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Part 1

			
Introduction

			What Just Happened?

			In March of 2020, most of the world—along with our politicians—panicked. When presented with an unfamiliar threat in the form of a novel coronavirus, life as we knew it shut down. In the United States, businesses shuttered, schools closed—even medical procedures deemed “nonessential” grinded to a halt. While panic is never a desirable response, it is the predictable response when you have never prepared or been trained to get through a certain conflict.

			In a way, to me the coronavirus pandemic has felt similar to a natural disaster. I grew up in the midwestern United States, in metropolitan Chicago, and I have lived most of my adult years on the East Coast, in Maryland. As a result, I have been through many tornadoes and hurricanes and, especially in my school years, received a lot of training on how to handle and survive such a disaster. Chicago schools regularly had scheduled tornado drills. The school would sound an alarm; we would walk—not run—into the school hallway and kneel down with our heads against the inner support wall of the building and lace our hands together, covering the back of our neck. Our teachers would actually critique our form and instruct us regarding our tornado sheltering technique to inform us if we were doing it correctly or not. Although I, along with my schoolmates, would often mock these exercises, I felt very thankful for this training years later when a real tornado hit us. But when everything shut down in March 2020, not one average American citizen had ever received any kind of preparation instruction for what to do in the event of a global pandemic.

			Similarly with natural disasters like tornadoes and hurricanes, there is a categorization system from zero to five so you know how severe they are, evaluating damage indicators, environmental factors, and potential human risk. We also have ratings for air quality—pollen and allergens—yet nothing for viruses and widespread, easily transmutable human illnesses to help us understand the degree of risk we are taking when venturing out into the proverbial public interaction storm.

			So when the whole world’s attention turned toward the coronavirus, most of us had never even heard of the term social distancing before, had never contemplated wearing a mask outside of a surgical suite for any reason other than maybe a random home-improvement painting project—I certainly hadn’t. We needed a pandemic protocol—something we trained for as a society and even performed drills for. Just as we keep flood and tornado kits, we should have had stock bundles of masks and hand sanitizer for use when the coronavirus pandemic reared its ugly head. There should have been a scale of severity to help manage our collective perspective of the potential risks.

			The good news is we’re starting to make those adjustments and formulate a pandemic protocol, but it’s unfortunately been at the sky-high price of a prolonged economic shutdown. We’ve learned when to wear masks, socially distance, and wash our hands. We identified what I call “temporary designated personal space,” which is the concept of walking into a restaurant, hair salon, or gym with a mask on until you arrive at your table, chair, or station, where you can then remove it until you leave the space for any reason.

			I predict that, even better, we are now preparing to be on the watch for future pandemics on a similar dimension as weather events, just like we do with air quality, allergens, rain, wind, etc. We will also most likely have ratings for pandemics to help us calculate the appropriate risk-reward activity when leaving our home to be in public spaces—a “Pandemic 1” may recommend social distancing of three feet and wearing masks when distancing is not practical, and a “Pandemic 5” would probably mean you are not leaving the house for any reason and anyone who does is probably wearing something close to a space suit with its own oxygen tank. Since I have a diverse set of friends, colleagues, and employees, it was apparent to me that some of us thought of the COVID-19 pandemic as a “Pandemic 1” while others treated it like a “Pandemic 5.” If we’d had a coordinated response from officials and a common definition of the severity of the situation, perhaps a lot of the economic and personal losses we experienced during the pandemic could have been mitigated, but unfortunately that just did not happen.

			But it’s easy to say in hindsight what we should have done, and the grave reality is no response like the one I just described took place. Without having a plan, we simply panicked and decided to stop everything. While we will not know the true impact of the US government’s response to the coronavirus for years to come, we can begin to consider the factors and implications of that decision now.

			To be clear, this book is not a political manifesto trying to lay blame as to who did what wrong, but instead it is an attempt to provide a framework of what to do now and to understand how we got here.

