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How do you lead a business, especially an attraction, during a pandemic?  Questions 
that we have never needed to ask before are now front and center as one of the most 
impacted industries fights to prove its resilience during the most uncertain time of 
the last century.

In this e-book, several executives, top leaders, and business owners share valuable 
insights, making this amongst the most comprehensive resources for attractions 
industry professionals.  We asked about the first actions taken, what would have 
been valuable to know at the very beginning, and how this event has disrupted their 
leadership style for the future.

At the time of this e-book’s publication, we are far from the end of this difficult 
moment in our lives; therefore, this guide is intended to be both a look backward to 
what we know, along with how we all must be flexible and prepared for the 
unexpected, even during the best of times.

We would like to extend our sincere gratitude to each of the participants who took 
the time to contribute to this invaluable resource for the attractions industry.
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Kurt Allen
President & CEO
Mississippi Aquarium

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

Early March we started tracking COVID. We put together 
an email (March 12) outlining the first case in Mississippi. It 
spelled out the initial response by us. We monitored the 
situation as Mississippi was a little behind the curve in cases 
and did not want to make any drastic decisions before more 
information was obtained. Due to the fact we were working 
in a pre-opening mode, we had a different take in terms of 
financial issues. Our pre-opening salaries and expenses 
were covered by funds dedicated to building the aquarium –
a combination of Federal, State, Local and private 
money. We were not dependent on revenue from 
operations to continue our project. It wasn’t until mid-April 
when sub-contractors started to be affected that we saw 
impacts to the project outcome. It was a strange situation 
as most companies started to furlough, close, etc. and we 
continued to work, some from home.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

The length of the crisis and the deep impact. No one could 
have predicted the steps the government took as most 
people thought this should run its course similar to the 

flu. A course some still think we should do… if we would 
have known, we would have made decisions sooner to 
negate the long-term effects. However, this is all hindsight 
as things like PPP did not get announced until April 24th so 
managing the crisis was a difficult task.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

Always have a plan…our financial plan before COVID was to 
have 4 revenue reserve “buckets” for unexpected 
issues. These include hurricane, equipment failures, 
business interruption, etc. Any surplus was to fund these 
reserves. While this is still the plan, we have to re-evaluate 
how to get back to a point to put money into reserves. Our 
current estimates are significant losses for the first 6 
months of operations which is a complete flip from what we 
were planning all along. Running lean will be very important 
until the economy gets back to a point that people think it is 
safe to travel and it stabilizes. Communication with the 
executive team is critical for planning purposes as well as 
keeping the entire staff notified of the current 
situations. We had several meetings with the staff and let 
them know that cash flow was critical and the decisions 
being made at that time were being done to protect the 
project as well as the staff.
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John Anderson
Chief Operating Officer
Michigan Science Center

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

On February 25, amid growing fears about the spread of 
coronavirus to South Korea and Italy (among other places), 
U.S. stocks plummeted, and media outlets reported on 
impacts to airlines, manufacturing, and supply chains. Up 
until this point, the outbreak (which had not yet been 
labeled a pandemic) seemed to many of us like a far-away 
problem affecting far-away people. The same day, the 
White House asked Congress for $1.2 billion in emergency 
coronavirus response funding. The possibility of a global 
health crisis – a crisis that would affect us in the United 
States – became real.

The following day, February 26, I completed my own 
personal assessment of coronavirus preparedness and 
response measures and sent my thoughts to a half-dozen 
colleagues. Resources from the WHO and CDC reflected 
the knowledge at the time, and suggested a measured, 
even restrained, business preparedness strategy. The CDC 
guidance said “ For the general American public, such as 
workers in non-healthcare settings and where it is unlikely 
that work tasks create an increased risk of exposure to COVID-
19, the immediate health risk from COVID-19 is considered 
low.” Unsurprisingly, this guidance would prove to require 
revision.

Anyone who has led an organization (or family, or group of 
strangers) through an emergency or critical incident knows 
that your predicted course of action (your response plan) 
has to be flexible and you, as the leader, have to be nimble 
and authoritative – you maintain situational awareness, you 
refresh your data (and your assumptions), and remap your 
response from moment to moment. Or, as the CDC said 
it “…employers should plan to be able to respond in a flexible 
way to varying levels of severity and be prepared to refine 
their business response plans as needed.” Naturally, 
understanding what the risks are, what the varying levels of 
severity are, and what measures best reduce the risks and 
severity is key … being flexible with a plan based on 
erroneous data (or assumptions) is of little utility. Keeping 
up with the latest public health information (and, somewhat 
later, keeping up with all the governance and relief 
webinars) began to consume an ever-larger portion of my 
day.

On February 28, 2020, the State of Michigan activated its 
Emergency Operations Center. At my museum, we gathered 
our coronavirus task force for the following:

� Team review of the latest CDC guidance (We read 
together and had a group discussion about the CDC 
guidance, what it meant, what it was silent about, and 
how best to apply the guidance to our operations.)

4Lessons from Executives

https://www.mi-sci.org/


John Anderson
Chief Operating Officer
Michigan Science Center

(continued)

� Alignment of policies and work rules to appropriately 
connect with CDC guidance (We reviewed our rules and 
procedures, agreeing on temporary adjustments such as 
suspending the need for a doctor note for a sick day. We 
also updated SOPs for internal cleaning, and for work-
from-home measures. Each team member created or 
updated their “understudy plan” – a list of core duties, 
key information such as logins, and the name of a person 
not in their department who would be best suited to fill 
in, should the main team member be unable to work. )

� Development of organizational communication plan 
regarding COVID-19 preparation. (We formulated a 
plan to stay in contact with our stakeholders, particularly 
ensuring that staff and Board would have ready and 
transparent access to our preparedness assessments and 
measures.)

� Review / enhancement of emergency procedures to 
coordinate with CDC guidance. (Refreshing our 
emergency medical response plan, asking team members 
to update their contact information, reviewing supplies 
of cleaning chemicals and disinfectants, etc.)

That same day, our finance team gathered to review our 
forecast. Our practice is to maintain a 3-track forecast: best 
case, most likely case, and worst case scenarios. A worst 
case forecast reflecting the need to close to the public for a 
few weeks during our busiest season (in the event of a 
Wuhan-like shutdown) was breathtakingly serious. It would 

take another week for the “worst case” to become “the 
most likely case.”
On Saturday, February 29, 2020, we sent our first detailed 
coronavirus preparedness communication to our internal 
stakeholders. We shared everything we knew about the 
impacts of coronavirus, measures to help avoid infection 
(based on the knowledge at the time), information about 23 
new sanitizer locations deployed throughout the facility, 
resources that could be helpful in personal as well as 
professional life, and what our expectations were for the 
immediate future – including the potential for public health 
authorities to order the closing of venues, including our 
museum, and what that might mean for business and home 
life. This is the day our focus shifted from “museum 
operations” to “incident command.”

On March 10, 2020, the Governor declared a State of 
Emergency and, though there was not yet an official 
mandate to do so, the leadership team made the decision to 
temporarily close our facility to the public starting March 13, 
2020, at least until we had further guidance from 
officials. While there was no official indication of how the 
situation would next play out, we felt that “the risk of the 
unknown” – the risk of paralysis while awaiting more official 
guidance and analysis – was potentially as damaging to our 
business as the other aspects of the incident.
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John Anderson
Chief Operating Officer
Michigan Science Center

(continued)

Every employee, even those in front-line positions, was given 
a work-from-home job, and everyone was paid throughout 
the month of March. Our distance learning team began to 
create daily live-streamed science demonstrations – at first, 
from our distance learning studio in the facility.

On March 16, 2020, Governor Gretchen Whitmer issued 
Executive Order 2020-9, locking down the state. By this 
time, only essential caretaking activities were happening on-
site from our facility, every appliance unplugged, and the 
heat turned as low as possible. Our utility bills would drop to 
¼ of the normal cost. The distance learning team was 
working from their home “studios,” and developed a devoted 
following of children and families stuck at home. We all 
learned to Zoom.

In April, having reviewed Q2 and Q3 projections under our 
most likely case, the difficult decision was made to place 
about 60% of the workforce on an unpaid leave of absence, 
while reducing the work hours and compensation for the 
remaining executives and staff.

