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Adjusting 
Your Marketing 
During a Pandemic

I ’ll say it: Zoom meet-ups have grown tiresome.
We’ve reached a point, personally and 

professionally, when the shock of quarantining 
has largely worn off. We’re no longer learning 
how to perform tasks remotely, but how to 
do them best. As we’ve shifted beyond shock 

and into normalcy (of a sort), it’s time to analyze the 
best practices of our current situation and inspire 
marketers to look to the future. 

The work pivot that staff writer Steve Heisler covers 
on page 6 is a great example of how marketers are 
working quickly to solve problems. Heisler’s story 
focuses on The “I Love U Guys” Foundation, which 
used its expertise in school communications to design 
resources for safely feeding students from a distance. 
It’s a lesson in identifying a need and responding, 
using the tools they’ve honed as marketers.

It may feel as though we’re working in the great 
unknown, but our skills and abilities are what keep 
us grounded and moving forward. Maybe you’ve 
perfected a recipe for a sourdough recipe, or you’ve 
sewn masks for friends and essential workers. Your 
skills as a marketer will pull you and your organization 
forward as well. As I found in my own reporting on 
page 21, marketers must listen to their audience, track 
available trend data and respond accordingly. In many 
ways, it’s no different than your usual work, but the 
stakes are much higher. Companies that can interact 
with their customers and employees with the utmost 
empathy are the ones that will be remembered.

We may tire of re-growing scallions on our 
windowsills or completing yet another jigsaw puzzle, 
especially once the pandemic ends, but we’ll never 
grow tired of being cared for. That’s exactly the 
opportunity marketers have now: Care for your 
community, and you’ll have loyal customers for years 
to come.

Stay well.

SARAH STEIMER
Managing Editor
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Reaping 
Convention 
Benefits in 
Non-Traditional 
Ways
Marketers are compensating for the loss of 
in-person events with a targeted approach 
across technology mediums

BY STEVE HEISLER | STAFF WRITER
sheisler@ama.org

C onvention centers and ballrooms aren’t 
ideal locations in which to practice social 
distancing. As the workforce marches online, 
the future of trade shows and conventions is 
uncertain, leaving many marketers without a 

direct line to sales leads, continuing education opportunities 
or a place to perform product demonstrations.

Virtual conferences help, but they fall short in fully 
replicating the in-person experience. Zoom calls with 
hundreds of people prove unwieldy and many are opting to 
reschedule or cancel their conference entirely rather than 
craft an elegant solution. This has frustrated marketers who 
rely on these live events for their business.

“I’m actually kind of disappointed in some of the big 
trade show companies,” says Jennifer Miller, marketing 
director at Vertebrae, a California-based 3D and 
augmented reality development company. “They didn’t shift 
and try to do a virtual setup. I think there’s a lot that they 
could have done in that virtual experience.”

Live conferences and other keystone events are some 
of the most powerful ways to leave a mark on potential 

customers. FaceTime, a consultancy for event producers 
and exhibitors (not to be confused with Apple’s video chat 
platform), partnered with Cog Research and uncovered 
some eyebrow-raising statistics on what brands stand to 
gain from shows. They found that live events are twice as 
powerful as TV ads in marketing products or services, 
three times as effective as print media and four times 
more than radio. Brand perception increases 21% when 
consumers interact with it at a show and drops 5% if 
that brand isn’t represented. Two weeks after the show 
concludes, 69% of visitors said they had recommended or 
planned to recommend a brand they interacted with at a 
live event.

It will take some time for conferences and trade shows 
to start running at full capacity again. In the interim, 
marketers hoping to replicate the benefits they’ve 
previously reaped have been adopting a multi-channel 
approach that targets one person at a time: entice over 
social media, leverage partner networks to start the 
conversation, run demonstrations on video chat and then 
seal the deal—just without the handshake.
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Pivot Previous Conference Planning
Between sending out communications and setting a robust 
meeting schedule, conferences can prove expensive and 
time-consuming even before you arrive—and now the 
conference has been canceled. But rather than quickly try 
to retcon all that work in the form of follow-up messages 
and an endless slate of video calls with potential clients, 
Shama Hyder, CEO and founder of the digital marketing 
agency Zen Media, recommends revisiting the list of people 
you were going to meet in person.

“Sometimes people, when they [attend] events, want to 
maximize [their time] so they fill their calendars,” Hyder 
says. “And not every contact is an important one. I think 
it’s actually a good time to step back and say, “Which of 
these meetings are actually essential? And which were kind 
of filler things that would have [been] a phone call but 
because we were there, we were going to meet up?”

Separate the wheat from the chaff, then schedule a video 
or phone call with those people. Don’t overthink this part 
of the process. Hyder’s advice is to focus on what you’re 
going to say, not how you’re going to say it, especially 
because these potential customers won’t be receiving the 
drinks or meals you promised.

“You want to make sure that you’re really providing 
value, because that bar is higher,” Hyder says. “It’s such a 
harrowing time for people, so if someone does show up, 
make sure that you’re being really respectful of their time 
and giving them something that’s valuable.”

That’s not to say you can’t provide customers with a bit 
of what they’ve lost from a trade show. Hyder sometimes 
holds lunch meetings over Zoom and either sends food 
delivery to everyone on the call or asks them to order what 
they’d like and expense it to the company.

Further demonstrate your appreciation for people’s time 
by significantly cutting the meeting length. You won’t need 
that full hour when you’re chatting from the couch.

Continue Lead Generation
Emily Fay, marketing manager at supply chain management 
firm Fidelitone, used to identify potential clients by looking 
at the attendee list from trade shows and conferences she 
would be attending. These people fell within the same 
industry and were open to having sales conversations. Now 
that many of the conferences on her calendar have been 
canceled, she is relying on other services to narrow the field 
of prospective customers and reaching them using avenues 
readily available under a stay-at-home order.

One of these is the postal service. Her company is running 
its first direct mail campaign, targeted to the kinds of people 
she might have met at a conference. But the effectiveness of 
this list, crafted by a third-party company, is questionable: It 
includes addresses for offices that are likely empty.

To compensate, Fay turned her attention to LinkedIn 
Sales Navigator, which allows for targeted searches and 
provides visibility into your larger, extended network. As 
with all social media outreach, the success of LinkedIn 
Sales Navigator is directly related to how active the 
individual is on the platform, so Fay has stepped up her 
game and set the pace for other marketers looking to 
leverage LinkedIn to its fullest. “[I’ve] been engaging with 
people on LinkedIn more so than I used to,” she says. “I 
wouldn’t necessarily always comment on somebody’s posts. 
But now it’s more of intentional engagement.”

Hyder also recommends checking out Facebook. 
Marketers can easily scour the list of who has “liked” a 
conference’s page and visit the networking groups that the 
Facebook algorithm recommends. Run highly targeted ads 
at those locations to further nurture leads.

Pitching Products and Services
Vertebrae’s augmented reality technology allows online 
shoppers to view products as they might appear in their home 
to better inform their purchasing decisions. For example, the 
user could digitally add a lamp to a photo of their room to see 
if it would jibe with their décor. The best way for businesses 
to fully understand this functionality is through in-person 
demonstrations, and Miller says that trade shows served as 
their main channel for acquiring new customers. Hands-on 
experiences make for the best sales pitches.

