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Brands are scrambling to find ways 
to reach consumers in the wake of 
the novel coronavirus (COVID-19). 

Because the crisis came so suddenly, 
many brands are either focusing 
on the short term, or hoping to sit 
the crisis out altogether. Given the 
expectation for prolonged disruption 
of businesses, it’s essential to have 
a plan for how to handle a situation 
like this. We’ve outlined a three-
point structure for planning and 
executing your COVID-19 response.

Crisis Management
Communicate 

clearly and often

Recovery & Adaptation
Build new programs to 
mitigate lost revenue

Return to Market
Plan for the transition 

back to normal
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Your stakeholders and audience/
consumers need to be informed 
about what is changing, what 
isn’t, and what they can do at this 
time. Consistent and  reassuring 
messages can assuage stakeholder 
anxiety and faith in the company.

1
Crisis Management
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Communicate 
clearly and 

often.

Crisis Communications Best Practices

Communication is key
During this point in time, with so much different information out there 
and how rapidly the situation is changing, it’s important to remember 
to constantly communicate with your audience. Keep them in the loop 
to build and establish trust. Communicate with them as soon as new 
information develops to ease their anxiety. 

Show that you care
Acknowledge and show empathy towards the situation. We’re all in this 
together. Every person is anxious and most of us did not have a great 
amount of time to prepare for this sudden change. We’re all trying to 
figure it out, and your audience will understand. 

The most important part about communicating during the time of a crisis 
is to tell the truth. Do not mislead your audience or leave out an important 
piece of information. Your audience deserves to know the full truth.

Be positive
We’re sure the anxiety and stress levels are through the roof and we could 
all use a bit more positivity during this time. Remember to thank your 
clients and stakeholders for supporting your company, thank the health 
care workers and essential services workers for showing up to work for 
us, and most importantly, don’t forget to thank your employees for being 
flexible and riding this time of uncertainty out with you. 

Make sure all information comes from reliable sources, including 
the Center for Disease Control (CDC), World Health Organization 
(WHO), and local government officials.



6COVID-19 Response Plan: BRANDS AND BUSINESSES Creative Digital Agency Inc. 2020

“
¾ of those [businesses] 

in a better place post-crisis 
strongly recognise the 

importance of establishing 
facts accurately during the 
crisis. They are more likely 
to say that in the midst of 
the crisis, they did gather 

facts accurately and quickly 
— and they used those facts 

effectively to inform their 
response strategy.”

–PwC Global Crisis Survey, 2019

75% of consumers feel 
brands should inform the 

public about their efforts to 
combat the situation. [1]

56% of consumers are 
pleased to hear about 

brands taking action like 
the donation of goods and 

services. [2]

70% of consumers say 
brands should adopt a 

“reassuring tone.”

40% of consumers say 
brands should  avoid 

“humorous tones.”

Clearly communicate facts. Proactivity is key. Show empathy.

creativedigitalagency.com
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Create a task force. 

Establish a team of 
employees specifically 

assigned to crisis 
management.

 Over-communicate.

When creating a 
communications plan,

 it’s better to over- 
communicate than to 
risk leaving questions 

unanswered. [3] 

Create a Plan

Constant check-ins.

Remember to communicate 
frequently with consumers, 

stakeholders, and employees. 
Daily updates are ideal.

Keep facts up to date.

The situation is constantly 
changing. Make sure any 

information you share is recent 
and verified. Check with the CDC 
& WHO for up-to-date facts and 

recommendations. [4] 
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Be Timely

Focus on 
Action Taken

Be Transparent

Your audience expects regular updates. 
Industry leaders are recommending [32] daily 
communications with key stakeholders and 
customers.

75% of consumers feel brands should be 
informing the public about their efforts to 
combat the situation [31]. Maintaining a 
positive brand relationship with your audience 
means communicating the steps your brand is 
taking to respond to the situation.

