




In January 2020, the WHO raised the highest level of alarm and 
declared COVID-19 a situation of international concern. Six months 
later, countries have made progress, but the disease is accelerating 
globally. In the six weeks up until the start of August, cases doubled.

At the same time, attention has waned. People are getting tired and 
patience is wearing thin. As the Director-General of the WHO recently 
acknowledged: “We all want this to be over. We all want to get on with 
our lives. But the hard reality is: this is not even close to being over.”



Now more than ever we cannot take our eye off the challenge, or 
the changes, or the consumer. We have to closely observe, 
empathize, and react to people’s behaviors – both large and small – 
and the vast new schemas, lifestyles, and changes they are coping 
with through this pandemic.

The crisis will continue to demand substantial sacrifices from 
everyone. Our expectations of the future will be tested, fears of 
unemployment will rise, and the limits of positive thinking will be 
stretched. The uncomfortable reality is that an effective vaccine is a 
long way away – likely 2021. Until then, all we have is willpower.

As willpower wanes, one thing hasn’t changed: brands still have a 
major responsibility and opportunity to help in this epic struggle.

This is still a collective trauma. This is still a major societal 
challenge. And, equally, it is still an impetus to change and adapt, 
for society and businesses alike to rethink things to work better. We 
are still on the precipice of change. It is still a defining moment. 

summarizing five months of in-depth research, over 50 
expert interviews, and 500 slides worth of information 
into one place. It is your handbook – rich in resources, 

tools, frameworks, and insights to support you and 
your teams in following and adapting to the twists and 

turns of this global crisis.
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Things are getting back to how they were

We’re over the worst of it



Things are getting back to how they were

We’re over the worst of it



The new normal has become so overused as an expression 
that it’s hard to remember what it means. Let’s recap:

With lockdowns being reintroduced in 
regions that had been recovering, and 
with global cases at an all-time high, 
this crisis is far from over. We’ll only 
begin to enter a new normal once 
COVID-19 has been eradicated or its 
impact mitigated. At best, that’s months 
away, but it could be longer and it’s 
certainly not soon.



The majority of markets are still 
in or around the Adjustment 
phase. Some are tentatively 
entering the re-evaluation phase.









In basic psychology, ‘adjustment’ is defined as a cognitive strategy that 
enables a person to adapt to stressful events or a change in circumstances 
by managing their emotional responses. What makes adjustment 
challenging is how it requires people to sacrifice familiarity. Stressful under 
regular conditions, this process has been intensified by COVID-19 as any 
sense of normalcy has been disrupted by outside forces at a macro scale.

People need support through this. The term ‘emotion management’ 
became mainstream in the US during the Cold War as the government 
urged people to transform ‘irrational’ panic into a ‘healthy’ and controlled 
fear. Doing so ensured that people were motivated to pay serious attention 
to the crisis without sacrificing their productivity or social cohesion.

We will witness something similar over the Adjustment phase as people 
self-regulate to cope on an individual level while also ensuring their 
relationships and community bonds remain healthy and robust.



Brands can emphasize values and benefits over 
‘wants’, which can, in turn, help to inspire strength 
and resilience rather than a feeling of lacking – as 
Coca-Cola did with a campaign that highlighted the 
emotional weight of precious moments with family 
and friends.

On the other hand, brands that ignore the context of 
the crisis – such as the offer of a cruise vacation that 
encourages guests to ‘free themselves’ from the 
pressures of everyday life – will fall flat. People need 
resilience for the reality they face, not unattainable 
escapism.



Pandemic market tracker
Rolling updates of where different markets are currently 
sitting in the Pandemic Lifecycle. 

A guide to navigating the Adjustment phase

A guide to navigating the Re-evaluation phase

A useful resource for tracking the ongoing impact of the 
pandemic on current behaviors

A useful tracker of global medical developments and the 
current state of play

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1evKCqGyz5Yic1WEoU-8F85J21w7T9CUN4760hg49b9M/edit#slide=id.g721c38cb47_0_1948
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/e/2PACX-1vQbk5EfvH-R8Vcrzf_pu4yhmx8Aoro0OQR0IwEiqV5f_Xoc1nb5-yD9MdMTVgqfpPyg6Ob8tR7HzpaX/embed?start=true&loop=true&delayms=3000&slide=id.g721c38cb47_0_2189
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/e/2PACX-1vQbk5EfvH-R8Vcrzf_pu4yhmx8Aoro0OQR0IwEiqV5f_Xoc1nb5-yD9MdMTVgqfpPyg6Ob8tR7HzpaX/embed?start=true&loop=true&delayms=3000&slide=id.g721c38cb47_0_2203
https://www.google.com/covid19/mobility/
https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus




“Things will go back to 
exactly how they were”

“The pandemic hasn’t 
changed people’s attitudes. 
Their behaviors won’t 
change either”

“People are creatures 
of habit”



Unless we are forced to change these 
behaviors, people are ‘comfortably lazy’. 



 

(GlobalWebIndex, 2020)

https://blog.globalwebindex.com/trends/coronavirus-and-consumers/


For habits to stick, rewards should be regularly switched up to keep 
people interested and the dopamine flowing. 
But the opposite is true for cues. These need to stay consistent:

Alexis gets the train to work every day. Before boarding, she 
picks up a newspaper, walks through the turnstile, and buys 
a coffee from a small café on the station platform. One day, 
the station is closed, so she takes a bus. Despite there being 
lots of cafés around, she doesn’t buy a coffee, because the 
actions immediately preceding the behavior aren’t present.

Because cues are often environmental (as in the example above), when 
our environment is radically disrupted, our habits are as well. This causes 
old habits to break and new ones to form – which we might prefer.

Some things will change forever – like an increase in remote working – 
but even as people return to their old environments, they’ll be 
approaching them from a new perspective.

Each habit consists of three parts:

/ The cue: something that triggers the habitual behavior

/ The routine: a recurring behavior

/ The reward: a rush of dopamine that makes you feel good



People are picking up new behaviors they’re going to keep for life.

