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Part 4: Earned media in
a coronavirus world

It’s been a busy week on the coronavirus news front - the Prime Minister has been 
hospitalised and the Queen gave her fourth special broadcast in her 68 year reign. A 
rallying speech, drawing parallels between the pain of lockdown and wartime 
separation, it was widely covered by every paper and broadcaster.

Despite this, we are still seeing the media look for ways to balance out the negative news -
from shining a light on key workers with BBC Breakfast’s #HeroHalfHour to the pandas who 
can finally mate in a Hong Kong zoo in private, as a result of the lockdown.

But it’s been another rocky week for journalists themselves. Reach - publisher of the Daily 
Mirror, Daily Express and Daily Star, as well as hundreds of regional titles - announced it has 
been forced to furlough almost 1,000 employees and cut the pay of the senior editorial team 
by 20 per cent, and remaining staff by 10 per cent.

Meanwhile, DMGT, publisher of the Daily Mail, i and Metro, has taken a different approach in a 
bid to avoid any financial loss to its staff. The company asked its 2,400 employees to take a 
temporary pay cut in return for a proportionate number of shares. At the end of this year they 
will be able to cash in their shares, and if they have dropped, DMGT will make up the 
difference.

Here’s our take on the earned media agenda this week...

NATIONAL: CONSUMER
As Boris Johnson was moved into intensive care and the Queen made her rare speech, it’s no 
surprise the nationals increased their coverage of the coronavirus, dedicating the first 12 pages 
on average. Whilst The Sun and the Daily Star are seemingly trying to bring a bit of normality 
back to their content, the Daily Mail’s Covid-19 coverage spanned a whopping 20 pages on 
Wednesday; five of which were solely reporting on Boris Johnson’s health and his recovery 
predictions.

Virtual mass-scale events were a big feature this week, really demonstrating the UK’s ‘keep 
calm and carry on’ mentality and appetite for a new era of at-home entertainment. The 
biggest of the events was the weekend’s virtual Grand National, which attracted an audience 
of almost five million, and was revered as a ‘brilliant, innovative project’ and ‘a well-needed 
distraction’ by Charlie Brooks at the Daily Telegraph.

But it’s not just sports, Brits have been able to enjoy the theatre from the comfort of their own 
homes as The National Theatre gave people free access to its archives. The first show, One 
Man Two Guvnors, has been watched by over 2.2 million people since its YouTube premiere
last week. Andrew Lloyd Webber has since followed suit and launched a new YouTube 
channel allowing people to watch some of his shows live.

Attention is now turning to future events as The Times and the Daily Star this week covered 
the new format of the Eurovision Song Contest that will air in place of the grand final. 

BRANDS2LIFE COMMS BRIEFING – #12

https://twitter.com/BBCBreakfast/status/1245802145108148226
https://www.indy100.com/article/pandas-mating-hong-kong-zoo-empty-coronavirus-video-9454546
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/apr/06/mirror-publisher-to-furlough-almost-1000-employees-and-cut-pay-reach-covid-19
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/racing/2020/04/06/virtual-grand-national-not-irresponsible-must-viewed-opportunity/
https://www.standard.co.uk/go/london/theatre/national-theatre-one-man-two-guvnors-youtube-online-a4405946.html
https://www.express.co.uk/entertainment/theatre/1266033/Musical-streaming-watch-Andrew-Lloyd-Webber-musicals-TV-online-youtube
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/uk-has-chance-to-salvage-national-pride-in-eurovision-for-robots-with-hope-rose-high-6s0mnkh6t
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Part 4: Earned media in
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The papers reported that the UK entry will feature a track that has been developed using AI. 
Once life returns to normal, it begs the question how these developments will have 
impacted our expectations of events and entertainment post Covid-19.

NATIONAL: BUSINESS
As is becoming the new norm, the business pages, particularly across The Times and The 
Daily Telegraph, remain dedicated to reporting on the effects this global crisis is having on 
the economy. Retail continues to shape the headlines, with Cath Kidston and Debenhams
amongst the latest high street names to struggle.