In the absence of live events, marketers can follow 
Miller’s example and directly address the benefits of their 
products from a remote location. Much of Vertebrae’s 
budget has been put into paid online advertising that 
breaks down the relevant facts such as use cases and ROI. 
Potential clients who require more time with the product 
are invited to one of Vertebrae’s new, free roundtable panels 
that include e-commerce professionals and influencers.

These discussions are positioned as a way to learn about 
the product and the AR industry in a manner that doesn’t 
clog email inboxes. “Our goal is to build [them] as more of 
a content resource to help sales teams have that connection 
with prospects,” Miller says. “So instead of having [our 
salespeople] constantly in an awkward position right now 
of having to sell and reach out to people with everything 
going on, we’re giving them some different resources so 
they can be a support for folks.”

While nothing can replace every aspect of what 
trade shows and conferences provided, Hyder says 
these limitations can prove a blessing in disguise when 
approached tactfully. “You can’t rely on your crutches—
people get so focused on what they can’t do that they forget 
all the stuff they can do,” she says. “[Marketers] need to step 
up and say, ‘Where are my customers right now? And even 
if they were at a trade show, would their minds be there?’ 
… This is not the time for hard sells.” MN
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Showing Love by 
Safely Bagging Lunches
The “I Love U Guys” Foundation pivoted its entire 
communications strategy in only five days to help feed 
displaced students during the pandemic

BY STEVE HEISLER | STAFF WRITER
sheisler@ama.org

GOAL

I n early March, a matter of minutes 
separated The “I Love U Guys” 
Foundation from its revamped, 
beefed-up communications strategy. 
The nonprofit organization—which 

distributes research-based best practices 
to help schools and other public entities 
respond to crises—had developed 
templates for e-newsletters, built out 
contact lists and primed content for 
HubSpot. This initiative marked a big 
step forward for the foundation, which at 
the time was maintaining a social media 
presence described by Executive Director 
John-Michael Keyes as “a ghost town 
occasionally littered by tumbleweeds of 
content.”

Then the COVID-19 pandemic 
shattered the strategy. Schools across the 
country announced closures and Anthony 
Fauci, director of the National Institute 
of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, urged 
Americans to stay home. Aaron Templer, 
whose agency Three Over Four is retained 
by “I Love U Guys,” felt the time wasn’t 
right to enact business-as-usual plans 
without addressing the elephant in the 
room.

“We had a conversation—and I’ve 
been having these with clients across 
the board—related to, ‘How do we 
shift during this time?’” Templer 
says. “My advice is to always bias 
your communications toward action 
around the safety of your staff and your 
employees, and how you’re adding value 
to your customers.”

The foundation’s previous work 
provided a solid base on which to build 
value. Since inception, The “I Love U 
Guys” Foundation—named for a text 
message Keyes’ daughter sent her parents 
from Platte Canyon High School in 
2006, before she was killed by a school 
shooter—distributes materials to aid 
in crisis management. Their Standard 
Response Protocol (SRP) outlines steps 
schools can take in the event of an active 
shooter, while the Standard Reunification 
Method helps children rejoin their 
parents in the aftermath.

With school essentially out of session, 
Keyes and Templer homed in on a 
support function they could standardize 
that would have a meaningful impact on 
students: distributing school lunches. 
The idea was sparked by foundation 
board member Pat Hamilton, who 
serves as COO of Colorado school 
district Adams 12 Five Star Schools. 
Families rely on school meal assistance, 
and Hamilton noted that a proper 
distribution protocol falls in line with 
the foundation’s work. “Part of the role 
of the foundation is that we’ve got access 
to folks across the country who are 
practitioners in this, and we can collect 
all of the practices that are currently in 
use and synthesize, aggregate and re-
present,” Keyes says. “That’s really what 
the foundation has done historically, 
which is simplify some of the processes 
around different responses.”

Keyes developed what became the 
Standard Distribution Method (SDM), 
while Templer began repurposing the 
foundation’s communications tools to 
support the new product. 

To match the pace of a quickly 
changing environment, Keyes and 
Templer decided to pull off the entire 
operation in a whirlwind five-day sprint.
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ACTION
Templer says this abbreviated timeframe 
was to account for the dire need felt 
in the community of Adams district 
schools. Safety concerns were rising 
exponentially amid the escalating 
pandemic, particularly as it related to the 
distribution of school lunches. School 
administrators were seeking direction 
on a national level as well: At the time, 
the CDC had issued no guidance or plan 
other than to “consider options such as 
‘grab-and-go’ bagged lunches or meal 
delivery.”

Schools in the past had praised 
the foundation for its reunification 
and response programs, so Templer 
was hopeful that the SDM would be 
viewed as a welcome resource. “It made 
sense to actually increase our social 
communications and be a flame for 
the moths, where we can attract people 
because they trust the brand,” he says.

Three Over Four quickly primed 
communication channels to feature the 
finished Standard Distribution Method 
while Keyes and The “I Love U Guys” 
Foundation got to work establishing the 
plan. They collaborated on a video shoot 
to help schools visualize the SDM in 
action. 

The finished video also served to entice 
press coverage. “Right now, from a media 
relations perspective, you can’t get any 
reporters’ attention unless [the story’s] got 
COVID-19 attached to it,” Templer says. 
“The video also serves as B-roll. Some of 
the footage that we shot was used for local 
stations—[it] saves people from getting 
out again in the midst of a stay-at-home 
order.”

Because the undertaking was 
developed in a remote office, under 
a time crunch and in the middle of a 
pandemic, the team enforced a few 
project rules to minimize wasted effort. 
All communications were consolidated 
into Slack and virtual meetings were 
audio-only to avoid distractions. Keyes 
admits he tamped down his inner 
control freak: When he asked the 
agency to populate the HubSpot blog, 
for example, he took himself out of the 
approval process.

The video was filmed on March 16 
at the Adams district school Thornton 
Elementary. Cars lined up around 
the block to pick up lunches. Law 
enforcement officials supervised the 
proceedings and occasionally stepped 
in to help distribute. The families shared 
their gratitude with handmade cards and 
air high-fives.

Meals were prepared and given out 
under the guidelines of the newly minted 
SDM. As the document stipulates, 
thermometers appeared in abundance 
and were constantly checking food 
temperature. Everyone wore gloves, 
which couldn’t be removed until they 
were doused in hand sanitizer. Workers 
who packed the lunches were divided 
into teams that never overlapped, so if a 
single person from the first team felt sick, 
team two would take over as the first team 
was quarantined. The meals themselves 
followed national school lunch guidelines 
that included protein, fruits, vegetables 
and a beverage such as milk or juice.

Meanwhile, the new communication 
strategy was in full effect. The company 
sent its first e-blast promoting the SDM 
and invited the media to attend the 
video shoot. Social media channels were 
packed with content and the team sent 
messaging about the program to previous 
corporate sponsors, who in turn amplified 
the organization’s reach by sharing with 
their own audiences. One partner, Raptor 
Industries, worked with the foundation 
to coordinate a webinar dedicated to the 
SDM.

RESULTS
All told, 4,244 lunches were distributed 
at Thornton Elementary in three hours. 
The video has more than 3,500 views as 
of this article’s publication and is growing 
at a steady pace. Across all social media 
channels (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram 
and LinkedIn), the campaign earned 
more than 2,000 engagements and 23,500 
impressions and attracted media attention 
in the Denver and Houston markets.

