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Some communications 
considerations as an end to lockdown 
beckons

‘

I don’t know about you, but this conversation comes up more and more with friends and family 
as the weeks draw on.  

Of course, it’s not going to be that simple and even less so in the world of business. In all 
probability we’ll be exiting lockdown only to enter a long, drawn-out period of global recession. 
Governments will be restricting movement and gatherings; consumers will be wary about 
resuming their daily lives and spending as before; and businesses will be cautious as they take the 
first steps towards recovery.

The PR and communications industry will have a crucial role developing the narrative and 
communications strategies to reflect, what McKinsey is calling, ‘the next normal’. Our ability to 
evolve and articulate not just the corporate purpose and brand, but the business proposition 
itself, through the lens of a radically changed societal and media landscape in recession will be 
more important than ever in the months ahead.

So, here are some of the questions we think communicators should be considering:

Sounds obvious but is it? How many businesses, having learnt to operate at speed in a different 
way, will go back to the exact same business model? As we all know many great businesses, 
including Disney, Fedex and IBM, were started in a downturn. For example, we’re taking home 
deliveries of food from businesses who were previously focussed on the restaurant trade. If they 
decide to stick doing that, I am sure we will stick with them. Businesses will be re-assessing 
business models, product ranges, markets, delivery channels and promotional strategies and 
asking whether they should build on what they have now rather than re-build what they had. 
Importantly, businesses of all sizes will be asking themselves whether this is a time to do things 
differently. An accelerated transition to a digital-first business model, wherever possible, especially 
in terms of AI adoption, will be number one on most boards’ lists. 

Related to the question above – has the experience enabled – or forced us – to prioritise a 
different part of our proposition? If you were one of the first to recognise the need for customer 
safety in your market should you build on this further going forward? If you pioneered the 
provision of free services to healthcare workers should you make an offer to frontline workers a 
core element of your proposition? And, if one of your products was in demand during the crisis, 
should other products be re-engineered to reflect and support the benefits of that product? 
Maybe the positioning you stumbled into is the one you should keep?
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We all know corporate purpose is about deeds, not words, and this has never been truer than 
during this crisis. (There has been no shortage of corporates offering help so it will be interesting to 
see, when all this is over, what was actually delivered on). I think it is safe to say that consumers will 
expect businesses to place even greater emphasis on their contribution to society even before 
the global economies start to recover.

Boards will need to find a delicate balance between the desire to drive purpose; the reputational 
legacy of whatever they did or didn’t do around it during the crisis; and the basic requirement to 
drive profits and control costs.

The expertise of the communicator, and their access to their right insights and data, will be 
central to success in this tricky, on-going discussion. 

Thus far, in this crisis, most corporate communications functions have been primarily reactive –
market briefings, staff, customer and supply chain comms – with a smaller amount of proactive 
communications demonstrating empathy and promoting contributions to the crisis. As business 
gradually re-opens pro-active communications to inform and educate consumers on where and 
how to access their products and services will become very important. This will need to be very 
tightly orchestrated to ensure well-intentioned statements of purpose aren’t discredited by 
unpopular customer and operational measures. 

We think there will also be room for very tailored communications around relevant product offers 
and innovations where the tone is carefully considered. Flashes of humour will be welcomed but 
woe betide any brand who tries it having used up their reserves of public goodwill.

For most businesses the return to ‘normal’, the ‘next normal’, will need to be in stages – McKinsey 
talks about five - Resolve, Resilience, Return, Reimagination, and Reform.  Understandably they 
don’t attempt to put timescales on this – I think we all appreciate that’s hard and there may be a 
lot of false starts. Our job is to formulate the narrative and communications that are right for each 
stage and be prepared to move quickly from stage to stage.

We’ve seen many significant shifts in client communications strategies already. Brands are 
pivoting to earned and shared media from paid. Social and content strategies are in high 
demand as businesses look to develop communications plans that will work across all 
stakeholder groups and geographies and are both appropriate and cost-effective. Now more 
than ever – less, done well, is more. 
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Everyone has seen new sources of creativity come from all over their businesses, all around the 
world, and, as brands have trusted their people to do the right thing, they have seen some 
fabulous results. The intense interest we all have in how different countries are tackling the virus 
and their progress is a great example of this. It is hard to conceive that this move from 
command-and-control to federated won’t be maintained when we reach the other side.  

Of course, the basic principles of good marketing and communications will still apply. Market and 
audience analysis, social context, behaviour change, product packaging, pricing and distribution –
all of these will need to be assessed and re-assessed as market conditions change. The need for 
continued social distancing will change pretty much everything most businesses do.

Within marketing and communications teams there will need to be significant re-organisation 
and re-deployment as people find they need to apply their skills in new areas or develop new 
skills. Agility and speed of response will continue to be highly valued – both attributes our industry 
prides itself on.

---------------------------

In summary, leaders face massive challenges. They need to protect and re-build their businesses 
during a recession with no clear end in sight; continue to provide support to their staff and all 
those affected in the communities they serve; and also plan for the time when the markets are 
stronger and their businesses can re-emerge fitter, better and different from the competition. 
So, we’re here to help. 

(Oh – and to answer that question from the start. I want to go and see my mum; eat in one of our 
tremendous local restaurants; and go to the pub. But maybe not exactly in that order.)


