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“

Crises slow things down at first, but
then they accelerate business change

”

“

Covid has changed risk and the way
people think about risk. Now you have to
look at the business and all the potential
risks it is exposed to

”

“

Management has become more difficult,
more complex, but also more important

”
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Overview
The COVID-19 lockdown resulted in a wholesale,
overnight shift towards people working from home;
millions of office workers have now migrated towards
technology-assisted remote working patterns. In some
countries, this migration has included over half of the
workforce. This trend is likely to persist even now a
vaccine is being rolled out across some countries,
resulting in one of the most profound shifts in labour
market practice in a generation.
Due to social distancing, businesses have been
forced to implement more digitised operations. Digital
transformation is now something that even the most
traditional businesses and sectors are prioritising
across a wide range of business operations. This
includes making changes to business premises,
digitising products and services, customer sales and
servicing.
Businesses are also having to innovate how they reach
out to new customers through their marketing and
corporate communications as clients and customers
too have become more aligned with digital lifestyles
and online spending patterns.
While millions of workers have become acclimatised to
video conferencing and online shopping, the ease of
the transition has surprised many as IT systems (and
workforces) have proven to be extremely resilient. But
this resilience has not yet been tested over the longer
term. Companies still need to fully work through all the
new and emerging business risks in this new digital
landscape.
Businesses which fail to adapt to this change risk
landscape are faced with the prospect of losing
customers and revenues. They will also find it more
difficult to attract and retain the brightest talent.
The purpose of this report is both to provide an overview
of the key impacts of the pandemic on businesses
globally, but also to better understand how corporate
communications functions are adapting to this new
world both in the immediate and, crucially, the longerterm. The findings highlight how the aim and purpose
of corporate communications is changing and how the
channel, message and measure of value is changing
accordingly.
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Methodology
To better understand the process of business evolution in a post-COVID environment, the global
AMO network undertook a series of one-hour in-depth interviews with 25 senior communications
and marketing experts working in some of the largest corporates in the world and spanning a
range of sectors.
Countries including:

China
France

Germany
Italy

Japan
Spain

Sweden
Switzerland

UK
US

Sectors including:

Construction

Financial Services

Manufacturing

Energy

Legal

Technology

The fieldwork was conducted in the form of
telephone and video conference calls during
the summer of 2020. The in-depth interviews
addressed several COVID-related business
impacts including day-to-day business operations
and business continuity, the impact on revenues
and profitability, changes in working practices
and the long-term impacts on business strategy,
including operating models and communications
priorities.

The findings of these conversations tell a story
of how corporate communications practitioners
and business leaders globally have navigated
the shorter-term challenges and are using the
experience to implement long-lasting change
within their business.
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Executive Summary
2020 has been a year defined by a global pandemic. The impact of Covid-19 on both public health
and global economies has resulted in an accelerated shift towards an increasingly digitised world
and one in which social values have come to the fore. How businesses are supporting (and seen
as supporting) the social cause is increasingly important. This, along with both the practical and
economic challenges of the virus, has had a direct impact on corporate strategies.
Based on our conversations with 25 senior communications and marketing experts from some of
the worlds largest corporates globally we expect to see the following trends play out over 2021
and beyond:

1.

Business will increasingly rely on communicating corporate values to keep customers
close

2.

Firms will have to respond to growing digital risks by investing more in digital risk
frameworks

3.

Employees will increasingly be used to embody the brand

4.

Brands will look to harness the power of employee social networks

5.

There will be a strategic reallocation of communications budgets towards increasing
digital

6.

Clear, simple and sustained messaging will be the order of the day

7.

Business will commit greater resource and place greater value on owned-channels

8.

Agencies will need to lean in and demonstrate value-add to succeed

9.

How the value and success of corporate communications is measured will change
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2020: A Year Defined by a Global Pandemic
The immediate impact of Covid-19
At the beginning of the year, few people could
have accurately predicted how 2020 would
unfold. Market predictions were largely optimistic.
The consensus view was that US-China trade
tensions would ease during the year creating
a more benign economic and financial outlook.
Covid-19 was already causing disruptions to
everyday life in China’s Wuhan province, but
there were still hopes that the pandemic could be
contained. These hopes were quickly dashed as
the virus spread round the world. The virus led to
an immediate and extensive economic lockdown
across most of the advanced economies. Many
countries are now experiencing a second wave
as cases and hospitalisations has begun to spike
once more.

