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The Death of Online vs Offline

The first quarter of 2020 has seen a huge cultural shift across the globe, as the 
new social norms enforced by the COVID-19 pandemic have developed. The 
need for social distancing has resulted in huge swathes of human life moving 
online - creating enormous changes in human habit and communication
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https://www.indy100.com/article/houseparty-app-what-is-it-download-coronavirus-quarantine-9414221


Out with the old, in with the new 
While the web has been a part of mainstream life for two decades for most 

people in the developed world, distinctions persisted between life ‘online’ and 

life ‘offline’. The previously-held distinction between actions and interactions 

mediated by a screen and those not is vanishing, at a pace and scale that 

would have been hard to imagine even three months ago, and with it the 

concept of ‘online’ and ‘offline’.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/10/uk-churches-live-stream-easter-services-during-lockdown
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fcivilserviceworld.com%2Farticles%2Fnews%2Fread-full-boris-johnsons-letter-nation-coronavirus&psig=AOvVaw0xaRN6j9vSYaQxgfJPQlHO&ust=1585910132878000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCIij8eXFyegCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD


Keep your distance
The need for social distancing has resulted in huge 

swathes of human life moving online.

Whole communities and demographic groups have 

moved their existences and networks to the web with 

a speed they would previously have thought 

impossible.

https://www.thestar.com.my/tech/tech-news/2020/03/27/covid-19-elderly-in-uk-care-home-embrace-technology-to-beat-coronavirus-lockdown
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/18/style/coronavirus-love-is-quarantine.html


Embracing a new normal 
Businesses and organisations that primarily existed 

in a bricks-and-mortar capacity have discovered 

how quick and easy it can be to establish an 

online presence.

https://www.dailyrecord.co.uk/lifestyle/family-kids/scots-kids-up-close-animals-21758001
https://www.thescottishsun.co.uk/tvandshowbiz/5436884/coronavirus-scotland-frankie-boyle-stand-up-show-covid-19/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-england-52070939/chester-zoo-hosts-virtual-tour-on-facebook


What this 
means for you

o Everything is possible - existing systems 

and technologies are there to be 

exploited, to create a seamless on/offline 

experience at minimal cost

o Trust the consumer - the past few weeks 

have shown us that actually EVERYONE 

can do online stuff, it’s not hard and 

people do in fact get it

o Communication is different online - you 

need to message and manage differently

o Content is even more of a priority - but 

what content, and how it's produced. is 

more crucial than ever



Community & Collaboration

Positivity can be hard to come by at present, but one indisputable 

upside to the COVID-19 pandemic has been the scale and speed of 

collaborative initiatives that have sprung up in response. These include 

the novel - and in some cases unimagined – ways that people and 

brands have come together in times of isolation.
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https://www.yorkshirepost.co.uk/heritage-and-retro/heritage/when-youre-your-own-we-are-there-you-letter-our-readers-2502694
https://www.facebook.com/groups/192925425468492/


Sharing is caring 
From the development of collaboratively-created 

online resources to help fight the spread of COVID-

19, to entire educational programmes being spun up 

in the virtual worlds of Minecraft and Fortnite, to 

choirs, clubs, choruses and orchestras moving from 

physical space to virtual; the need to connect, to 

form communities and to share experiences has 

never been more evident. 

https://www.express.co.uk/sport/f1-autosport/1262742/F1-Hailed-Project-Pitlane-Mercedes-Red-Bull-NHS-Fight-Coronavirus-Covid-19-McLaren-Renault
https://www.mcdonalds.com/de/de-de/GermanyNewsroom/article/News.Recent.personalpartner.html
https://www.techradar.com/uk/news/this-covid-19-tracking-app-lets-you-help-scientists-study-the-coronavirus
https://coronavirustechhandbook.com/home
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/food/article-8184075/McDonalds-reveal-secret-recipe-make-Sausage-Egg-McMuffin.html


Better, Together 
Not only that, but the current adversity has seen a degree of cross-discipline and cross-

party collaboration not witnessed in decades, with the UK’s political classes setting 

aside (some of) their differences as they seek to address the bigger issues facing us. Is 

this, finally, the moment we can see that long-promised ‘kinder, gentler politics’?

https://www.wirralglobe.co.uk/news/18324714.wirrals-party-leaders-put-politics-aside-tackle-coronavirus/
https://www.behance.net/gallery/9501831/Final-Major-Project-2013
https://www.guardian-series.co.uk/news/18327658.councillors-put-aside-political-differences-battle-coronavirus-pandemic/