			To those of you who lost loved ones to COVID-19, I extend my deepest condolences. I know what it feels like to lose someone suddenly, without warning. I lost my twenty-year-old son to heart failure on March 27 of 2019. Ethan was a fit runner attending York College of Pennsylvania when he passed away in the middle of the night. He died from SCD, or sudden cardiac death. Basically, the electrical system in his heart malfunctioned and went out. It was a complete shock the next morning when a local police officer came to the house with two social workers to inform us he had died.

			When you have lost a loved one, there is not much anybody can say to comfort you. Please understand that my intent here in analyzing the pandemic and the way forward is not to minimize your loss. Rather, when it comes to the impact of the coronavirus—and the decisions it has driven federal, state, and local governments to make, I feel it’s critical that we talk about the virus’s death toll. My only goal is to put the numbers—current as of this writing—into perspective.

			The reality is that the vast majority of people who have contracted this virus have not died. For the most part, those who have died of COVID-19 were elderly, already sick, or had compromised immune systems. Most of us have not perished or even faced significant risk of death. While this does not matter or bring comfort when you are the one who has lost somebody, it should affect policy and procedure on a larger scale.

			It is plain to see that we are facing a grave new reality, one requiring significant economic recovery. Although I believe we will have learned from this panic and that future responses to challenges that arise will be tempered by the knowledge we have gleaned so far, our collective reaction to the virus points to one crucial factor: we as a society do not question what we are told—potentially to our own detriment.

			Nonetheless, this book is not about pointing fingers and laying blame. It is about building an inquisitive spirit and forming our own opinions through critical thinking today and tomorrow. It is about considering how to achieve success in a new way going forward.

			The strategies and insights here boil down to a single powerful concept: iconoclasm.

			An iconoclast is someone who challenges the existing way of doing things, engineers a better approach, and then implements it. Being an iconoclast is really about improving your life and the lives of others. Iconoclasts are always looking to reach new heights in all areas of life, as they are constantly finding new opportunities wherever they focus their thoughts. Iconoclasm is about unlocking doors that seem to be shut—and ushering everyone through them. That kind of approach is the key to unlocking success in the current and post-corona panic economy.

			But before we get there, we have to understand how we as a society got here—deep into a nationwide panic attack.

			The Anatomy of a Panic Attack

			A nation is really just a group of people, and just as a single person can have a panic attack—which may cause them to make a series of irrational decisions and avoid people, places, work, and other triggering situations—so can a group of people. In March of 2020, the world collectively began panicking over the outbreak of the coronavirus. Let’s analyze the anatomy of this particular panic attack, including the elements that have driven it to such great heights—especially in the United States.

			The Twenty-Four-Hour News Cycle

			Panic is a dream come true for today’s media outlets. Every waking hour, we are drawn to the media, with chyrons streaming across the screen and side-panel charts informing us how many people have died each day from the virus. The message many outlets are blasting at us is that we are in grave danger of dying ourselves and killing others if we don’t stay in isolation.

			Some channels, like CNN, seem to intensify the reporting of deaths of people under fifty, with the intent of striking more fear into the hearts of already anxious Americans. Don’t write me off as a right-winger here: Fox News is just as bad! Across virtually every station, the facts are presented like a video game scoreboard.

			Regardless of their political position, humans are wired to accept repetition as fact: whatever message we continue to tell ourselves is what we come to believe. Neuroscientific researchers have investigated whether affirmations—statements that focus on positivity and self-empowerment—actually change the brain. There is MRI evidence suggesting that certain neural pathways are strengthened when people practice self-affirmation tasks.1 As Henry Ford famously said, “Whether you think you can, or think you can’t—you’re right.”

			Athletes and professionals who have achieved any level of success know this to be true. Many great athletes, like Michael Jordan, Kobe Bryant, and Muhammed Ali, have professed that success comes from blocking out everything negative while they bring to reality the positivity they first created in their mind. To achieve, we must focus on affirmations like “I can do it,” “I am only limited by constraints I place on myself,” and “I will survive and thrive if I focus and work hard.”