Coronavirus numbers at a glance
Health

•

1.57 million people
have lost their lives1

•

Over 69 million people
have tested positive
for the virus

Economy •

As many as 305
million full-time jobs
could disappear by the
end of 20202

•

1.6 billion workers in
the informal economy
could lose their
employment

The economic impact has seen economies
contract by up to 20 percent, in the case of Italy
and the UK. However, since June economies
have rebounded. In the US, the recovery
witnessed in the job market and stock market,
has provided a more optimistic landscape. Although business uncertainty remains around how
long the virus’s impacts will last with the prospect for further waves of infections and the growing
scientific evidence around the impact of long and acute-COVID.
Higher unemployment has not been the only impact on job markets. The virus has also resulted in
the mass migration of millions of people from office spaces to home working in what could become
a permanent shift in people’s working patterns. Agile working patterns and an acceleration in digital
transformation among businesses look set to become two of the lasting legacies of Covid-19.

Figure 1: Covid-19 lockdowns at the height of
the pandemic3
Full lockdown which can include limitations
on gatherings with over 2 people and
restrictions to freedom of movement
Far-encompassing measures which can
include closure of non-essential businesses
and schools
Limited lockdown measures imposed,
encouraging people to work from home
John Hopkins University of Medicine Coronavirus Resource Centre, 10 December 2020
International Labour Organization, April 2020
3
Covid-19 lockdowns at the height of the pandemic, April 2020
1
2

6

Figure 2: IMF data on 2020 GDP forecast data in survey countries4
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China

Germany

+1.9%

-6.0%

US

France

-4.3%

-9.8%

Sweden

UK

-4.7%

-9.8%

Switzerland

Italy

-5.3%

-10.6%

Japan

Spain

-5.3%

-12.8%

IMF, Real GDP Growth 2020, October 2020
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The Emergence of a New Social Landscape
Instant reaction: how Covid-19 has changed
our world
As the saying goes, necessity is the mother of
invention. The need to deal with a global health
crisis has led to the creation of new working
practices with millions of workers now tooled
up for remote working. As social distancing
measures have been put in place, we have
seen major shifts in business operating models
with bars and restaurants moving towards ‘takeaway’ services only and high street retailers and
grocery stores boosting investment in their online
services.
The traditional professions such as university
professors, medics and lawyers have all become
more accustomed to providing their services
remotely via video conferencing as e-learning,
health tech and legal tech have moved rapidly to
the fore.
We have seen new adaptations to existing
technologies with manufacturers of everything
from alcoholic beverages and vacuum cleaners
switching production to supply healthcare
systems with hand sanitizer and personal
protective equipment (PPE).

“

Coronavirus has
not led to the creation
of new trends, but
rather an acceleration
and deepening of
existing trends. When
we talk about the new
normal, this includes
aspects of a more
intensive digitalisation
of communication
channels and business
models in a more
volatile social and
economic environment

”

Financial services have had to innovate with the introduction of new government-backed lending
facilities, credit repayment holidays, and cash-back bonuses for insurance policyholders. There
has also been increased demands on electronic payment systems as consumers and retailers
shun cash payments.
Some of these changes will no doubt prove temporary as past behaviours re-emerge once social
distancing has been removed. But in many ways, the conditions we are currently living though will
feed through into permanent changes in corporate and consumer behaviours.
Global trends go into hyper-drive
As a result of the wide-reaching Covid-19 impacts, we have seen the acceleration of existing global
macro-trends most notably with the adoption of digital and green technologies. This Covid-related
phenomenon will go a long way in re-shaping the modern world and helping to define whatever the
‘new normal’ will ultimately look like.
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Figure 3: Mega trends

#1 The Digital Revolution
The ongoing process of digital transformation, often referred to
as the Fourth Industrial Revolution, has been fast-tracked as the
Internet and connected devices have helped people, businesses,
and governments to overcome the physical barriers imposed by
social distancing.
2020 was already expected to see an important milestone
reached with the Internet of Things now comprising over 22 billion
connected devices. This is expected to rise to over 50 billion
by 2030. The increasing shift towards a ‘digital first’ strategy
where everyone and everything becomes more connected to the
Internet, has been fast tracked by Covid-19.
Firms now report that they are being placed under greater
pressure to develop company-wide digital strategies. This new
strategic approach impacts on all operational issues including
financial management, regulation, product design, distribution
strategy, customer servicing, communications and marketing.
Critically for the purposes of this report, the shift to a more
digital world is set to have profound impacts on those working
in corporate communications roles as businesses will need to
develop and clearly communicate a new corporate strategy as
clients come to adopt new post-COVID needs and expectations.

