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The rapid spread of COVID-19 has resulted in a volatile and unpredictable environment for economies, businesses and 

the general public.

Against a context of a barrage of sometimes contradictory information and advice, this document has been developed as 

an aid to its agencies and clients as they make decisions about their own brands and communications.

History (and data) tells us that brands that act effectively in a crisis, become disproportionately stronger after the event.

Smart, empathetic use of marketing can help brands to demonstrate their true values, relevance and purpose to people at 

a time when they are most needed.

OVERVIEW
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As with SARS or any other

global health crisis, the Coronavirus

outbreak will have three distinct phases.

The duration of these phases is as yet 

unknown; however,each stage has 

implications for the decisions that brands 

make.

At the time of writing, the vast majority

of the world is in or is entering Phase 1:

Acute Outbreak, which is the focus of 

this document.

THREE PHASES OF CHANGE

ACUTE

OUTBREAK RECOVERY
NEW

NORMAL
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CHARACTERISTICS OF THE 
ACUTE OUTBREAK STAGE

Declining consumer confidence

Escalation in confirmed cases

Mixed, often sensationalist messages

US Consumer confidence

Italy confirmed cases

The acute outbreak stage is not simply a function of the number 

of confirmed cases of an illness, but the accompanying knock-on 

effect on the economy, the media and on consumer confidence.

Uncertainty is the over-riding characteristic across these period.  

At a time when no-one has a clear understanding of how events 

will evolve and yet so many have an (often ill-informed) opinion, 

the need to communicate clearly, calmly and regularly becomes 

paramount.

At times of crisis, people can tend towards the familiar.  As such, 

the acute outbreak phase is not a time for brands to withdraw, 

but instead to consider how they can actively and meaningfully 

support all of their stakeholders.
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Hardest Hit
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NOT ALL CATEGORIES ARE 
BEING IMPACTED EQUALLY

“Spending on theme parks have been hit 

particularly hard, as has the auto sector 

along with food and beverage and clothing 

categories. Beauty, finance, luxury and 

electronics are all declining by less than 

the overall average, while personal care 

spending is actually up.”

Brian Wieser
Global President, Business Intelligence, GroupM

• Automotive -15% new cars registered

• Tourism -22 million tourists in next 3 months

• Luxury - 78bn projected loss in sector

• Technology -8.4% sales drop in wk 1

• Food/Beverage +65% Pasta sales

• Pharma +158% personal 

We see a knock-on effect on media 

investment in some categories
Italy shows us the uneven impact 

across categories

Resilient / growing
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CONSUMER BEHAVIOURS ARE 
CHANGING FAST & SIGNIFICANTLY

Shift towards e-everything…

84% of consumers in China have tried at least one new service for the first time

The SARS outbreak in 2003  demonstrated that 

preventative measures such as in-home quarantining 

are catalysts for widespread behavior change, 

especially around the adoption of new technologies.

There is increasing speculation that the enforced 

adoption of tools such as remote working technologies 

could accelerate their adoption in impacted markets in 

the longer term.  

…and away from physical meetings and 

movement
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BEHAVIOUR IS SHIFTING TOWARD SAFETY 
AND WELL-BEING FOCUSED ACTIVITIES

Consumers in China demonstrated

significant shifts in behavior during the 

outbreak, focusing their efforts on 

remaining healthy indoors and scaling 

back activities that could be perceived as 

frivolous or unnecessary.

More people in China now agree the need 

to ‘save up for rainy days’ and ‘reduce 

unnecessary spending’ as well as valuing 

more ‘spending time with family and 

friends’, ‘richer spiritual world’ and 

‘becoming a better self’. 

Kantar Wechat study. 2.20
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BRANDS ARE INCREASINGLY STEPPING UP TO 
SHOW THEY ARE HELPING

Businesses of all sizes are demonstrating 

their support for the fight against Coronavirus 

through financial donations and free 

goods/services.

Providing a focus for these donations, on 13th

March, the WHO announced the launch of 

the COVID-19 Response Solidarity Fund 

allowing individuals and the private sector to 

contribute to the fight against the virus.
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Capital Spring (Taco Bell/Wendys)

have implemented behavioral

triggers such as timed alarms

to accelerate new cleaning

protocols

BRANDS ARE EMPHASISING PRODUCT SAFETY 
& CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE

Target has increased its ‘drive 

up’ service team

SpaceNK has implemented

a ‘no touch’ policy in its stores

Brands are focusing disproportionately

on providing reassurance to its customers

through changes in their customer experience.  

This has the twin benefits of protecting business 

continuity and building trust between the brand 

and its consumer base.

This is not just a mitigation exercise, brands such 

as Deliveroo whose business models are set to 

benefit from the upswing in takeaway and fast 

food sales (+8.7% in February in the UK) are 

introducing measures such as ‘contactless drop-

offs’ to further reassure customers. Walmart is emphasizing 

hygiene standards & inventory 

management to demand / 

supply tensions
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MEDIA CONSUMPTION PATTERNS ARE 
CHANGING

Unsurprisingly, with increased self-isolation comes 

increased media consumption across most 

channels. 85% of Chinese consumers reported an 

increase of at-home screen usage during 

the crisis.

This is true across all targets in impacted areas.  

Italy has seen an increase in TV watching of 25.7% 

amongst kids and 14.2% amongst 15-24 year olds.