The SDM-dedicated email blast saw 
a 39% open rate and a 23.8% click-
through rate—both metrics above the 

benchmark for nonprofits of 28% and 
4%, respectively. Website traffic increased 
66% during the campaign, 77% of which 
came from new users. Active users 
increased 275% and the SDM page itself 
accounts for 42.59% of all pageviews, 
which is more than to the homepage. The 
successful launch of the SDM inspired the 
team to continue developing the program. 
They released an updated version shortly 
after the initial release, including a more 
defined weekly preparation schedule 
and rules on how far workers can reach 
into cars. A second video highlighting 
these changes was produced two weeks 
later, which attracted more sponsors 
and further spread the word about the 
program.

Anecdotally, Keyes has heard that the 
SDM continues to impress. One district 
contacted him to say that, thanks to 
the SDM, they were able to distribute 
more than 14,000 meals in a single day, 
whereas before they could manage only 
3,000. “We’re seeing that districts are 
serving not just their students, but their 
communities,” Keyes says. MN

Answers In Action  [ CAMPAIGN SNAPSHOT ]

7     

COMPANY
The “I Love U Guys” Foundation

HEADQUARTERS
Bailey, Colorado

CAMPAIGN TIMELINE
March 2020 

CAMPAIGN RESULTS
The company’s first e-blast had 
a 39% open rate and a 23.8% 
click-thru rate. Website traffic 
increased 66% during the 
campaign, 77% of whom were 
new users. Active users increased 
275%. Media placements appeared 
in Houston and Denver, and 
the campaign saw more than 
2,000 engagements and 23,500 
impressions on social media.
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Settling 
Workplace 
Disputes While 
Out of Office
Successful virtual conflict mediation begins 
by replicating an in-person discussion

BY STEVE HEISLER | STAFF WRITER
sheisler@ama.org

A bsent of tone, context or intention, even the 
most innocuous of office emails can read like 
an inflammatory YouTube comment. This 

phenomenon abounds in the virtual workplace and is more 
pronounced now that offices are closed to slow the spread 
of COVID-19. It’s possible that emails and instant messages 
could amplify misunderstandings between employees in 
the absence of face-to-face interaction. Nuance is nearly 
impossible to decipher over the internet and conflicts are 
certain to arise.

“When folks are working remotely, people tend to tone 
down their social inhibitions … it can make people more 
cavalier about their actions, which can result in people 
getting their feelings hurt,” says Lindsay Kolowich, team 
manager of marketing at HubSpot. “We don’t have in-
person signals like body language and facial expressions 
that can give us an indication of how someone is feeling or 
what they are saying.”

A workplace conflict is, at its root, a misalignment 
of expectations. In some cases, two parties interpreted 
project responsibilities in wildly different ways, leading 
to work that needs redoing. This can take the form of 
personality conflicts, exacerbated by the stress of work. 
Once employees start blaming and pointing fingers at one 
another, it’s likely time for a manager to step in.

Effective conflict mediation requires a human touch, 
so the process of remote mediation begins by stripping 
away as many technology barriers as possible. Tough 
conversations are best held over video chat rather than 
via email. Communication frequency should increase to 
compensate for the loss of casual conversations around 
the office. And remind your team that they’re working 
alongside the same colleagues as before—people who share 
goals—and not anonymous internet commenters.

Why is Conflict Mediation Important?
No matter how caring an organization or how invigorating 
the work, conflict is as inevitable as death and taxes. CPP, 
Inc., a business consultancy and publisher of the Myers-
Briggs Type Indicator test, verified this with its lauded 
2008 study, “Workplace Conflict and How Businesses Can 
Harness It to Thrive.” After surveying employees in nine 
countries, the company found that 85% of employees at 
all levels experience workplace conflict in some form. As 
a result, employees average 2.8 hours a week dealing with 
conflict and 25% of respondents said they fall ill or miss 
work simply to avoid dealing with it.

“The better your team is at working together and the 
happier they are, the more able they are to be honest and 
communicative with each other, the more productive and 
happier they’ll be,” says Katherine Boyarsky, cofounder of 
Boston-based creative marketing agency CXD Studio. “It’s 
a never-ending cycle of productivity, employee satisfaction 
and longer tenure at your organization.”
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During a pandemic, workplace conflict might feel like 
small potatoes. Companies are dealing with drastic pivots 
in strategy and employees spend time concerned about 
their family and friends. But Boyarsky cautions against 
minimizing employee conflicts; if anything, workplace 
harmony can provide some much-needed solace.

“We [still] work most of our waking hours, so we really 
need to make sure that we’re taking care of each other 
at work, even if it’s in a virtual environment,” Boyarsky 
says. “Feelings don’t get hurt less and we’re not doing less 
important work just because we’re virtual. Everything 
should have the same level of seriousness when it comes to 
conflict. This might feel temporary, but our world’s going to 
be changed.”

How Can You Demonstrate Your Mastery?
Conflicts are best mitigated when tackled as soon as 
possible. Direct reports agree: CPP, Inc. found that 54% of 
employees felt that their managers can best handle disputes 
by addressing tension between two parties before things 
turn sour. Kolowich cautions that this is much tougher 
to do remotely. “I find that conflicts are not brought 
up as much in a virtual environment simply because 
conversations are happening more one-to-one and it’s 
easier to miss,” she says. “It’s very important to be proactive 
and make sure that everyone’s OK.”

Boyarsky suggests restructuring weekly one-on-one 
meetings to allow time for employees to simply vent. “You 
can pull out what’s going on among your team members 
that might not be privy to you as a remote manager,” she 
adds.

Catch warning signs by increasing communication 
with your team on both a professional and personal level. 
Boyarsky suggests implementing a short daily standup 
meeting to check in on the status of projects and make sure 
everyone agrees on next steps. “I think a big contributor 
to workplace conflict in a remote environment is people 
assuming that someone else isn’t doing their job because 
they can’t see them working,” she says.

Should you notice signs of impending conflict—stalled 
projects or snippy comments are good indicators—schedule 
a video call immediately with the affected parties. Never 
attempt mediation via instant message, email or the phone. 
The conflict likely originated because those mediums aren’t 
built to convey subtlety. Face-to-face interactions fully flesh 
out both points of view and engender empathy between 
employees.

“The mood changes and the conversation becomes more 
about understanding each other rather than about throwing 
single sentences or paragraphs back and forth,” Kolowich 
says. “Lean on the rule of assuming positive intent when 
bringing up the conflict. You don’t want to assume that 
one is right and one is wrong before having a conversation. 

[Ask] a lot of questions and [seek] to understand what 
happened from both perspectives.”

Tailor those questions toward rectifying communication 
breakdowns. Kolowich says a lot of conflicts arise because 
communication styles vary between people and nobody 
is speaking up, such as someone who functions best 
over email but finds themselves inundated with instant 
messages. She shares a few suggestions:

• Where could communication have been improved?
• What communication strategies do you prefer?
• What are some mutual goals you can both agree on?

The post-meeting process is the same whether the 
mediation occurs in person or remotely. Send an email 
to both parties recapping what was discussed and the 
terms of the compromise. Set a future date, at least within 
a month, to check in with each employee on how things 
have progressed and use the recap email as a guidepost for 
discussion.