On July 10, 2020, the Michigan Science Center reopened to 
the public, having implemented multiple measures to 
ensure a safe, sanitary, and comfortable experience, 
including guidance and inspection by the National 
Sanitation Foundation International.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

I wish I would have had a better understanding of how the 
pandemic response would be managed, not just at the 
Federal and State level, but also with respect to local county 
health departments. I don’t know a soul at the county 
health department. Relationships with emergency 
responders and governing authorities are so critical. I’m not 
sure I would have known more or taken different action, but 
I might have felt more confident.

In all my years of preparedness planning, I had never 
envisioned an emergency that left the facility, 
infrastructure, and community physically intact, while 
preventing guests from visiting for an extended time. Had I 
better understood the risk profile, I would have had a more 
robust mix of off-site, remote program offerings …

I had just completed a renewal of our insurance policies, so I 
was not caught by surprise at the lack of coverage for 
pandemic-related business loss as some businesses have 
been. However, in retrospect, the coronavirus outbreak was 
happening in late 2019 as I was renewing policies. If I had 
been more aware and mindful of the interconnectedness of 
our “global village,” I could have at least tried to add a loss 
of business income rider.
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John Anderson
Chief Operating Officer
Michigan Science Center

(continued)
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Zoom is great, and also exhausting. I wish I had been 
Zooming years sooner, and also I hope to Zoom less in the 
next 3 months than I’ve been Zooming in the previous 
three. I love Zoom. I hate Zoom.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

A number of my colleagues and peers in the community run 
businesses that, like ours, are dramatically affected by a 
State of Emergency or Executive order. While I prefer to 
avoid being caught too far in the weeds, I’ve learned that 
my leaders and I need to review each order ourselves, and 
not rely on media reports or news articles that summarize 
these orders. These proclamations and orders are 
cumbersome and hard to read, and it’s easy for someone 
who isn’t part of your business to miss a subtlety that could 
be a boon or a burden when it comes to compliance. In our 
area, museums were allowed to fully reopen, while theaters 
were not. Is a science demonstration stage a theater? Is a 
planetarium a theater?

We approached locking down the business and facility, and 
then preparing to reopen & reopening, as discrete events 

rather than just being another day in the life of the 
organization. Closing up and locking down operated under 
a loose Incident Command Structure (with our own versions 
of Command, Operations, Planning, Logistics, and Finance) 
which allowed us to be timely and decisive, deploying our 
team members according to the needs of the *incident* 
rather than the structure of the organization. Similarly, we 
approached reopening as a *Project* (with a capital P) – we 
appointed a Product Manager, Project Manager, and 
support team; we created a charter; we allocated resources 
and made a budget; and we are measuring ourselves against 
our own goals for the project, rather than “normal” 
goals. And we reallocated our people, again, based on their 
ability, willingness, and availability – for example, our 
Special Events Manager (a logistics genius) was put in 
charge of safely-distanced workstation layout and also in 
charge of safety & sanitation signage throughout the 
facility. And so on. Of course, on a regular day, everyone 
helps out, or at least does “other duties as assigned,” but by 
treating the entire operation as a Project (capital P) and 
using the tools used by a project team, we had the benefit 
of the sense of excitement, the urgency, the personal sense 
of pride, the autonomy, and the systems of communication 
that help make projects successful. Thinking of the business 
as a series of interlaced projects with finite beginnings and 
endings (rather than a single ongoing concern) is interesting 
and attractive to me.

https://www.mi-sci.org/


John Arie, Jr.
Chief Executive Officer
Fun Spot America
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When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

I can remember the day like it was yesterday!!! My wife and I 
were at the IAAPA leadership conference in Beverly Hills 
when the conference turned from how to grow your 
business to this thing called a coronavirus. It was the 
morning of Sunday, March 22nd when I decided to call an 
emergency executive meeting at our Orlando park. I woke 
up that morning in shock and knew it was time to do our 
part to stop the spread of this virus. As I explained the game 
plan to our team, I mentioned this would be temporary and 
to not lose faith in our parks and with God. We chose to 
close all three parks (Orlando, Kissimmee, and Atlanta) on 
March the 23rd and asked all of our team to stay home with 
the exception of our maintenance team and a select few 
team members. I decided to pay everyone at home 75% of 
the average payroll and I paid everyone working 125% of 
their hours worked. I thought that was right to reward the 
ones helping us with projects and inspections during the 
closure. The first week of the closure we started preparing 
to open the parks under new guidelines. We changed that 
model about a dozen times as the weeks of closure became 
reality.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

I’m not sure I would have changed a thing leading up to our 
closure. I believe God was leading the way for us and let us 
know when it was time to close. In 2019, probably August 
time, I decided not to advance on any major capital 
investments. I was game planning on how to buy out my 
father and some other minority share holders. I did not want 
to over leverage the company, so we decided to put off all 
expansion plans. We also had a nice cash reserve that we 
were able to pay our team for the entire 9 weeks of being 
closed. I learned very quickly that my team needed to see 
me display faith vs fear. When I demonstrated either one of 
these actions, they would react differently. I knew we would 
be alright as long as the shut down did not last too long. 
Thank God again for getting us open in May and that my 
faith overcame everyone else's fear cycle.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

This pandemic changed me by having me be more aware of 
global issues vs. local issues. We live in Orlando and our
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John Arie, Jr.
Chief Executive Officer
Fun Spot America

(continued)
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economy has always been solid. Sometimes you take for 
granted stuff like that when you shouldn’t. There is no one 
in the world that could have ever predicted what each and 
every country did across the globe. We as business owners 
have to be prepared for anything after this. Make sure your 
company can withstand a hit financially, physically, and 
mentally. I know we have the best team in the world that 
supports our vision and decisions, which made it a lot easier 
for myself to lead through such a troubling time. I thank my 
team every day now for being there for the company and 
helping us come out of this with a positive attitude. I will 
always treat others how I want to be treated, and in return 
our team does the same. Thank you Fun Spot America 
family for being such a good support for me during these 
last few months.
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Jennifer Berthiaume
Vice President
Lion Country Safari

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

As the reality of the pandemic hit Palm Beach County, we 
worked to shift gears and focus on the drive-through 
element of our park- highlighting the relative safety of the 
adventure that could be experienced from inside of one's 
own car. We also worked closely with our DMO, Discover 
the Palm Beaches, to help craft video content and messages 
of trust for the destination, highlighting safety measures 
being taken to maintain a clean and healthy 
environment. After 2 weeks of the drive-through preserve 
option only, we chose to close based on information we 
were getting. With so much uncertainty we began layoffs. 
Lost revenues aside, we had expenses in continuing to 
provide the best care for our 1,000 animals. Our animal care 
team (45 employees) and a few admin staff continued to 
work daily. We reviewed every expense to see where we 
could cut back – from stroller rentals to trash pick-ups. We 
started looking at a re-opening plan. We regularly checked 
in with fellow attractions, Florida Attractions Association 
and our DMO to keep our “finger on the pulse.”

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

I feel that our team did a pretty good job managing the 
situation. We had many tough decisions to make and 
learned so much through the process. Communication and 
flexibility continues to be key in our operation.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

We are reminded daily about the importance of 
teamwork. Ideally, a business will function with a great deal 
of teamwork, no matter the size of the business or the staff. 
During a time where difficult decisions must be made 
regularly to best preserve the business, a core group of 
team members ready, willing, and capable to step into roles 
that are not normally theirs and also willing to learn, train, 
and support others for the betterment and survival of the 
business is absolutely invaluable. Expertise is still important, 
but team member roles are dynamic and can change at any 
time. 
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Jennifer Berthiaume
Vice President
Lion Country Safari

(continued)

We quickly learned that online ticketing reservations work 
well. Once back open with the drive through only, we met 
weekly with our team to see what we needed to change or 
communicate better. We learned that our business model 
could change after having such success with the drive-
through only option. We may consider a drive-through only 
option moving forward once fully operational. A priority of 
mine has always been to show appreciation and raise 
morale and during this time we’ve gotten very creative and 
more personal. Handwritten notes, personal visits to the 
team (while social distancing), creative giveaways (life 
savers, sanitizers, handmade masks), team meeting 
activities, etc. go a long way.