Amidst this crisis and uncertainty, consumers 
have been closely watching how brands are 
reacting to this crisis. 78% of consumers are 
urging companies to take care of employees’ 
health and 62% want employers to implement 
flexible working arrangements for their 
employees. Communicate with your audience 
how you are helping your business during this 
time to build and reinforce credibility. [5]
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Crisis Management Checklist

External Communication 
Don’t go dark on your audience at this time. 75 percent 
of consumers feel brands should be informing the public 
about their efforts to combat the situation. [6]

Crisis Writing 
During an emergency, stakeholders are constantly 
looking for information. The ideal situation is to have 
pre-written templates on hand for when a crisis strikes. 
Use direct, honest and transparent wording to inform 
and provide resources that can be easily accessible 
and searchable. These messages can be used on a 
company’s website or sent out through newsletters 
to stakeholders. Media might also be looking for these 
information to help craft their crisis stories. 

Digital Press Kit
Every company should have a digital press kit 
[7] regularly updated that media personnel can 
use when crafting their stories. This is even more 
important during a crisis, since turnaround times are 
much faster. Some key components to include in the 
press kit are: backgrounders, fact sheets, digital images 
(logos), video clips, and biographies of top management. 

Social Media Monitoring
Don’t underestimate the importance of social media, 
especially during a crisis. There have been more than 
19 million mentions [8] related to COVID-19 across 
social media, blogs and news sites worldwide. Someone 
should be monitoring social media at all times to see 
how people are reacting to the crisis and to your crisis 
management efforts as well as responding to the crisis. 

Consider Adding These

Contact List (Stakeholder Contact List) 
Communicating to your audience is a must during an 
emergency. Think about every potential audience you 
might have: customers, employees, suppliers, news 
media, community members and more. Make sure their 
contact information is compiled and easily accessible. 

Assign a crisis communication committee to distribute 
communication to the audience, as every audience 
is important to your business in their own ways and 
deserves to be your number one priority. 

Internal Communication 
Describe how the outbreak may potentially 
impact operations, services, etc. so employees 
can plan accordingly. Reduce employee anxiety by 
communicating company policies and resources that 
employees have access to during this time. 

If your employees have transitioned to 
working from home:

• Communicate policies and procedures to ensure 
every employee understands what is still expected of 
them during this sudden transition.

• Support your workforce with resources and 
information to minimize reduction in productivity as 
everyone adapts to a new situation.

• Communicate any safety steps that the company 
has implemented, and consistently promote 
preventative actions employees can take.

• Encourage regular internal communication to 
maintain a sense of place while teams are separated.
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“If in doubt, communicate.” 

-Kathy Warden, 
CEO of aerospace company 

Northrop Grumman
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Consumer behavior, priorities, 
and mindset are all changing 
dramatically at this time   – 
make sure you have a plan in 
place to address these changes.

2
Recovery

&
Adaptation
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Build new programs 
to mitigate lost 

revenue.

By first understanding the rapidly changing 
consumer sentiment toward shopping, brands 
can build programs and campaigns during the 
COVID-19 pandemic that drive not just short-
term revenue, but also long-term loyalty. Let’s 
break this down into two steps:

Step 1 
Understanding the shifts in consumer mindset 
and behaviors, and how these shifts should 
inform a new approach. 

Step 2
Putting together the actual programs to meet 
the needs of this changing audience. 
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Think Local

News: According to Nielsen, local broadcast news is seeing 
higher viewership than it has in years. The change is especially 
pronounced from young people age 20-30, who typically index 
very low for broadcast television news. This suggests local 
broadcast can be considered an especially powerful media 
channel at this moment in time and may continue to be so 
after the crisis if these new media habits linger. 

Small Businesses: With the many shelter in place measures 
set, consumers are becoming more appreciative (and 
concerned) for the fate of local businesses. People have been 
actively promoting support for small businesses on social 
media, and even organizing to order takeout, order online 
(where possible), and to buy gift cards from local restaurants 
and shops that are impacted by the crisis. 

Community: People are giving back, and they want to hear 
that brands are, too. From volunteers sewing and donating 
face masks to their local hospitals, to retailers setting up 
special hours for seniors to shop safely, audiences’ sense of 
community is stronger now than ever. A recent Kantar study 
found 75% of consumers want to hear what brands are doing 
to combat the situation, meaning now is the time to take 
action and to emphasize the action taken in your messaging 
-- it’s a unique opportunity for brands to help out and generate 
long-term loyalty in the process. 

