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"Life starts all over again when it gets crisp in the fall"
The Great Gatsby ― F. Scott Fitzgerald
The fall is upon us: the season for planning and restarting ― the school year, the busy season, the end of
summer, and the return to routine. Only three months stand between us and the end of 2021. And yet, little
has felt like it’s changed as we plan for the second year in a row significantly impacted by the global
pandemic.
The ongoing uncertainty of our current situation and the recurring pattern of starting, stopping, and
rescheduling our lives has greatly impacted our ability to plan, achieve, and follow through. We’ve also been
handling a larger than normal level of stress as the pandemic, and all the uncertainty and change that it
entails, has evolved from a sprint into a marathon.
As we continue to navigate the fourth wave of COVID infections and another start-of-school season, it’s a
good time to ask ourselves a few questions:
•

Is there some way we can use this continued time of uncertainty to our advantage?

•

What can this prolonged period of change teach us?

•

What might we take away from all of this to help us better set goals and expectations in the future?

We believe that asking these questions (and a few others we will pose later in this article) can help you reset
your planning process and put you on the right track, not only for a successful fall but for the years ahead,
whatever they bring.
Why is “traditional” planning not effective in the current environment?
Most traditional planning approaches outline long-term goals and map out a series of progressive milestones
with stackable achievements to reach them. Many times, these plans are laid out in a relatively linear fashion
with a series of basic assumptions used as inputs.
However, in our current situation, this approach is not overly useful or satisfying, as the number of changing
variables seems endless, and most of those variables are out of our control. Additionally, we are seeing many
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changes that we thought might be temporary morph into more permanent modifications to the ways in
which we operate our lives, businesses, and activities.
How to pivot
Instead of trying to create a robust plan that may still be very uncertain or plagued with too many variables, a
productive first step in this unique situation might actually be to not take any planning steps at all. A positive
side of the pandemic, one may argue, is the opportunity to pause.
In many ways, what we’re experiencing on a larger scale right now is not unlike what we’ve seen with clients
who have experienced a major life change (like selling a business or going through a divorce). A common
tendency is to want to move immediately onto the next phases of planning, deciding, and executing ― and
this can lead to counter-productive or even damaging decision-making in the long run.
In fact, there can be a lot of value in pausing and reflecting on what has changed before moving on to what
we will do about it. Using this time to reflect on questions about yourself and your values can be very
worthwhile.
•

How has this experience changed me?

•

What did I learn about myself during this time?

•

What have I not missed about my pre-pandemic life?

•

What’s most important to me now?

•

What can I take from this experience that is unique or beneficial?

Another difference in approach that you can take right now is to acknowledge that not everything needs to
be decided today. Being in flux is not a comfortable state for many of us, but you can think of this state as
creating space for new ideas, reflections, and realizations that will ultimately point you in a productive, and
possibly, wholly new direction.
Bringing it all together
It can be easier to weather a state of flux by focusing on a few constants. What is grounding you day-to-day?
What is giving you the most meaning now? Focus on nurturing these and letting everything else remain open
and flexible. You may be surprised at what these areas of constants are now ― how you’re spending your
time and what is giving you meaning now may look quite different than they did pre-pandemic. Taking time
to pause helps you notice this difference and become curious about what it means for the life you want to
lead going forward.
It’s also easier to embrace times of flux when you know you have your bases covered. Your advisor or
counselor can be a great resource in this situation, not only as a sounding board but also as someone with
whom you can brainstorm, inspired by your newfound freedom to be creative.
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We have found that one of the most powerful questions we can ask our clients is not “why are you thinking
of doing this or that?” but “why are you not?” Many times, we find that people have built up barriers or constraints around their options without even knowing it. The unique (and perhaps once in a lifetime) situation
that we are in with the pandemic has given us the freedom to push the boundaries of our proverbial box and
think in ways we haven’t allowed ourselves to before.
Conclusion
If the last year and a half has taught us anything, it is that we need to be more patient and forgiving about all
that we have been through but also less willing to let this chance to dare to be different pass us by. Giving
yourself permission not to plan everything right now can be a powerful tool and can help you maximize the
potential this time allows for reflection, renewal, and perhaps, redirection.
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