One in three people plan to use mobile payments and video calling services 
more frequently post-pandemic. (GlobalWebIndex, 2020) 

So, it’s important to adapt quickly to the new cultural context.

“In unsettled times, people have to reinterpret culture around them in order 
to get by, new innovations happen, and long-standing ideas and norms start 
shifting.” – Dr. Ryan Hagen, sociologist

Old cues – like the daily commute – have been disrupted. But new 
cues – a lunchtime walk around the local park – have emerged. The 
trick is knowing what this new environment looks like for your 
audience so you can turn up at the right place, at the right time, 
with the right offer. 

https://blog.globalwebindex.com/chart-of-the-week/shopping-landscape-now-and-post-corona/


For a habit to be carried on, it needs to 
‘pass’ two tests. First, it needs to bring some 
benefits. Second, the constraints of keeping 
up with the habit need to be low.

– Dr. Benjamin Voyer, visiting fellow at LSE’s Department of 
Psychological and Behavioural Science



From the 28th of July, Amazon made it’s Fresh grocery 
delivery service freely available to existing Prime 
members with select UK postcodes. During the 
pandemic, demand for home deliveries has soared as 
people look to swerve the dangers of the supermarket. 
Amazon is capitalising on this to embed Fresh as a 
go-to service for long after the pandemic is over. 

After sales dropped in the wake of plant-based 
popularity, dairy is experiencing a resurgence as 
people in lockdown opt for comfort foods. Tapping into 
this, 'Got Milk?' ads have returned, bringing nostalgia to 
older consumers while adapting its messaging for the 
TikTok generation.

Parents – especially mothers – are being challenged 
to balance everyday tasks with childcare and 
working from home. After finding that 56% of 
parents have given their kids mac and cheese for 
breakfast more often during the pandemic than 
before, Kraft released a campaign positioning the 
meal as a perfectly acceptable breakfast option and 
endorsing parenting hacks.

https://www.canvas8.com/signals/2020/08/10/mac-cheese-breakfast.html


💌  
Is It A Thing? ↗ 

CANVAS8 LIBRARY
The Canvas8 library is updated with 10+ articles daily, 
analyzing key signals of cultural change and brand 
responses during the pandemic.

https://resources.canvas8.com/the-long-read
https://www.canvas8.com/content/2020/06/12/vox-pop-lockdown-spending.html
https://www.canvas8.com/search-results.html?search=&sort=relevance&facet.deepDive=Covid-19
https://www.canvas8.com/content/2020/06/12/vox-pop-lockdown-spending.html
https://www.canvas8.com/behaviour/sector-behaviour/2017/technology/habit-hackers.html
https://www.canvas8.com/content/2020/06/12/vox-pop-lockdown-spending.html
https://www.canvas8.com/behaviour/sector-behaviour/2020/home-and-relationships/perfection-hacks.html




“It affects us 
all equally”

“People are...🤔”

“COVID-19 doesn’t care 
who you are”



Throughout the pandemic, you’ll have read a lot of headlines along the lines of ‘people are 
doing x’ and ‘people have stopped x’. These broad observations can be useful to 
understand shifts in culture – and there are plenty in this report. But just because some 
people are doing something, it doesn’t mean everyone is. 

When people experience uncertainty, 
they tend to respond by seeking greater 
control over their environment, which 
can be achieved by pursuing familiar 

products and activities

IPSOS, Behavioral Science Insights Amidst the 
COVID-19 Outbreak

of adult consumers are trying new 
brands and services

PwC, Evolving priorities: COVID-19 rapidly reshapes 
consumer behavior



The vast differences in how people have experienced 
the pandemic have fueled feelings of anger and 
resentment, adding impetus to movements demanding 
greater social equality. It’s why we’ve seen a strong 
backlash against celebrities recording videos about a 
‘shared struggle’ while they’s standing in front of the 
marble pillars and lavish artworks in their 
multi-million-dollar homes. 



Gen Z have been disproportionately affected by lockdowns. A study 
conducted by University College London found that 18- to 
24-year-olds reported the lowest levels of life satisfaction and 
wellbeing among UK adults during lockdown. What’s more, they’re 
likely to feel the effects of the recession long into the future. People 
who graduate in recessions earn less money than those who 
graduated in more favorable economic times, and these negative 
wage effects have been found to persist for decades.

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/2020/apr/younger-adults-report-lowest-levels-wellbeing-lockdown
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0927537109001018


Mothers have taken on a disproportionate amount of unpaid 
labor. Single moms face an additional burden as they juggle 
work, childcare, and chores alone, with the long-perpetuated 
‘supermom’ myth adding further pressure. On average, 
mothers were doing 31 more hours of housework per week 
during lockdown than they were pre-COVID-19 (Boston 
Consulting Group, 2020), and the share of British mothers 
reporting that they handle 90-100% of childcare rose from 
27% to 45% during lockdown (University of Sussex, 2020).

https://www.bcg.com/en-gb/publications/2020/helping-working-parents-ease-the-burden-of-covid-19
https://www.bcg.com/en-gb/publications/2020/helping-working-parents-ease-the-burden-of-covid-19
http://www.sussex.ac.uk/broadcast/read/52267


Reports suggest that lockdowns across the globe have 
resulted in a huge increase in violence against women. 
(United Nations Population Fund, 2020).  In the UK, Refuge, 
which runs the national domestic abuse helpline, saw a 
ten-fold increase in visits to its website in May (BBC News, 
2020). Women are also more likely to have been financially 
hit by the economic downturn. Since February 2020, women 
have lost over eight million net jobs in the US, accounting 
for 55% of overall net job loss (National Women’s Law 
Center, 2020).

https://www.unfpa.org/resources/impact-covid-19-pandemic-family-planning-and-ending-gender-based-violence-female-genital
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-52755109
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-52755109
https://nwlc-ciw49tixgw5lbab.stackpathdns.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/june-jobs-fs-1.pdf
https://nwlc-ciw49tixgw5lbab.stackpathdns.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/june-jobs-fs-1.pdf