Love thy 
neighbour 

People restricted to their local 

areas are becoming more 

appreciative about what’s right 

on the doorstep. However, at the 

same time, many local small 

businesses are suffering. The 

combined result has been a 

huge swell in support for 

businesses by local customers 

and innovative measures from 

local businesses to support their 

communities.

https://www.kentonline.co.uk/kent-business/county-news/independent-shops-offered-free-online-sale-platform-to-cope-with-crisis-224530/
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/mar/29/which-companies-are-coming-through-during-the-coronavirus-crisis
https://bdaily.co.uk/articles/2020/03/20/uk-wide-high-street-delivery-lifeline-for-local-communities-takes-off
https://click.e.etsy.com/u/?qs=3d17d5fbdeabb73093bb835efafeedbd8c5b0d0114685b51de9478c7ecf0853faedd166ed23d06c6bd988c7794f4b9fc29774e325e79f400
https://www.getawriggleon.com/magazine/global/miscellaneous/wriggle-launches-indie-kitty


What this means for you

o Everyone and every business has a community - help 

yours come together

o Find existing communities and join in - it’s not always 

right to create your own

o People will always find a way to connect - they won’t 

always do it where you expect, or choose, but it will 

always happen. How can you make that work for you, or 

support it when and where it happens?

o Act local – national brands can benefit by supporting 

their local communities

o Now is not the time for rivalry - which partners, or better 

still competitors, could you collaborate with for the 

greater good?



Humanity

The deeper we get into the pandemic, and the longer global isolation 

measures are in place, the more people will seek human connection 

and contact - and a human approach to communications. 
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https://www.stylist.co.uk/people/bbc-daily-kictchen-live-jack-monroe-matt-tebbutt-cooking-show/375819
https://metro.co.uk/2020/03/30/joe-wicks-audience-gone-joe-wicks-livestream-takes-hit-587k-tune-nearly-hitting-1m-live-viewers-first-week-12480062/


Help don’t hijack 
We all have received swathes of emails 

from companies (GDPR be damned!) 

eager to reassure us that they are there, 

that they care. 

The best examples have demonstrated the 

voice and / or the ethos of the humans that 

actually make up the business.

https://www.scotsman.com/health/edinburgh-four-star-hotel-open-its-doors-medical-staff-during-coronavirus-outbreak-2502970
https://www.thesun.co.uk/money/11207121/greggs-free-hot-drinks-nhs-coronavirus/
https://www.nottinghampost.com/news/nottingham-news/coronavirus-dg-cars-delivering-bread-3973714


Meet the experts
The resurgence in the importance of a humanising 

aspect to communications can be seen in the re-

emergence of ‘experts’, giving a face to difficult-

to-communicate advice and reminding us of the 

difference that personal delivery can make to 

reassure and explain key messages.

https://twitter.com/i/broadcasts/1yoJMaeAYnlJQ
https://www.ft.com/content/3be49734-29cb-11e6-83e4-abc22d5d108c


Personability not profitability 
Conversely, there has been a widespread backlash against those 

brands or people who have been seen to behave in a less-than-

human (perhaps ‘less than humanitarian’) manner. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-52018360
https://metro.co.uk/2020/03/26/companies-people-vowing-boycott-coronavirus-pandemic-12460345/


What this means for you

o Now is the time to prove your corporate responsibility –

how can you help and what can you offer?

o Communications should be open, honest and 

compassionate in tone – the current situation is huge and 

complex; you may not have all the answers right now, but 

be transparent and take people on the journey with you

o Put people at the heart of your communications – whether 

that’s the CEO or your front-line staff, show the faces 

behind the business to humanise what you say

o Be flexible with content – we’re all working from home so 

people don’t expect the usual polished, slick content. If 

anything, slightly more rough and ready content will be 

more trusted and appreciated



Brands, Know Your Place

Now more than ever before, it’s vitally important that brands and 

businesses have a clear idea of their place in the global conversation -

and, even more crucially, a clear understanding of where they simply 

do not have a right to intervene.
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https://www.timeout.com/london/things-to-do/why-weve-changed-our-logo-to-time-in-for-now
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-8047625/PETA-slammed-idiotic-tweet-suggesting-eating-meat-gives-coronavirus.html


Be true to self 
The past month has seen a slew of companies 

engaging with the pandemic in a variety of ways. 

