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he CDC Foundation was awarded $45,000 to facilitate a meeting and follow-up of key legal 
and business experts in Canada and the United States to set the agenda for a comprehensive 

examination of the lessons learned from the outbreak of SARS in Toronto in 2003.  
 
This meeting was convened March 2 and 3, 2005 in Toronto and included business and 
governmental leaders from both sides of the border. 
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business / government leadership matrix has generally returned to the separated status before 
SARS arrived in Toronto.   
 
C.  FIVE SETS OF LESSONS LEARNED 
 
Clearly there are lessons learned from the Toronto SARS economic recovery that are readily 
understandable and transferable to other economic recovery situations that may arise.   
 
The two-dozen most valuable insights may be grouped into five sets pertaining to (1) 
Leadership, (2) Communications, (3) Business-to-Government, (4) Business-to-Business, and (5) 
Business-to-Employee. 
 
1.  LEADERSHIP LESSONS 
 
“Fear is Worse than the Disease, and Fear Drives Fear”: A helpful workshop insight was 
that the real enemy during the SARS emergency in Toronto was “fear of the unknown.”  It was 
this fear that encouraged stigmatization of businesses, ethnic groups, and geographic locations 
where SARS appeared.  The best remedy for fear of the unknown is timely, accurate, and 
practical information provided in a coordinated fashion by both the government and private 
sector leadership. 
 
Plan for Increased Business Leadership: Obviously, Toronto shows that the patterns of 
business/government leadership are significantly altered during a public health emergency due to 
the economic consequences of the events. The business community became directly involved in 
the resolution of the public health situation.  This leadership shift can be planned for in advance 
by communities developing stronger connections between the business leaders and government 
public health officials. 
 
Early Leadership Self-Selection:  There was a self-selected group of leaders in Toronto that 
stepped forward to handle the economic recovery planning.  It is interesting to note that the 
theater community provided some of the first organization efforts (similar to the early role of 
the theater community in New York City following the events of September 11, 2001.)   
 
An Emergency Unfolds in Stages—Prepare with Long Range Leadership:  The period 
immediately after an emergency frequently becomes an opportunity to examine and, potentially, 
to change law and policy.  Government and business should be prepared with analysis and 
recommendations before such windows of opportunity arise in order to quickly shape the best 
possible policies to meet short and long term public health and economic concerns.  It may be 
too late to evaluate policy alternatives in the midst of an emergency. 
 
Two Motivations for Business Preparedness: Corporate Responsibility and the 
Competitive Edge:  The workshop pointed out that there were two distinct motivations for a 
company’s early participation in broader preparation efforts in order to anticipate the next public 
health emergency.  First, businesses in a community have a sense of “corporate responsibility” to 
provide leadership when needed to encourage the economic stability of the community, as well 
as employee well-being. Secondly, the significant changes to a business model that can be caused 
by a public health emergency encourage companies to consider the “competitive edge” to be 
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gained or lost during and following such events.  Strategies relating both to promoting a 
“corporate responsibility” ethic and to protecting the “competitive edge” inevitably encourage 
management toward building bridges with the public health community. 
 
Leadership from the Top:  While current business models emphasize a “flatter” table of 
organization, the workshop consensus was that business preparedness strategies are best initiated 
by top management, who bear overall corporate responsibility for protecting both the 
organization’s reputation and competitive edge in an emergency.  
 
2. COMMUNICATIONS LESSONS 
 
Leveraging Government Credibility and Business Credibility:  In handling the public 
health aspects of a crisis, Toronto operated on the principle that the public health leaders in the 
government sector have the best credibility in articulating the health control measures.  In 
handling the economic strategy of developing and implementing a business recovery plan, the 
leaders from the business community had the best credibility.  Learning to apply this shared 
principle is important. 
 
Business planned the economic recovery in advance, but the actual launch date was 
linked to the health officials:  The business community used the lead time during the health 
control phase to plan the economic recovery; however the sequencing of the launch of the 
recovery plan was carefully tied to the government health offices signaling the “all clear.” 
 
The “Dissonance” of Public Officials:  Early in the Toronto SARS outbreak there were 
moments of factual dissonance among public health and other government officials at the city, 
provincial, national, and international levels (including WHO Geneva and CDC in the United 
States.)  Such governmental dissonance obviously makes it difficult for private leadership to 
develop and maintain clear messaging and planning efforts for an economic recovery. 
 
Anticipate the “Fog of War”:  Workshop participants agreed that the stages of the SARS 
emergency now seem reasonably clear in hindsight, but the “fog of war” makes it much more 
difficult to understand the situation and assess progress in real time.  The principles of flexibility 
and contingency-planning help in developing an economic recovery strategy during the same 
period in which the health situation remained murky. 
 
Use the “Echo Technique”:  When business communicated about the health aspects of a 
crisis to its employees, partners, customers, or the public, it improved credibility for business 
messages to “echo” rapidly the latest public health messaging of the government health officials.    
 