Emphasis on Value and Transparency

Value: Speculation is that, when things return to normal, 
consumers will be more interested and safety-conscious 
than ever before when making a purchase. Make sure your 
transitional messaging reassures people as to the value and 
safety of your products and services.

Changes in 
Consumer Behaviors 
Consumers are staying home more 

and utilizing their digital apps to 
create a sense of “normality” for 

themselves. But how are these 
changing behaviors affecting what 

brands need to consider? 
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“[We’re] living in a time when it is 
all about agility because things are 

changing on the dime,” 

-Maryam Banikarim, Marketing Chief 
at Nextdoor.
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How are Consumers Changing?

Purchase Behaviors
Priorities Are Shifting: Nielsen shows that as the 
COVID-19 pandemic progresses, consumers move 
through different phases in terms of purchasing 
priorities. Consumers in the US are currently in Stage 
#4 And #5: preparation and restricted living. This 
means that increased reliance on online shopping and 
worries about raising prices based off of limited stock 
is the biggest consumer worry. The last threshold #6, 
living a new normal, is when restrictions are raised.

Mainstream News is a Major Influencer
Consumers are looking to mainstream news sources 
because they are scared, so brands need to focus 
on tailoring their messaging in a trustworthy and 
reassuring way, and to recognize that ad placements 
and earned coverage on mainstream news media are 
now more influential than they were before.
Currently, 52 percent of respondents from a recent 
Kantar study are turning to traditional nationwide 
news channels (broadcast and newspapers) for 
pandemic news, while only 11 percent of respondents 
view social media platforms as trustworthy.

60 % 

People want to avoid contact.
Companies  who advertise contactless delivery 
service are seeing successful results.

Hollywood Blockbusters are being released 
to VOD, a move that audiences are flocking to 
which could prove disastrous for exhibitors in 
the long run. [9]

110% average download increase in food 
delivery apps due to restaurant closures. 
Industry leaders speculate the increase in food 
delivery services will likely persist long after 
the crisis ends.” [10]

Average increase in the amount of media 
consumed. [11]

COVID-19 has dramatically sped up the rate people are adopting new 
tech. Even before the pandemic, consumers were rapidly abandoning 

traditional media and shopping behaviors, now it’s catapulted.

Key behavioral changes
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When Reaching Your Audience...

Tone of Voice Matters 
During a crisis, the majority of consumers are 
feeling anxious for themselves, their families and 
their communities. People seek connection and the 
feeling of community during this time. When crafting 
messaging regarding the crisis, make sure to show 
compassion and align your goals with your audience. 
This is not the time to be trying something new that 
may come across as tone-deaf or inconsiderate. 

Do Something Good 
Brands that are looking to create a long-term 
relationship and are able to connect with their 
consumers in an interactive, community-like way are 
the brands that will see success once this pandemic 
clears up. This is the time for brands to build trust, to 
do something good. 

Engage Your Audience 
Now may not be the time that consumers want 
to be purchasing, but this downturn will end, and 
when the time comes, you want the consumers to be 
thinking of your brand. Take a page from the tourism 
industry’s crisis plan. While travelers can’t travel now, 
destinations are building a community of supporters 
that will be eagerly waiting for the day to return. 

“Work to build that sense of community with their 
customers, rather than retargeting customers to try and 
drive immediate purchases.” -Szasz, Marketing Dive, 2020

“It’s important for a brand to be 
aware of how it portrays itself 
right now. Before the coronavirus 
outbreak, brands oftentimes 
needed to be provocative and 
shake consumers in order to 
stand out. The brands that aren’t 
changing their approach during 
these times of uncertainty are the 
ones getting hit hardest” 

-Szasz, Marketing Dive, 2020
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Don’t Exploit the Crisis 
Consumers are highly 

sensitive right now to any 
brand or advertising campaign 

that might come across as 
taking advantage of global 

suffering. Make sure any new 
campaigns are either providing 

convenience and value for 
consumers, or are directly 

helping with the crisis itself. 