What is clear is the importance for brands of having 

a well-defined and universally-understood set of 

principles that informs what it is that they can and 

cannot discuss, what they should and should not 

talk about, and what their purpose is when it comes 

to content and communications.

https://strategyonline.ca/2020/04/06/dove-shows-the-beautiful-courage-of-frontline-workers/
https://boingboing.net/2020/03/26/ikea-publishes-instructions-fo.html
https://www.sportengland.org/stayinworkout


Less is more 
In this environment of COVID-19 content saturation, it’s 

more important than ever for brands to remember that 

they don’t always need to have something to say. Restrict 

communications to issues that feel central to your brand’s 

identity, and where it’s possible to genuinely add value to 

consumers’ lives in some way. 

https://www.thedrum.com/news/2020/04/08/just-eats-uk-marketing-boss-feeding-the-nation-during-pandemic?utm_campaign=Newsletter_Daily_EuropeAM&utm_source=pardot&utm_medium=email
https://www.fastcompany.com/90471294/why-corona-beers-silence-is-the-best-possible-response-to-coronavirus-memes-and-discussion
https://www.battersea.org.uk/pet-advice/how-care-your-pets-if-youre-ill-or-have-self-isolate-due-coronavirus


Substance over style 
Defining your brand’s role and sphere of operations 

is vital to ensuring that your communications in 

times of crisis are consistent, make sense for your 

business and are - most crucially of all - serving a 

purpose for your audience. 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/apr/02/brewdog-hand-sanitiser-turned-down-local-hospitals-scotland
https://blog.twitter.com/en_us/topics/company/2020/Brand-communications-in-time-of-crisis.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VhzjqsRvC40&feature=youtu.be


What this means for you

o In times of crisis, never sell. Communications should 

focus only on helping your customers, your communities 

and your employees

o Be useful – whether that’s providing expert advice or 

entertaining bored customers stuck in isolation, make 

sure whatever you communicate is genuinely helping 

somebody

o Don’t step outside your area of authority – if you’re not a 

medical business, don’t be communicating medical 

advice. Focus on your brand or business’s skills and 

expertise, and how this relates to the effects of COVID-19

o Most importantly, if you don’t have something useful and 

new to say, don’t say anything



Change and disruption

In the immediate aftermath of the attacks on the Twin Towers, 

‘September 11th 2001’ was often referred to as ‘the day the world 

changed forever’. Looking back, its long-term impact seems likely to be 

at least matched by COVID-19. 
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https://www.esquire.com/uk/life/a31915611/coronavirus-timeline/


Sacrosanct 
no more 

From the apparent disappearance from the 

international stage of long-lived organs of 

international governance, such as NATO; to 

the discovery that it is possible for logistics and 

supply chains to be repurposed at pace, it is 

clear that the potential for widespread, 

lasting disruption of many of the practices, 

processes and institutions we have long seen 

as sacrosanct is high. 

https://www.wired.co.uk/article/china-coronavirus-trump-geopolitics


A New World Order?

We are a long way from being able to make accurate 

predictions as to the shape that society and the economy 

will take as we adjust to a post-pandemic reality. 

However, it is certain that there will be huge opportunities 

as markets re-open and new models of business become 

apparent, as our changed and changing lifestyles give 

rise to concomitant changes in supply and demand.

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-51654215
https://www.euronews.com/2020/03/25/europe-s-coronavirus-confinements-spark-voice-call-resurgence
https://www.ft.com/content/5dc60b96-669c-11ea-800d-da70cff6e4d3


What this means for you

o Think carefully - decisions that companies take now will 

be what determines their potential two-decade 

trajectory

o No industry or business type should stand still - there are 

threats and opportunities for all

o Continually adapt - regular, smart thinking about how 

this is playing out is vital if brands and businesses are to 

mitigate challenges and create advantage

o Now is the time to think big and bold – don’t be 

shackled by ‘how it’s always been’. Now, it’s different.



Let’s talk

To find out more about how COVID-19 is impacting 

communications, or how we can support you during this 

challenging time, contact Grayling’s Insights, Strategy and 

Creative team: IGNITE.

ignite@grayling.com

Further reading
Grayling’s Daily Political Updates on 

COVID-19, available for free here

The Rules of Contagion by Adam 

Kucharski - exclusive Grayling podcast, 

available for free to download 

here. https://audioboom.com/posts/75

49931-adam-kucharski-the-rules-of-

contagion

mailto:ignite@grayling.com
https://www.grayling.com/uk/en/insights
https://audioboom.com/posts/7549931-adam-kucharski-the-rules-of-contagion
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