Analysis of UK data suggests that people from Black and 
Asian backgrounds are more likely to experience severe 
symptoms of COVID-19 than people from White ethnic 
backgrounds. They're also more likely to be hospitalized by 
the virus and have higher rates of death. (Public Health 
England, 2020)

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/892376/COVID_stakeholder_engagement_synthesis_beyond_the_data.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/892376/COVID_stakeholder_engagement_synthesis_beyond_the_data.pdf


Working from home has made it possible for some people to 
significantly reduce their exposure to the virus while still 
functioning in their job and receiving pay. But this is a luxury 
split squarely along socio-economic lines. A University of 
Chicago study found that working from home is an option for 
only around 37% of the US workforce, but that those roles 
account for 46% of all US wages – i.e. the more you earn, the 
more likely you are to be able to work from home. This holds 
up globally, with lower-income economies having a smaller 
share of jobs that can be done remotely. 

https://bfi.uchicago.edu/working-paper/how-many-jobs-can-be-done-at-home/
https://bfi.uchicago.edu/working-paper/how-many-jobs-can-be-done-at-home/


People are having very different experiences of the pandemic. 
Not being sensitive to these differences risks alienating parts 
of your audience. 

To navigate these differences, we need to segment our 
audience. 

There are a number of ways to achieve this, but we’d caution 
against demographic-led approaches. To reflect reality, 
demographic segments would need to account for the 
intersectionality of people’s circumstances and identities. 
Doing this properly would create an unmanageable number 
of segments to work with.

Instead, we’ve used an attitudinally-led segmentation based on 
two questions that have had a disproportionate impact on 
individuals’ behaviors during the crisis.

(Based on the rigidity of your existing views and the levels 
of disruption you’ve experienced.)

(Based on your level of financial and medical risk and your 
predisposition to worry.)

ANXIOUS NOT ANXIOUS

RESISTANT
TO CHANGE

OPEN TO 
CHANGE



NOT  ANXIOUS

ANXIOUS

RESISTANT
TO CHANGE

OPEN TO 
CHANGE

Anxious + Open to change
Will have rapidly adopted lots of new behaviors – 
often beyond what was mandated – liked them, and 
will keep them when moving into their ‘new normal’.

Anxious + Resistant to change
Digitally-dependent for the short- to medium-term. 
Will maintain new behaviors longer than mandated, 
but less likely to embrace new digital habits long-term.

Not anxious + Open to changeNot anxious + Resistant to change
Will carry on as normal as soon as restrictions are 
lifted (or possibly even before).



Kraft Heinz is offering baseball fans the chance to 
get their hands on iconic stadium-style ketchup 
dispensers, affording them a piece of the ballpark 
experience at home. This directly appeals to those 
longing to go back to how things were, while 
creating a bit of harmless fun for everyone else.

At the start of the pandemic, Tim Martin, the founder 
of UK pub chain JD Wetherspoon, vowed to keep his 
pubs open “for the duration.” It was a message 
meant for the Deniers – resistant to change and 
ambivalent to the risks. But these early remarks, 
compounded by the poor treatment of staff, have 
fueled a backlash, with #boycottwetherspoons 
trending on Twitter and the Neverspoons app 
directing drinkers to alternative venues.





WHY BLANKET 
MESSAGING ISN’T 
ENOUGH IN A CRISIS

COVID-19 IMPACT ON GENERATIONS

PANDEMIC SEGMENTATION

https://www.canvas8.com/content/2020/06/26/thought-leader-horowitz-mccracken.html
https://www.canvas8.com/generation/gen-alpha.html
https://www.canvas8.com/generation/gen-z.html
https://www.canvas8.com/generation/gen-y.html
https://www.canvas8.com/generation/gen-x.html
https://www.canvas8.com/generation/boomers.html
https://www.canvas8.com/generation/seniors.html




“The pandemic 
is all-consuming”

“People can’t see past this 
right now”

“We need to focus on 
the here and now”





The 2020 Black Lives Matter protests were described as 
one of the largest movements in US history by The New 
York Times. While they were catalyzed by police brutality 
and address centuries of oppression, their power has 
been stoked by a growing sense of inequality highlighted 
by the pandemic, which has disproportionately impacted 
people of color. An estimated 15-26 million people have 
participated in the demonstrations in the United States 
alone. 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/03/us/george-floyd-protests-crowd-size.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/03/us/george-floyd-protests-crowd-size.html


The conversations around Black Lives Matter have been 
rich and intersectional. Within these streams of 
discussion, there has been a focus on environmental 
racism. Black people are exposed to 56% more air 
pollution than White people – circumstances that, in 
turn, put Black communities at higher risk of death from 
COVID-19. In April, a Harvard University study found that 
areas with greater levels of air pollution see higher 
COVID-19 death rates.

https://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2019/jun/09/black-hispanic-people-air-pollution-inequity-study
https://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2019/jun/09/black-hispanic-people-air-pollution-inequity-study
https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/covid-pm
https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/covid-pm


The climate crisis has emerged as a highly unequal reality, 
not a distant future. But the immense mobilization of 
resources to mitigate COVID-19, as well as the positive 
consequences of lockdowns, have offered a glimmer of hope 
for our ability to tackle climate change. As a result of 
stay-at-home orders, global CO2 emissions dropped by more 
than 25% in April 2020, and UK bike sales have soared up by 
60%. Research suggests that Britons plan to retain the 
sustainable habits they’ve formed during this period, even 
after restrictions are lifted. And we are seeing growing 
demand for businesses to maintain this momentum in an 
economically sustainable way. 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/08/06/climate/climate-change-inequality-heat.html
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41558-020-0883-0
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41558-020-0883-0
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/jun/26/bike-boom-uk-sales-up-60-per-cent-in-april-as-covid-19-changes-lifestyles
https://www.manchester.ac.uk/discover/news/britons-hope-to-keep-sustainable-habits-beyond-covid-19-lockdown-research-suggests/
https://www.manchester.ac.uk/discover/news/britons-hope-to-keep-sustainable-habits-beyond-covid-19-lockdown-research-suggests/


Epidemics put pressure on the societies they strike. 
This strain makes visible latent structures that 
might not otherwise be evident. As a result, 
epidemics provide a sampling device for social 
analysis. They reveal what really matters to 
a population and whom they truly value.” 