#2 A Carbon-Free Economy
One of the few positive by-products of the COVID economic
shutdowns is that the world will experience a drop in annual
carbon emissions for the first time since the beginning of the
industrial revolution. In April, the International Energy Agency
predicted a fall of 8 percent or 2.6 trillion tonnes of carbon.
Against this backdrop, there has been growing emphasis on the
green economy and sustainability as people have reappraised
their values and come to place greater focus on personal health,
well-being, and the environment. People are now returning to their
private vehicles, but we are also seeing record sales of Electric
Vehicles, bicycles, e-bikes, and e-scooters. Mobility systems are
being reset on a greener footing.
The election of Joe Biden as the 46th US President is set to
reinforce this trend globally given his commitment to sign up
to the Paris Agreement on Climate Change the first day of his
administration. This is also likely to result in greater political
momentum for further change at the UN COP-26 meeting which
is scheduled to take place in Glasgow at the end of 2020.
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Carbon Brief, April 2020
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The New Consumer Agenda
There are few global events which have changed
consumer behaviour as swiftly as COVID-19.
As reported by many of our respondents, the
pandemic has created a strong desire among
business leaders to better understand the
changing nature of consumer values, attitudes
and behaviours.

New values and
priorities
Being more
environmentally
conscious

To understand how this shift has impacted
on consumer values, Cicero/AMO undertook
consumer research in four key European
markets. Our consumer research findings
highlight the emergence of long-lasting
trends in which citizens are becoming more
family and health orientated. In the midst of
a global health pandemic it is perhaps not
surprising that there is now a greater focus on
people’s physical and mental wellbeing. But
alongside this shift, we have also seen a more
fundamental reappraisal in people’s sense of
what is important to them with a greater focus
on reducing carbon emissions and achieving a
better work-life balance.

Being more family
orientated

Greater focus on physical
& mental health and wellbeing

Less inclined to work
long hours or prioritise
career

These values have also had an impact on what people expect from corporate brands. It is no
longer simply about measuring a company’s value in terms of its share price, its product range,
customer service or pricing. Businesses are increasingly expected to be mindful of their impact on
communities and to demonstrate values which support communities, all of which help to build brand
equity. This means playing a leading role in helping communities to address Covid challenges.
Figure 4: % of people who would like to see the following from corporates6
31%
25%

26%

25%
20%

United
Kingdom

6

19%

Italy
Donate large sums to local
communities & charities

18%

France

16%

Germany

Invest in providing Covid-19
testing kits

Cicero/AMO and Norstat research, May 2020
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In a world where customers are looking for
brands to do more and demonstrate a strong
social purpose, those businesses which are
attuned to these changing demands will be quick
to reflect this change in their corporate DNA.
Ensuring that a business’s DNA matches client
expectations will require firms to amass deeper
insights into what clients and other stakeholders
think and come to expect. This will result in far
greater engagement between businesses and
their customer-base.
We can also expect to see brands being far more
concerned about measuring their reputation and
how they are perceived both by customers and
wider stakeholders. It is natural that, over the
coming years, brands will make the occasional
wrong turn. But being quick to understand which
corporate behaviours gain public support, and
which ones do not, will become increasingly
vital business intelligence.
The increased focus on sustainability
The importance of environmental, social and governance factors has crystallised in the eyes
of the everyday consumer and it is no longer just a niche pastime for the committed believer.
The Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) agenda has been gathering momentum
globally over recent years. This reflects the growth in interest around sustainable development
and good corporate citizenship. Many businesses, notably those with globalised crossborder operations, already realise that they must not just talk-the-talk but also walk-thewalk. Sustainable supply chains, carbon footprints, charitable giving, and the development of
diversity and inclusion metrics, have all become topics of increased public scrutiny.
Figure 5: % of people who agree that Covid-19 has already made the following changes to their lives7
62%

61%
53%
37%

21%

United
Kingdom

7

36%

33%

20%

Italy
It is good there is less
noise, traffic or pollution

France

Germany

Greater appreciation of the
planet / environment

Cicero/AMO and Norstat research, May 2020
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Communicating efforts to contribute to this
agenda will become ever more central to a
company’s reputation, communications and
marketing strategy, as brands realise the growing
role ESG can play in demonstrating the brand
vision and building greater brand loyalty among
customers. Certain brands will emerge from the
pandemic with their reputations enhanced while
others will do so with their reputation severely
damaged.
These trends will shape not only how firms
communicate to their stakeholders, with an
increasing transition towards digital sales,
marketing and communications channels, but
also the content of those communications (with
an increasing emphasis on business values,
purpose and impact).

are going
“to Things
change with
respect to what
is essential as a
dignified planet.
Values such as
sustainability are
going to mark the
acts of buying and
investing

”