The impact of furloughing across different industries, such as energy and football, has also 
been widely covered. Indeed, the sports and business writers have joined forces this week, as 
the Premier League has been held to account by the majority of the papers, resulting in 
Liverpool reversing its decision to furlough 200 of its non-playing staff. 

The innovative stories of businesses that are adapting in order to remain resilient in these 
challenging times do continue to gain traction, such as the kitchen cabinet maker who has 
switched to building desks for home workers.

LIFESTYLE
Lifestyle media are continuing to adapt their content and practices in response to 
indications that social-distancing measures are here to stay for the foreseeable future.

Stylist launched a podcast series called, Working from Home with Stylist, which will feature 
practical and reassuring advice, as well as ‘vibrant watercooler chat’ relating to the virtual 
office. Hearst UK has also set up the Creator Network. This sees the coming together of 
trusted editors, influencers, photographers and producers working remotely to allow for the 
continued creation of innovative branded content.

Meanwhile regular content has regained a rhythm, having adapted to a new coronavirus 
world. For example, Easter roundups of things to do now feature virtual activities, providing 
assurance that fun can still be had without leaving the house. Ongoing social media 
campaigns by a growing number of titles suggest that social is a priority for attracting and 
engaging with readers. Grazia’s Instagram Live series, #GetTogetherWithGrazia, has featured 
a virtual book club this week, while Elle’s ‘Stay Home with Elle’ Instagram Live series, has 
offered daily activities from cocktail parties to mental health sessions.

BROADCAST
When not reporting on the latest Government updates, broadcasters are continuing to find 
ways to keep the country upbeat. Most notably, Heart Radio leveraged the initiative of one of 
their listeners who had taken the bins out in a ballgown. Coining the hashtag 
#BallgownBinsOut, the campaign has since picked up momentum with the public and 
celebrities alike, including Amanda Holden (pictured in most tabloids).
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https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2020/04/04/cath-kidston-brink-calling-adminstrators/
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/apr/06/debenhams-appoint-administrators-second-time-in-year-coronavirus-lockdown
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/eon-furloughs-workers-in-coronavirus-crisis-vtmkdns8p
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2020/apr/06/liverpool-reverse-decision-to-furlough-staff-after-fierce-criticism-coronavirus
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/mps-fury-over-premier-league-furlough-use-rclw9rcmn
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2020/04/08/kitchen-cabinet-maker-husk-switches-building-desks-home-workers/
https://www.stylist.co.uk/people/podcast-stylist-magazine-working-from-home/377168
https://www.hearst.co.uk/node/544
https://www.stylist.co.uk/life/easter-weekend-best-things-to-do-bank-holiday-lockdown/376672
https://www.instagram.com/graziauk/?hl=en
https://www.instagram.com/elleuk/?hl=en
https://www.thesun.co.uk/fabulous/11348768/amanda-holden-lockdown-life-bin-runs-ball-gowns-wild-zoom-parties-booze/
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But as the lockdown takes its toll, broadcasters have been keen to explore how this is 
impacting our love lives. BBC Sounds has launched dating podcast You’ll Do, while BBC 
Breakfast featured an interview with a new couple in their 60’s who decided to isolate 
together after dating for only five months.

In terms of research stories from brands, TV producers have voiced they are still open to 
them but it’s imperative that the data is more robust than ever. And while there is limited 
space for consumer champions, which are generally covered by regulars on the show, 
spokespeople are welcome via video call if relevant.

TRADES
The impact of furloughing has continued to play out in the trades this week, with a number 
of editorial teams reduced to a skeleton staff, for example, Airport World is now running with 
just an editor. As a result, across the trades, some print editions have been downsized and 
online content has been scaled back.

