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STAYING THE COURSE & FINISHING STRONG: It absolutely is all about the numbers 
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Premise/Summary: This article attempts to propose a very simple, admittedly rather scientifically unsophisticated model to consider 
the potential impact and risks of Covid-19 in terms of a concerted effort to “re-open” the economy for business within the next few 
weeks. I would suggest the economic risks/potential impairment costs of “too much, too soon, too quickly” outweigh the risks of not 
aggressively pushing to “get back to work”. 
 
Like all of you, I’ve been consumed with the unbelievable challenge of struggling to seek and find some sense of “new normal” the 
past six weeks or so. On the one hand, time seems to have flown by with weeks feeling like days and the blur between Wednesday 
and Sunday making it tough to discern morning from night, the workday from the weekend.  
 
And yet, when I ponder the coming weeks and months, I wonder and I worry just when or if the old routine and regimen will be 
returning someday. I think it will, and I sure hope it does but the uncertainty of it all is unsettling to say the least and worrisome most 
nights. Admittedly, I’m not sleeping great but I have started to make a concerted effort to tune out the news as much as possible, to 
try and avoid peeking at the market 4-5 times per day; something admittedly I honestly have not been guilty of in the past.  I’m a 1-2 
times per month dude at checking the investment balances, but not the past few weeks.  
 

Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride      

For fun and to try and say young, I’ve maintained a part-time gig in my “spare time”. 

I’ve been teaching undergraduate and graduate-level accounting courses for the past 15 years in addition to my first love, IronHorse.  
Always face to face classes (“F2F”) and never on-line as for me it’s all about the connections, the relationships and the interactions 
with the next captains of industry.  But, Covid-19 has absolutely rocked the world of higher education and the first full week of March 
we were tasked with trying to transition all of our F2F classes to the on-line, virtual platform. Fortunately, the next week was Spring 
Break and to facilitate the massive undertaking we closed down the week after to try and move around 15,000 students to the new 
environment.  
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So, until just the past few days, this has been my focus and my pressing challenge.  

I began the endeavor right around the day after St. Paddy’s Day.  As such and as my anxiety began to climb, I found myself really 
distracted by the rapidly shifting, extraordinarily frightening bombardment of news and the chaotic, violently volatile reactions of the 
financial markets to the massive uncertainty crashing down around us: 
 

 

 

To be clear, I’ve always said that “…a little bit of trouble” is a good thing for our business.  As restructuring and bad deal experts, 
downturns usually result in nice upticks in our engagement volume; sometimes for extended periods.  Fortunately for us, economic 
“coolings” drive growth and especially post-2008 we experienced a rather sustained counter-cyclical case flow that remained for the 
next 4-5 years. 
 
Regardless and as with pretty much everyone else, the volatility, the tremendous cloud of ambiguity, the fear can feel overwhelming 
at times. And, March 18th is the first time I can ever recall feeling tempted to move a chunk out of the free falling markets into some 
cash. I mean really, really tempted. Sweaty hands/arm pits and all, I opted to do my homework, my research to calm my nerves and 
steady my hands.  
 
Three overpowering questions were beating down on me: 

1. Could the market free fall way, way beyond where it had already fallen? 
2. If so, what might the probability of that scenario be and should we cash out now to buffer some of that downside risk? And, 
3. Just how bad might things get, virus-wise before it is “safe” to return to “normal”? 

Finding Some Perspective & Peace In Data 

My goal with all of you in this conversation is try my absolute best to keep things politically neutral/unbiased. I mean that sincerely. 
Speaking only for myself, but I see zero value in searching for who to blame in all this. Honestly, what good does it provide for 
tomorrow by looking back weeks and months to point fingers and to second-guess, find fault and play Monday morning quarterback.  I 
want both sides of the aisle on the same page, charting the same course and removing all barriers to keeping us safe and getting us to 
the other side of this very turbulent ocean we found ourselves floundering in. 
 