All of the social partners – government, businesses, and households – are having to re-think the
way they operate. For those in the business community, the license to operate is now less defined
purely by legislation and regulation. Companies must instead adopt a more sustainable business
model which can clearly communicate a strong social purpose and the ability to demonstrate positive
impacts on communities and the environment as well as investors and clients.
Senior management teams will need to reset corporate strategies. Regulators will play a role in
determining the shape and speed of that reset. It will fall to those working within corporate
communications and marketing teams to perform the central role in communicating the evolving
corporate strategy, values and business purpose to a diverse stakeholder group including employees,
investors, customers, suppliers, journalists, and governments.
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Life After Covid-19: The Changing Business
Environment
The COVID-19 pandemic has shifted the external business environment fundamentally. This has not
just tested business continuity plans. It is also reshaping the way businesses think about their overall
corporate strategies as well as how they market and communicate those strategies. The range of
challenges that businesses are having to factor into their planning has grown and become more
complex. It has also increased the severity of those challenges.
The economic shockwave – limiting business interruption
As governments imposed economic lockdowns during the spring of 2020, business was faced with
the immediate challenge of shutting operations down or moving locations from office-based to homebased working. Many companies were also forced to switch production as new COVID-related supply
chains sprung up, manufacturing billions of additional items of protective personal equipment (PPE)
and hand sanitiser. The key immediate business challenge was ensuring business continuity. Firms
had to adapt or evolve their operating model wherever they could to ensure that they could continue
to serve clients. Different sectors of the economy have felt these impacts in different ways. Services
involving social contact, such as retail, hospitality, tourism, and travel have seen the greatest impacts
and will continue to do so.
Aviation

Finance

Air travel experienced an immediate shutdown
with airlines reporting a 59-62 percent reduction
in passengers globally compared to 20198. By
late 2020, these sectors were still struggling
to adapt, for example, airline bosses predict
that the aviation sector will not return to preCovid levels of activity before 2023. Jet engine
manufacturers expect a further knock-on effect
in demand for new jet engines with the market
not expectation to fully recover before 2027.
Older aircraft, such as the Boeing 747, have
been phased out of service. Newer aircraft
models, such as the Airbus A380, have been
rendered uneconomical, having seen production
permanently phased out. Major restructuring of
the sector involving state aid looks highly likely
in 2021. This is also true of other mass transit
systems such as rail and bus services.

Financial and professional services were better
placed to continue trading through the lockdown.
The Bank of England data showed that these
sectors saw output fall by just 2-3 percent
during 2020 compared to the overall economic
contraction of 20 percent. This has been fuelled
by an ability to continue to service wholesale and
retail customers via digital platforms. Indeed,
there has been increased customer demand
for financial services in key market segments,
particular the use of electronic payment systems
and growing consumer credit applications. The
market has seen a continuation in the recent
trends of technological innovation, driven by the
constraints of social distancing but also longerterm trends in consumer behaviour. The FinTech
sector has continued to innovate and raise capital
despite the tough market conditions.

8

ICAO, Coronavirus Economic Impact, October 2020
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Long-term financial impacts – balancing public
health and economic wealth
When the pandemic first hit most developed
economies back in March, to help respond to the
immediate health crises, the response of most
government’s was to offer generous economic
packages. This served to cushion the immediate
blow to loss of business and encourage compliance
with government lockdown restrictions.
However, as the ‘Second Spike’ of cases has
risen in the autumn, several countries are now
balancing harder decisions against each other –
the desire to protect health systems against the
political and economic pressures to open up the
economy has intensified in recent months and will
likely continue to do so. These decisions are being
made in the knowledge that government bail outs
and employment support programmes will need
to be balanced against the rapid growth in public
borrowing.
The more governments borrow, the more likely it is that the costs of borrowing will increase.
There are also important inter-generational impacts arising when burdening future generations
with unsustainable debt levels.
Figure 6: Covid-19 EU and Global Tracker:
Economic Impact 26th October 2020
Projected drop in GDP more than 9%
Projected drop in GDP between 6.1% and
8.9%
Projected drop in GDP between 0.01% and
6%
Growth protected

As Cicero/AMO analysis shows, there is a link between how long economies were in a state of
lockdown and the impact this has had on drop in GDP.
Sweden was seen as a standout country for its initial approach in Europe, not enforcing a national
lockdown at any point, but instead strongly recommending social distancing, working from home
and avoiding unnecessary travel before leaving it up to people to make their own judgement calls.
Accordingly, its economy has not declined to the same extent as its Nordic neighbours, although
the trade-off has been a higher death rate.
As early as March 2020, the Pakistan Prime Minister came out to say the country ‘cannot afford’ to
shut down its cities over the virus. The United States and Brazil were two of the quickest countries
to re-open their economies by May 2020.
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How effective the roll-out of vaccines is globally will be central to how economies perform going
into 2021. Until a proven vaccine can be rolled out globally, the expectation is that we will have to
learn to live with the virus.
Working from home – a new reality
Millions of office workers have migrated towards home working during the pandemic; during the
months of March and April 2020 the number of people working from home rose to 47 percent
in the UK compared to pre-crisis levels of only 3 percent9. Similar measures were taken across
Europe – with approximately 40 percent of French employees working from home at the height of
the pandemic, and again being advised to as the country entered its second lockdown.
Some of the financial services firms, working from home is has become the normal default.
Goldman Sachs’ reported as many of 98 percent of their workforce were home working during the
height of the lockdown. We saw similar rates of home working among our survey respondents.
Furthermore, business leaders are expecting this scenario to extend well into the summer of
2021: the eventual ‘return to office’ will be highly dependent on the prospects of finding, and rolling
out, a COVID vaccine. Home working is set to become an entrenched behaviour with survey
respondents already reporting that their companies are scenario planning for a permanent fall in
their demand for office space by up to 50 percent. The future could see the average office worker
spending at least half of their working week working remotely from home.