Nurturing personal relationships between employees is 
crucial in a remote environment. Not only will employees 
feel more connected—despite the distance—but employees 
who forge strong personal relationships with each other are 
often able to settle small disputes without getting managers 
involved. 

Boyarsky suggests beefing up your team’s schedule with 
a few light team-building activities. For example, you can 
capitalize on the fact that people are glued to their screens 
by organizing a television club: Pick a show and have team 
members watch an episode or two each week for a light-
hearted discussion.

“[These ideas] may seem forced,” Boyarsky says, “but it’s 
a way to make sure that your team members are actually 
bonding and making relationships that are not just work-
related.” MN
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Research Roundup
Highlights from the AMA journals related to marketing during uncertainty

BY MARILYN STONE | SENIOR MANAGING EDITOR OF INTEGRATED ACADEMIC CONTENT
mstone@ama.org

When Consumers 
Feel Out of Control, 
They Prefer 
Numerical Certainty
Christophe Lembregts, 
Mario Pandelaere

“Falling Back on Numbers: 
When Preference for Numerical 
Product Information Increases 
after a Personal Control Threat,” 
Journal of Marketing Research, 
56 (December 2018).

IN A NUTSHELL
Feeling a loss of control is 
a common reaction to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. This study 
shows that when consumers 
are seeking to regain control 
of their environment, they 
prefer specific numerical 
product information (e.g., 
12- to 14-hour battery life, 20 
calories per serving). In fact, 
when people lack personal 
control, they appreciate point 
value information so much 
that they express preferences 
for a product that has a lower 
benefit but holds a specified 
point value, compared with 
when its benefit is higher but is 
presented as a range.

PRACTITIONER TAKEAWAYS
Consider your customers’ 
psychological need to control 
their environment in these 
uncertain times by advertising 
precise numerical benefits 
of your product—the more 
specific, the better. Even ranges 
are less optimal than actual 
numbers.
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Market Orientation 
and Strategic 
Flexibility: Managers 
Need Both
Rajdeep Grewal, Patriya 
Tansuhaj 

“Building Organizational 
Capabilities for Managing 
Economic Crisis: The Role 
of Market Orientation and 
Strategic Flexibility,” Journal 

of Marketing, 65 (April 2001).

IN A NUTSHELL
This classic study has never 
been more relevant. The 
authors show that market 
orientation and strategic 
flexibility work together to 
impact firm performance after 
a crisis. Market orientation 
has an adverse effect but is 
moderated by demand and 
technological uncertainty, and 
is enhanced by competitive 
intensity. Strategic flexibility 
has a positive influence, 
enhanced by competitive 
intensity and moderated by 
demand and technological 
uncertainty. Market 
orientation and strategic 
flexibility complement each 
other to help firms manage 
varying environmental 
conditions.

PRACTITIONER TAKEAWAYS
It may be tempting to focus 
on either market orientation 
or strategic flexibility only, but 
understand that the two work 
together.

Recovering 
Reputation After a 
Service Failure
Maarten J. Gijsenberg, 
Harald J. Van Heerde, Peter 
C. Verhoef

“Losses Loom Longer Than 
Gains: Modeling the Impact of 
Service Crises on Perceived 
Service Quality Over Time,” 
Journal of Marketing 
Research, 52 (October 2015).

IN A NUTSHELL
Many firms have had to own 
up to service failures lately. 
How will these failures affect 
perceived service quality 
in the long run? Because 
service performance losses 
loom larger and longer in 
customers’ minds than gains, 
the recovery must do more 
than simply overcome the 
failure to keep long-term 
perceived service quality at 
a constant level; a service 
failure raises the bar for future 
performance.

PRACTITIONER TAKEAWAYS
Exceeding prior service levels 
is especially important when 
improvements are followed by 

a mass service failure. 
If service quality 

is already 
trending 
downward, 
more service 
deterioration 

does not 
further depress 

perceptions. Relatively 
stable patterns are better for 
long-term perceived service 
quality than strong up-
down or down-up scenarios. 
Emphasizing the steadiness 
of the service quality (or 
deemphasizing the instability) 
may help.

How Failure-Tolerant 
Should Your 
Firm Be?
Arnd Vomberg, Christian 
Homburg, Olivia Gwinner 

“Tolerating and Managing 
Failure: An Organizational 
Perspective on Customer 
Reacquisition Management,” 
Journal of Marketing 
(forthcoming in July 2020).

IN A NUTSHELL
Does being overly tolerant of 
employee failure in a service 
encounter help or hurt the 
bottom line? It can do both. 
Firms need to keep in mind 
the ultimate end goal: creating 
an organizational environment 
that stimulates customer 
reacquisitions, rather than 
focusing on service failure. The 
authors find that in firms with 
failure-tolerant culture, having 
a formal customer policy for 
reacquisition attempts is key.

PRACTITIONER TAKEAWAYS
Formal reacquisition policies 
do not conflict with failure-
tolerant cultures; they enhance 
the beneficial effects of failure 
tolerance on reacquisition 
performance. Customer 
reacquisition performance is 
positively related to overall 

firm financial performance.

Access to Healthcare: 
Perceptions 
Outweigh Objective 
Measures
Emily C. Tanner, Richard J. 
Vann, Elvira Kizilova 

“Consumer-Level Perceived 
Access to Health Services and 
Its Effects on Vulnerability and 
Health Outcomes,” Journal of 
Public Policy & Marketing, 39 
(February 2020).

IN A NUTSHELL
How consumers perceive 
“access” to healthcare is 
more than just how many 
miles away it is. Hospitals 
and medical providers 
should consider their target 
population’s needs regarding 
convenience of travel, service 
hours, wait times, variety of 
services offered and other 
factors likely to affect the 
affordability, acceptability 
and availability of care. 
Trust barriers can also be 
a significant roadblock to 
consumers.

PRACTITIONER TAKEAWAYS
Offering evening and 
weekend office hours, setting 
up more mobile clinics to 
reach communities that 
lack public transportation 
and offering telemedicine 
can improve consumers’ 
perceived health services 
access. Access improvements 
should also include trust-
building measures directed 
toward individuals cynical 
about their past health service 

experiences. MN
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Coronavirus 
Forces Dramatic 

Change in 
Marketing, But 

More Can Be 
Done to Adapt

Marketers have cut budgets drastically 
and taken clear action as a result of the 
coronavirus pandemic. Now it’s time to 

start looking beyond survival tactics.

BY JORIS ZWEGERS, ADAM TREMBLAY, ARIFA SHEIKH 
AND DMITRI SEREDENKO

T he widespread impact of the coronavirus raises 
the question of what actions marketers have 
taken to deal with this unusual, disruptive and 
rapidly changing global situation. The AMA 

and Kantar surveyed almost 600 marketers from April 
2-13 to understand how they and their organizations are 
responding. The following Kantar framework provides 
a starting point for understanding what marketing 
organizations are currently doing and what they are 
planning, based on how organizations should be acting in 
this time of crisis: 

1. Ensure the health, safety and productivity of 
employees.

2. Put a rapid response team in place.

3.  Take stock of the commercial situation across 
retail, marketing, sales and digital.

4. Minimize business exposure.

5. Capture immediate business opportunities.

6. Monitor and update in real time.

7. Plan now for the recovery.
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1 
Ensure the Health, Safety and 
Productivity of Employees

The current situation has been tough on 
marketers. Seventy-nine percent indicate they are 
concerned and 82% say it is impacting their day-
to-day life. Nonetheless, they are overwhelmingly 
satisfied with their organizations’ decisions 
(82% are somewhat/very satisfied). However, 
there appears to be room for further improving 
internal communications:
• 60% provide regular updates to everyone on 

how the organization is being affected.
• 54% provide regular updates to everyone 

internally on how the organization’s customers 
are feeling and behaving.