At the same time I found myself mid-March struggling to come to grips with stuff, to remain focused and calm, and to get the class 
transition behind me so I could refocus on IronHorse, I felt like the messages I was hearing were confusing, inconsistent, contradictory 
and just simply all over the map. Worse yet, the political positioning and posturing going on.  
 
As a result, I decided I would try on my own to get a better first-hand look and feel as to how bad things were, and how awful could 
things get.  
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As it turns out the answers to the three questions above actually were pretty straight-forward to obtain: 
 

1. Yes, the market could collapse by way over 50%, but in my opinion this is not the most likely scenario as even if it did, the 
likelihood of it remaining at that level for an extended period of time is not the most probable scenario outcome. 

 
2. Hell no I shouldn’t cash a big chunk out!! I’m a career finance guy and make a living off of estimating enterprise values. I know 

better than to take an unrealized short-term paper loss and convert it to a realized cash loss. Time indeed does and will heal 
the market trauma and I took comfort in reminding myself we have years of history behind us and years ahead of us that can 
and will confirm that outcome, which for sure is highly likely. 

 
3. As for the virus, unfortunately for us all the answer to that question has and will continue to prove that indeed the road will 

likely be a very long and rough one before we see that light we so badly want to see right now. The model I constructed 
confirms that for me. 

 
The Model 

Back in September, I spoke to the inherent uncertainty when working with forward-looking forecasts and projections in,   “A FEEL FOR 
THE FUTURE: SCIENCE & ART OF FORTUNE TELLING/FORECASTING FOR A LIVING-STUDY YOUR “MISSES”: 
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/feel-future-science-art-fortune-tellingforecasting-your-tony-wayne/ 

 

To help me sift through the white noise and the cluttered messages, I decided to build a very simple, easy to maintain forecast model 
of the impacts of the virus. Morbid as it very well may appear, I felt and still feel that the likely most accurate number being reported 
is the world-wide Covid-19 daily fatality count.  Got to remember the challenges we faced and still face with testing; we’ve made a few 
strides in this country but I remain very suspect as to the infection rate trends being reported here. Rather, I have read that in the U.S. 
we are trailing the European experience by several weeks and the hot spots appear limited to high areas of population concentration 
primarily in Italy, Spain, France, Germany and the UK.  If anything, deaths may be understated but the probability of them being over-
stated is not high, in my opinion. Numbers out of China and Russia are hot garbage and not to be trusted.  
 
So, March 18th is the first day I forecasted world-wide daily fatalities and yesterday marked the 22nd day in my forecast period. Actual 
total deaths over the 22 days were 80,478, and the model forecasted 84,295. That’s a cumulative forecast error to date of less than 
5%. The mean daily average error is 11.2% under-forecasted; median is 15.4% under-forecasted. Range of daily error is from a low of 
45% under forecast to a high of 40% over-forecasted. 
 
Using some very rough, bastardized arithmetic weighted 65% to total 22 day cumulative accuracy, 35% to daily accuracy, I scored the 
model as follows: 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/feel-future-science-art-fortune-tellingforecasting-your-tony-wayne/
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To provide some perspective on exponential rates of growth, on 2/28 the world-wide death count for that day was 65 deaths, and 817 
on 3/17. Total cumulative deaths were 7,979 as of 3/17 
 
As of 4:40 PM on 4/9, the total exceeded 95,000. 
 
The forecast vs actual data for the past 22 days and a look at the forecast going out 30 and then 60 days follows as discussed below: 

 

 

World-wide, we will exceed 100,000 cumulative total deaths either today or tomorrow (4/10) and we were at 2,900 at the end of 
February. 
 
It’s too early yet, but for the past week or so we have been seeing some signs of inflection in the world-wide fatality trend. It is still 
growing extremely rapidly but the rate of daily exponential acceleration began peaking a couple of weeks ago, with very early 
indicators of some possible reduction in the rate of growth; the oft described “flattening of the curve”.  
 