“

Companies are evaluating how much office space they
need and how often you need to be in the office. For now,
we will have half of the people in the office and I would not
be surprised if that approach outlived this pandemic

”

Figure 7: Covid-impact on city footfall by October 2020, compared to pre-Covid levels - percentage fall10
Berlin

Tokyo

Milan

-20%

-20%

-20%

Amsterdam

Toronto

Paris

San Francisco New York

London

-25%
-30%
-40%

-54%
-57%
-71%
9

ONS, Coronavirus and homeworking in the UK, July 2020
Financial Times, October 2020
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State aid support for transport systems
The trend towards home working is also likely to impact greatly on mass transit systems as
commuter numbers look set to fall on a permanent basis. This will result in major and sustained
revenue shortfalls for operators of public transport systems. Lost fare revenues totalled nearly
USD 190 million per day in Brazil during the spring of 2020.11 Transport for London has reported
a £2bn shortfall in 2020 revenues. Plugging this gap is likely to mean state aid packages in
the short-term and long-term restructuring with urban transport systems evolving to support
infrastructure for cycling and walking.
Emerging business risks
The massive and rapid transition towards home
working was only made possible through the
extensive penetration of digital technologies. For
example, countries in European Union benefitted
hugely by having Internet penetration rates of
around 90 percent across the total population12.
The digital infrastructure to support mass home
working was already in place. However, this was
not the result of strategic corporate planning.
European regulators have commented how
there was little in the way of ‘ex ante’ planning by
companies to ensure business continuity in the
event of a pandemic and economic lockdown.
As our respondents confirm, there is little doubt
that the transformation we have witnessed
since March 2020 has been reactive rather than
strategic in nature – more of a case of ‘needsmust’.

For sustainability
“reasons,
it is better

for employees to
work regularly from
home, which means
less traffic and
fewer emissions.
This will enable us
to meet our own
sustainability goals
even better.

”

The consensus view was that corporate Covid planning has been largely done on an ‘ex post’
basis. In the absence of extensive pandemic planning, firms acknowledge that they have limited
knowledge about the emerging risks which result from home working and the accelerating trend
towards digital business models.

11

National Association of Urban Transport, Brazil, May 2020
Eurostat, September 2020
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Figure 8: Covid-19 Emerging Risks

Digital Risks - Accessing Clients & Markets
The ability of businesses to adapt has surprised many commentators as
well as regulators. Some of the business impacts arising from Covid-19
are acting as a brake in terms of marketing and communications
activity, while others are acting as a catalyst. This is giving rise to a new
approach: a ‘digital first’ strategy directing how firms operate, the way
the design and market their services, and the way they communicate
across internal and external stakeholders.
Developing a strategy which embeds digital first as an operating model
is now a major challenge facing all businesses. Some businesses had
already made huge progress in transitioning to digital processes prior
to the current crisis but many others find themselves behind the curve.
Business survival increasingly depends on being able to provide goods
and services via digital platforms. Digital transformation is now a first
order business priority. Those who fail to adapt risk becoming obsolete.

Cyber Security & Data Protection
Firms are faced with new cyber risks which are largely still poorly
understood. During the lockdown millions of workers have become
acclimatised to video conferencing with a daily diet of meetings
hosted in services like Zoom, Teams and Skype. To support this
transition, IT managers have suddenly found themselves adapting
to manage IT estates to include personal devices such as tablets,
smartphones, laptops and home desktop computers.
IT managers consequently have little oversight as to the cyber security
software being used on personal devices or what data security
risks this may pose when using personal devices for professional
purposes. Recent consumer research reveals that workers adopt
lower standards of cyber software protection for personal use devices
even though they may be using those devices to host sensitive
commercial data – with only 57 percent of employees practicing safe
browsing while using the internet for work compared to 69 percent of
people when using the internet for their personal needs.13 This could
become the new ‘weak link’ in the fight against corporate cyberattacks.