That’s not to say that journalists aren’t welcoming proactive pitches, in fact, there’s greater 
opportunity for collaboration. But as with all branded content, it must be assessed at each 
moment in time - what’s right to pitch now, might not be appropriate in a week.

The technology trades, including the likes of Information Age and ZDNet, are dedicating a lot 
of space to the digital transformation of companies as many adapt to remote working. 
Meanwhile, Real Business featured a good deed story again this week, as publishing house 
Bloomsbury announced that it was planning to support independent bookshops during this 
outbreak.

Coronavirus content will remain the norm on the homepages until we emerge from this 
pandemic but the tide is definitely turning to a focus on the more positive, uplifting stories 
where possible. 

OUTTAKES
Here are our key outtakes for this week. It’s fair to say brands are still getting cut-through, but 
as the third week of lockdown comes to an end and we wait for the Government to 
announce its next steps in the management of the pandemic, we expect the space for 
brand content to tighten.

1. Retro is back in vogue – as home life goes analogue, there’s more opportunity for 
brands
• Research from Google Trends has shown huge increases in Google search traffic for 

jigsaws and bread making and Papier is reporting a monumental surge in the sales 
of cards

• TV show, The Repair Shop, has now been moved to a prime time spot and become 
one of the BBC’s most successful shows with 6.7 million viewers as it provides bored 
Brits with at-home inspiration 
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p087hgm1/episodes/downloads
https://airport-world.com/
https://www.information-age.com/how-your-business-can-succeed-digital-transformation-project-123488683/
https://www.zdnet.com/article/how-a-massive-five-year-transformation-plan-was-delivered-in-a-week-because-of-coronavirus/
https://realbusiness.co.uk/bookshops-coronavirus/
https://www.instagram.com/p/B-pTY_eHeAK/
https://www.stylist.co.uk/life/writing-letters-loved-ones-friends-tips-coronavirus-lockdown/375525
https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2020/apr/04/the-repair-shop
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2. The Queen’s speech has re-ignited our war-time British spirit
• Sales of Dame Vera Lynn's famous song, We'll Meet Again soared by 580 per cent 

this week according to the Official Charts Company, meanwhile streams on Spotify 
also surged by 209 per cent 

• And now Katherine Jenkins and Dame Vera Lynn have teamed up to re-release the 
wartime classic, with all proceeds to be donated to NHS Charities Together

3. Clever brands are thinking of creative ways to reach new audiences
• Leading games makers will now feature Stay At Home, Save Lives messages in their 

games to communicate the UK’s public health measures to players. The 
Government is aiming to target the 37 million people in the UK who play games in 
order to spread the stay inside message to help fight the coronavirus outbreak

• As Brits rely on video conferencing to connect with friends and family, marketers 
behind the new Top Gun movie created a series of Zoom backgrounds that can be 
used on video calls

4. Internal comms has an external impact - treatment of employees is under the 
microscope more than ever before, and this could impact customer loyalty
• Waitrose was forced to make a U-turn on its time bank policy, after a backlash that it 

was putting staff members at risk
• Conversely, Marks & Spencer has been praised as it became the first big food chain to 

provide face protection to all staff

5. Investors are already preparing for post-pandemic hedonism
• Despite being badly hit, high-end brands may well experience something of a revival 

as things draw to a close with consumers heading out for a spot of self indulgence as 
restrictions ease. The Evening Standard this week reported that investors are 
continuing to back these luxury companies, in a show of support
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https://news.sky.com/story/coronavirus-dame-vera-lynns-well-meet-again-sales-soar-after-queens-speech-11970303
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/tvshowbiz/article-8199559/Katherine-Jenkins-confirms-duet-Dame-Vera-Lynn-wartime-classic-Meet-Again.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/05/video-games-to-host-stay-at-home-save-lives-message
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-8175621/People-experiment-different-backgrounds-Zoom.html
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-52191147
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/m-s-to-provide-coronavirus-face-shields-for-all-staff-l3l7k2jv7