This is why the assumed growth rate in the model has begun to exceed the actual rate-the model assumes a peak of 13% with a gentle 
trending downward beginning in around 5-7 days from now.   
 
Short-Term 30-60 Day Forecast 

The key assumption in the model is the estimated daily % change in reported fatalities; which is true with any model being used.  
There are numerous variables, many quite subjective/highly volatile and based on very informal estimates with very questionable 
accuracy in terms of: 
 

• Testing availability/coverage and thoroughness 
• Accurate diagnoses of infections, accurate reporting of infection rates 
• Accurate cause of death reporting 
• Availability of treatment 
• Treatment facility, human resource and equipment capacity 
• Population density and social interactivity frequency 
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• Demographical make-up profile by region 

My model is extremely simple, but also not all that sophisticated. It does assume the measures put in place will continue over the next 
2-4 months, with a gradual, measured return to “normal” starting early to mid-summer. 
 
Taking a look back at the trailing 22 days, here is the model daily % change forecast vs the actual % daily change in deaths: 

 

And, here is the forward-looking assumed probability weighted projections looking 30 and 60 days out: 

 

Those assumed daily growth rates are the “worst case” estimates in the model. The inflection point (growth rate deceleration) is 
assumed to peak tomorrow (4/10) and a downward trend in the rate of growth as shown over the next 30 days, and 30 days after 
that.  The model assumes that daily deaths will start their decline 6/1 and eventually reaching less than ten deaths per day worldwide 
starting early September. 
 
Assuming the probabilities as shown, the model projects 3.6 million worldwide Covid-19 fatalities by 12/31. As of today, the U.S has 
accounted for 29% of the reported worldwide cases and 17% of the deaths. To date, the fatality rate as a % of U.S. cases is 3.5% vs a 
worldwide rate of 6% and a rate 9% in Western Europe.  
 

As such I believe we will exceed 100,000 deaths in the U.S by early June and the total for 2020 will likely approach or exceed at 
least 200,000-sadly heavily concentrated in 15 of our largest metro areas. Moreover, I believe this will be the likely outcome 
assuming we continue the social distancing and other restrictions over the next 75-90 days with a gradual loosening 
thereafter.  

 
For sure, 200,000 is a much higher number than 60,000; a number that seems to be getting a lot of attention and air-play in the media 
the past 48 hours or so. Moreover, the calls for “opening up the economy,” a May 1st “return to normal” also appear to be growing 
louder by the day. Estimates of 20% unemployment, catastrophic business failure projections, massive acceleration in credit defaults, 
and unfathomable levels of fear and uncertainty are certainly not to be taken lightly. Honestly, it’s virtually impossible to accurately 
project the extent and duration of the economic damage being inflicted.  
 
But…………. 



6 
 

The fragility and vulnerability of the current state of things simply can’t be overstated, discounted or ignored. The threat of this virus 
simply has not been exaggerated, over-stated or misstated in furtherance of agendas. That’s quite candidly readily disputed and 
contradicted by the experience in Western Europe.  
 
Europe is approximately three weeks or so ahead of us in terms of the progression of the virus with an infection rate of 1,767 per 
million and average fatality rate of around 9%. The population is similar to ours in terms of size, but the density of this population in 
major cities is even more than ours. More people are compact into smaller areas, the frequency of close social interaction is higher, 
and they rely on public transportation more than we do. Moreover, they have experienced challenges in uniting their efforts across 
the various nations and diverse national governments in place. All of these factors are contributing to higher rates of infection and 
much higher fatality rates in Europe. 
 
If we were to assume comparable infection and fatality rates in the U.S. to Western Europe’s rates, we would have 26% more reported 
cases and 220% more fatalities; 52,000 deaths vs the actual through 4/8 of 16,300.  
 