We were able to open the drive-through safari earlier than 
some other attractions. We made efforts to stay in touch 
and communicate what we learned in those initial 
days/weeks in hopes to help as they re-opened. We are all in 
this together.
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Sarah Cole
President & CEO
Glazer Children’s Museum

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

We started really tracking things at the end of February, and 
it was probably March 6th when we started planning for "if.” 
March 13 became "when.” The first thing I did was to 
coordinate with other local attractions. This was bigger than 
any one of us, and we were all out of our element. That 
coordination helped so much, because we were able to 
present a united statement for the city.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

I wish I had had a better sense of the longevity of the 
impact. I would have liked to really redirect teams to longer 
term planning, rather than purely responsive work. But at 
the same time, I don't think that their planning would have 
been as good had we done it then. There's something to be 
said for this new reality of nimbleness.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

We always look at 3 pillars for measuring our success -
attendance, revenue, and reputation. Those first two are 
easier to measure, and frankly in normal times easier to 
impact. So we've put lots of emphasis on them in the past. 
And now, those two measures are the ones most impacted 
by things outside our control. We're leaning into reputation 
harder than ever, and I'm thrilled. I feel like we're focused on 
mission more than ever, with the real belief that the other 
two things will follow. I'm leading less from comparison and 
more from realizing who we are at our core.
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Matt Eckert
President & CEO
Holiday World & Splashin’ Safari

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

From the moment we learned that COVID-19 cases were 
starting to rise, we quickly realized that the pandemic was 
going to have a tremendous effect on our season. Being a 
seasonal business, the impact would be great, as we have a 
limited number of days of operation. Losing any of those 
days would have negative consequences. We issued a stay 
at home order for our Team Members, and those that could 
work from home continued to do so. We immediately 
formed a “COVID-19 Task Force” that started meeting every 
morning, virtually, to discuss current and projected future 
impacts.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

This pandemic has been very unpredictable. When we first 
learned it was going to affect us, we did not know exactly 
how or for how long the effect would last. Would it move 
through quickly and dissipate by the beginning of the 
season? Would it last a month or two? Would it last the 
entire season? The entire year? If we had known the path it 
was going to follow and the mandates that would be in 

place, we perhaps would have made more modifications to 
our calendar and other areas of operations much sooner.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

As a leader, you always have to be prepared to “zig when 
you thought you would zag.” This pandemic has validated 
that. The philosophy has not changed. We need to be very 
dynamic at all times and be prepared for whatever “crisis” 
is presented. There are three phrases I try to repeat to 
myself every day. Be Safe. Be Calm. Be Kind. Never 
before has it been more important to be safe and to 
practice safety. It is paramount in our industry. This 
pandemic has created a large scale of paranoia. We have 
to be calm and rational and look at the data. Use that data 
to make decisions that are best for our Guests and our 
Team Members. Finally, be kind. Now more than ever, our 
world needs kindness and patience and understanding. We 
ARE going to get through this and we need to keep those 
three things in mind as we move forward into the future.

13Lessons from Executives

https://www.holidayworld.com/


Eric Eimstad
General Manager
Miami Seaquarium

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

In early February, I began to comprehend the potential 
impact that the coronavirus could have on the world’s 
economy.  However, it wasn’t until the end of February, as 
cases were beginning to spike in Europe, that it became 
evident that there was going to be a direct and dramatic 
impact on our local visitor industry and Miami Seaquarium 
visitation.

One of my on-going priorities is the health and safety of our 
team members and guests, so one of the first actions we 
took when as the virus was beginning to appear in the 
United States was to focus on maintaining a clean, safe and 
healthy environment at Miami Seaquarium.  Hand 
sanitation stations were installed, health and safety signage 
was added for guests and team members, and enhanced 
cleaning protocols were implemented.  These early, 
proactive steps are still an important part of our policies and 
procedures to maintain the health and safety of our staff, 
and of guests when the park has reopened.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

The one element of the pandemic that is still difficult to 
comprehend is the dramatic impact that this unprecedented 
health crisis will have on Miami Seaquarium, our staff, our 
community and the entire visitor industry for months and 
years to come.  In the early days of the pandemic, after the 
park had closed, we developed a detailed financial plan for 
the possibility of an extended park closure. At the time we 
believed this to be a prudent exercise, but an unlikely reality.  
As I look at the current situation, however, it is clear that this
worst-case scenario planning wasn’t just an exercise, but 
possibly our new reality. 

I have always embraced empathy, persistence and tenacity 
during my career.  These traits have allowed me to succeed 
in a variety of challenging situations, and these traits are 
certainly important today as the park faces a challenging 
future.   We are living in truly unprecedented times, but
knowing that we will get through them and sharing this with 
my team is, and will continue to be, an important component 
to our ultimate success.
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Eric Eimstad
General Manager
Miami Seaquarium

(continued)

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

Having successfully faced the business challenges resulting 
from 9/11, the great recession and a number of hurricanes, 
the pandemic is providing another opportunity for me to 
learn, grow and adapt as a leader during difficult times. 

The first major business disruption that I experienced 
relatively early in my career was when the wind and storm 
surge from Hurricane Andrew resulted in the closing of 
Miami Seaquarium for 3 ½ months.  In addition to the direct 
impact the storm had on the park, Hurricane Andrew along 
with the associated worldwide media coverage of the 
storm’s horrific damage to our community, dramatically 
impacted the South Florida visitor industry for years 
following the storm.  

During that difficult time, I learned many lessons, including 
importance of being able to quickly adapt to unique 
challenges; to understand the importance of business 
alliances and industry partnership; to be understanding of 
the challenges being faced by others; and to always 
maintain a positive, forward-thinking attitude.  I have found 
these lessons to be key in providing steady leadership 
during the business challenges I have faced in my career. 
While it may not always be easy, maintaining steady, 
positive and emphatic outlook is at the core of leading my 
team during difficult times.
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Roger Germann
Chief Executive Officer
Florida Aquarium

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

Since we have close colleagues around the world, we first 
heard of the coronavirus (COVID-19) affecting operations in 
Hong Kong and China in late January and we took notice, 
but was too difficult to predict at that time what to expect 
here in Florida. In February I was scheduled to attend an 
international conservation exchange to the Middle East and 
we again heard about COVID-showing up half way around 
the world in that region, and that triggered us talking with 
our US colleagues more and was the first time we assumed 
it would reach the U.S. Shortly thereafter Seattle became 
the first hotspot and we knew we needed to prepare. First 
actions we took was to model out various financial scenarios 
for a possible public closure, along with understanding our 
workforce needs to continue to care for the animals, 
safeguard our staff and guest health and wellbeing, and talk 
with our general counsel about navigating potential HR and 
legal issues. One advantage we have is that we have robust 
plans to address hurricanes, so a lot of our protocols were 
well established.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

Honestly, I’m not sure we would have done anything 
different on March 1st had we known about the pending 
public health crisis. Since joining the Aquarium in June 2017, 
we’ve streamlined operations and focused on financial 
growth to support our mission and operations. We went 
into the COVID-19 shutdown achieving record attendance 
and revenues and I’m extremely proud of our senior 
leadership team and how we continue to build a world-class, 
sustainable, non-profit public aquarium that is resilient even 
in times of uncertainty. Now that doesn’t mean we did 
everything right, but our strong position allowed us to care 
for our animals and staff, deliver on our commitment to 
conservation with scientific breakthroughs in coral as well as 
rescue and rehabilitate endangered sea turtles, and still be 
able to focus on the future, including being one of the first 
AZA Aquarium’s in North America to re-open safely. 
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Roger Germann
Chief Executive Officer
Florida Aquarium

(continued)

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

It definitely didn’t disrupt my business philosophy because at 
The Florida Aquarium we focus on innovation, trust, 
teamwork, flexibility, resiliency, and results. My mantra is 
“no problems, only solutions” and ascribe to the philosophy 
of “Kaizen” (continuous improvement). Our senior team 
coined the phrase, “the mission hasn’t changed, only our 
methods.” We just completed a bold new 5-year strategic 
plan and were in the process of implementing year one, so 
the public health crisis sped up some of the changes we 
needed to make with our current business mode. We 
continue to evaluate our entire business model from top to 
bottom, because what may have worked for the past 25 
years might not be core to our business model moving 
forward, but we’re also not on a witch-hunt to change just to 
change either. We need to remain sustainable and relevant 
and adjust to the ever-changing business climate and 
consumer requirements.
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Christopher Gould
Senior Vice President
Iconic Attractions Group

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

We were operating one major zoo in Asia, so we were aware 
of the threat earlier than in North America. It was on our 
radar in late February and we begin meeting with our 
security and housekeeping teams to examine our protocols.