– Dr. David S. Jones, professor of the culture of medicine 
at Harvard University

COVID-19 has swept away the veil of plausible denial, shining a critical 
light on failing healthcare systems, the precarity of working on the 
frontlines, and the disproportionate impact of the virus on people 
from ethnic minority backgrounds. We are confronted with how our 
society has failed to support and, in many ways, actively enabled 
the suffering of the majority of people.

As a result, people have become much more cynical of brand 
communications, and are treating initiatives with greater scrutiny. 
Saying ‘the right thing’ with no track record will be called out as 
shallow bandwagon-jumping or, worse, outright hypocrisy. Hopping 
from issue to issue doesn’t work. 

So, while the pandemic continues to dominate conversations, now is 
the time to quietly invest in other causes that matter, helping to build 
future credibility. 

https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp2004361
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp2004361




The ice cream giant invested in anti-racist action 
long before the issue entered the mainstream. Its 
consistency has been applauded by consumers 
who have been otherwise skeptical of brand 
involvement with the Black Lives Matter movement. 
From its long-term partnerships with activist 
organizations to educational content, the brand has 
gained credibility with a 360° approach.

Eco-conscious consumers might normally opt for 
reusable cups when buying a coffee, but COVID-19 
concerns mean that these options aren’t hygienic 
enough. In response, Starbucks is rolling out 
plastic-free single-use cups that are easier to recycle, 
satisfying hygiene- and eco-conscious consumers.

https://www.canvas8.com/signals/2020/03/10/starbucks-plastic-free.html


WHY ANTI-RACISM IS 
THE NEXT STANDARD 
FOR BRAND ACTIVISM

IS A SUSTAINABLE 
UTOPIA WITHIN REACH 
POST-COVID-19?

WILL COVID-19 CAUSE 
SHOPPERS TO TRASH 
THEIR ECO VALUES?

CITIZENSHIP SECTOR

https://www.canvas8.com/content/2020/07/02/chris-arning-thought-leader.html
https://www.canvas8.com/content/2020/05/28/sustainable-utopia.html
https://www.canvas8.com/content/2020/07/13/sustainability-during-covid-19.html
https://www.canvas8.com/sector/citizenship.html




“It is what it is”

“There’s no end in sight”

“Hard times 
are here”



The cascading tragedies of the pandemic have tested the world and 
continue to bring new challenges and uncertainty into everyday life – 
grief, economic hardship, and mental health. Though more of us are 
turning to escapist pursuits to deal with these realities, it’s an 
unsustainable coping mechanism.

Individually, people’s moods have improved in the US and UK since 
April. Yet in the UK, the proportion of people feeling that others are 
doing a good job of managing the pandemic has dropped. People are 
feeling slightly better but also finding they behave less responsibly. 
In other words, the risk of returning to collective denial is rising as 
people grab whatever freedoms they can as restrictions ease. But 
escapism is risky without hope.

In any crisis, hope is a crucial psychological resource that not only 
helps individual wellbeing but can be shared and experienced 
vicariously to uplift society. During the Anxiety phase, people shared 
hope – singing from balconies, clapping for key workers, and 
volunteering to support their neighbors. As the difficulties mounted, 
this initial honeymoon period of community cohesion has waned. 

Hope is always there, but it can lay dormant, and it’s vital people feel 
there’s a sense of meaning in their lives and a clear pathway to their 
goals – factors that ignite social hope, but will continue to feel 
challenged. 

https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/2235762/Coronavirus/Week%2011/S1_Webinar_Presentation_3rdJune%20%20-%20%20Read-Only%20(1)-converted.pdf?__hstc=106808796.f1ad226681679d5371fbfc514bd3e690.1594831948863.1594831948863.1597174238059.2&__hssc=106808796.3.1597174238059&__hsfp=1302012088
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/trust-uk-government-and-news-media-covid-19-information-down-concerns-over-misinformation
https://theconversation.com/feeling-hopeless-there-are-things-you-can-do-to-create-and-maintain-hope-in-a-post-coronavirus-world-140330


Brands can play a role in maintaining hope but must be wary of a 
‘hopeful’ master narrative. While campaigns are starting to push 
broad messages of positivity (Nike’s You Can’t Stop Us, Coca-Cola’s 
Open Like Never Before), there is a risk of reprising the initial 
indistinctiveness of ‘pandemic piano’ adverts, only this time with a 
‘hope trope’.

Data from System 1 shows that adverts that are more everyday yet 
distinctive and relevant to a brand (Coca-Cola’s Great Meal, Heinz’s 
Squeeze the Most out of Summer) seem to be performing better. As 
the research notes, COVID-19 has moved from being the content to 
the context, making room for a variety of emotions and creative 
possibilities – from excitement to humor.

Ask: How can we re-engage them?

Ask: What kind of hope will resonate and feel true?

https://system1group.com/ad-of-the-week/32-nike
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SukwNeHMMhQ
https://www.campaignlive.co.uk/article/creativity-coronavirus-time-return-funny-ha-ha/1689438?bulletin=campaign_creativity_bulletin&utm_medium=EMAIL&utm_campaign=eNews%20Bulletin&utm_source=20200811&utm_content=Campaign%20Creativity%20Fix%20(79)::&email_hash=
https://system1group.com/ad-of-the-week/29-coca-cola
https://system1group.com/ad-of-the-week/31-heinz


Heinz’s ad doesn’t focus on COVID-19 itself, but rather 
the different summer experiences people are having 
because of it. It takes a positive look at people’s 
renewed appreciation for the little things, encouraging 
viewers to ‘squeeze the most’ out of the things they 
love, whether that time with friends, sunny weekends, 
or the brand’s sauces. 