Recovering Adaptation 
What NOT To Do

Don’t Focus on Branding 
Without Action

Several companies are 
redesigning their logos 

and slogans to address the 
pandemic, but there is the 

risk of backlash if these 
changes aren’t backed up by 

meaningful action.
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There are many ways your brand can contribute instead of staying silent. Branding is extremely important at a time like this and all it takes is a 
little rerouting and some creativity to come up with something that will speak to your audience. 

“Brands need to find a different role to 
maintain visibility in this time. As ever, 
brands can add value and get noticed by 
being useful, informing, entertaining or 
connecting people - or a combination of 
all four.” 

-Harwood, The Drum, 2020 
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Entertainment

Movies: Estimates suggest the pandemic 
could cause $20 billion in revenue losses 
globally as Hollywood blockbusters are 
delayed or released straight to video 
on demand services. Productions are 
hoping that the greater anticipation 
for delayed movies will cause at least 
an initial surge once the restrictions 
loosen, but there is fear that this crisis 
will only exacerbate the transition from 
theaters to at-home viewing. 

Music: With numerous events cancelled 
or postponed, many artists are turning 
to Facebook and Instagram to, instead, 
stream live concerts. 

Sports: With the NBA, NHL and 
NCAA March Madness cancelled this 
season, broadcasting has removed or 
reduced payment for premium tiers of 
streaming. With no live sports to air, 
sports networks like ESPN has turned 
to playing Disney sports movies.

Destination Marketing

The travel industry has been hit hard by 
the covid pandemic, due to the shelter-
in-place mandates and lockdown 
protocols. Here are some different 
approaches destination marketing 
organizations are taking to mitigate 
the effects long-term:

“Visit… Later”/“We’ll Still Be Here”: 
Visit Estonia and Hello BC’s Explore 
BC campaign are using a simple and 
effective tactic to keep their destination 
top of mind by adding a simple “...Later” 
to the end of their slogan. Visit Fort 
Worth and Visit Portugal are doing 
something similar, running campaigns 
that look to the future.

Become a Source of Trusted Information: 
Sites like Visit Copenhagen switching 
gears and becoming a resource for 
educational material related to the 
pandemic, keeping their audience 
habitually engaged with the brand 
while shifting away from direct 
destination marketing.

Restaurants & Food

Open for Delivery and Waiving 
Delivery Fees: Food delivery services 
like UberEats and DoorDash are 
waiving delivery food services fees 
in areas like SF & NY for independent 
restaurants who are keeping their 
kitchens open for take-out.  While they 
are expected to see temporary losses, 
campaigns like DoorDash’s “Open for 
Delivery” are generating widespread 
positive sentiment for the brand.

Drive-through only campaigns: 
Burger King has been promoting 
its “Contactless” policy changes on 
Facebook, Twitter and YouTube, 
emphasizing the health and wellbeing 
of the consumer and their employees.

Cautionary example: McDonald’s 
Brazil launched a redesigned logo 
with separated golden arches to 
promote social distancing. However, 
it didn’t land well with the public and 
the brand received backlash for not 
practicing what they preach by not 
following through on safe conditions 
for employees.

Consumer Goods

Nike dropped the subscription fee 
for its Nike Training Club Premium 
streaming workout service in the U.S., 
mimicking a similar move made in 
China, where it had led to 30% growth 
in its digital business in the region. 
“Digital is where the water is flowing,” 
Nike’s CFO Andy Campion said, “It’s 
accelerating quite a bit of change in 
consumer behavior,” Campion added.

The company’s approach to handling 
the pandemic in China will be adapted 
to the rest of its markets as well as 
Covid-19 spreads to the UK and US. 
“We now have a playbook that we can 
use elsewhere,” CEO John Donahoe 
said.

The company has also launched its “Play 
inside, play for the world” campaign to 
encourage people to stay at home and 
mitigate the spread of the virus, with 
their brand ambassador athletes like 
Christian Ronaldo, Micheal Jordan, and 
Lebron James reposting the message 
on social media.