Unfortunately, we also saw the potential impact on the 
park’s operation. We were planning a re-opening after a 
major capital project in early March and realized that it 
would likely be delayed. As it turned out, we were right. We 
reviewed our cleaning practices and chemicals to ensure 
that we were using agents on the WHO list for effectiveness 
against COVID-19. We reassigned cleaning staff to be 
placed on constant rotation in high touch areas for 
sanitizing. Additionally, as a conservation institution, we 
reviewed protocols and began to equip animal care teams of 
zookeepers with their own array of new cleaning tools as 
regular housekeeping staff do not enter animal care areas.

At the end of our initial phase, we coordinated with local 
government, assigning nonessential employees work from 
home duties. Of course, security and animal care are 
essential workers and we had to implement new routines to 
keep them isolated from each other and track the 
emergence of new data (real and theoretical) with regard to
zoonotic disease and transmission between human and 
animals.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

In hindsight I don’t know that there’s much more we 
could’ve done. It would’ve been nice to know that COVID-19 
is spread more by airborne means then by contaminated 
surfaces. We are used to operating in an area prone to 
hurricanes, so our approach is to always prepare for the 
worst and hope for the best. We feel fortunate that due to 
this approach, we were not caught unprepared.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

We certainly are more mindful of our practices and the built 
environment in which we operate. Public perceptions are 
changed forever, and we need to ensure that we are more 
resilient to viral and biological threats in the future. We 
need to include plans for new threats that transmit through 
different means than COVID-19.

We and a lot of other smart people are reviewing indoor 
building environments, touchless technology and being 
prepared for operating attractions at much lower capacity.
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Matthew Johnson
Executive Director
IMAG History & Science Center

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

We realized there would be an issue when shutdown orders 
began to be issued. As a "hands-on" experience and 
destination attraction, our revenue is dependent on 
admissions and on-site sales. Additionally, as the 
timeframe continued to lengthen, we realized that our 
summer programing, that accounts for a significant portion 
of our annual revenues, would be impacted as well.

Our first actions were to develop the IMAG@Home
model. Initially, this was a free offering intended to keep a 
connection with our audiences during the limited shutdown 
period. Again, as the shut down extended, we began to 
shift the model to include paid services and eventually 
developed from-scratch virtual programing as an option 
along side in-person programs.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

I wish I had known and fully understood the length of time 
our business would be impacted and the support programs 
that would be offered. Conflicting timetables, and 
conflicting suggested and mandated actions made it very 

difficult to plan for long-term solutions. In response we 
were much more reactive than the ideal of being 
proactive. Had I fully understood the length of the impact 
and the specifics of the support programs, I could more 
efficiently schedule closures and reopening, and better 
facilitated staffing adjustments to fully utilize the support 
programs.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

I believe this event has and will effect fundamental and 
permanent changes to how we (humans) interact and live, 
and how we (IMAG) will operate to evolve with the 
changes. Specifically, virtual, remote, and digital 
programing developed during this crisis will need to 
integrate into our standard operating model even post 
pandemic. How I lead in the future will not change 
fundamentally though. Our resiliency through this process 
has relied on the flexibility, empowerment to take actions, 
and dedication to the mission of the IMAG staff that I try to 
instill as the organization's leader.
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AJ & Kevin Jowett
Owners
Revolution Off Road Adventures

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

When faced with our first hurricane experience some 11 
years ago, we, having never been near anything other than a 
strong wind before, said, ”Well how bad can it get? "We will 
start to worry when Disney closes its doors." We had pretty 
much the same reaction when the pandemic was first 
mooted and felt that if the largest employer in the state was 
closing its doors, we most certainly should too. And so, we 
did.
As Kevin was locked down in the UK our first action was to 
find him a flight back (did not happen). Next, get the team 
together and make them aware of our decision and of the 
implications of the lockdown for them as well as the 
unknown future of Revolution. Giving them the information 
concerning the business was an essential part of the closure 
and reopening planning.

Next, stop all non-essential services to slow the outpouring 
of cash. Refunds were plentiful and stressful as we tried to 
encourage customers to take a voucher or goods; most just 
wanted the cash in their account, and so did we. March was 
very bleak for our bank accounts.

The major impact came sooner than expected as lockdown 
took on a sense of urgency to ensure we were not adding to 
the spread of the virus. With the immediate closure of the 

business we needed to ensure that the team had as much 
information as we could provide to support them during the 
lockdown. Information that you could rely upon as truthful 
and applicable became paramount, and so the endless 
reading of articles and webinars began.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

If knowledge is power, we needed much more knowledge 
much sooner. We needed Information, regarding the 
magnitude of the pandemic and the speed that it was 
impacting the state and indeed the world. Reliable 
information may have helped with a more controlled closure 
and not an emergency exit. As a reservation-based 
attraction we could have managed the closure better over a 
longer period, therefore managing team layoffs and cash 
flow better. We could have decided upon a closing date 
earlier. I wonder how much "stuff" was wasted: food, drinks, 
flowers, and other fresh consumables as overbuying 
became a national pastime.

A sense of sheer panic to ensure that we received our share 
of the trillions of dollars payout became as important as 
survival.
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AJ & Kevin Jowett
Owners
Revolution Off Road Adventures

(continued)

If only there had been a considered, carefully executed plan 
with guidelines for who could/should apply for which 
support, life would have been calmer. Instead we were met 
with a frenetic state of applications and extraordinarily 
little support from underprepared systems, allocations, and 
staff, none of which were able to cope with the volume of 
applications and information requests.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

Our philosophy has always been to run a business that was a 
fun place to work and visit, and that has not altered, as 
George Bernard Shaw said, "Life doesn't cease to be funny 
when people die any more than it ceases to be serious when 
people laugh.”

Changes will inevitably be made as we proceed to reopen 
fully and to rebuild the confidence in the attractions, travel 
industry. Along the way we have learned a great deal and 
become wiser for doing so but our passion remains the 
same.
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Jim Kunau
General Manager
Island H2O Live!

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

In late January, Assistant GM Micah Wysznski, Director of 
Operations Shawn Kidd, and I had a short discussion of 
"what if." In February a new management company took 
over the park and as we entered into the changeover, it 
became apparent that we should start looking at 
operations. We didn't dream at that point where we were 
headed.

The first week of March hit and Shawn started digging into 
aquatics training in a COVID world. There wasn't much 
information available. I think Micah, Shawn and I really split 
up the new company changes and COVID-19 planning 
almost without thinking about it. I am so glad Micah has 
such a wonderful sense of employee ability and Shawn has a 
need for knowledge. They were definitely the one-two 
punch we needed.

On Monday, March 16, our ownership asked us to close the 
park early. I met with 78 people that day to tell them we had 
no idea what was coming next.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

I think we all wish we knew more about the precautions we 
needed to take. They changed every day and still are. I think 
the biggest thing we would have liked to have known was 
Florida's process for approval to reopen. We were one of the 
first, if not the first, waterparks in Florida to obtain reopening 
approval through the system. It even changed after we 
received opening approval.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

I don't think our philosophy has changed much. Safety is 
always our first priority. We may have taken a new look at 
how we approach safety, but the development of safety 
practices is an ongoing process. We modify the plan as we 
learn more. Compare lifeguard training today to what I 
learned from Red Cross ion the 70's. It is definitely different.