Nike’s ad artfully edited together over 70 clips of 
sports footage, sending a message of unity, hope, 
and resilience. Though praised for its aesthetic 
appeal, the narrative could feel too broad and may 
incorporate too many stories to feel relatable for 
audiences.

https://system1group.com/ad-of-the-week/31-heinz
https://system1group.com/ad-of-the-week/32-nike


SYSTEM 1 CAMPAIGN MEASUREMENT
CANVAS8 PANDEMIC FRAMEWORK ↗

COMMUNICATION
PRINCIPLES ↗
By speaking to global experts and 
digging into the literature, we’ve 
uncovered four guiding principles 
to help you stay relevant to your 
audience.

https://system1group.com/coronavirus




Navigate the environment 
you are in

Understand who you’re 
serving

Speak and listen to people Adapt to new ways of 
consuming
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The pandemic has fundamentally changed society on both a 
micro and macro level. Some of these shifts may be short-lived – 
like virtual hang-outs or commutes by bike – while others look set 
to stick in the long-term – like new remote working policies. 

People continue to exist in a state of flux as the economic and 
social impacts of the pandemic are yet to fully manifest. But the 
psychological impact is already shifting world-views and sparking 
a re-evaluation of priorities. 

How can we anticipate what people will do next and separate the 
fads from the substantial changes in behavior?

Navigate the environment you are in



These occur on three levels: individual (attitudes, 
beliefs, and values), social (group norms and 
behaviors), and environmental (school, work, the 
economy). The crisis has catalyzed change across all 
three levels, with the intersection of these levels 
presenting opportunities for brands to innovate.

Through periods of change, routines are 
disrupted and the continuity of life as we 
know it can seem threatened. In these 
situations, people may look to brands to seek 
a sense of control and preparedness.

For habits to stick in the long-run, they 
need to bring clear benefits, and new 
behaviors need to be easy to adopt to 
override the status quo. By highlighting 
these benefits and reducing the friction 
between trial and adoption, brands can 
reinforce long-term changes.

Dr. Jonah Berger

Rahaf Harfoush

https://vimeo.com/421456356/b6e0cce471
https://vimeo.com/421456356/b6e0cce471
https://vimeo.com/421456356/b6e0cce471


Globally, COVID-19 has put pressure on societal pain 
points while highlighting the strength of community 
and individual efforts. From mutual aid groups 
formed between neighbors to ‘low-skilled workers’ 
now being recognized as essential, people are aware 
of how their wellbeing is maintained by the actions of 
many. And they’re responding well to businesses that 
have shown tangible support for the communities 
they’re embedded in. 

Begin to re-evaluate the substance of your shared values 
and the strength of your support systems for employees, 
customers, and stakeholders.

/ Do we really care about our stakeholders?
/ Did we act on our values? If not, why?
/ How do we strengthen the social safety net?

Through the sale of its bootleg NHS x Nike 
Swoosh tee, the UK streetwear label 
raised thousands of pounds for the NHS 
and delivered fresh food to medics 
working at the frontlines of the pandemic.    

https://www.canvas8.com/behaviour/radical-care.html


Governments and businesses alike have been forced to 
act quickly in the face of the pandemic, whether that’s by 
revising data policies to enable digital contact-tracing or 
adapting the designs of restaurants, stores, and public 
spaces. But while some people are welcoming outside 
intervention for the sake of everyone’s safety, others see 
these actions as an infringement on their personal 
freedoms. Encouraging collective responsibility has 
become a delicate but crucial balancing act for both the 
public and private sectors.

Embed long-term crisis planning in real-time decision-making. 
Develop preventative measures while ensuring consumers retain 
autonomy and agency.

/ Does our pandemic response align with longer-term responsibilities?
/ Are we empowering people to make informed decisions?
/ Are we ensuring collective safety?

Stella Artois’ mural at the Old Truman 
Brewery in London encourages social 
distancing at pubs through an engaging 
street art installation that doubles as a 
seating guide. 

https://www.canvas8.com/behaviour/preparedness-as-a-value.html


From intensifying expectations for immediacy to boosting 
respect for emotional intelligence, the pandemic has 
accelerated broad patterns of cultural change. Use our 19 
Macro Behaviors to identify, understand, and track major 
cultural shifts as they happen.

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SA33kAFsjs824lGVyqUgOiFf8wKQ0eksI9SYFv3Yw0g/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SA33kAFsjs824lGVyqUgOiFf8wKQ0eksI9SYFv3Yw0g/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.canvas8.com/sector.html


Stay inspired and keep up with emerging cultural 
developments with the daily Eight by Canvas8 newsletter.

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SA33kAFsjs824lGVyqUgOiFf8wKQ0eksI9SYFv3Yw0g/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.canvas8.com/latest.html?action=newsletterOptions


As the crisis unfolds, access the most relevant Reports, Case 
Studies, and Signals via our COVID-19 research hub. Monitor 
shifts in behavior, follow brand communications, gain expert 
guidance, and understand which pandemic-born habits will 
remain in the ‘new normal’.

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SA33kAFsjs824lGVyqUgOiFf8wKQ0eksI9SYFv3Yw0g/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SA33kAFsjs824lGVyqUgOiFf8wKQ0eksI9SYFv3Yw0g/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.canvas8.com/covid-19.html


Otherwise known as ‘Miss Rona’, Gen Zers are using a bit of gallows 
humor to make light of the coronavirus as a demanding family member 
who’s canceling all their plans.

Otherwise known as a ‘pod’. In some countries where restrictions are 
easing, people are encouraged to pick a small ‘pod’ or ‘bubble’ of trusted 
individuals outside their household who they can see without social 
distancing precautions. 

Canceled exams and school closures have marked the start of 
‘coronacation’. Across social platforms, US and UK Gen Zers are 
processing how COVID-19 is impacting their everyday lives, creating 
TikToks about pigging out on stockpiled snacks and YouTube make-up 
tutorials for “having nowhere to go.”

The experience of scrolling through social media feeds that are filled with 
negative stories about the COVID-19 pandemic.