			But just as we have the ability to think our way into success and achievement with the repetition of affirmations, we have the same capability to drive ourselves into a state of fear and isolation with the wrong messaging—such as those fed to us by the media.

			Corporate Event Cancellations

			The second contributor to our panic started on February 27, when Facebook canceled its F8 conference, an annual meeting that brings together developers and entrepreneurs from around the world. This single event set the corporate precedent for meeting cancellations globally, and the entertainment and sports industries quickly followed suit, postponing or canceling shows and games around the world. It’s not that I disagree with their decisions; I canceled my own company’s corporate trade show, scheduled for April of 2021. However, the rapid-fire shutdown of events drove our anxiety sky high, further fueling our collective panic in a very short period of time.

			Societal Sensitivity

			Our societal tendency to be overly sensitive is another contributor to widespread panic. Why? Since the 1990s, our collective sensitivity has challenged our ability to have healthy public debates. While respect for one another’s heritage, suffering, and experiences are paramount to successful interactions, we lose the ability to have productive discourse when we can’t speak without the intense fear of offending someone with a poor choice of words. When it comes to the coronavirus, many of those who spoke in interest of the economy early on in the pandemic had to contend with the potential of being labeled tone deaf, insensitive, or even heartless.

			As a result of our culture’s tight grip on political correctness, even after a few weeks of lockdown, the idea of returning to work with social distancing and safety precautions in place was grossly underrepresented in the national debate. This lack of representation in the conversation essentially led to an economic shutdown, which only fueled more panic among citizens, who now worried not only about their health but also about their financial well-being.

			A Lack of Presidential Leadership

			A lack of leadership in the highest echelons of government has been yet another contributor to our nationwide panic attack. Although President Trump was clearly pushing to reopen the economy from the pandemic’s onset, he failed to lead us through the pandemic with a unified, coordinated national response. While his plan was mostly to ignore it and downplay it, unfortunately the American public was too scared to accept this approach. We needed someone to address the pandemic head-on. The lack of unity and a centralized plan fed the flames of panic, conveying to the public that our ship seemed to be missing a captain at the helm as we sailed into the storm.

			While his daily press briefings at the beginning of the pandemic could have been an opportunity to cultivate calm and hope, instead President Trump used them to promote his achievements, redirect responsibility, and bring attention to his campaign for reelection.

			The Absence of a Risk-Reward Analysis

			In the absence of presidential leadership, we found ourselves searching for others to take on that role. In the first weeks and months of the pandemic, Bill Gates, among others, emerged as a national leader of sorts in this time of crisis, appearing as a guest on talk shows and newscasts and warning us of the threat of the virus.

			I have the utmost respect for Mr. Gates, and, like most business professionals, I admire his wealth and see him as one of the world’s smartest men. But he and others who shared similar messaging heightened our sense of panic and contributed to the dysfunction of our shutdown.

			Of course, I do not speak for Mr. Gates, but I am speculating that his aim was for us to take the virus seriously, adopt physical distancing, and shelter in place for a period of time to flatten the curve—a logical approach. Judging by his philanthropic efforts, I believe Mr. Gates was focused on a global approach with regards to the eradication of the virus and ensuring the safety of everyone on the planet. But as time goes on, we find ourselves running into some issues with that particular strategy.

			While I applaud this effort and initiative, we must realize that there is risk involved in navigating a public health crisis. A functioning economy can’t be based on complete and total safety for everyone. Moreover, the economic crisis we have created is much larger and far reaching than the safety risk at hand. At this point, its legacy will eclipse that of the coronavirus. Where Bill Gates had the opportunity but failed us as a leader was in not helping us through a risk-reward analysis of the pandemic when we needed a leader to do this more than ever.