I can give you chapter and verse from multiple venues in my 
career, but the bottom line is that we still create memories. 
How we operate may be different today, but the same goal 
exists, which is to create a place where families generate 
wonderful memories to last a lifetime. It is that goal that 
makes this the best job, company and industry ever.
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Ike Kwon
Chief Operating Officer
California Academy of Sciences

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

We stood up our Incident Command due to COVID-19 on 
January 25th, a full month before San Francisco or even the 
State of California declared a state of emergency. This gave 
us a head start in ordering PPE, hand sanitizer, etc. Even 
prior to this, we did two institutional tabletop exercises on 
mass illness and epidemic in 2019. Also, we have a ringer on 
our team. Our Chief of Science, Shannon Bennett PhD, is an 
infectious disease virologist having studied SAR, MERS, 
Malaria, etc. I made her part of the Incident Command 
Team on 1/25 and she's been integral to our decision-
making.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

What added another component of complexity was the 
intense civil unrest precipitated by the George Floyd 
tragedy. Having just laid off 20% of our staff along with 
other major budget cuts, many of the remaining staff 
expressed anger about wage disparity and racial disparity 
writ large. We have benefitted from being transparent with 

our staff as many employees were very appreciative during 
the layoff process, but I can't emphasize enough the need to 
communicate regularly and in-person – physical distancing 
required an added personal touch, especially for a public-
facing institution where all of the work is in-person.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

We are experiencing a reflexive action where we are 
searching for non-attendance-dependent revenue streams. 
While attendance may come back, it likely won't be at pre-
SiP for some time. I do think once we have a vaccine, the 
world may be more prepared for global catastrophes like 
COVID, but this will forever affect how we depend on 
earned revenue.
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Brad Loxley
Chief Operating Officer
Sun World

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

We realized we were going to be drastically impacted when 
the Government started closing the border with countries 
that represent our key markets. We implemented all the 
recommendations from the WHO and Vietnamese 
Government early, starting in February, and also quickly 
implemented cost saving measures and planning for 
potential closure of our Parks.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

The idea of having the entire world locked down was not 
imaginable on March 1. And now it is difficult to estimate 
when the world will reopen again. So I think it would have 
been great to have foreseen the scale and impact of the 
pandemic. The situation in Vietnam is completely under 
control, so the country is operating normally albeit without 
any international tourism. So we have had to adapt our 
pricing and products to accommodate the local market. I 
think it is still to early to look back on all of this with the 
benefit of hindsight as I still feel very much that we are right 
in the thick of it – even in countries like Vietnam. It would be 

great to have a crystal ball to see where the world will be in 
12 months time so we can make the right plans now for the 
future.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

I don’t think any of us foresaw a situation where our industry 
would be brought to its knees in this way. That being said, I
don’t think anyone could ever really properly plan for 
something like this. I think this situation has made me 
grateful of “normal!” It’s also been an opportunity to think 
about the other threats that could impact our industry in 
this way, like climate change for example, and what more 
we can do to prevent another crippling global situation like 
we have today.
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Tony Moore
Executive Director
Gathering Place

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

After living through the 2002 SARS crisis, I was experienced 
in understanding what managing this virus could be like. 
What initially stood out to me, was how competitive things 
could get in securing sanitizers and supplies. I clearly 
remembered the supply shortage of 2002, when all parks 
and attractions we fighting for hand sanitizers and supplies. 
At the time, I was an Operations Director working for 
SeaWorld, Orlando and I remember asking my Manager of 
Park Services, Carlos Feliu to secure all that hand sanitizing 
units he could possibly get from one of our chemical 
suppliers. We had a gentleman’s agreement with our 
supplier that we would purchase the 20-sanitizing units they 
had in stock. The agreement was that we would pick up the 
units the next business day. When Carlos went to retrieve 
these dispensing units the next day as was promised, they 
were all gone. Apparently Disney was a bit more motivated 
than we were and showed up at the warehouse that night 
and secured all the available units. After missing out on 
those sanitizing units and in fear of being out hustled again; 
I later purchased all the sanitizers I could get and proactively 
filled our warehouse. We had such a robust supply of 
sanitizers, that after the SARS virus was over and gone, I 
still had a warehouse filled with 75% alcohol sanitizer 
canisters. The irony of this hoarding was my later discovery 

that all alcohol-based sanitizers have a limited shelf-life. In 
order to prevent our inventory from expiring, we had to give 
away most of these stored units to our employees. Armed 
with this lesson, I knew for sure that I did not want to fall 
victim a second time to not having sanitizers. So in January 
of this year once it seemed that COVID-19 could reach US 
soil, I prematurely reached out to our local vendors and 
started securing dispensing units and sanitizers. I clearly 
remember my team looking at me with uncertainty 
wondering why this normally so optimistic person was such 
a doomsday prophet, expecting the worse of this hardly 
known Corona Virus. Needless to say, unfortunately I was 
right and we were able to get ahead of that demand.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

Hindsight always provides brilliant perspective… I am sure 
that states and cities would have all managed things a lot 
differently now that we know what we know. Leadership at 
all levels would have taken more proactive measures to 
initially mitigate this virus. I wished I would have been 
better prepared in how I managed expenses leading into the 
month of March. As you can imagine, most attractions were 
busy staffing-up and inventorying-up on supplies and goods 
for the start of spring break, one of our busiest seasons in 
the hospitality business. 
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Tony Moore
Executive Director
Gathering Place

(continued)

We all spent a lot of dollars stocking up for a 2020 spring 
break that didn’t happen. In addition, I wish I had the 
foresight to anticipate the public impact social distancing 
would have on our programming, entertainment and special 
events. In absence of not having tangible guest experiences; 
wish I had the vision to see the need for and to create virtual 
content ahead of time.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

The human spirit is truly a resilient entity, which is always 
evolving with each experience. It’s interesting to see how 
the unprecedented circumstances of COVID forced 
organizations and individuals to be creative in re-imagining 
themselves to adjust to a new normal. It goes without 
saying that the financial impact of this pandemic on our 
industry has been and will be devastating; with no clear 
end in sight. The Theme Park and Attractions Industry thus 
has to evolve with innovations in guest safety and guest 
interface. As great operators, we will be more operationally 
prepared to better handle, better manage the next global 
pandemic, which based on trends over the last 20-years, 
looks highly likely to happen again. Like we did with our 
learnings from other crises such as SARS and H1N1, we will 
use this knowledge to make our industry safer. Park 

operators will also have to re-examine their attraction-mix 
and content offerings and perhaps even adjust their 
portfolio of attractions in a manner that will allow them 
more content-diversity. Social distancing has forever 
changed how we will look at and plan for new attractions. 
What is the new fate of depending on dark rides and 
theatre-like performances. All new attractions will 
probably have a sanitization plan engineered into its 
operations. Zoom is now a household name; virtual 
meetings are here to stay. As the saying goes, “you won’t 
miss what you never had”…There will for sure be some 
cultural experiences associated with crowd entertainment 
that we will have to careful examine to ensure that we 
don’t mitigate social fun out of the park experience… But 
only time and recovery will tell how far we are going to be 
willing to change our guests’ experience in the name of 
guest safety.
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Tim Morrow
President & CEO
San Antonio Zoo

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

The first in depth conversations I recall being involved in 
related to COVID was at the AZA Directors Conference in 
January. At that time we had no idea how impactful this 
pandemic would be on the world; our concern then was I 
first realized that this would be affecting places of gathering 
in a big way when Italy closed soccer matches to the public. 
That is such a large part of Italian life that it was a huge red 
flag. My comments to staff at that time was that sports in 
the US would be the barometer which turned out to be 
pretty accurate. Within days, or perhaps hours of the NBA 
shutting down we saw the domino pieces begin to fall 
starting with Disneyland, then Universal, then SeaWorld 
then many of the rest of us within a matter of days.

We started making plans, preordering supplies and working 
with vendors on supply chains, specifically related to animal 
care and sanitizer when the Italian soccer league shut 
down. Those moves helped us stay a bit of the U.S. curve 
for those needed supplies.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

I wish I had known back then the longevity and severity of 
the pandemic. There was some optimism that summer 
temperatures would help slow the spread, however that has 
proven to be the opposite here and around the world. We 
always remain positive, but long-term planning for the 
effect of the pandemic and what impact that has on societal 
behavior is very different than surviving a shut down for a 
couple of months.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

I think our mission keeps us very focused; we have just 
found new ways to reach our audiences through virtual 
classes, live chats and online programming that we did not 
have before as the focus was on the visitor. Our Drive Thru 
Zoo was groundbreaking and will definitely have an impact 
on how we design moving forward to operate in different 
models than the historic walk through experience.
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Michelle O’Brien
Owner
Fiesta Village Family Fun Park

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

The moment Disney announced they would be closing we 
knew things were serious. We remained open for one more 
weekend, closing March 15th with the hope we would 
reopen in a couple weeks. We quickly learned that would 
not be the case and went into ‘defense mode.’ With the 
limited team we had, we reached out to all our vendors 
requesting a pause on our services with them. I applied for 
the PPP Loan and EPIL loan right away. We went from 86 
team members to 5 in a matter of days. The next step was 
reaching out to our schools that were booked for End of the 
Year Class Parties to offer them a more robust pass with a 
longer expiration date in the event they wanted to use for 
their students. We were fortunate to sell a number of these, 
but fell far short of our usual School Group revenue.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