New slang and portmanteaus are often the first signals 
of a cultural shift. Neuroscientist Lisa Feldman 
Barrett’s ‘theory of constructed emotion’ considers 
how identifying and naming a new feeling can set off a 
wider social experience of it as people pick up on its 
traits in their own behavior. 

https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Coronacation
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J4Y9g2jlEDQ&feature=youtu.be
https://www.dictionary.com/e/s/new-words-we-created-because-of-coronavirus/#doom-scrolling


The pandemic-friendly act of greeting someone by touching elbows – 
supposedly safer than a traditional handshake.

A now-ubiquitous phrase used by governments and health officials relating 
to getting the pandemic under control. Describes the visual representation 
of COVID-19 cases – curving upwards to denote new infections and 
flattening out if there are no new infections.

The layer of technology used to facilitate working in isolation – 
noise-canceling headphones, Wi-Fi boosters, Peloton bikes, Slack 
channels, remote therapists, etc.

A global affliction defined by the WHO as “an overabundance of 
information - some accurate and some not - that makes it hard for people 
to find trustworthy sources and reliable guidance when they need it.”

Also known as frontline workers or essential workers. Once described by 
governments and media outlets as ‘low-skilled’ or ‘unskilled’, these 
individuals are being recognized for their significant role in holding 
society together.

A variation on the ‘bubble’ or ‘pod’ for parents trying to educate their 
children despite school closures. Parents pitch in for a private tutor who 
can then keep a small number of children on-track with their studies. 

Spots, zits, and blemishes caused by the humid environment created 
between your face mask and your skin.

An ever-receding horizon of normalcy, requiring societal stability 
and virus immunity.



A Japanese term for virtual happy hour, literally meaning ‘drink online’.

Personal protective equipment – an acronym once only used by medical 
staff, now well-known in the public thanks to various shortages and 
scandals.

The group of people you choose to live with or socialize with during 
lockdown. Related to government regulations around forming ‘social 
bubbles’ or ‘pods’.

Drinking a concoction of whatever alcoholic beverages are available in the 
house, so long as it gets you drunk – ideally during on-nomi. 

From ‘coronavirus’ to ‘corona’ to simply ‘rona’, people have shortened the 
term to make up for just how often we have to speak about it. 

The act of keeping two meters or six feet apart from other people to 
minimize the risk of infection.

A highly contagious individual who causes a localized spike in cases – 
such as the South Korean clubber who came into contact with over 1,500 
people while celebrating the ‘golden holiday’ long weekend.

The act of reopening New York City after lockdown, as coined by Governor 
Andrew Cuomo.

https://www.healthline.com/health-news/what-to-know-before-you-consider-quaranteaming


As the Chinese government attempted to staunch the flow of information 
around its COVID-19 outbreak, people used the code-word ‘Vietnamese 
pho noodles’ to discuss VPN workarounds.

Though the acronym, meaning ‘work from home’, existed before 
COVID-19, its use has become widespread as employees have transitioned 
to remote working en masse.

When uninvited guests disrupt a virtual meeting. This could be contacts 
joining a room uninvited on Houseparty. But it can also be more 
troublesome, with stories of intruders watching private business meetings 
and even disrupting them with violent or offensive images and words.

The malaise that follows too much virtual social contact, largely because 
there are few valid excuses to decline video call invites.

https://www.forbes.com/sites/kateoflahertyuk/2020/03/27/beware-zoom-users-heres-how-people-can-zoom-bomb-your-chat/#2eaa5a04618e


COVID-19 has resulted in a kaleidoscope of experiences, 
fragmenting existing social groupings and creating brand new 
ones. While many people have chosen to focus on the way the 
pandemic has brought us closer together, it has also emphasized 
our differences, exposed social inequalities, and revealed 
shortcomings in how many brands and organizations approach 
their audiences. 

As we continue to inhabit an extended period of adjustment, 
brands are under pressure to respond on various fronts. From 
meeting new cultural expectations around social responsibility to 
remaining empathetic and responsive while weathering the 
recession, it’s not an easy balancing act – and no one can afford to 
drop the ball on consumer experience. How can we hone in on 
exactly how the pandemic is changing our audiences, looking 
beyond demographics to reveal lasting shifts in behaviors, 
attitudes, and values? 

Understand who you’re serving



There is no one master narrative of how people 
are living through the pandemic. The COVID-19 
experience is atomized – it hasn’t impacted 
everyone in the same way, making it difficult to 
speak confidently about collectives. In order to 
respond effectively, the advertising industry, 
which prides itself on a deep understanding of 
human behavior, is going to have to find new 
reserves of empathy for consumers or run the 
risk of coming across as insensitive.

Audiences are often discussed in broad brush 
strokes, but the social fragmentation caused 
by the pandemic necessitates a closer, more 
nuanced understanding of human 
experiences. New priorities have surfaced 
from prolonged lockdown, shifting people’s 
relationships with home, work, and tech. In 
turn, they will be looking for brands to create 
or adapt products and services to reflect their 
new realities. 

In quarantine or not, human beings are 
social animals who are constantly 
interacting with each other. Brands and 
marketers would do well to consider the 
new social behaviors that have sprung 
up around the pandemic – from privileged 
status-signaling to local do-goodery – 
keeping their fingers on the pulse of how 
their context is changing. 

Juliana Horowitz

Grant McCracken 

https://vimeo.com/418812540/6ef7cb21bb
https://vimeo.com/418812540/6ef7cb21bb
https://vimeo.com/418812540/6ef7cb21bb


From declaring the ‘death of travel’ to 
defining Gen Z as ‘the lost generation’, 
people are making a lot of noise about 
how the pandemic will change our 
lives. We put trending media stories on 
trial to differentiate long-term 
behavioral changes from what’s just a 
good hook. 

💌  

📺  

https://resources.canvas8.com/the-long-read
https://resources.canvas8.com/is-it-a-thing


How entrenched are your 
values, and how receptive 
are you to change?

To what extent have your 
habits been disrupted, 
bringing about a ‘reset’?

How capable are you based on 
your current health, financial 
circumstances, and risk exposure?

How predisposed are you to 
worry about your health and 
finances, and that of others?



How entrenched your views are + how 
much disruption you’ve seen 

=
How open are you to change?