My U.S. 30 and 60 day forecast is as follows: 
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And, here is a summary comparison of the U.S. vs European experience to-date, focusing on case per million reported infection rates 
and fatality rates: 
 

 

The relevant take-away of comparing the U.S. to these countries is to highlight the risk of the virus overwhelming our healthcare 
systems and the vitally critical priority of ensuring adequate human treatment resources, facility capacity, equipment availability, 
testing availability/coverage. The brutally cold reality is we too are a nation with high concentrations/density of population in a 
relatively limited number of major metro areas; this is where a disproportionate frequency of our social contact and activity occurs, 
but also our economic engine is centered here as well.  
 
Where The Action Most Definitely Is 

Covid-19 is a highly contagious, easily spread virus that thrives on social contact. Rates of infection are a function of frequency of 
social interaction/contact. This very clearly explains the challenges being faced in the Greater NYC metro area. The extreme density of 
population, the dependence on very crowded systems of public transportation, the huge numbers of people walking the sidewalks, 
the frequency of people shopping in very busy stores and shops is truly unlike anywhere else and by a very large factor. Moreover, this 
area generates a significant portion of this country’s economic output and if we include all in the top 15 most populated centers, 
suffice it to say we are not out of the woods unless and until these areas are out of the woods.  
 
The flow of people in/out of these cities, the flow of goods and services, and the resultant flow of dollars depends on very minimal 
risks and verified mitigation and control over this insidious virus. The economic recovery depends on this as ours is a predominantly 
consumer-driven economy and that just won’t happen, it can’t be sustained at the current rates of infection and risks of exposure of 
accelerated infection. We can declare we’re open for business May 1st, but it’s the shoppers that do the shopping, passengers that fly 
on airplanes, travelers that stay in hotels, diners who eat at the restaurants and tens of millions of others who serve the infrastructure 
and administrative needs to serve the systems and keep them functional. 
 
And, the decisions to allow the economy to open back up in these critical areas will not be made in Washington, DC. Indeed, those 
calls will be made using rather clear, definitive and stable data that persuasively points to a safe shift in that direction, by the 
responsible folks with local boots on the ground. 
 
Just slightly less than 50% of the U.S population resides in around 35 or so communities, which in turn generates a huge percentage of 
our economic output, human travel in/out, shipments of goods, social connections and activity, and cash flow. 
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I think it’s safe to suggest this is the central economic hub of the United States and the spokes extend outward to connect with the 
rest of the country. In fact, we can see this very clearly in the state of Kansas for example. Johnson County accounts for something like 
25% of the entire state’s economic output and if we add in Wyandotte, Douglass, Shawnee and Sedgwick counties we’ve got the bulk 
of the economic output for the entire state: 
 

 

Here are the top 25 most dense population centers: 

 

To get a better feel for economic and social activity, I once again bastardized an extremely crude, rough and scientifically untested 
metric for this by simply multiplying the populations in 32 key metro areas by the number of annual flight boardings leaving those 
areas, and then multiplying that result by the area GDP.  
 
A poor man’s socio-econometric buzz indicator, if you will: 
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I tossed in New Orleans only because their experience has been significantly disproportionately worse than their regional population 
and activity level might otherwise indicate. 
 
Another way of seeing this reflected in the NY/NJ area is through NASA satellite images of air pollution comparing 2015-2019 averages 
and as of March 2020: 
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Although this graph is a week old, the fatality rates continue to grow per day, albeit the exponentiality is showing signs of flattening: 

 

Here is the critical take-away: 

We must keep top of mind that we are looking at the economic and social activity hub: the two are extensively intertwined and 
interdependent. A too early push to return to normal risks a dramatic acceleration in the infection rates which in turn can overwhelm 
the health care system to such a degree that the pandemic could morph into widespread social panic, and a long-term economic 
picture much, much worse than had we stayed the course.  
 
This past Monday, the Health and Human Services inspector general’s office reported Monday morning that a shortage of tests 
and long waits for results were at the root of mounting problems faced by hospitals. 
 