Had we known we would be closed for such a long period of 
time, we would have been more strategic on prepping park 
attractions for the upcoming season. Our focus would have 

been on attractions that could be reopened quickly and with 
low exposure risk rather than preparing the attractions that 
will now be closed for an extended period of time.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

In the beginning I questioned many of the programs and 
trainings we had invested in in the year leading up to this 
season. Entering 2020 we knew this was going to be our 
year for major success! Our Group effort was on fire! We 
had spent the last couple years expanding and investing in 
our sales team along with refining our product and services, 
and finally were at the point to fully execute. In addition, 
several of our nearby competitors had closed. Our biggest 
concern was figuring out how to accommodate the large 
groups we anticipated. What a great problem to have! And 
then COVID hit. Reflecting back, I recognize there is not 
much I would change in this area. I strongly believe in 
continuing education and training as well as constant 
improvement in our park’s attractions and 
procedures. Even now, although currently closed, our 
management team will soon start a training program (from 
the comfort of their home). We continue to keep up the 
park so the moment we are able to open, we will be ready.
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Michelle O’Brien
Owner
Fiesta Village Family Fun Park

(continued)

As far as park operations, we learned we are no longer a 7 
day a week, 12-hour day business. And we created a new 
approach to our guest packages and pricing, offering a 4-
hour experience rather than all day. We had fallen into the 
trap of continuing to do things because they had always 
been done that way. Staying open midweek for extended 
hours when we clearly were losing money, and offering an 
all-day pass when we see the current climate is providing 
shorter experiences had run its course. We have had 
positive feedback with these changes during our short 7 
week reopening stint and look forward to seeing the results 
when we are able to fully open our doors again.
Finally, this pandemic has made me even more aware of the 
importance of effective communication – both with guests 
and more importantly, our team members. Adequately 
communicating the new procedures and enhancements as 
well as listening to their concerns. We know when we bring 
our team back for the second time, we will conduct an 
enhanced screening of the staff to determine who will be 
truly ready to return and who may have apprehensions. The 
constant now is being prepared to modify procedures to fit 
the changing environment.
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David Rosenberg
Vice President, Guest 
Experience
Monterey Bay Aquarium

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

We started tracking the pandemic in mid-January.  It was 
obvious that what was happening in some parts of the 
world would have a global impact and we were concerned.  
In February we activated our emergency management team 
and developed comprehensive plans in case the pandemic 
grew in the United States.  It was pretty clear in March that 
things were heading the wrong direction.  In fact, we saw a 
significant decrease in expected attendance the week 
leading up to our closure.  We initially announced that we 
would be closed for 2-3 weeks out of an abundance of 
caution.  However, it quickly became evident that it was 
going to be a lot longer.  We never imagined the duration 
and the uncertainty that would follow.  

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

If we had known just how uncertain a pandemic would be, 
we would have initially planned for a much longer 
shutdown.  We truly believed that it would only be a couple 
of weeks and never imagined that we would be closed for 

half the year... or longer.  Transitioning the majority of our 
workforce to home was quite an undertaking as well.  
Luckily we had planned for this as most of us had little 
practice.  Leading an attraction virtually is very different but 
also allows for some new opportunities.  

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

Never become complacent!  Even when operations are 
running at their best, there are always opportunities.  
Likewise, nimbleness is not a “catch-phrase,s” it is a critical 
phrase.  The continuous uncertainty of the pandemic has 
taught all of us that you must be able to change, modify and 
redirect everyday.  When the pandemic is over, this lesson 
will allow organizations to react rapidly to changing 
demands and expectations.  We will all be ready for the 
challenges that lie ahead.
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When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

Scene75 operates 5 locations – 4 in Ohio and 1 in 
Pennsylvania.

On March 12th, ten days in advance of Governor Dewine
closing non-essential businesses in Ohio, we made the 
extremely difficult decision to close all Scene75 venues.  
With schools beginning to close in Pennsylvania, where we 
operate one location, and news stories highlighting an 
outbreak in cases of COVID-19, our Pittsburgh team relayed 
the visible challenges to us in Ohio of what they were 
already experiencing – team members having to pick up 
their children from schools, team members worrying about 
their own health, and team members already feeling 
overwhelmed by a cloud of uncertainty.  Knowing so little 
about the virus as leaders and frankly, as a collective 
society, we turned to one of our core values: putting people 
first.  In light of this guiding principle, we felt it was in the 
best interest of our team members and our guests to close 
our locations – even though we were technically allowed to 
operate for another weekend.  We simply did not feel 
comfortable doing so.

On that same date, March 12th, we announced to our team 
and communities via phone, e-mail, social media, and door 
signage, that we would be closed temporarily, with a 
tentative target reopening date of March 25th – fully 
knowing that this was a date pulled out of the proverbial 

hat, yet feeling, at that time, that we had to provide some 
form of guidance to a potential reopening.  Simultaneously, 
our event team called party parents and corporate contacts 
to inform them of our closure and that we would be happy 
to postpone or, if needed, refund events already on our 
calendar.  

While we recognized that our business would be 
significantly impacted by the two-week closure, we didn’t 
realize until the 19th that the delay would be much longer, 
when we made the extremely heartbreaking decision to 
layoff all part-time, hourly teammates.  On the 24th, we 
were forced to continue downsizing with the furloughing of 
41 additional team members, leaving only 36 active team 
members on staff across all 5 locations – a shadow of the 
collective 750 we once employed.  The 36 team members 
remained paid and employed throughout the pandemic, 
leading the development of comprehensive Scene75 
standards, the continual communication with all of whom 
we temporarily parted ways, the cancellation of services for 
a prolonged shutdown, and eventually, the creation and 
implementation of reopening procedures.

In addition to these measures, we spent a lot of time with 
our lenders, discussing scenarios and evaluating the cash 
needs of the business.  Much time was spent modeling 
forecasts and trying to identify how to navigate an 
entertainment business in a world where, even upon 
reopening, surfaces could be contaminated, crowds may not 
be allowed, and social distancing was now engrained into 
our society. 
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What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

I wish I would have known in March that the team members 
we terminated or furloughed would be ok.  Even though I 
felt at the time that government programs helped the 
unemployed more than the employer, I still worried about 
their health, their finances and their mental welfare.  I would 
have led with more comfort in knowing that our team would 
return in good spirits.

I wish I would have known in March that I would still have a 
business to attempt to open in July.  While I tried to be 
strong for our teams throughout the shutdown and portray 
as positive of an outlook as possible (while still being 
transparent in many regards), I do not believe one evening 
passed where I did not worry about the tomorrow.  I would 
have led with more conviction in knowing that this too shall 
pass.

I wish I would have known in March that the shutdown 
would lead to many great opportunities to improve the 
business itself – with sadly no business to work in, the entire 
remaining team was able to work on the business.  
Teamwork, innovation, and ingenuity thrived.  I would have 
led knowing that we would be a better business for our 
guests to return to upon reopening.

I wish I would have known in March that we would be closed 
for three to four months.  While I used the time to work on 
the business, connect with our teams/peers/communities, 

and read a dozen or so personal development books, I 
would have completed additional certification or skill 
related coursework had I known the shutdown would linger 
as long as it did.

I wish I would have known in March how challenging 
weekends would be for me with no venues to operate.  I 
learned that I very much need to actively work and engage 
to feel fulfilled; I do not do well without the action that 
comes with this industry.  I love to keep busy.  I should have 
scheduled weekend meetings during the shutdown!  
Kidding.  Kind of.  Sort of.  Maybe.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

I believe the pandemic has forced all of us in this industry to 
reevaluate our models, our procedures, our goals, and our 
growth plans.  For me personally, the ultimate goal was to 
grow to continue to provide opportunities for others.  But 
having experienced this pandemic, I believe the ultimate goal
may now be security – and only then does growth enter the 
equation.  For Scene75, we grew from one location to two in 
a three year period.  But then we grew an additional three 
locations over the following four years. Had I known that this 
growth would strip us and our team of some level of security, 
we may have slowed our trajectory.  While growth remains a 
top priority, I think we will need to reduce our risk and bring 
in outside capital to ensure we are able to sustain the 
potential of any future derailing. 
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Luke Schueler
Founder & COO
Flying Squirrel Sports