Organizations may be more diligent in keeping 
their customers up to date. A clear majority (72%) 
of all marketers indicate their organization has 
communicated with customers about the steps the 
organization is taking to deal with the situation 
(exhibit 1).

It appears that productivity might be suffering: 
58% of all marketers indicate that the current 
coronavirus situation and their organization’s 
reactions have made things more difficult (exhibit 
2). For some organizations it would be worthwhile 
to assess whether additional support or training 
is needed, and to focus on challenges they may be 
able to address.

EXHIBIT 1
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2Put a Rapid Response Team 
in Place

A rapid response team creates a mechanism for fast, agile 
decision-making and responsiveness. This should be 
cross-functional, with unambiguous lines of authority. Half 
of all marketers indicate that this has been done in their 
organization (see exhibit 1).

The findings of this study suggest that organizations 
with a dedicated response team have taken more decisive 
actions on several fronts so far, despite not having sufficient 
data at hand (see exhibit 3). There’s an opportunity for 
organizations to improve the way they make decisions in 
the current situation, providing focus and decisiveness in a 
time of uncertainty.

3Take Stock of the Commercial Situation 
Across Retail, Marketing, Sales and Digital

Understanding what is going on with your brand, category, 
channel, customers and different aspects of your business 
is critical, especially given the declines many organizations 
are experiencing. Marketers appear to be in a good place 
for assessing where they currently stand. Three out of four 
marketers indicate that the data their organization has 
access to on how the coronavirus is affecting customers 
and their business is at least somewhat sufficient (see 
exhibit 3). 

Once an organization has this basic understanding in 
place, it will be in a much better position to start thinking 
about how it can capture immediate and future business 
opportunities. It also forms the foundation for scenario 
planning, as you need to understand the current state of all 
organizational levers to determine the impact of potential 
shifts.

4Minimize Business Exposure
Cash is king during disruptions. Every aspect of 

the business must be managed within the overarching 
need to conserve cash. Unsurprisingly, this has impacted 
marketing budgets (see exhibits 4 and 5):
• 48% all marketers indicate they’ve frozen hiring (exhibit 2). 
• 56% of marketers indicate they have already reduced 

marketing budgets.
• Additional reductions are expected.
• Average budget reduction is more than 30%.
• Budget reductions have mostly been made in creative 

and media spend.
• The digital channel has seen the greatest cuts.

Although digital may seem like a perfect channel to 
leverage for creative tailored to the current situation, as 

EXHIBIT 2

EXHIBIT 3
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people are mostly at home and have time to be connected, 
it’s also one of the channels where it’s easiest to quickly 
reduce budgets due to fewer long-term contractual 
obligations. 

Additionally, a majority of marketers has postponed 
or cancelled major initiatives (see exhibit 6), with new 
campaigns and sponsorships or collaborations the most 
common victims.

Marketing budget cuts are unavoidable in the short 
term for many organizations, but experience has shown 
that it’s not advisable to stop advertising and cease other 
activities completely during a disruption. Such drastic cuts 
will hurt brand equity in the long term and compound 
business recovery challenges. It’s advisable to keep a 
keen eye on what your competitors are doing. If demand 
for your industry recovers, so, too, will your sales—the 
question is whether your sales rise faster or slower than the 
competition. Therefore, it might be advisable to change the 
focus of marketing activities to more longer-term brand 
building than trying to maximize short-term sales. 

During times of uncertainty, people often turn to 
the comfort of familiar brands. Whether done through 
innovation, action or advertising, brands need to continue 
reassuring their customers they have made the right choice 
and make it as easy as possible for them to stick with the 
brand.

5Capture Immediate Business 
Opportunities

Many marketers are actively looking at ways to grow their 
brand right now, potentially being forced to be more 
creative due to reduced budgets (see exhibit 1):
• 16% indicate they’ve increased their corporate social 

responsibility activity.
• 34% provide offers and promotions to engage customers 

during the situation.
• 40% have developed coronavirus-specific advertising 

creative.
There are many opportunities for brands and marketers 

willing to step outside of their comfort zones of business 
as usual and capitalize on behavior changes among their 
customers. Great examples include Anheuser-Busch 
donating hand sanitizing gel and Shake Shack offering 
do-it-yourself burger kits. But brands beware: Any 
marketing and business decisions should be authentic 
to the brand and positive for people impacted by the 
pandemic. 

EXHIBIT 4
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6Monitor and Update in 
Real Time

Following the initial assessment outlined in step No. 
3, it is critical to continue to monitor the situation, as 
things can change very quickly. This involves looking at 
your own organization and customers. As time goes on, 
check in with customers to determine:
• How their mindsets are changing.
• How their behaviors are changing.

• What they want and need from brands.
There is a huge amount of data available to make 

timely decisions about your marketing activity and 
what might need to be adjusted in terms of what to 
talk about, what channels you focus on, promotion 
strategies and more.

It can help to track the progression of the coronavirus 
outbreak in other markets both in and outside of the U.S. 
to grasp how commercial evolution is progressing and 
what early opportunities for recovery will be available.

EXHIBIT 5
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7Plan Now for the Recovery
In a business disruption, companies are focused 

primarily on immediate needs and priorities. But they 
must keep an eye on the future as well. The recovery will 
arrive with as much speed as the coronavirus, so planning 
is critical. Unfortunately, not all marketers have started to 
do this yet, as 58% indicate their organization has begun 
planning for what to do once the situation returns to 
normal.

Although it might feel that the current situation will 
last for a very long time, it is essential to be prepared for 
the various forms it could take. Scenario planning is a 
valuable and underleveraged tool to help think through the 
implications for an organization and be proactive. Twenty-
six percent of all marketers indicate they do scenario 
planning to test the organization’s readiness for the future.

There are numerous examples of organizations 
leveraging some of their capabilities to help communities 
and people. The expectation is that this will be longer 
lasting; half of all marketers believe the current situation 
will result in at least some changes to the way the business 
sees its role in the broader society.

Conclusions
Marketing organizations have overwhelmingly taken clear 
steps in response to the coronavirus situation to protect 
their business and their people; budgets have been reduced 
and activities have been cancelled or postponed. Although 
some organizations have already started this, a lot of 
businesses still need to move from defensive measures to 
offensive ones, find creative ways to make the most of the 
current situation and start planning for potential futures. 
It’s important to be proactive, knowing a recovery will 
come and that customers rely on and value brands. 