13

Covid 19: What will it mean for the future of risk? Kennedys Law, January 2021
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Health & Safety at Work
Additional ‘people’ risks are emerging which all business leaders need
to consider within their existing risk frameworks. Notably, with millions
of people working from home in ‘makeshift’ working environments, we
have seen a generation of ergonomically designed office chairs and
desk spaces being substituted with dining room tables and sofas.
Even before the Covid-19 outbreak, lower back pain was recognised
as being one of the largest drivers of sickness absence rates alongside
stress. This trend is likely to accelerate as employees are asked to work
in environments which are less suitable than their existing office space.
It is also likely that stress and anxiety will contribute to further sickness
absence over time as employees start to suffer the effects of less mobile
lifestyles with fewer human interactions.
Corporates will need to totally reinvent their entire strategy for ensuring
health and safety at work which will need to be reflected in their benefits
packages. Wellness programmes, which were already becoming more
commonplace, will also become more essential as employees look for
emotional support. Some of our respondent firms have already noted an
increase in employee demand for Employee Assistance Programmes
and remote Telemedicine services during the Pandemic.
Professional Indemnity
One of the less obvious risks facing employers is the potential rise in
professional negligence and mistakes. Research has shown that 34
percent of workers in the UK admit to making more mistakes when
working from home which is partly derived from the fact that they have
less manager supervision, rising to 54 percent of those aged between
18-34.14 With millions of workers having been furloughed or made
redundant, this means many people who remain in employment are
being asked to do more, and in many cases, they are being asked to
perform tasks above their pay grade or skills levels.
This is clearly set to have an impact on professional indemnity, particularly
in the more litigious societies where damages parties are more likely to
seek legal redress. Recognising this fact, some countries – including
the UK and US – have already introduced legislation to limit the legal
liabilities resulting from a potential increase in clinical negligence claims
in the wake of Covid-19. However, other professions, such as lawyers,
accountants, and financial advisors, have not seen any changes in the
liability frameworks to date.
A number of our respondents commented on the difficulties in managing
teams remotely, being acutely aware of the lack of direct oversight. This
is particularly concerning when onboarding new employees, particularly
younger workers entering the workforce for the first time. Employers
recognise that young workers are lacking direct interactions with their
line managers which hinders them in learning ‘on-the-job’.
14

Covid 19: What will it mean for the future of risk? Kennedys Law, January 2021
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Communicating in 2021 and Beyond
The trends witnessed in the previous section highlight several business-critical issues. This will
have rapid impacts on brands, as well as their marketing and corporate communications strategies.
Directors within those functions will need to rethink not only what they communicate to employees
and the wider market but also how they communicate it. Here are nine ways that we see corporate
communications continuing to evolve in 2021:
1. Businesss wil increasingly rely on communicating corporate values to keep customers
close
It is not enough to be a good corporate citizen. Firms need to communicate those values to an
increasingly aware and discerning society. Whilst marketing and communications roles are wellestablished business functions, the Covid-19 crisis is likely to attach greater values to these roles
as businesses are expected to communicate in a more open and transparent manner. External
stakeholders, including customers, regulators, politicians, and the media, will place increasing
demands and expectations on firms to demonstrate a strong social and ethical purpose.
Naturally, businesses are keen to maintain
close relationships with their customers
during this extended period of uncertainty.
For the foreseeable future, we will all live
in a socially distanced landscape in which
the boundaries of what is possible will
be shaped by the capabilities of digital
technology. Staying close will require a
digital solution, though many firms have yet
to develop a fully digital communications
and marketing capability.

“

It was very important to
communicate quickly and
continuously with internal
and external stakeholders,
there is still a great need
for this

”
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“

Externally as well as internally, if people are coming together
less and less in person, there is a greater need to use digital
channels to communicate with each other

”

“

We’ve been doing the same thing for 200 years. It’s time to
accelerate the change in terms of digitalization, omni-channel and
customer service orientation, strengthening the DNA of the brand
and company

”

Staying close to customers increasingly means adopting ‘digital first’ communications strategies and
business models, but this does not mean digital only. Many of our respondents highlighted the diversity
of clients they serve and the need to ensure a multi-channel approach to reaching their marketplace.
Not all clients will be best served by digital means. Many vulnerable customer groups will require more
traditional channels for receiving goods and services as well as customer communications.
2. Firms will have to respond to growing
digital risks
Investing in digital strategies will increase the
risks associated with capturing and storing more
and more client data. These risks have been laid
bare by the current Covid crisis with consumer
markets exposed to greater levels of online fraud
and financial crime.
Regulators are already alive to these risks. The
introduction of the General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR) in the European Union in
2018 has increased pressure on businesses
to protect customer data by increasingly the
financial liabilities on firms who fail to do so.
Serious data breaches can now cost firms up
to €20 million or 4 percent of their annual global
turnover. Given this heightened risk landscape,
we have seen businesses respond by creating
new senior management functions such as
the Chief Information Officer (or CIO) or Chief
Information Security Officer (CISO). These
functions provide strategic guidance and tactical
support to the board and senior management
on a range of technology and data issues.
As more and more firms move towards a digital
first strategy, so the need to invest more in
digital risk frameworks and compliance regimes
will grow.