How different industries are responding 
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KFC
KFC donated $400,000 to Blessings in a Backpack, 
a non-profit organization that provides meals to 
children who might otherwise go hungry during 
this pandemic. Many children rely on the federal 
free and reduced meal programs at their schools, so 
this donation will help reduce the already stressed 
parents during this time of uncertainty. 

Zoom Video Communications 
Zoom lifted the 40 minute meeting limit for K-12 
schools in multiple states to ensure students are 
able to attend their classes during this time. Zoom 
has also provided extensive training recordings and 
webinars to help educational professionals easily 
transition to online teaching. By doing so, their stock 
has skyrocketed 101% from January 31. 

Eight Oaks Farm Distillery 
This Pennsylvania distillery switched to producing 
hand sanitizers when prices for alcohol-based 
disinfectants skyrocketed and disappeared off 
the shelves. Their first production of 20 bottles 
were given to charitable groups that needed hand 
sanitizers. Since then, many other local distilleries 
and big brand names such as Anheuser-Busch, 
Jameson and Absolut Vodka have followed suite. 

Aviation Gin
Ryan Reynolds, actor and owner of Aviation Gin, 
posted on Twitter last Tuesday pledging to donate 
30% of proceeds for every bottle of Aviation ordered 
online until May 1st as a “tip” to bartenders. 

Here’s how different brands 
are implementing charitable 
efforts to help with COVID-19. 
Now is the time for brands that 
are able to help to amp up their 
philanthropy efforts any way 
they can. Whether it’s donating 
services or being creative with 
their products, these are some 
brands that are doing it right. 

Cause Marketing
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This step is about preparing for 
the transition period  a few 
months from now, when people 
are able to return to the life 
they lived before COVID-19. 

3
Return to Market
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Transition. 
 

Develop best, moderate, and worst-case 
scenarios to anticipate possible and likely 
changes in the future.

Consumers hate how much their screen time 
has gone up. Once quarantine restrictions 
are loosened, businesses should incorporate 
a creative approach that revolves around 
unplugging. [21]

Cater to the new mindset, post-crisis. After 
the 2008 Recession, consumers were still 
hesitant to spend even after the initial threat 
was gone. Have a plan in place to welcome 
consumers back. [22]

We won’t be able to just snap our fingers and put things back to the 
way they were before. Brands need to form a communications and 

engagement plan immediately if they want to be ready to go to market 
by the time it becomes relevant.
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Consumers Want Experiences
Once doors are reopened, 

consumers will want in-person 
experiences and incentives to 
justify not resorting to more 

accessible e-commerce.

Continued Health Awareness
Practices like deep cleaning and 
self sanitizing are here to stay. 

Brick-and-mortar retail locations 
will need to have a remaining 

dedication to health and 
cleanliness in-store [25].

Adapted to E-Commerce
Groups who have long resisted 

the use of e-commerce for 
traditional brick-and-mortar 

shopping are more open 
to adapting due to social 

distancing.

Disconnected 
Consumers are going to be more 

mindful of their screen time 
[24] so play into the prospects 

of unique non-mobile based 
interaction with consumers.

Shelter in Place is Over – 
What Now?

Let’s Be Real: What are the 
Long Term Effects?
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 “Consumers will be seeking greater 
assurance that the products they buy 

are free of risk and of the highest 
quality when it comes to safety 

standards and efficiancy.” 
- Nielsen, 2020 
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Questions Marketers Need 
to be Asking:

1
2

3
4
5
6
7

Do I have a campaign that aligns with new 
consumer behaviors?

 
Can my plan be easily modified to changing 

timelines and market conditions?

How will I adapt my brand experience for a 
primarily-digital audience? 

What type of content am I producing to 
reach my audience?

 
Does my content consider new media 

consumption trends?
 

How can I continue to provide value for my 
stakeholders?

How have I re-conceived my KPIs? How do I 
measure them?
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Additional Resources

4
Appendix
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Establish an Ergonomic Station.
“I can’t overstate the importance of an ergonomic 
workstation, especially as our species is about to 
become more sedentary than ever. Something as 
simple as getting a new chair was a life changer.”