A lot will undoubtedly go back to normal eventually, 
but right now it is unclear how long the coronavirus will 
continue to heavily impact our lives. Further, it is difficult 
to anticipate exactly what changes will be permanent. 
Regardless, given the lead time to a vaccine, it’s a situation 
that will repeat and not suddenly disappear. Now is the 
time to start preparing for potential outcomes so that your 
organization not only survives the pandemic, but is well 
positioned for the future that comes after it. MN

Joris Zwegers is partner, global research at the Consulting 
Division of Kantar. Adam Tremblay is partner at the 
Consulting Division of Kantar. Arifa Sheikh is senior 
director of brand strategy at the Consulting Division 
of Kantar. Dmitri Seredenko is senior director at the 
Consulting Division of Kantar.
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From Breakdown to Breakthrough: 
A Game Plan for Brands During 

Times of Crisis
BY MARC MATHIEU

ORIGINALLY PUBLISHED ON SALESFORCE BLOG

I t’s safe to say that I’ve encountered 
almost every kind of brand crisis 
during my career. 

When I worked for Coca-Cola in Asia 
during the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
we dealt with government regulations 
in Malaysia that threatened to ban 
our products. Later, I helped Coke 
make a comeback from a recall of 30 
million bottles and cans in Belgium 
after a health scare escalated into mass 
hysteria. And, when I was CMO of 
Samsung Electronics America, we 

had to recover from the Galaxy Note 
7 phone being recalled twice due to 
defective batteries.

All of those situations were big deals, 
but the current COVID-19 crisis is 
monumentally bigger. While most 
problems touch a small fraction of the 
population, this one is a global crisis. It 
marks the first time, aside from world 
wars, that a crisis touches our common 
humanity. We’re all trying to navigate 
a scary situation that’s impacting our 
families, our friends and our lives.

SPONSORED CONTENT BY
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FROM BREAKDOWN 
TO BREAKTHROUGH
Albeit very different in nature, my experiences made me 
think about the role brands play during COVID-19. One 
thing I’ve learned over the years is that dealing with a crisis 
in the moment is often the “easy” part. It’s natural for brands 
to develop tunnel vision during crises. They focus all their 
efforts on solving the problem right in front of them.

But it’s crucial to think ahead, and I’ve learned that you 
can’t wait until you begin to see the light at the end of the 
tunnel. It needs to be built into your crisis response strategy 
up front. Otherwise, you risk making short-term decisions 
that may hurt your brand later.

I call this strategy “from breakdown to breakthrough.” It’s 
a plan to be better brands, businesses and people after a crisis 
is over. The vision is to be stronger 18 months later than you 
would have been if the crisis had not happened. It sounds 
ambitious, but trust me, it can be done. Here are five tips that 
can help you get there. 

TIP 1:  COLLABORATE WITH YOUR COMMUNITY
AND TURN THEM INTO ALLIES

A strong community is an incredible and often 
underleveraged resource for brands. Every day at Salesforce, 
I see how our Trailblazers inspire and push us to do bigger 
and better things. As Andrew Blau and Peter Schwartz note 
in the Salesforce and Deloitte guide, The World Remade 
by COVID-19, “remarkable times call for remarkable 
collaboration.”

During the Galaxy Note 7 situation at Samsung, the 
simplest but probably most important decision we made was 
to reach out to all customers who had purchased a defective 
phone and returned it. Our very humble message was, “We 
understand if you don’t want to hear from us ever again. But 
if you’d like to be informed as we investigate what went 
wrong and what we are going to do about it, raise your hand 
and we’ll keep you posted.”

Tens of thousands of people raised their (virtual) hands. 
This formed the group with whom we shared the results of 
our internal audits as they progressed. And there was an 
online and in-person collective invited to our “Root Cause” 
event with company leadership once we found out exactly 
what had happened. 

Members of this hand-raisers group could ask us any 
questions, and we were transparent with our responses. 
We really trusted them, and they trusted us. We kept them 
engaged throughout the 12 months of preparation for a new 

phone launch. When the word on the street was that the Note 
brand was dead, these people said: “No, we love our Note. We 
want it back.”

It is incredible how collaboration and support from a 
community of fans helps push you forward during a difficult 
period. Whatever we were doing, we were doing it for these 
fans. And at a time when our brains were telling us to lay low 
during a rough patch, we acted boldly and bravely because the 
fans deserved it. 

TIP 2:  EXCEED CUSTOMER EXPECTATIONS
IN UNEXPECTED WAYS

Today, you must surpass customer expectations if you want 
to be noticed. This remains true during crises and can easily 
be done if a brand truly listens, understands and cares for the 
people it serves. 

Let me walk you through a personal example: To stay 
healthy during quarantine, I wanted to buy a rowing machine, 
so I called WaterRower, an American brand renowned for its 
design, ethos and customer service. I reached an answering 
service, but to my surprise, a rep called me back before I hung 
up. They didn’t have what I wanted for immediate shipment 
but connected me with a trusted distributor in my area. That 
person took the time to locate the product and speak with 
their delivery service. The rower arrived at my home in Los 
Angeles before noon that same morning. I could start getting 
back in shape right away.

Both the brand and the distributor made their mark at a 
time when I just wanted something to make me feel better. Did 
I need the rower that badly? Of course not. But the way they 
helped me throughout the value chain was amazing. They built 
a human connection at that moment that will stick with me—
and with all the people I have told about this experience.

Other fitness brands are also stepping up. I’ve been 
impressed with the way Under Armour’s 30-day Healthy at 
Home fitness challenge and Adidas’s #HomeTeam campaign 
have reached out to motivate people to stay fit during the 
pandemic.

It’s something we all can learn from. 

TIP 3:  LISTEN FOR THE TRUTH
THAT MATTERS

In times of crisis, a “chaordic” organization—a mix of 
chaos and order—often replaces established structures and 
processes. Believe it or not, this is often for the best.

One thing that is often missing for the new C-suite is a 
real-time pulse: a customer-driven single source of truth for 
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the brand. What do your customers and critical stakeholders 
think, and how do their sentiments evolve daily? Most 
importantly, how does it guide your decision-making? 

Sharing those data-driven insights in a verbal morning 
briefing with your crisis management team can make a huge 
difference. They can prioritize which actions to take and also 
see what’s working and what’s not. I’ve often found this daily 
pulse is missing, and it’s a huge differentiator between the 
brands that recover fast and the ones that keep lagging. It’s 
also a great benchmark to compare your progress to the other 
brands that matter to your customers. Because in the end, 
that’s the only truth that matters. 

TIP 4:  PLAN FOR THE NEW NORMAL—AND START
THE TRANSFORMATION NOW

Establishing trusted relationships can help a business 
rebuild after the dust settles. Still, you can’t just come back 
with business as usual.

Engineering Coca-Cola’s comeback after being away from 
the shelves (and the lives) of Belgian people for weeks was no 
small feat. We had to surprise and delight them when they 
went to stores, took a walk on the street or lounged at the 
beach. It couldn’t be business as usual.

It was the same at Samsung. The first U.S. commercial to 
air after the recall couldn’t be tone-deaf. It simply showed a 
group of teenagers in the streets of New York City interacting 
with different Samsung technologies at the end of a summer 
day. The products weren’t in your face. We didn’t try to 
persuade anyone to buy anything. We just wanted the wider 
community to look and say, “Oh, that’s lovable,” and get 
familiar with the brand again.

When businesses return to “normal” after COVID-19, the 
impulse will be to plead, “Buy me! I have a quarter to deliver 
my quota. Help me, I need to catch up.” The brands that 
stand out will be the ones that understand this new world 
and that a new normal requires a new vision and a new 
beginning. It’s time to think with customer lifetime value in 
mind.