Your level of risk + your disposition to worry
=

How anxious are you?

How entrenched are your values, and how receptive 
are you to change?

To what extent have your habits been disrupted, 
bringing about a ‘reset’?

How capable are you based on your current health, 
financial circumstances, and risk exposure?

How predisposed are you to worry about your health 
and finances, and that of others?



NOT  ANXIOUS

ANXIOUS

RESISTANT
TO CHANGE

OPEN TO 
CHANGE

Anxious + Open to change
Will have rapidly adopted lots of new behaviors – 
often beyond what was mandated – liked them, and 
will keep them when moving into their ‘new normal’.

Anxious + Resistant to change
Digitally-dependent for the short- to medium-term. 
Will maintain new behaviors longer than mandated, 
but less likely to embrace new digital habits long-term.

Not anxious + Open to changeNot anxious + Resistant to change
Will carry on as normal as soon as restrictions are 
lifted (or possibly even before).



Global crises fuel panic, rash decision-making, and 
uncertainty. The stakes are high, and even small risks feel 
bigger – which is why more than $60.5 billion in global ad 
spending evaporated during the Great Recession. It took more 
than eight years for the industry to fully recover. 

But engagement with advertising is still strong, and brands 
that withdraw during times of crisis find it harder to rebound. 
While it may seem daunting to communicate well during a 
period of upheaval when expectations are heightened, there 
are some basic, unchanged truths rooted in human 
experience – and these ideas can serve as guiding lights for 
those communicating now and throughout the economic 
downturn.

Speak and listen to people



There’s more to the reality of the 
pandemic than its grave seriousness. 
Every person’s experience has been 
different, as is the sense of normalcy 
they’re striving toward. But even in 
pre-pandemic times, ‘normal’ has 
always involved highs and lows.
There’s huge creative potential in 
addressing people’s diverse 
emotional responses.

Though it may be tempting to 
withdraw from the crisis 
environment, disappearing creates 
a vacuum and can hurt a brand later 
on. With media usage higher than 
ever, attention hasn’t disappeared.

In spite of what viral supercuts of 
pandemic ads might convey, 
‘genericism’ isn’t a new problem. 
It’s the result of groupthink and 
risk aversion. By defining the 
value that only you can deliver, 
you can ensure your message is 
original and tailored to your 
audience. 

 

There’s greater scrutiny around 
inconsistencies, with people ready to 
call out brands whose words and 
actions don’t align – and celebrate 
those that do. Be specific about how 
you’re helping and consider the 
impact of pandemic communications 
on future brand-customer 
relationships.

https://vimeo.com/413935312/2f7c599618
https://vimeo.com/413935312/2f7c599618


Investigating and 
broadcasting information
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Direction

Responsibility
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BRAND 
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LEADERSHIP
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Security
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Reassuring
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Inventive
Open

Identifying and applying 
long-term measures

Reflection
Recovery

Hope
Regeneration

Decisive
Strategic

Assimilation of new 
and old behaviors

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1Frp7ZYFKNAGbUqHaXqQN9yHHNH6YggyTV90AC-2mn6U/edit#slide=id.g721c38cb47_0_2131
https://resources.canvas8.com/pandemic-culture-webinar-sign-up


Investigating and 
broadcasting information

Authority
Direction

Responsibility
Intervention

Communicative

SOCIETAL 
RESPONSE

EMOTIONAL 
NEED

BRAND 
RESPONSES

LEADERSHIP
STYLE

Mobilizing resources 
and energy

Clarity
Security

Generosity
Solidarity

Confident
Reassuring

Policing behavior and 
mitigating fallout

Support
Entertainment

Innovation
Adaptation

Inventive
Open

Identifying and applying 
long-term measures

Reflection
Recovery

Hope
Regeneration

Decisive
Strategic

Assimilation of new 
and old behaviors

People will be seeking out support and entertainment as 
they find a way to live with the crisis. They’ll be shedding 
novelties in favor of real, innovative solutions, tested 
during this period of forced experimentation and proven 
to make their lives easier. And they’ll respond especially 
well to campaigns that honor or strengthen their social 
bonds after weeks or months of intense isolation. z

Nike’s Premium Training Club has been 
adopted by many seeking to stay fit in 
quarantine – but its rewarding, intuitive 
design means the habit of using the app 
to track fitness and stay motivated is 
likely to stick long after gyms reopen.  

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1Frp7ZYFKNAGbUqHaXqQN9yHHNH6YggyTV90AC-2mn6U/edit#slide=id.g721c38cb47_0_2131
https://resources.canvas8.com/pandemic-culture-webinar-sign-up
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As people find the breathing room to reflect on living in ‘crisis 
mode’, they’ll expect some sort of closure. Even if the pandemic 
doesn’t neatly resolve itself in a Hollywood-style ending, they’ll 
seek proof that lessons have been learned, mistakes won’t be 
repeated, and that a better world awaits on the other side. 
Messages of hope and regeneration are likely to play well 
during this phase, as will those that engage in the discourse of 
societal reinvention. 

Capturing a widespread hunger for social 
change during a period of financial hardship 
and heightened inequality, Barack Obama’s 
‘Yes We Can’ campaign resonated among 
those who wanted to see their nation 
‘healed’ and the world ‘repaired’. 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1Frp7ZYFKNAGbUqHaXqQN9yHHNH6YggyTV90AC-2mn6U/edit#slide=id.g721c38cb47_0_2131
https://resources.canvas8.com/pandemic-culture-webinar-sign-up


We’ve distilled our Pandemic Framework into a four-episode online 
learning course. Designed by our behavioral analysts together with digital 
learning expert Ashley Emerson, this fifteen-minute course helps planners, 
strategists, and decision-makers get up to speed with the extraordinary 
human shifts that have occurred over the past few months. 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SA33kAFsjs824lGVyqUgOiFf8wKQ0eksI9SYFv3Yw0g/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SA33kAFsjs824lGVyqUgOiFf8wKQ0eksI9SYFv3Yw0g/edit?usp=sharing
https://resources.canvas8.com/pandemic-culture-online-learning-sign-up


While mainstream news outlets are the most relied-upon 
sources of pandemic information, the rapidly evolving 
nature of the crisis allowed rumors and conspiracies to take 
hold. From ‘anti-maskers’ to alternative COVID-19 remedies, 
misinformation has become a life or death matter. 