3. Employees embodying the brand
As potential brand advocates, a company’s
employees are the frontline face of the
brand - both online and in person. Every
interaction between employees and clients
has the potential to reinforce (or undo) wider
marketing and communications objectives.
One bad experience of customer service – or
a communication with a disgruntled employee
– can weigh more heavily than the best brand
values and marketing campaigns.
Internal communications play a vital role in
promoting and embedding the company’s brand
values across the workforce by conveying, for
example, the ways in which the business is
supporting its workforce during the Covid crisis.
This helps to build loyalty among those who
work for the company. Clearly communicating
the brand values to employees helps to set
expectations about what messages those
employees should convey when communicating
to clients and customers.

“

Employees are to become
ambassadors for the company;
they are an important part of the
branding

”
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4.
Harnessing
networks

employee

social

Communications and HR professionals
increasingly recognise that their employees
constitute an important social network. As
more and more employees develop their
own social media profiles and make use
of online discussion platforms, they are
capable of building extensive communities
and influencing public discussions among
colleagues, friends, family, and customers.
What employees say online can have a
major impact on brand and reputation.
By demonstrating the right values
internally – such as compassion and
empathy, which carry increasing weight
particularly with Millennial workers –
employers stand to leverage the social
media endorsement of employees as
a powerful way to communicate brand
messages. These messages carry
additional weight and influence when they
do not originate directly from a corporate
account.

Social media has
“become
even more

important, we are
now relying more on
LinkedIn to continue
employer branding
and now want to use
LinkedIn even more
strategically

”
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5. Some budget will be reallocated towards digital
Covid-19 has forced a rethink in communications. Less able to meet customers and stakeholders
face-to-face, the role of the communications expert has had to evolve and innovate. Firms are
already changing their communications approach and taking different decisions when allocating their
budgets. In a socially distanced world, face-to-face events and seminars have all been postponed or
cancelled altogether – often being replaced by a virtual equivalent or, due to budgetary caution, not
replaced at all.
While social distancing will not persist forever, the
changes in communications strategies are likely
to become permanent changes. Our survey
respondents shared a broad view that they have
been pleasantly surprised by the success of
their increasingly virtual communications. This
has been particularly notable in sectors which
rely on more discreet and targeted B2B client
communications. Financial services firms, for
example, reported that while face-to-face events
may have once attracted the attention of 60 to
70 distribution partners, the new webinar formats
can attract 600-700 attendees, representing a
ten-fold increase in client engagement and at a
fraction of the cost.
Respondents also noted that while it is relatively
simple to maintain deep relationships with
existing clients contacts, it is more difficult to
establish new client prospects using purely digital
communications.
The simple message is that there is no complete
substitute for good, old fashioned face-to-face
relationship building.
Physical contact will
remain important. However, we can expect to see
communications and marketing professionals
pivot more of their budgets towards digital
communications.

“

We had planned a big press
conference during the pandemic, but
it transformed into a digital event.
It meant we went from a purely
national audience to an international
audience. It was cheaper, more
effective and gave us a much bigger
footprint. We will do more like that in
the future

”
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We want to look even
“more
closely at what

exactly customers need
and align our marketing
accordingly. The
goal is to have more
continuous dialogue
with all stakeholders

”

6. Clear, simple and sustained messaging
will be the order of the day
Successful firms navigated the challenges of
2020 by relying on simple and clear messages
that underlined their financial strength and
their long-term commitment to their clients
and markets. Offering reassuring messages
to clients was viewed as the most effective
means of cutting through the negative media
and uncertainty.
The challenge that firms have faced as a result
of this approach, however, has been how to
best sustain it over a prolonged period, while
maintaining new and engaging content.

Traditional advertising took a major hit as
production studios were forced to shut
their operations. This has seen marketing
professionals diversify their content creation to
focus more on developing client testimonials,
undertaking consumer research, developing
thought leadership and editorial positions,
infographics, and other web-enabled content.
Respondents reported that this process was
already in place as social media had come
to increasingly blur the boundaries between
traditional PR and marketing. Covid-19 has
simply accelerated this trend further.
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7. A bigger commitment to owned channels
At a time when many firms are having to
restructure their businesses and resize their
workforces to reflect the impact of Covid on
business revenues, it is more important than
ever to make sure that corporate messages
are made publicly available and corporate
reputations are protected.
Previously, many businesses operating in B2B
markets had predominantly used PR channels
such as national and trade coverage to
communicate their corporate messages. We
are now, however, seeing wider appreciation
of the role social channels can play.
This owes to the increased in-house content
and the targeted nature of the activity. Costeffectiveness and the ability to undertake data
analytics are also key drivers in the decisionmaking process. The costs associated with
a targeted LinkedIn campaign, for example,
are but a fraction of the ad spend within web
and physical media publications. Campaigns
costing relatively little are able to reach
hundreds of thousands of potential clients.