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

We realized this pandemic was going to drastically impact 
our business when we decided to close down prior to March 
break. The timing couldn't have been worse because March 
is the biggest revenue generating time of the year for Flying 
Squirrel Sports. First and foremost, we had to react quickly 
to devise a plan regarding employment. We analyzed the 
situation and we knew we had to make a hard decision to 
lay off most of our staff at all of our locations worldwide 
within 24 hours. As most of our staff were told to seek 
unemployment incentives, our General Managers and all 
corporate staff remained on payroll without salary 
reductions. We wanted to show our loyalty and dedication 
to as many of our team members to support them. We 
immediately began to dive into our recurring expenses to 
put on pause, shut off or negotiate new terms; utilities, rent, 
subscriptions etc. Throughout all of our locations, we 
donated all food products and bottled beverages to local 
charities in need. Our next step was to focus on the business 
continuity challenges posed by COVID-19. We tapped into 
our resources, employee health and safety, consultants, 
operations and other experienced teams to develop a 
reopening guide that lays out step by step process to raise 
awareness of new health and safety protocols and helpful 

practices for cross-functional teamwork, operating 
discipline and training plans for our employees. 
Reestablishing the workplace where employees feel 
comfortable performing their jobs safely was a priority for 
reopening. Our mission was to develop this guide to ensure 
all reopening procedures, cleaning supplies and training is 
implemented properly to help streamline multiple park 
reopenings. A detailed financial analysis and forecasted 
cash flow was prepared to help prioritize specific locations 
to address in the sense of priority. We also identified 
scenarios relating to our customers' new experience and 
future operating conditions. Using those scenarios, we were 
able to develop new products like our antiviral foam pit 
covers and devise strategies to prepare the business for 
whatever the future of the reopening experience actually 
brings.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

First, we wish we would have known that closures were 
going to be announced for the middle of March. We could 
have devised a plan for our staff to ensure they were 
financially secure and to reinforce crucial systems to help 
support those staff in need.
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Luke Schueler
Founder & COO
Flying Squirrel Sports

(continued)

We could have prevented placing large vendor orders for 
products that were overstocked for March Break and cut 
other services and item purchases to reduce expenses 
immediately. PPE safety products could have 
been implemented to provide a safer experience for our 
customers leading up to the closure. Commercial lease 
terms could have been evaluated immediately to provide 
more relief. For many, the pandemic exposed weaknesses 
and rendered many traditional operating procedures 
irrelevant and could have been addressed prior to the 
shutdown.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

COVID-19 will change the way our business operates, and 
fundamentally alter management operations. Transparency 
and more candid discussions regarding financial analysis and 
expense cuts will be paramount with our entire team. 
Authentic, clear and blunt communication will become a 
core management mantra. Traditional metrics and 
performance assumptions are now rendered irrelevant 
moving forward. We will have to make hard decisions while 
facing the uncertainty and realization that information may 
not be available within the decision-making time frame. 
Evaluating the outcome of decisions will be an ongoing 

process moving into post-COVID operations. A whole new 
approach to daily operations and communication regarding 
employee and customer feedback is vital to the new normal. 
Our guest check-in and waiver registration process will be 
shifted to eliminate in store waivers and kiosks with 
emphasis to register/pre-purchase tickets via mobile device 
only. The pandemic has catapulted online purchases into 
overdrive. We are taking this opportunity to capitalize on 
the significant behavioural and cultural shifts of the past few 
months so that they carry across into a non-COVID world. 
Tomorrow is certain to be very different, which is why we're 
reframing the future of our business operations today.
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When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

Almost immediately. As soon as cases started being 
reported in the US right after the first of the year, I had staff 
sit down and assess our international travel. Then we began 
reaching out, learning from and listening to our Asia 
colleagues. It became critical that we watch how they were 
managing their operations as they were months farther into 
the pandemic than we were. We used their experience as 
our level of expectation setting our minds on how to 
proceed even before our governments issued orders. I also 
looked at historic pandemic situations and quickly 
recognized it takes years to get it under control. We relied 
heavily on CDC and WHO advice, and as such it became 
clear that we needed to set our plans for at least one year 
out, not the 6 week/3 month timeframe we were being told 
to expect.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

I wish I would have listened better in my history 
classes. When the 1918 flu hit our country or when the black 
plague ravaged the world, it was not so different from what 
we are managing now. Economic impacts, contact tracing, 
isolation, survivor/death rates, years for recovery, social 

confusion, emotions running out of control and multiple 
diseases happening at the same time confused those who 
were treating people. All of that rings very similar to 
now. Historic knowledge allows one to foresee best paths to 
current management choices. I am not sure I would have 
done much differently as my team is very forward thinking, 
but I may have steeled myself better for what I suspect now 
to be a very long battle which may change our social core.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

At the turn of the year, our operation was looking forward to 
accomplishing goals we have been striving toward for years: 
record attendance, significant construction, international PR, 
achieving fund-raising records. All of the tried and true 
business basics of successful attraction operation were falling 
together at the start of the year. Volume attendance = 
funding = improvements of product/advertising = volume 
attendance. The cycle makes sense. Now we are retrofitting 
a “volume attendance” model to a “limited volume” model. 
We will now be pushing harder on the other options for 
economic/mission survival by working toward strategic 
offerings that fit into the new “I’m home/media centric” 
world we are in. We will be looking at how to downsize 
operations that no longer “fit” and looking at building up 
operations that now “fit”. For example, widen
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Pat Simmons
Director & CEO
North Carolina Zoo

(continued)

walkways outside rather than build indoor experiences; seek 
mechanical/efficiency cleaning methods; look for products 
people can enjoy from home. You get the drift. Change is 
very needed right now, so how we manage change without 
weeping for the past is imperative. I expect that the metrics 
we measure success by will be altering. I want to be clearly 
mindful of where these measures are heading. So, I will lead 
looking forward with one foot solidly planted in “change 
management”.
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When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

It was last week of February and we had been carefully 
monitoring the increase of cases. We started to realize that 
it was moving in the direction that our state was going to 
shut down. We began making some operational 
adjustments scaling back on our preset orders and 
scheduled maintenance. Our family ceased operations 
several days ahead of our local county order by the third 
week of March. We did not reopen until May 18th.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

On March 1st I wish that we would’ve understood the actual 
gravity of the situation that laid ahead of us. We assumed a 
month or two of interrupted business at a minimum, but I 
don’t know if we quite calculated for exactly how 
monumental this virus would be. We did make many 
extreme changes and quickly adjusted for the impact of 
COVID; however, in July we are still looking at many months 
ahead of continued threat from the virus. While we were 
closed, we paid our staff as much as we possibly could 
knowing there would be challenges with unemployment. 

This did take away most of the savings that we had 
managed to put away before the shut down from our 
account but even knowing that in hindsight I wouldn’t have 
changed our actions. The salaries that we gave our staff 
were pivotal for them taking care of their families, and even 
though it put us in a very tough financial spot I still feel it 
was worth it knowing that the unemployment never came 
through for so many. I also wish we would’ve known exactly 
how challenging it was going to be obtaining information 
from local and federal agencies. We have spent a multitude 
of hours digging very deeply to find the correct information 
and reading lengthy bills in order to properly prepare our 
business for the adjustment. This was quite honestly an 
added stress during a time that was already very difficult for 
small business owners.
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How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

I will say our philosophy about cleanliness and safety has 
been positively impacted. We do feel that a lot of the 
procedures that we put in place during COVID needn’t ever 
go away. We certainly feel comfortable maintaining safety 
precautions like staff temperature checks, one-way 
walkways, extra sanitization etc. for the entirety of the 
future of our company as it poses no real risk to continue to 
do so and every bit of benefit to our staff members and their 
safety. Obviously, we have taken a more conservative 
approach when it comes to expenses at our institution and 
have scaled-back greatly on that front for the time being. 
We are also very cautious about commitments with any 
third-party that have any length of time to them as we are 
uncertain in general about the future of our company in the 
months and years that lie ahead. We were quite taken aback 
by the political nature that surrounded the masks and some 
of the other safety precautions that were necessary, 
especially in our area of Florida. I will say that one 
philosophy that we have taken as a company and that we 
have always stood by is that our staff’s safety and customer 
safety is a top priority. This will remain unchanged for us 
moving into the future. I think companies showed their true 
colors in the last several months in terms of what was most 

important to them. I was incredibly proud that our staff 
members because they acted as a team to quickly seek out 
solutions in attempt to find alternate ways for us to 
generate revenue. Since closing for COVID we have 
launched an online gift shop of the items that are available 
at our physical store at our attraction as an attempt to earn 
revenue is from guests that cannot visit our park right now. 
We truly are a family and every one of our staff members is 
working very hard right now to keep us afloat in any way 
that we can earn revenues. We are certainly not in the 
business of making any money at this time; we are only 
concerned about sustaining our payroll in order to keep all 
of the jobs that we possibly can at our company.
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Dennis Speigel
President
International Theme Park Services