Globally, 74% of people are concerned about COVID-19 
misinformation. Many are looking to trusted experts – such 
as NIAID director Dr. Anthony Fauci – to cut through the 
noise. In general, business leaders are more trusted than 
politicians to advise on coronavirus safety, and people are 
responding well to brands that do their due diligence. 

Ground informative communications in facts and creative 
communications in deeper meaning. 

/ Are our claims grounded in facts?
/ How can we create and sustain meaning?
/ Can we claim expertise in this space?

The #MoveWhatMatters campaign 
pierces through ‘anti-masker’ 
misinformation to make a simple, 
clear recommendation: wear a mask, 
protect each other.

https://www.edelman.com/research/edelman-trust-covid-19-demonstrates-essential-role-of-private-sector
https://www.canvas8.com/behaviour/return-to-expertise.html


From lockdowns to layoffs, the pandemic has put 
unprecedented constraints on consumption. Those living 
outside of China and India are overwhelmingly pessimistic 
about their financial futures. As a result, they’re becoming 
more cautious with their money and expect to spend less.

But this doesn’t mean that they’re not willing to try new 
products or adopt new habits. In fact, 50% of people are 
trying new brands and products during the crisis. So, how 
can we account for recession mindsets while stimulating 
interest and demand?

Adapt to new ways of consuming



Disruption creates an opportunity to reach 
new customers as people try new brands and 
shake up their habits, potentially making 
changes that will last. To make the most of 
this appetite for novelty, businesses may 
consider refreshing and optimizing their 
offerings so that these new habits will stick. 

Even self-described Luddites have become more 
tech-friendly due to lockdown measures, and 
every brand is under pressure to create 
meaningful customer experiences both online 
and offline by offering convenience and 
flexibility. But as people re-enter the outside 
world, it’s also crucial to re-invent 
brick-and-mortar spaces for safety and delight.

Joe Pine
Ravi Dhar

Historically, crises shift perceptions of luxury 
and status. People want to see themselves as 
sensible during a global crisis, but they’re still 
spending for comfort. Brands can help 
customers rest, reset, and develop resilience 
as they shift their priorities and view wellness 
and togetherness as part of the high life. 

https://vimeo.com/417143920/2550faea88
https://vimeo.com/417143920/2550faea88
https://vimeo.com/417143920/2550faea88
https://vimeo.com/417143920/2550faea88


Consumption is driven by strong motivations such as 
emotion, identity, and social connection, but COVID-19 has 
shaken up how people experience these stimuli, with 
self-isolation and store closures having a major impact. 

Even as shelves are restocked and people mingle at a 
distance, spending habits are changing in-step with the 
global recession. To cut down on costs, people are buying 
with more intention and saving where they can. But that 
doesn’t mean they’re immune to shopping for stimulation; 
the popularity of mini-indulgences during a crisis is known 
as the ‘lipstick effect’. 

Think creatively about ways to stimulate demand for consumers 
in physical, psychological, and financial constraints.

/ Are we staying close to consumer needs?
/ What barriers are affecting consumption?
/ Are we compromising our brand health?

The auto brand minimized the risk of 
making a major purchase amid 
financial uncertainty by offering six 
months of payment relief for new car 
owners.

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2017/jul/15/the-lipstick-effect-britons-treat-themselves-as-budgets-tighten
https://www.canvas8.com/behaviour/restrained-consumption.html


As lockdown measures around the world restrict 
out-of-home activities, much of everyday life has moved 
online out of necessity. While we probably won’t keep 
hosting Zoom dinner parties as restrictions ease, digital 
solutions that don’t simply replace an in-person activity are 
likely to stick – from on-demand delivery to innovative ways 
to engage with fitness, learning, or culture. 

To meet the surging demand for convenience and make the 
most of people’s digital explorations, brands are under 
pressure to provide exceptional online experiences, no 
matter their specialization.

Accelerate digital transformation efforts and find ways to quickly 
encourage the adoption of such services.

/ Which digital behaviors will endure?
/ How have digital expectations changed?
/ How do we deliver value in online settings?

By launching a personalization tool 
for its Bentayga model, Bentley has 
demonstrated how to give a luxury 
touch to purchasing cars in digital 
environments.

https://www.canvas8.com/behaviour/massive-digitisation.html


COVID-19 and the 2020 recession are forcing industries to adapt 
rapidly and at scale. Get to know sector-specific behaviors and keep 
track of industry implications as they happen with daily Signals, brand 
Case Studies, and in-depth Reports on the Canvas8 Library. 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SA33kAFsjs824lGVyqUgOiFf8wKQ0eksI9SYFv3Yw0g/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.canvas8.com/sector/beauty.html
https://www.canvas8.com/sector/careers.html
https://www.canvas8.com/sector/citizenship.html
https://www.canvas8.com/sector/communication.html
https://www.canvas8.com/sector/eating-and-drinking.html
https://www.canvas8.com/sector/getting-around.html
https://www.canvas8.com/sector/media-and-entertainment.html
https://www.canvas8.com/sector/money.html
https://www.canvas8.com/sector/health.html
https://www.canvas8.com/sector/home-life.html
https://www.canvas8.com/sector/luxury.html
https://www.canvas8.com/sector/shopping.html
https://www.canvas8.com/sector/leisure.html
https://www.canvas8.com/sector/technology.html
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SA33kAFsjs824lGVyqUgOiFf8wKQ0eksI9SYFv3Yw0g/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.canvas8.com/sector.html
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sam@canvas8.com

Senior Memberships Manager
lucy@canvas8.com

 
Behavioral analysts will answer your questions 
while we posting our favorite resources and 
updates on our Deep Dive series.

mailto:sam@canvas8.com
mailto:lucy@canvas8.com
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/13841670/
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/13841670/

