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What exactly is COVID-19?
On February 11, 2020 the World Health Organization 
announced an official name for the disease that is 
causing the 2019 novel coronavirus outbreak, first 
identified in Wuhan China. The new name of this disease 
is coronavirus disease 2019, abbreviated as COVID-19. 
In COVID-19, ‘CO’ stands for ‘corona,’ ‘VI’ for ‘virus,’ and 
‘D’ for disease. Formerly, this disease was referred to as 
“2019 novel coronavirus” or “2019-nCoV.”

There are many types of human coronaviruses 
including some that commonly cause mild upper-
respiratory tract illnesses. COVID-19 is a new disease, 
caused by a novel (or new) coronavirus that has not 
previously been seen in humans.

How can I monitor the 
current status of COVID-19?
There are many resources available to track the current 
status of COVID-19. 

• You can view a global map with frequent updates of 
the locations with confirmed cases from the CDC via 
their website, www.cdc.gov.

• Additionally, the World Health Organization is 
providing daily situation reports that you can 
read on their website, www.who.int.

• The Center for Systems Science and Engineering 
at Johns Hopkins University developed an 
interactive, web-based dashboard to visualize and 
track cases reported in real-time. This technology 
provides researchers, public health authorities, 
and you with a friendly tool to track the outbreak. 
You can find that map and more via their website, 
coronavirus.jhu.edu.

• The CDC regularly updates its “Confirmed and 
presumptive cases in the United States” report 
Monday through Friday. You can view the latest 
report, including cases (confirmed and presumptive 
positive) along with a state map of these locations, 
and cases among persons repatriated to the U.S., 
including people from the Diamond Princess cruise 
ship on the CDC website, www.cdc.gov.

What can I do? I feel helpless.
While this is a stressful and emotional time for all of us, 
it is imperative that we remember the following.

The best thing to do during a crisis is develop a plan 
and stick to it until circumstances require you to 
revise the plan. When circumstances require you to 
revise the plan again, you do so, and then stick to it 
yet again.

Your plan should center around three aspects of your 
health:

 • Your physical health. Be aware of the health risks 
and take the necessary precautions. Be smart.  

• Your mental health. The 24/7 news cycle and non-
stop noise about the pandemic can take its toll on 
your mental health. Give yourself a break at times. 

• Your financial health. Revisiting your risk tolerance 
and your overall financial situation is something 
everyone should consider. Respond (don't react) 
with a plan. Work with financial professionals that 
can help you take some of the emotion out of your 
financial decisions.
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How does this compare to 
other epidemics?
Historically, the stock market has been resilient through 
several major epidemics. In fact, research into 12 major 
epidemics or outbreaks dating back to 1980 indicates 
that the average price return in the S&P 500 index was 
positive during the six-month and 12-month periods 
following the start of the epidemic. This research, 
performed by Bloomberg and First Trust Portfolios, 
explored epidemics and outbreaks that included the 
Zika virus, Ebola, MERS, H1N1 (Swine Flu), SARS, Avian 
(Bird) Flu, and the HIV/AIDS outbreak.

While recognizing that the stock market has historically 
been very resilient after times like these, we can't lose 
sight of the fact that the COVID-19 pandemic may 
potentially have a longer lasting economic impact 
due to some of the extreme measures being taken to 
contain the virus.

How will this impact the 
economy?
There's no way to know exactly how bad the economy 
may get. That uncertainty is largely what is driving 
the volatility we are seeing in the stock market. We 
know the economy will be negatively impacted. “To 
what degree” and “for how long” are questions that 
no one can truly predict right now. Our federal and 
state governments are tasked with making important 
decisions related to protecting the physical health of 
our citizens; these decisions will have an impact on 
the short-term and long-term economic health of our 
country. It's a balancing act.

Is this whole thing being 
overblown?
Your answer to this question is likely rooted in the 
degree to which your life has been disrupted. To 

suggest that this pandemic is not serious would be 
inaccurate. Our health care system is facing something 
that is entirely unprecedented. While the statistics 
suggest that the vast majority of people who contract 
the virus will have little to worry about from a physical 
health perspective, the fact remains that our country is 
facing real challenges on a number of fronts right now. 
This includes securing enough medical equipment 
to treat those that are infected, as well as managing 
the risks to the economy and protecting the income 
sources of millions of Americans. The risks posed by the 
virus are significant. 

Emotions are driving the decisions of a lot of Americans 
right now. What is taking place in the grocery stores 
and the stock market are perfect examples of this. Fear 
and uncertainty compound the anxiety during stressful 
times. Our advice is this: Prepare. Don't Panic. Lean on 
others to help you reduce the impact of your emotions 
on your decision-making.
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Should I sell my stock market 
investments?
If you find yourself asking this question, a conversation 
about your situation may be wise. 

We believe every investor is better served by planning 
first and investing second. There is not a one-size-fits-all 
answer to this question. Times like these tend to reveal 
our true risk tolerance levels. The decision about whether 
to sell some or all of your stock market investments is not 
one to make without careful consideration. Everyone's 
situation requires careful review. 

What about my retirement 
income?
Retirement income typically comes from one of three 
sources. Each of these sources is likely to have a different 
degree of certainty attached to it. Let's look at each:

Social Security - This income source is backed by the 
federal government. While the coronavirus doesn’t 
cause an immediate risk to this particular income 
source, over the years our lawmakers have struggled 
to come to an agreement on a long-term solution to 
fix some of the financial risks facing the social security 
system. While the income payments on Social Security 
appear safe in the short term, our mounting national 
debt could pose a threat to our country's ability to pay 
the benefits they have promised to retirees in the future.

Pension - Stock market downturns can occasionally pose 
a threat to private pensions that may be underfunded. 
Private plans (typically offered through a single employer) 
are typically insured by the Pension Benefit Guaranty 
Corporation (PBGC). The PBGC, a federally chartered 
entity, will step in when a plan fails so that retirees' 
benefit payments — up to a maximum level defined 
by federal law — continue. Those guarantees typically 
range from 20% to 90% of plan benefits according to 
the Society of Actuaries. Federal government plans are 
backed by secure funding and the taxing power of the 

U.S. government. In the rare instance where a state/
local government plan would have an inability to pay 
pension benefits, the state statutes would determine 
the relief afforded the pensioner.

Personal Savings/Investments and Retirement 
Accounts - This retirement income source represents the 
highest potential degree of vulnerability for retirees. The 
higher degree of stock market exposure, the greater the 
potential risk to your retirement income. We believe that 
a smart retirement plan structures a large percentage of 
the retirement income need to be met from sources that 
are not directly exposed to stock market risk. This type 
of planning can provide a retiree with more confidence 
when it comes to the income they rely on for basic needs. 
If you are taking income from investment accounts that 
were not specifically designated for income, we believe 
your plan should be revisited.

What should I expect from 
my financial advisor?
At a minimum, financial advisors should be providing 
two things for their clients right now:

1. Communication. If you aren't hearing from your 
financial advisor, that's a problem.

2. Plan reassurance. This requires that you have a plan 
in the first place. It also requires that your plan took 
a market downturn into consideration when it was 
designed. Provided those two things happened, 
then your advisor should be reassuring you that the 
plan you designed together is still a viable plan.
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