That strategic work needs to begin now. And it can’t be 
driven by the same people focused on the present. Identify 
a few members on your team and give them the budget—
and the reins—to work solely on post-crisis projects. This 
is essential because by the time COVID-19 is “resolved,” 
your core staff is going to be exhausted. It will be difficult to 
make another huge pivot when the bulk of your workforce is 
burned out.

Think of it like a wild duck formation. These birds can fly 
long distances because they take turns leading the way, with 
different members of the flock coming to the front when their 
colleagues get tired. Right now, businesses are focused on the 
front of their team’s flock. Identify a few in the back of the 

formation and tell them, “You’re going to be next—get ready 
for it.”

They’re the ones who will pull the organization forward 
later.

TIP 5:  TURN YOUR VALUES INTO VALUE
AND BUILD TRUST

Brand values are not something that should collect dust on 
your marketing bookshelves—especially during a crisis. They 
should guide your daily problem-solving. Use them to inform 
every decision you make and turn them into meaningful 
value.

I have always argued that brands need to follow a higher 
purpose—an iconic mission that ladders up from the product 
and brand. This is the time, more than ever, for brands to 
stand tall as beacons of hope for a better tomorrow. They 
must serve and create value for their employees, their 
immediate communities and the world at large. Not as 
marketers or business leaders, but as human beings.While 
some brands seem to be missing in action, many are showing 
the way. “Coronavirus will launch a new era of responsible 
consumption,” Unilever CEO Alan Jope told CNBC. “We’re 
trying to make sure our brands meet the needs of society 
and make positive contributions back to communities or the 
environment. We’ll need to adjust our innovation programs, 
our marketing plans and our brand portfolio to reflect the 
realities around us.”

Every contribution matters and the spectrum is vast. Look 
at how Mattel is helping to manufacture facemasks and other 
personal protective equipment to help fight the physical 
war against the virus. It’s also created a virtual playroom 
encompassing all of its brands, so children can #KeepPlaying. 
Brands that engage and act now are building a unique 
trust capital that will live long after the crisis and won’t be 
forgotten.

We’re living in a unique time in history. Nobody knows 
exactly what’s going to happen next or what the timeline is. 
But we are a group of human beings all trying to get through 
this together while helping others do the same. We must tap 
into our deepest humanity whenever, wherever and however 
we can. This is a time to go from breakdown to breakthrough. 
It’s a time for brands to make history and help create a new 
future.

To get more tips on navigating change, read other articles in 
our Leading Through Change series. Find thought leadership, 
tips and resources to help business leaders manage through 
crisis.

MARC MATHIEU IS SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, STRATEGIC 
CUSTOMER TRANSFORMATION & INNOVATION AT 
SALESFORCE.
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How Do You Prepare 
for Uncertainty?
Marketers have an opportunity to listen, 

respond and plan during the pandemic—a successful 
sequence if performed empathetically 

By Sarah Steimer



T he defining emotion of the COVID-19 
pandemic may be uncertainty. But looking 
back on this time will also conjure the 
certainty of things that made us feel safe: 
video calls with friends, board games 
digitized over email and meals safely 
delivered. And, lest we forget, these  

touchpoints are branded; they’re Zoom calls, Hasbro games 
and meals from a favorite local café. Each experience provides 
brands with an opportunity to form a positive memory in 
consumers’ minds.

Marketers are, first and foremost, the same humans 
wondering about their own safety and logging in to those 
video chats. But they’re also in the unique position of 
listening and responding. Now that brands are past their 
initial emails assuring customers of their presence in these 
uncertain times, there’s an opportunity to play a meaningful, 
thoughtful role.

Industry leaders and academics are working to design best 
practices and guides to our current moment. For example, 
Ted Waldron and James Wetherbe designed the HEART 
framework of sustained crisis communication. The two Texas 
Tech University Rawls College of Business professors sought 
to focus on five strategies for how companies can interact 
with consumers amid the uncertainty. The acronym is broken 

down as: Humanize your company, educate about change, 
assure stability, revolutionize offerings and tackle the future.

“It’s a way to look for opportunities,” Wetherbe says. “You 
can get paralyzed out of panic and fear, so you [can use this 
to] go through the boxes and use them as a way to explore 
possibilities.”

One of the common threads in the framework, as well 
as any advice marketers are sharing with one another, is to 
offer empathy during the uncertainty. You don’t have all the 
answers and it’s inauthentic to pretend that you do. What you 
can offer are solutions (“We’ll bring the meal to your door”) 
and a plan for whatever the future may hold (“When it’s time 
to reopen, seating will be distanced and reservation-only”). 
Then, keep up the good work.

22     COVID-19 SPECIAL ISSUE | MARKETING NEWS



The Now
As the initial shock of the pandemic wanes and consumers 
have mostly purged their inboxes of the “We’re with you” 
emails from brands, companies can take real action. 

One of the most consistent voices on consumer confidence 
is Edelman, which created a survey, completed on March 26, to 
gauge worldwide sentiments. The company interviewed 12,000 
people across 12 global markets and found that 62% said their 
respective country will not make it through this crisis without 
brands playing a critical role in addressing challenges, and 55% 
said that brands and companies are responding more quickly 
and effectively than their government. 

Consumers were not shy in expressing what they expect 
from companies: 90% want brands to do everything they can to 
protect the well-being and financial security of their employees 
and suppliers, even if it requires a substantial financial loss. 
Eighty-four percent of respondents said they want advertising 
to focus on how brands help people cope with pandemic-
related life challenges. The general sentiment of respondents 
reflected how brands are educating their audiences and how 
consumers can best access a company’s products and services.

Within those communications, consumers seek compassion. 
Eighty-three percent said they wanted to read messaging 
that communicates empathy and support for the struggles 
they face, and they look to brand social channels to facilitate 
community and to offer support to those in need (84%). And 
yes, consumers do want to hear from you: Learning about 
what a trusted brand is doing in response to the pandemic was 
deemed comforting and reassuring by 65% of respondents.

“We’re squarely within the phase of, ‘Now this is the new 
normal, and we might still be going a little crazy,’” says Jessica 
Best, VP of data-driven marketing at ad agency Barkley. “We 
still have different needs, [but] at least we know what we need 
or we know more about how we need it. Now we have to 
settle in, get our new routine set—and [ask] ‘How does our 
brand fit?’” Best acknowledges the overlap in perspective here: 
Both companies and consumers are settling into their new 
realities, looking to the other for some information amid the 
uncertainty.

Start by recognizing that while everyone shares feelings of 
“Now what?” people exhibit those feelings in different ways.

“Once you’re aware that not everyone’s experiencing this 
the way I am, then it at least opens your eyes to saying, ‘All 
right, we need to think about: Is the tone of this messaging 
completely misaligned?’” says Darren Dahl, a professor of 
marketing and behavioral science at the University of British 
Columbia. “Seeing the different segments and being aware 
of them is the first step, then you can start having better 
conversations as you prepare your marketing messages.” 

Dahl says to return to classic market research and do some 
ethnography-type work. The best way to do that right now, 
without the benefit of in-person interviews, is to monitor chat 
lines, blogs, product pages and social media conversations.

“Anything somebody says to you should be treated as gold 
right now,” Best says. “As a data-driven marketer, we talk a 
lot about how we get answers or how we get data. … Right 
now, the state of things is that people will tell you what they’re 
thinking—prioritize that for now.”