“Hospitals reported that severe shortages of testing supplies and extended waits for test results limited (their) ability to 
monitor the health of patients and staff,” the report said. 

 
In short, when looking at the virus numbers shared above, the economic risks of attempting to revert too quickly back to “normal” 
exceeds the perceived economic consequences of not doing so.  
 
This perspective was shared this past week by Dr. Anthony Fauci in an interview on CNN. He indicated, “…the virus would determine” 
when the economy should reopen: 
 

"I would want to see a clear indication that you are very, very clearly and strongly going in the right direction — because the 
one thing you don't want to do, is you don't want to get out there prematurely and then wind up you're back in the same 
situation." 

 
But, the good news to all this is our model assumptions of more gradual easing of the restrictions coinciding with the data are backed 
up by a rather formidable, “blue wall”. 
 
The Blue Wall 

Ok, so maybe I spoke too soon above in promising political neutrality. In reality, there are politics and political agendas colliding all 
over the place in this crisis: special interests galore, a presidential election year, House reps, senators, governors, mayors up for re-
election and all hyper sensitive to the perceived positions of their voters as well as those who apply pressure and provide cash to their 
cause. It’s a classic case of distancing oneself from the potential political downside of getting too close to the fire, while at the same 
time deftly positioning and repositioning to be seen as the champion if/when we find ourselves in calmer waters. I’d like to believe, I 
certainly hold out at least some modicum of hope that politics could be set aside for a while to do the right thing and demonstrate a 
coordinated, aligned course of action. 
 
But, this article is about likelihoods, probabilities and making educated, reasoned bets about what to prioritize and do. As such, I put 
the odds on likely political cross-aisle cooperation as quite long, to say the least.  

https://oig.hhs.gov/oei/reports/oei-06-20-00300.pdf
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The most critical decisions in terms of the restrictions on businesses and social activity are being made at the state and local level. And 
those folks will most likely make those decisions based on the data in their respective regions-they won’t be made at the federal level 
and even then, you can’t force people to shop, to sell, to ship, or to manufacture.  
 
In fact, if we take a glance at the color of those political boots on the ground, what do we see? 

 

This also reflects why there has been so much reported tension between the administration, the governors as well as the mayors. It’s 
abundantly clear that the areas most acutely at risk for Covid-19 are those in these particular states, where the population density, the 
social interaction frequency, and the economic activity are most concentrated.  
 
In my opinion, the risks of a too quick rush to normal will be largely mitigated by the reality that cities like NYC, LA, Seattle, New 
Orleans, Detroit, Boston, Chicago, San Francisco, Philadelphia can’t and won’t “open back up for business” until the data clearly tells 
them it is demonstrably safe to do so.   
 
Which in closing, I believe is the absolute right decision to make. 

Trust the numbers. Stay the course. 

ABOUT IRONHORSE LLC: 

IronHorse is a K.C. based specialty consulting firm providing targeted, demonstrated solutions to complex legal and commercial finance 
problems; merger & acquisition capital sourcing due diligence, credit origination & administrative decision support, workouts & credit 
restructurings, commercial lending field exams and credit file Value Range services, and complex financial, commercial and 
transactional expert witness and litigation support.  
 
Tony Wayne has spent his entire career working in and with specialty niche industrial firms; manufacturers and wholesalers in building 
materials, specialty industrial equipment suppliers, automotive after-market component manufacturers, the dairy equipment & farm 
supply industry, paper and specialty chemical processors, and alternative energy companies. He has served in both mid and c-level 
senior operations and financial executive capacities and has been instrumental to the successful turnaround and recovery of numerous 
under-performing as well as financially distressed firms.  Currently he serves on the Board of Trustees of TMA Global and the 
Reorganization Committee of the American Bankruptcy Institute and is active in Association for Corporate Growth, as well as the 
National Association of Certified Analysts. He holds numerous specialty certifications in insolvency/restructuring, business valuation 
and financial forensics 