			Unpreparedness

			No nation on earth was prepared for this pandemic. In the United States, despite having one of the most respected medical systems at our disposal, we had no actionable plan to manage a pandemic—nor the right equipment and protection for healthcare workers. Aides from both the Bush and Obama administrations have come forward claiming there were government operational plans for a pandemic, but the reality is either the plans were not relevant enough to the current situation or the current government was just too dysfunctional to find them and broadcast them. Either way, the result was unpreparedness. That unpreparedness, regardless of who is to blame, was a huge contributor to our national panic.

			We should not have had to waste time figuring out how to manage this pandemic. A set of rules and protocols for this type of situation should have been outlined in detail by the government. Had we been prepared at all, the public could have spent a week learning the behaviors necessary to operate safely, and we could have avoided a full shutdown. After all, there is no historical basis for such a decision.

			The Impact of Our Panic-Induced Shutdown

			There are many diseases that we don’t fully understand, but never in the history of the world have we shut down entirely. With yellow fever, polio, the Spanish flu, H1N1, and Ebola, we used what we knew about their spread to avoid them while continuing to live our lives. Even with the outbreak of the Spanish flu, which infected five hundred million people and killed roughly fifty million individuals, we never shut down our economy—and simultaneously balanced our response to the disease with our efforts in World War I.

			But in this day and age, we have traded a fear of contracting the virus and dying for certain economic disaster, a reality worth panicking about. The grave economic impact of this event is extremely real and visible in three major ways:

			
					
Doing tremendous damage to the country’s GDP. According to the Commerce Department, the United States’ gross domestic product, which captures overall economic health, fell at an annual rate of 33 percent as of Q2 2020 due to our reaction to the virus. As of this writing, economists estimate that shutdowns across the country will most likely yield an annual decline consistent with this rate by the end of 2020.2


					
Raising the United States’ already dangerously high debt levels. National debt was at nearly $25 trillion prior to the pandemic. Congress approved an additional $2.4 trillion in coronavirus relief for industries, small businesses, and individuals. That kind of aid cannot be sustained—the government can’t keep paying people not to work. The fall of empires comes when they declare bankruptcy. This happens when they can’t continue to pay their debt and interest payments with the cash they have, requiring them to print extra money to do so. The currency devaluation causes a chain reaction that can destroy the economy—and the empire—in a matter of weeks.

					
Further deepening the economic divide. There is no doubt that wealth inequality has been on the rise in our country for more than thirty years. Shutting down the economy has been most destructive to small businesses. The Washington Post estimated that over one hundred thousand businesses will be gone permanently due to the shutdown, despite Congress approving trillions of dollars to rescue them.3 The chance to own a small business and watch it prosper is truly the modern American dream, and with each week of closure, so many have found that dream delayed or destroyed. Meanwhile, wealthier families and those with larger businesses who are able to weather the storm will only grow more powerful as they absorb their newly bankrupted competition.

			

			Of course, it is not only our economy that has been affected by the shutdown. In addition to the economic impact of widespread closures, we must also consider the effects on our mental health. According to the Kaiser Family Foundation, nearly half of adults have reported a deterioration in their mental health due to stress and worry over the shutdown.4 The isolation inherent in a closed economy and a lack of socialization has driven loneliness, anxiety, and depression to record highs. If anything, the shutdown has taught us that we as a species are not meant to live on our own. We were made to live in community with one another.

			In addition, some have found themselves trapped in dangerous situations. In homes where domestic violence has been an issue, victims have most likely suffered more abuse than ever before, with lockdowns leading to mounting tensions. In early April of 2020, less than a month after lockdowns began in much of the United States, nine of the country’s largest police departments reported double-digit jumps in domestic violence calls and incidents.5

			There is no doubt in my mind that we have very smart American companies and engineers who will solve this problem long term. The same goes for other countries in the world. Just like we restructured airport security after 9/11, we will now take precautions and build systems to handle pandemics in the future. However, we should have kept the economy going while we built the long-term solution this time around. In failing to do so, we’ve set ourselves up for a challenging recovery. With that in mind, let’s take a look at what the recovery looks like.