“At Some Point the Media Story Changes”:  In addition to the leadership “tipping point” 
described above (when business leaders engaged in the developing the economic recovery plan), 
there was, in addition, a media “tipping point” that occurred in the manner in which the local 
electronic media presented the SARS story. Shortly after the SARS epidemic crested, 
communication officials describe a point at which the local television coverage changed from 
daily reports of the number of newly identified SARS cases; instead the broadcast media started 
reporting the number of former SARS patients discharged from hospitals. This change in the 
tonality of local media reporting was a significant development in community perception.  
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Because of the breadth of the business / government’s ongoing SARS communications 
strategies, it was not possible to pinpoint any single factor that triggered this important change in 
tone. 
 
3. NETWORKING LESSONS: BUSINESS-TO-GOVERNMENT 
 
Advantage of Early Bridge-Building: Obviously, when the leadership “tipping point” takes 
place and the leadership of the business community needs to engage in developing an economic 
recovery plan, it is much better to have business-government relationships built in advance.  
Conversely, when the government public health sector and the business sectors are not familiar 
with each other in advance, then opportunities can be inadvertently missed and unnecessary 
confusion can take place.  While the specific aspects of a future public health emergency may be 
unpredictable, the benefits of having comfortable working relationships between the business 
and government sectors are invaluable, and such relationships must be developed during 
“normal” times  
 
Business Model of Rotating Fresh Personnel into the Crisis:  The Toronto business 
community instinctively knew the importance of rotating fresh personnel into the crisis 
management team on a regular interval.  This technique had a significant advantage over the 
traditional public health / medical practice of the same personnel staying “on duty or on call” 
for the duration of the event. 
 
Use of “Dark” Web Sites:  Both government and business communication experts 
recommended expanding the use of limited-access or “dark” web sites to facilitate alternatives 
for sensitive communications in certain situations.  Such limited-access web sites already exist 
for public health and security officials.  Such sites can also be useful for business-to-business and 
business-to-employee communications in an emergency. 
 
“Do Your Post Mortem While the Fire Is Still Smoldering”: After an extended public health 
emergency like SARS in Toronto, significant psychological burn out and organizational fatigue 
accrue over time.  When the emergency ends, there is a natural tendency on the part of both 
business and government to “stand down,” recuperate and then return to a “normal” pace of 
activity.  It is important for both the public and private sectors to maintain sufficient focus to 
capture quickly the “lessons learned” while memories are still fresh and the unique personal 
networks that developed during the emergency are still active. 
 
4. NETWORKING LESSONS:  BUSINESS-TO-BUSINESS 
 
Diverse Businesses Draw Closer Together: Clearly the economic aspects of SARS on such 
related sectors as tourism, transportation, entertainment, and retail sales caused individual 
businesses to draw closer together as they battled the common financial enemy.  Businesses 
developed common policies on sick leave, closures, and identification of essential personnel. 
 
Pooling of Financial and Personnel Resources:  Stakeholders in the banking, financial, and 
communications sectors also pooled financial and personnel resources to develop desperately-
needed recovery assistance to keep commercial activity functioning. 
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efforts were thought to be both good for the psychological well-being of employees, as well as 
good for the public image of the employer. 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
Business Leaders Need to Reach Out to Public Health Officials:  Public health officials in 
the U.S. are still amazed at the resourcefulness, energy, and persistence demonstrated by the 
Canadian leaders in controlling the SARS outbreak of 2003 and responding to the economic 
challenges.  In view of the ongoing presence of new emerging infections, as well as continuing 
threats of terrorism, it is important that business leaders initiate contacts and develop 
relationships with health officials in their community during “normal” time, rather than waiting 
for an emergency to create the introductions. 
 
Public Health Must Be Responsive to Business Invitations:  Clearly, parallel efforts must 
be taken to develop within the public health community a higher level of sensitivity and 
perspective regarding the impact of public health emergency decision-making on the business 
community.  Personal networking is imperative before the next emergency happens.  Moreover, 
pre-event dialogues and bridge-building efforts can assist public health in reengaging local 
community leaders in important public health activities. 
 
In an Emergency, Government, Business, and Individuals Behave Differently:  Finally, 
Toronto provides a stunning example of the manner in which the three sectors of a community 
of government, business, and individuals draw closer together when faced with an emergency.  
The attached figure represents this behavioral change. In “normal” times, these three segments 
maintain distance between each other because of differing goals, agendas, and strategies.  When 
an emergency happens and they face a common threat, these “normal” relationships are altered, 
and these three sectors draw closer toward each other.  Individuals are more likely to obey the 
government’s quarantine orders; employees look to their employer for reliable information; and 
business leaders engage with the government to develop economic recovery plans.  It is vital that 
we anticipate this social phenomenon that causes persons and institutions to behave differently 
during the emergency.  In fact, our safety requires that we begin to plan for it, now.  
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The Green Zone: Normal Times

Government

IndividualsBusiness

Normally, there is distance between these entities
because of different goals, agendas, & strategies

 
 
 

The RED ZONE: An Emergency

Government

IndividualsBusiness

Relationships are altered during an
emergency—we need to plan for it…now.

Persons are more likely to 

follow quarantine orders

Employees get their information
through their employers

Businesses engage & lead

in economic recovery plans

 


