact by sector, across
the four scenarios, is
presented below. 
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Scenario 1
Bounce back

Short term

Aviation

Medium term
Long term

Short term

Rail

Medium term
Long term

Short term

Highways

Medium term
Long term

Short term

Energy

Medium term
Long term

Short term

Water

Medium term
Long term
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Scenario 2
Global depression

-++
++

Short term

++

Short term

++
+
++

Short term

+
+
++

Short term

+
+
/

Short term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Scenario 3
Partial recovery

-++
++

Short term

-+

Short term

--

Short term

-+

Short term

+

Short term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term
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Scenario 4
Economic collapse

--++

Short term

++

Short term

+
+

Short term

/
++

Short term

+
/

Short term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

-------

-----

---

-----

---

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Overview
of plausible
implications by
scenario and
business
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Scenario 1
Bounce back

Short term

Commercial

Medium term
Long term

Implications for the
Property sector and
sub-sectors.

Short term

Residential

Medium term
Long term
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Scenario 2
Global depression

-+

Short term

+
++

Short term

-/
+

Short term

/
+
+

Short term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Scenario 3
Partial recovery

----

Short term

-/

Short term

----

Short term

-

Short term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term
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Scenario 4
Economic collapse

+
++

Short term

+
+

Short term

-/

Short term

+
+

Short term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

------

---

Property
Arts and
culture

Public
buildings
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Short term
Medium term
Long term

Short term
Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

-----

---
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Overview
of plausible
implications by
scenario and
business
Implications for the
Science, Industry, and
Technology sector and
sub-sectors.
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Scenario 1
Bounce back

Short term

Industry

Medium term
Long term

Short term

Healthcare

Medium term
Long term

Science,
Industry,
and
Technology 

Short term

Science

Medium term
Long term

Short term

Technology

Medium term
Long term
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Scenario 2
Global depression

-++

Short term

++
++
+++

Short term

++
++

Short term

+++
++
++

Short term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Scenario 3
Partial recovery

---

Short term

++
+
+

Short term

++
+
/

Short term

++
+
/

Short term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term
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Scenario 4
Economic collapse

-+

Short term

++
+
+

Short term

+
+
+

Short term

+++
++
++

Short term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

Medium term
Long term

-----

+
/
-

+
--

+
+
/
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Conclusion

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

Our desktop study shows the health and
economic impacts of COVID-19 will be far
reaching and will vary depending on the
epidemiological developments and particularly
the policy response. The short term effects are
showing to be severe, with a significant loss of
life in headline terms and negative growth in
the majority of major economies in 2020, and
depending on the depth of the current ‘second
wave’, possibly even in the first half of 2021.
The shape of the recovery will be affected by
both policies around a second lockdown, the
full or partial re-opening of the economies,
the timing of a vaccine (and the speed of its
delivery to the public) and policies in the
immediate aftermath. We have witnessed
a stronger than expected recovery in few
industrialised nation (the US for example,
which showed a robust rebound in Q3 2020)
a more protracted economic rebound is now
expected in the medium term (with exception
of one scenario showing a ‘L-shaped’
recovery). Two of the scenarios expect a nonuniform but nevertheless return to growth in
2021, with pre-COVID levels of economic
activity in 12 months’ time (Q4 2021). This
would be followed by a return to a more
sustainable level of growth over the mediumterm, capturing the benefits of some of the
innovations developed during the pandemic
crisis to rebalance the losses in to the most
impacted sectors.
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In this context, there remains significant
uncertainty around how different geographies
and sectors will emerge from a post-COVID
world. Property and aviation sectors will show
the largest variance between scenarios and will
be most affected by policy response. East Asia
as a region will have shown a more resilient
response to the crisis and will be expected to
lead the recovery but depending on the success
of policy responses we could also see the US
and to a lesser extent other Western nations
following relatively quickly in the wake of the
re-emerging consumer demand. Much will also
depend on how the supply side will respond to
changes in demand and how supply chains will
adapt to the new pattern of consumptions.
Governments have shown to first focus on
providing stimulus to the economy and
addressing the health crisis, moving to focus
on re-opening the economy and supporting
business to re-start, before finally shifting
to managing the fallout and providing a
framework for the post-COVID environment.
There will be differences between countries
depending on the level of debt incurred,
how it is financed, and the degree to which
governments will rely on private sector capital
to re-shape the economy.
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The post-COVID world could bring about
a ‘new normal’ as new trends emerge or
accelerate at greater rates than previously
envisaged. Shortening of supply chains,
increased environmental consciousness,
reduced reliance on air travel, and increased
uptake in AI and digital technologies are
all feasible outcomes. The fall out of this
pandemic is not just going to be economic
and epidemiological, but is likely to also be
political, as countries close down borders and
introduce more protectionist policies.
The success of businesses and economies in the
medium term will very much depend not only
on their resilience to adapt to such ‘new normal’
but also on their capacity to address underlying
trends that were present before the pandemic.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Appendices