			What Does the Recovery Look Like?

			Beginning in late March 2020 and early April of 2020, the concept of a V- or U-shaped economy started to surface in the mainstream media. This is the idea that the economy is going to come roaring back at a unprecedented pace, unlike any other recession we’ve had in history. While this message provides a lot of hope during a time of great pain and fear, unfortunately such an outcome is unlikely. Let’s keep in mind that the Great Depression of the 1930s lasted a solid ten years, despite no businesses being forced to close, and arguably only ended with the United States’ entry into World War II. In September of 2020, the concept of a K-shaped economy started surfacing in media outlets, indicating that our economic divide between rich and poor is only going to widen with the recovery. While the rich will get richer, the poor and middle class will do worse than before.

			Every other recovery from recession has had different drivers than this one. Whatever you believe and whether or not it’s backed by data or science, it’s really just anyone’s guess at this point.

			To give you some reference, the gross domestic product (GDP) of the United States, currently the world’s largest economy, is a pretty good measure for the health of the economy in this instance. Looking at the natural history of the GDP and how it has changed over the years, without any influence from worldwide natural disasters and wars, the average contraction in GDP in the United States since World War II has occurred in 11.1 months. In other words, going from the peak of GDP to the bottom, or trough, in an economic cycle since 1945 has taken forty-seven weeks, or 11.1 months naturally. Unfortunately this contraction will probably take longer than the 11.1-month average, with most public school systems going 100 percent virtual in fall of 2020 and payroll protection plans running out. So it is likely that the bottom of this economic cycle will be sometime in mid- to late 2021, making this a sixteen-to-twenty-month contraction. The depth of the contraction is what is most disturbing. The GDP contraction in Q2 of 2020 was 32.9 percent. This was more than three times as deep as the previous record, set in 1958, and four times as deep as the worst quarter of the Great Recession.

			Natural expansions—the time it takes for the GDP to travel from trough to peak—typically take about five years. However this data is based on an open economy. The prolonged shutdown means that there will be no recognizable recovery, as it will occur over the course of ten to twenty years—such a long period of time that we won’t even think of it as such. Instead, we will become used to a new “depression-pandemic” norm and to living under those conditions for years.

			But we have options in terms of how we move forward. We don’t have to do things in the manner they have always been done. In fact, it would behoove us to do something quite different. This book is going to help you figure out your own new normal and path for recovery—not just for yourself but for those you may lead.

			What Are Existing Paradigms—and Why Don’t we Challenge Them?

			There seems to be a prescription for most things we do in life. This includes a wide range of activities and exercises, from simple to complex, from easy to hard, from matter-of-fact to deeply emotional:

			
					What we eat

					What we wear

					How we exercise

					How we shop for a product

					What schools we choose to attend

					How we choose our career

					How we get our first job

					How we move up the corporate ladder

					How we manage people

					How we launch and grow our businesses

					How we create a corporate mission statement

					Where we buy a home

					How we choose a political party

					How we care for ourselves medically

			

			Why do so many of us tend to operate in the same way? Most of us let others think through what is best for us and readily accept their vision. We don’t bother to challenge the paradigm they have established.

			We don’t think to question what we are told because from our earliest days on the planet, our parents told us what to do. They cared for us, instructed us, and warned us of approaching danger. They taught us how to act, what to believe, and who to trust. In essence, we learned to trust them first and foremost. Since we are raised with people who seem to know all the answers to our questions, it is easy to just continue to assume someone else has already thought things through.

			We make these assumptions of the government as well. When it came to COVID-19, most of us assumed the government had thought through preventative measures and rules to help keep us safe in the case of a pandemic.