The internet also becomes the lifeline for news, 

research and escapism: Italian News Website 

booming (+150% online traffic); increase in app 

usage (+18% gaming app).

Negatively impacted media are those reliant on an 

out of home audience.

ONLINE TV/OTT

SHORT VIDEO

NEWS / SOCIAL

GAMING / ANIMATION

FITNESS

MUSIC

IN HOME DINING

ONLINE READING /COOKING

INCREASE

DECREASE

OOH / OFFICE

CINEMA

Adapting budgets to consumer behaviours
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SOME MEDIA INVESTMENT IS BEING SHIFTED 
OR OCCASIONALLY POSTPONED

The assumption most brands appear to 

be making is that the impact of 

coronavirus will be significant but short-

term, following the same pattern as 

SARS where economic recovery was 

within two quarters and FMCG purchase 

was actually up 17% year-over-year in 

2003 in China.

As a result, the dominant behavior has 

been a level of postponement rather 

than the cancellation of media buys, 

although this varies by market.
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COMMUNICATIONS ARE TAKING 
ON A SERIES OF NEW ROLES

• Purpose: Reassurance and information

• Type of message: Steps being taken to 

safeguard customers, employees and business 

continuity, including waiving short term fees

• Channels: e-crm, social channels, in-store, PR 

occasionally paid media

• Learnings: This is the dominant form of 

communication in Phase 1. Most effective coming 

from the top of the organization.  Best delivered 

with a clear message, focused on actions being 

taken and delivered with a measured tone..  

Proactively and regularly distributed.  Focus on 

retaining and building loyalty

1. Business not as normal
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COMMUNICATIONS ARE TAKING 
ON A SERIES OF NEW ROLES

• Purpose: To build familiarity with healthcare 

advice and in some cases, tailor to specific 

brand audiences

• Type of message: Mirrors national or local 

government and/or WHO advice 

• Channels: social media, owned channels, 

online display advertising, print advertising

• Learnings: Can be effective in amplifying 

healthcare messages but the brand should 

have a ‘right to comment’ based on its 

positioning before considering.

2. Amplifying healthcare advice
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COMMUNICATIONS ARE TAKING 
ON A SERIES OF NEW ROLES

• Purpose: To provide a helping hand with 

people’s day to day human needs whilst they 

go through the disruption of Coronavirus

• Type of message: Escapism, life-hacks whilst 

isolated, filling boredom, new hobbies

• Channels: activation, e-crm, social media, 

owned channels, online display advertising 

• Learnings: Handled with empathy, this is a 

potentially invaluable form of communications, 

especially for brands whose positioning doesn’t 

lend them to explicit messages around 

healthcare. Always best backed up by actions.

3. Helping you get through it

Ikea brought some joy to 

those quarantined at home 

on Valentine’s Day
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COMMUNICATIONS ARE TAKING 
ON A SERIES OF NEW ROLES

• Purpose: To show support for those most 

impacted by Coronavirus

• Type of message: Amplifying initiatives the 

brand is well positioned to provide

• Channels: PR, social media, owned channels

• Learning: Offering support to key groups 

impacted by corona virus can be a powerful 

sign of support but it should ideally be done as 

part of a long term strategy to support those 

communities and be focused on where the 

brand is best qualified to lend assistance.

4. Supporting the cause

Ride-sharing company gojek in 

Singapore launched Go Heroes, 

offering free ride vouchers for 

frontline healthcare workers
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5 IMPLICATIONS ON BRANDS OF 
MANAGING PHASE 1

• Reallocate spend behind 

most topically-relevant 

segments and SKUs.

• Optimise drive-to-web, 

drive-to-commerce: make 

online visibility & 

transaction easier..

• Rise above self-serving 

and transactional – tailor 

messaging and offers in 

real-time, to respond to 

shifting typical needs and 

emotions.

• Sustain broad reach to 

facilitate new users who 

may look for you

• Use your leadership to 

communicate directly

transparent leadership is 

respected

• Beyond customers / 

consumer comms, carry 

out stakeholder mapping 

to consider the needs and 

concerns of all 

stakeholders, internal & 

external, individual & 

institutional.

• Identify opportunities to 

create ‘shared value’ 

programs, mobilizing and 

connecting all parties for 

common benefit. 

• Do more, say less.

• Activate brand purpose 

to support hygiene and 

virus containment efforts, 

and keep life (and 

livelihoods) going - add 

‘brand-aligned’ value to 

people, the community 

and nation.

• Not every brand needs 

to turn ‘caregiver’. 

Support across different 

needs and emotional need 

states, in line with brand 

benefit and persona.

Activate your purpose
Set your communication

guidelines
Engage all audiences and 

stakeholders

Responsibly sustain short-

term sales

• Empathy goes a long way 

and relieving some of the 

short-term strain 

consumers are facing can 

pay back many times

• Beware appearing 

opportunistic, people 

remember how others act 

when the chips ar down

Think long-term Loyalty

• Be transparent, people 

value the truth.

• Keep it simple, there’s a 

lot of noise out there

• Be fast and flexible, the

situation moves fast, have

the organisation design to 

respond

• Be you, don’t lose sight of

what your brand is and 

what it does and what that 

gives you license to do/say

• Listen, keep a close ear to 

what your customers are 

doing, thinking and feeling.  

Don’t get lost in a bubble
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Stay safe & take care, and 

please get in touch with any 

concerns or questions.