41

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

S C E N A R I O S

CONCLUSION

APPENDICES

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

S C E N A R I O S

APPENDICES

CONCLUSION

Appendix 1
GDP estimates
in select regions
(October 2020)
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2020

2021
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Source: IMF1, October 2020 and Arup analysis
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GDP estimates
in select regions
(October 2020)
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Source: IMF (October 2020)1, Economist Intelligence
Unit (20 October 2020)2, and Arup analysis
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Projected Change in GDP 2020, under single and double hit scenarios
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Appendix 2
S E C T O R I M PA C T: U N I T E D K I N G D O M

Sector Impacts –
United Kingdom

Projected GVA growth rate by industry sector, % annual change in 2020 and 2021
PWC; UK Economic Update, September 2020

2021

2020
-64.9%

54.8%
-38.9%

31.3%

-31.9%

38.8%

-24.3%

Admin and support services

3.7%

-13.4%

Health and social care

8.6%

-11.1%

Retail and wholesale

10.1%

-9.9%
-5.7%
-5.5%

All industries

8.0%

Manufacturing

7.9%

Information and Telecoms

10.0%

Professional and technical services

-4.9%

4.4%

Extraction

-3.6%

5.3%

Utilities

-2.7%

6.4%

Agriculture, forestry and fishing

-2.6%

46

Construction

6.5%

-15.1%

40%

Education
17.5%

-16.0%

60%

Leisure and arts

5.0%

-16.1%

80%

Food service

33.8%

-21.8%

Hotels
Transport

12.1%

Logistics

-1.1%

1.5%

Finance and insurance

-0.5%

1.0%

Real estate

1.0%
0.1%

Public Admin, Defence

-20%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

Source: PWC

47
12.0%
11.3%

USA
JPN

2.5%
2.1%

Russia
India

0.8%

2.9%
Indonesia

Mexico

3.1%
Saudi Arabia

S C E N A R I O S

1.2%

3.5%

Korea

E C O N O M I C A S S E S S M E N T

Turkey

3.5%

4.6%

China
Spain

5.1%

Italy

3.9%

5.3%

South Africa

Argentina

6.2%

9.2%

UK
France

9.3%

Brazil

10.1%

12.5%

AUS

EU

12.7%

14.4%

CAN

DEU

6.2%

GFC

Global (COVID)

18
14
12
10
8
6
4
2
4.2%

Announced Fiscal
Measures as a %
of GDP

G20 (GFC)

% of GDP (as of October 2020 IMF World
Economic Outlook)

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
CONCLUSION
APPENDICES

Appendix 3

ANNOUNCED FISCAL MEASURES AS A % OF
G D P, G F C V S C O V I D *

Source: IMF, Oct 2020

COVID

Sources: IMF, October 20201
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Appendix 4
NEW CASES

Containment
policies and
impact on epi and
recession curves

Medical containment
measures flatten the
health curve but deepen
the recessionary curve

New cases without
containment policies

New cases with
containment policies

TIME

Recession without
containment policies

Recession with
containment policies

SEVERITY
OF RECESSION
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Source: Mitigating the COVID
Economic Crisis: Act Fast and
Do Whatever It Takes
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Continued
Bubble area = number of total cases per capita in 2020:H1
2020:H1 GDP forecast error (% difference from January 2020 WEO projection to
2020:H1 actual)

Containment
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impact on
2020:H1 GDP
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Appendix 5
World trade
projections

Index, Merchandise trade 2011Q1 = 100

WORLD MERCHANDISE TRADE VOLUME
volume (Index, 2011 = 100): 2011 - 2022 (WTO)*
Source: WTO5 
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Net deficit as %
of GDP

PUBLIC SECTOR NET DEBT AS % OF GDP
United Kingdom & United States
Source: OBR, ONS, CRFB *
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( Q U A R T E R LY G D P : P E R C E N T C H A N G E O N P R E V I O U S Q U A R T E R )

Quarterly GDP –
Selected Countries
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( Q U A R T E R LY G D P : P E R C E N T C H A N G E O N P R E V I O U S Q U A R T E R )

Quarterly GDP –
Selected Countries

The third quarter of 2020 saw material economic recovery across a number of
countries and regions; however, most economies are still smaller than they were
before the pandemic.

(Quarterly GDP: percent
change on previous quarter)

Index, (Baseline: 2019-Q4 =100)

105

100

95

90

85

80

CHN

DEU

KOR

Eurozone

GBR

ITA

AUS

ESP

JPN

OECD

USA

IND

FRA

75

70
2019-Q4

53

2020-Q1

2020-Q2

2020-Q3
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