New social channels also offer the opportunity
to reach very targeted audiences, and to
develop more sophisticated Client Relationship
Management (CRM) systems capable of
tracking the quality of those engagements with
new data-rich metrics.
PR and media coverage will continue to be an
important part of the corporate communications
mix – particularly in providing an independent
slant to the messages. However, among our
interviewees, there is a definite sense that
some of the focus has already moved away
from PR towards owned (predominantly
social) channels. Many countries have seen
largescale Covid impacts on the news media
market with journalists being made redundant
or being placed on furlough schemes. This has
been particularly noted by respondents who
deal with trade and specialist publications: the
reduced number of journalists makes it harder
to access those who remain, in turn making it
more difficult to place corporate news stories.
The remit of communications professionals
within corporates will increasingly mix social
channels in with proactive and reactive PR –
and skills will need to adjust accordingly.

“

We aren’t looking
to achieve a PR
splash. Instead we are
using our own social
media channels to
put a spotlight on the
value of what we are
doing. Using social as
a prime channel is a
big change.

”
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I should be
“outsourcing
more

to agencies and
doing less inhouse. But budget
discussions
are a fight.
Demonstrating
value becomes key

“

I think the
good agencies
will survive, but
the ones that
don’t add value,
not so much

”

”

8. Agencies will need to lean in and
demonstrate value-add to succeed
It is no secret that Covid-19 has had a
significant immediate impact on external
communications agencies. All our interviewees
were either using agencies for support or
acting as agencies themselves for their clients
and in some cases both.
The picture emerging universally is that
the use of agencies will continue. However
,we can expect to see some attrition in the
marketplace as in-house budgets come under
short- and medium-term pressure. These
pressures are forcing in-house professionals
to cut external support or reduce their agenda
roster.

There has not been a ‘one-size-fits-all’
response: how firms respond depends on the
extent to which the pandemic has hit their
bottom line (i.e. how intense are the financial
pressures they face), the range of internal
resources they have available (i.e. what are
their in-house capabilities) and their specific
communications needs (i.e. highly specialist
communications might require external
resource). In all cases, Covid-19 has forced
businesses to assess the value they derive
from their agency partners more stringently.
Agencies must demonstrate greater agility,
intelligence, and creativity to win and retain
the client mandate.
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9. Value will be measured in different ways
Historically, the value of communications and marketing
activity was typically measured in purely financial
terms – and from a PR perspective this has long been
a bone of contention. Marketing activity too would also
be judged on how this translates to direct sales – of
the people engaged what was the converted value of
new business? It is unlikely that these measures will
disappear any time soon.
Brand reputation was something that was viewed
as important, but not necessarily as a method for
measuring the value of marketing and communications
activity. However, we are seeing an increase in activity
where its specific strategic aim is to influence customer
and wider stakeholder perceptions of the brand.
In the modern world it can take only one slight misstep or one error of judgement to destroy a brands
reputation. This might be a corporate decision,
unfortunate off-the-record quote from a senior
executive or advert that strikes the wrong tone. One
way brands will look to guard against the effects of
such instances is by building brand equity – vocally
and visually portraying a positive image that reflects
the values of the customer base.

forward,
“weGoing
want to
focus more
on customer
relationship
management in
our marketing.
The goal is
to have more
dialogue with
customers
and other
stakeholders

”

Of course, the extent to which all of these predictions will hold true will depend on a
range of factors - including the nature of a given business, their legacy approach to
communications and the individuals with responsibilty for this function within it.
The world which we inhabited during the now distant 2019 has not ceased to exist.
However, it appears certain that some of the enforced changes in how businesses
have approached corporate communications during 2020 will outlast the pandemic.
Whether we like it or not Covid-19 has had a long-lasting impact on our society, the
ways in which we live and the values that we hold. The pandemic has set us on a
new course in a number of ways and that, in turn, has set how brands communicate
publicly on a new course of its own.
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AMO is the leading international network of strategic communications consultancies,
providing best-in-class financial communications advice and counsel for corporations
and institutions in the most important markets around the globe.
We provide thoughtful counsel to corporate boards and executives. Our mission is
to help them achieve critical business goals through our powerful influence in local
markets, our deep sector expertise, our broad global perspective and our ability to
collectively provide seamless project management to our clients around the world,
particularly in the key financial centers of Europe, Asia and the Americas.
AMO is backed by Havas, one of the world’s largest global communications groups,
founded in 1835 in Paris.
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