Best points to one of Barkley’s clients as an example: The 
social team for Planet Fitness learned at the outset of shelter-
in-place orders that customers were primarily concerned 
about canceling their memberships. The company responded 
immediately by informing customers that if the gym is closed, 
they are not charged. But social listening also revealed that 
people were concerned about staying active and meeting their 
fitness goals. This request led to the creation of Planet Fitness’ 
United We Move at-home workouts (or work-ins), which are 
live-streamed daily on Facebook for free. Careful listening 
helped the brand respond to a basic need (saving money during 
uncertainty) and a desire (hitting fitness goals).

Sometimes it’s best to ask directly. Best says her teams have 
polled consumers about what it is they want or need. Don’t 
treat it as a major fact-finding expedition (consumers are facing 
quite a bit of decision fatigue for even the most basic tasks), 
but as a simple question to help guide the brand in fulfilling a 
customer need. 

Email is a great platform for asking the audience direct 
questions, according to Best, for many reasons: For one, 
you must actively delete an email, whereas consumers may 
miss a poll on social media if they’re not on the platform at 
the right time. You also likely started your COVID-related 
communications via email. According to Best, Barkley has 
found that as brands have increased communications, email 
open and subscribe rates have not suffered.

But even while focusing on customer needs, don’t forget that 
the audience is also paying attention to your internal actions. 
One of the highest levels of interest in the Edelman survey 
came from respondents wanting to hear about what brands are 
doing to protect their employees and suppliers. 

“When you think of the company who could say, ‘Here’s 
what we’re doing for our people, not just our consumers, but 
for our people,’ that sends a strong signal to consumers who 
are looking for humanity during this difficult time,” Waldron 
says. “It’s become more and more evident that how companies 
are treating their employees is going to have an impact on 
consumption preferences going forward.”

The Future
One of the simplest ways to plan is to determine whether it’s 
your turn to talk. To Best, it’s a matter of knowing whether 
you’re able to help with someone’s basic needs or provide value. 
If not, resources may be better spent warming leads that are in 
your funnel rather than focusing on closing a sale now. (Think 
of any brand in the vacation space, for example.)

There’s no precedent for the type of planning marketers need 
to be doing right now. Every scientist, epidemiologist, historian 
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and talking head has a different prediction for the course of the 
virus, but marketers can’t hitch a ride on any sure timeline. It’s 
best to watch for signals, such as crests in various trends data. 
Best suggests looking to when rates of new unemployment 
applications level off or drop, for example. “As soon as we see 
that the number of applications has gone down, that also has an 
impact on consumer sentiment,” she says. “While we may not 
be on the downturn of the actual pandemic, we may be on the 
downturn of the fear of the pandemic, which has as big of an 
impact on the marketplace as anything.”

Another trend to monitor is foot traffic. A drop in foot traffic 
to grocery stores and an uptick in curbside pickup could signal 
that consumers are changing behaviors. “It’s not causation,” 
Best cautions. “We’re trying to figure out how much further the 
curve goes before we take a turn.”

But you don’t have to agonize over capturing the right data 
or following the proper trend curves to make some small 
predictions for an unknown future. The one factor marketers 
can control is how their brand is perceived: Focus on growing 
brand equity and being remembered positively in the future.

Wetherbe gives the example of depositing a check at his 
bank toward the beginning of the pandemic. His branch was 
organized to allow the appropriate space between customers 
and employees. When it came time to fill out a deposit slip, 
he was told to keep the pen so that no one was touching 
the same item, potentially passing the virus. It was a safety 
measure, but it also meant Wetherbe had a token—branded 
with the company’s name—by which to remember the 
thoughtful steps the bank took to keep people safe. “The key 
thing is that you can create memories that stand out, that 
make you realize you’re dealing with a really good company,” 
Wetherbe says.

Despite our shrinking attention spans over the years, 
customers aren’t likely to forget the brands that made the right 
(or wrong) moves during this period of their lives. “These 
[global events] don’t come along often,” Dahl says. “This 
may be something that is remembered [in the way that] we 
remember the Enrons of the world. This may be one of those 
seminal points for an organization. If I’m running a Procter 
& Gamble, I would certainly make sure that I’m on the right 
side on this. Because to be wrong could be the end of your 
organization.”

Creating positive memories with consumers is always a goal 
for marketers, but there’s a lot more at stake during periods of 
uncertainty—for both the consumer and the company. It may 
feel gauche or sleazy to think of how to take advantage of these 
circumstances, but doing the right thing naturally builds long-
term trust.

“This is a point to tell consumers, ‘Hey, we got this,’” 
Waldron says—and that was one of the goals of creating the 
HEART framework. It grew from a concern for the small 
businesses that are so vulnerable right now. Perhaps if those 
companies could further entrench themselves in customers’ 
thoughts and, yes, hearts, there would be a greater chance for 

weathering the pandemic. The stronger the bond between 
customer and business, the more likely the customer is to 
advocate for the brand’s survival even beyond purchases 
(think of the fundraisers many small businesses have 
established). 

“The intention is to be able to build a level of trust and 
loyalty attachment, emotional bonding that might have been 
there before all of this happened,” Waldron says. “But this 
chaos is an opportunity to bring everyone closer together 
in a genuine and authentic way. There’s obviously a fine 
line between too much self-promotion and too little, but in 
this case, [saying] something is certainly better than saying 
nothing—especially when survival’s on the line.”

And while you’re sharing information on your good deeds 
with customers, it’s also worth sharing how you’re planning 
for the future. It’s not about playing soothsayer, but letting 
customers know that you are planning for any scenario. 

“If you’re taken by surprise when the world turns back on, 
then you lose the race,” Best says. “We still need to find a way 
to prepare for people to be back in our stores. And what is the 
new normal post-COVID? Do people do delivery more often? 
Do people still worry more about how things are sanitized than 
they would have before the COVID world? Be prepared for that 
recovery now.”

When This is All Over
The one bit of certainty we have is that the pandemic will 
eventually end. A common refrain about the future is a 
shared hope that the thoughtfulness, care and humanity we’ve 
cultivated in the chaos will continue. The same should be said 
for brand actions.

“Community is a big part of surviving this,” Dahl says. 
“People have more of an expectation of brands today than 
they did 10, 15, 20 years ago, in terms of doing the right thing. 
A lot of this is about hope. If you’re not giving people hope, 
with respect to the notion of community and protecting your 
people, will people remember that?”

And just as consumers will expect companies and people 
to continue to do what’s best for humanity once the pandemic 
ends, they may continue taking brands up on the offerings 
they’ve rolled out or perfected during this period. Patients may 
continue to opt for telehealth visits over in-person for minor 
concerns. Shoppers could continue seeing the value of grocery 
delivery to ease their hectic lives.

If you do right by consumers today, they’ll remember you 
tomorrow. They’ll also have high expectations for your brand—
so don’t let them down once the pandemic and its uncertainty 
ebbs. And yes, there is a halo effect to doing the right thing—
loyal customers, positive brand recognition, a healthy cash 
flow—but it’s also just the humane thing to do.

“That’s the type of message that companies want to be 
sending right now,” Wetherbe says. “We do the right thing 
because it’s the right thing.” MN
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