Kevin Almeida | Managing Director

Be Productive in Action.
“I’m used to having my standing desk in the office. 
Cooped up at home, I turned my treadmill into a a 
workstation. Keeps me active and comfortable, and 
I always find I think best when walking, anyway.”

Anthony Charles | Marketing Services Manager

Get Some Fresh Air.
“I’ve been making sure that I schedule times that I 
can go outside for exercise. To avoid the afternoon 
slump, I’ve been taking walks for my lunch - it really 
clears my mind before I have to sit back down again.” 

Barbie Chiu | PR & Media Relations Specialist 

Structure a New Daily Schedule.
“One thing I’ve been really mindful of during this 
transition has been the importance of structure 
and routine! It’s really vital for our mental health to 
maintain a regular early morning routine just as if 
you were getting ready to go into the office.”

Grace Haymond | Accounts Specialist

Meal Plan to Save Time.
“I’ve started practicing meal planning before sitting 
down to work in the morning. It cuts out the stress 
of having to figure out what I’m going to be eating 
throughout the day.”

Katarina Gentry | Graphic Design Specialist

Be Mindful of New Co-Workers.
“Make sure you don’t forget to have fun with your 
housemates while you’re all trapped together! 
For us, that meant incorporating some fun, family-
friendly exercises that can be done from home like 
Just Dance.”

Quynh Nguyen | Insider Trends Officer

Dress for Work.
He isn’t technically on CDA’s staff roster, but Talk 
Show Host Jimmy Kimmel had some advice for 
staying professional while working from home: 
“Formal Fridays.” While it may be tempting to stay 
in your pajamas all day, in the longterm that kind of 
behavior can take a toll on your productivity.

Jimmy Kimmel | Late Night Show Host

Productivity Tips for Working at Home
From the Creative Digital Agency Team
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Have a Plan in Place
A recent study [26] from Destinations International found 
only 30% of respondents stated that their destination 
organization had a pandemic emergency plan in place prior 
to the COVID-19 outbreak. Create a Crisis Management 
Plan to effectively communicate with your stakeholders. 
Keep your audience informed.

Update your Website
Create a page on your website to keep the community 
informed. Update your FAQs. Your website could also 
suggest activities in the destination that follow the social 
distancing guidelines. 

Use Social Media 
Brands have taken to social media to provide support 
for local businesses. Some brands have created their 
own slogans on social media reassuring visitors that the 
destination awaits them once the travel bans are lifted. Be 
creative with existing content. 

Visit Portugal [27] repurposed footage from their existing 
gallery to create this two minute video clip reminding 
visitors that it’s time to stop traveling for the time being 
and that destinations will still be there when this is all over.

Support Local Businesses
Destinations can encourage locals to support small 
businesses by buying gift cards for future purchases or 
order delivery or food-to-go. Encourage shoppers to shop 
in advance for birthdays, holidays and any other occasions 
or create a list of restaurants that are in operation and are 
taking orders for delivery, take out or online ordering. 

(Need a quick fix? Create an easy-to-access “Who’s Open?” 
landing page for consumers on the city’s website for them 
to easily see all the restaurants that are open for delivery. 
Examples include Seattle’s PioneerSquare.org and Visit 
Benicia.org)

Planning for the Future
Prepare a plan for your destination on what to do when the 
travel bans get lifted. eConsultancy [28] reports that 55% of 
US consumers ‘may’ or will ‘likely’ purchase a future holiday 
during the stay at home acts. They also speculate that people 
will be looking for the best value as opposed to the cheapest 
price.

Local destinations should be prepared for a large influx of 
visitors as it is likely that many people will want to resume 
traveling as soon as they can, but there may still be travel 
limitations for international travel. Destinations should be 
prepared to promote local restaurants, hotels and businesses. 

Tips for Destination Marketers

Travel destinations whether local, domestic or international are being hit hard by the novel 
coronavirus (COVID-19). Here are some ways, using the three pillars, to come out of this above water.
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