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

I recognized the coronavirus was going to impact our 
industry and business In January. I was the first in the 
industry to cite Spring Break and Easter as the potential 
timeframe for the virus to hit and affect us. Our first impulse 
at ITPS was to alert the industry through our Daily News 
and to expedite our closing of several projects which were 
under process of being signed. Insuring we would have 
some business on which to work if the virus hit us as an 
industry hard. Which it has.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

Fortunately, we were ahead of the curve due to our 
involvement in several Asian projects. Seeing the flu 
hammering China in January, before there was even a name 
attached (the Chinese were saying it was pneumonia), gave 
us an immense heads-up as to something was coming similar 
to SARS back in 2009. By reading the tea leaves we were able 
to stay busy the whole time. We only had one client who was 
delaying payments, so it wasn’t too bad. We attempted to 
pack the projects as best we could, as by March people were 
getting a major look/see that something was coming, and 
slowdowns started to occur that could impact us all.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

We know life, travel, recreation, and work are not going to 
be the same in the future. Life is going to be similar to how 
we have had to adjust after 9/11.Things changed then, and 
functions have not reversed to previous ways. So too, things 
are different now as a result of COVID-19.They are not 
going to ever rebound totally, So we have to adjust. How? 
Less rent, more remote working. Far less travel , more 
Zoom, Go To Meetings, We Chat and Skype conferences. 
Fewer conference participations, more webinars. Deeper 
looks at Cap X projects. Restructures of how attraction 
operations were formally accomplished. Thorough review of 
design process for facilities (particularly indoor facilities), in 
order to accommodate the handling of public changes we 
have been forced to encounter in 2020. I also believe that 
the industry is going to be required to look at new forms of 
pricing (dynamic pricing), and less Season Pass dependency. 
I believe that parks, particularly the regionals will come out 
of 2020 understanding what having “too many eggs in one 
basket (i.e. season passes) can have on a bottom line if there 
is an uncontrollable occurrence like COVID-19. I also believe 
that we will see a rebound of sponsorships in parks and 
attractions as companies jump back on the “Attraction 
bandwagon” to return to face to face marketing, to the 
younger generation, moving away somewhat from the 
heavily laden social media. Putting fun back in the equation.
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Glenn André Viste Bøe
Chief Executive Officer
Skånes Djurpark

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

Already in January we experienced that things were 
happening in Asia and we started planning for alternatives 
in regards to retail and other supplies that normally are 
produced there. I remember it being quite a big concern 
already then, but that changed drastically in the beginning 
of March, when the virus started to hit Europe and 
Scandinavia as well. We quickly worked out three scenarios: 
One where we open as usual, one where we open with 
restrictions and one where we had to stay closed – all while 
we made adjustments to keep our staff safe. One of the first 
things we did was divide our staff into two teams, to make 
sure if someone got sick, there would always be a team 
ready to take care of the animals. We were able to open the 
park and the team worked day and night through the last 
two weeks of March to make the changes needed for a safe 
opening – for guests, staff and animals. We opened the 4th 
of April with great feedback from our guests.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

We saw a drastic decrease in guest numbers in the 
beginning of the season, which laid the foundation for our 
planning for the rest of the year. That changed mid-June. If I 
had known that staycation would happen the way it did in 
Sweden and that so many would like to visit us during the 

summer, I would have closed down operations even more in 
spring and focused all resources to plan for June-July-
August instead. However, the team has done a great job, 
primarily to make sure guests visit us even on rainy days. 
Therefore, July might end up better than any other July in 
the park’s history.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

The pandemic has in many ways brought out the best in us, 
the product and the experience. When the team is all 
focused and heading in the same direction, great things 
happen. It has also shown how vulnerable our industry is to 
outside factors; that being the weather, the economy or a 
pandemic. One of our most important changes is that we do 
not have any scheduled animal feedings, to make sure the 
guests are able to keep the distance to each other. As a 
result, it is more difficult to see all the animals. First of all, 
this makes me proud of how much our guests appreciate 
the interaction with our keepers, but it also make me realise
that we are too dependent on these feedings to provide a 
great experience. Leading Skånes Djurpark into the next 
chapter, I will make sure to keep and build on the great 
focus and co-operation that I have seen from every single 
colleague during the beginning of the pandemic and shift 
that focus into crafting the wilderness experience of 
tomorrow – featuring great animal feedings, without being 
dependent on them.
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Ken Whiting
President
Whiting’s Food Concessions

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

When the Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk decided to close, it 
was going to be for 2 week. I thought….no problem. It will 
give us some free time to be fully ready for spring 
break. Then…..closure was for an indefinite period, and 
we knew we had a problem. Our first actions were to:

1. Provide our full-time team with the confidence that we 
had their back and there was no need for them to have 
financial worries.

2. Then we worked on engaging with all of our hourly and 
seasonal team members, letting them know what our 
short-term planning was going to be.

3. Knowing that we were going to have a “gift of 
time”….we did identify business opportunity projects 
that we just never made a priority to activate. So we 
did have very productive projects to work on that will 
serve us well in the future.

4. Identified ALL of our fixed expenses and made 
necessary adjustments where necessary and possible.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

I’m not sure what would have changed had we simply 
known what was going to happen two weeks earlier. The 
biggest challenge continues to be the uncertainty of not 
knowing when we will reopen, and when we do, what 
challenges we will we face with our team, and with 
attendance. Our leadership strategy has been to be 
transparent with our planning and financial situation.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

To be more purposeful about business development, and 
strategic regarding reserve funds.  While we don’t need to 
pivot in a different direction, we do need to leverage what 
we already do, to provide different revenue streams that are 
not impacted in the same manner as our core 
business. Everywhere we operate was instantly 100% 
shutdown. We didn't have any other current income 
opportunities to focus on.
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Barry Zelickson
Owner
Big Thrill Factory

When did you realize the pandemic was going to drastically 
impact your business and what were some of the first 
actions you took?

We saw the decline in business in early March and started 
to adjust based on the information that was being 
provided.  But when the state closed our business in the 
middle of March, we realized that we needed to take a 
more long-term approach to be able to maintain and work 
towards re-opening our business.  It was at that time that 
we applied for the PPP dollars and started working on a 
more developed re-opening plan.

What do you wish you would have known on March 1st, and 
how would that have impacted your decisions and 
leadership during the shutdown?

The only thing we would have done different in hindsight, 
would have been delaying our request for the PPP dollars.  
We received the dollars too early to really help us as our 
business was closed and our 8-week time frame was up prior 
to the government extending the time.  If we delayed, we 
could have spread the dollars out farther and put them to 
better use.  Either way, we still would have moved forward 
the way we did in order to re-open our facilities.

How has the pandemic disrupted your philosophy for 
running a business that will change the way you lead in the 
future?

A pandemic of this type requires you to expand outside your 
everyday leadership skills of running your particular 
business.  Particularly in our industry which requires people 
to gather.  This is a game changer that is not about just 
leading your team to be the best they can be in the business 
you are operating, but also can you recreate what you are 
doing to be relevant in this new world in order to survive.  In 
short, not just creating a new plan to operate in, but you are 
also on a new playing field in which your business may not 
work.

It doesn’t matter how well you are running the business you 
created, but rather can you adapt to what works in the new 
world as well as will you have the time to adapt even if you 
are able.  For many that decision could be up to a third party 
such as a landlord or a bank.  All this requires expansive 
leadership skills to be able to navigate the many new 
challenges that you now face in an uncertain world.  Even 
the best leaders will be challenged to survive.
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If you enjoyed this e-book, please share it with your network and industry colleagues!  
Here is the direct link:

http://attractionpros.com/lessonsfromexecutives

Also, if you enjoy learning from the top leaders within the attractions industry, make 
sure to listen and subscribe to the AttractionPros Podcast!  Every week, co-hosts 
Matt Heller and Josh Liebman tackle topics facing the attractions industry today. 
Special guests, from specific facilities to manufactures, join in to offer their expertise 
based on years of experience in the industry.

The podcast can be found on iTunes, Spotify, and on AttractionPros.com.
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