			Unfortunately, some of us even grew up in homes where our parents didn’t want us to think independently. They believed a controlling approach kept their kids safer, so they discouraged their children from thinking for themselves and even punished them when they did. With that kind of model, it’s not uncommon to raise our own children the same way—making it a multigenerational problem.

			It is unfortunate that several government administrations and departments have the same desire: to prevent independent thought in order to enforce their own agenda.

			It is only when a parent intentionally persuades and coaches their child to think for themselves that they begin to do so—and that takes time and effort. Having four children of my own, I have fallen into the trap of busyness and forming a time-crunched routine. Many of us have been caught running on the parent treadmill with a cycle of pushing our kids through school, sports and extracurriculars, dinner, homework, and bed. The weekends can be just as bad in terms of shuttling the kids between social activities, tournaments, and concerts and hounding them to do chores. Life just gets busy as we get caught running on the treadmill from one thing to the next.

			One of the greatest gifts my father provided me was coaching, training, encouragement, and rewards when I demonstrated that I was thinking for myself. I feel that my ability to be a successful iconoclast stems from him. Thank you, Stan! Though he passed away in 2007 from prostate cancer, I am attempting to ensure that his iconoclastic legacy lives on through me.

			With that in mind, let’s talk a little bit more about where we tend to run into roadblocks when it comes to independent thinking.

			The reality is that from a very early age, most of us form a habit of doing as we are told blindly, without asking any questions. By not challenging the existing paradigm, we are losing out on huge opportunities to find what’s best for us personally, for our communities, and for society at large. We are losing out on the opportunity to invent new ways of doing things and to pave a new and better path for ourselves and for others.

			The good news is this habit is reversible; it can be replaced with a new paradigm. Becoming an iconoclast is a skill that you can build, just like any other skill—and it begins with thinking in a new way. With practice, you will start to do it unconsciously and automatically.

			Here, I will reveal the iconoclast formula, a well-established and proven strategy that leads to success, efficiency, and wealth. Companies and nations alike have begun to apply this formula and recognize its undeniable power. But to truly understand its potential, let’s consider context—the situations in which one might apply these concepts.

			The Value of Context

			It is easy to proclaim such axioms as these:

			
					Success on Wall Street is achieved by buying low and selling high.

					The best way to start a business is to find an unmet need in the marketplace and fill it.

					When you establish the right leadership and goals within your organization, you will find success.

			

			All these axioms are widely accepted to be true, but it is the specific details and circumstances with which they are applied that provide real insight. A specific example is a person who bought low and sold high on Wall Street. Someone who identified a unique unmet need in the marketplace and became a successful businessperson. An individual who shared the exact criteria they used to find the right leader and meet their goals. That kind of information is the true treasure.

			Why? It is through reading and learning from other people’s specific stories that we figure out our own unique path to success. I have learned to be successful by hearing the stories of other successful people. In learning about their achievements, I’m often able to extract a principle that is applicable to my life. That’s what makes all the difference.

			With that in mind, I’d like to tell you a bit about who I am and how I got here.

			Who Is Tony Zorc?

			I am a person who is comfortable with change. I would even say that my greatest strength is my ability to adapt. In fact, my success is rooted in my ability to adapt as soon as I see a process out of alignment with its underlying dynamics—which is almost always earlier than everyone else.

			That tendency encouraged me to start a company, Accounting Seed, with no money and no outside investment. As of this writing, I’ve grown it into a well-established operation with one thousand customers, fifteen thousand users, and a multimillion-dollar valuation—all in ten years. I did it while maintaining a home, enriching a second marriage, parenting two biological children and two stepchildren, managing a difficult ex-spouse, staying physically fit, and growing my spiritual life.

			How? By becoming an iconoclast and using the principles in this book. Here I share my journey using the iconoclast formula, including how I applied the formula to achieve success. Your journey will be different from mine, but the specific examples I provide from my life will give you the power to create your own success story.
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