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Methodology

In creating this report, we
spoke with 50 senior B2B
marketing decision makers
across the globe, mixing
quantitative data with their
unique insights and
experiences to gain an
understanding of how the
Covid-19 pandemic has
affected their strategy both
immediately and in the
long-term.
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Introduction

When the UK went into lockdown in late
March, it had a seismic impact on society
as a whole. People were isolated from
their family and friends and workforces
were forced to disperse.

How have B2B marketers reacted? For
many, lines of communication to
customers, prospects and partners were
severely impacted, while budgets were
also reduced as the economic toll of the
Covid-19 pandemic became apparent and
uncertainty set in.

While there has been a gradual move to
digital comms for a gooc? few years now,
nobody was prepared for the total and
utter reliance upon it prior to Coronavirus.

As the economy begins to reopen and a
‘new normal’ is established — we wanted
to understand the impact the pandemic
has had on B2B marketing and
communications, thinking about what
needs to change, where priorities lie and
the biggest learnings from an
unprecedented six months.

To do so, we polled senior B2B marketers
across the globe to gain both qualitative
and quantitative insights.

One thing is for sure, things will never be
the same again. But for many businesses
(especially in the technology sector where
our client base resides), there is a mixed
picture of firms tremendously hard hit,
while for other tech native businesses it
has accelerated opportunities and demand
for their services.

The tech industry continues to show itself
as the most dynamic, agile and innovative
sectors to be involved in and such
companies  should have  absolute
confidence that they can meet their growth
aspirations with the right plan in place.

For all businesses, one of the most striking
results from the study was the importance
of humanised, customer-focussed and
empathetic messaging to engage with
target audiences. We hope you enjoy
reading through the findings.

Tom Webb, Managing Director, Element Communications
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Action and
reaction

The lockdown which came into effect on How much have you had to change your
March 23 was the greatest restriction on marketing strategy in light of Covid-19?
civil liberties since the Second World War. It
completely changed the structure of society.
However, in the weeks leading up to that
date, a great many things had already been
cancelled or postponed as organisers feared
the worst.

Total Change

Limited Change .
12% 8%

A very visible example is the events industry,
which is worth tens of billions of pounds
each year and was growing prior to
Coronavirus. It was a staple — and often
cornerstone — of the marketing calendar.

Whether intimate customer events or
attendance at huge multinational
exhibitions, firms set huge store in their
1z?bility to network and win business face-to-
ace.

According to our poll, 88% of B2B marketers

had to undertake a total or significant

change to their marketing strategy directly

because of the Covid-19 pandemic. Significant Change
80%




Action and
reaction

Though measures are beginning to ease
now, the lockdown itself was a particularly
testing time. Just 30% of respondents said
their marketing team was operating at
100% (or more) capacity compared to pre-
Covid-19 levels. Around one in ten (11%)
were operating at less than 50%,
demonstrating just how substantial the
impact was.

said their marketing
teams were
operating at 100%
during the UK
lockdown

But it was not simply a time to retreat, the
study also found ways in which marketing
teams used the lockdown to rethink their
strategies and devise new ways of
working.



A truly integrated approach has been the goal
of marketing teams for many years now. The
channels, howev_erl, havde Iabrgely stayed ’g}e
same since social media became a viable ; .
means of B2B engagement. Digital Ranked: The most important
communications have steadily grown in channels for B2B marketers

popularity and importance but was thrust into
the spotlight once lockdown was introduced.

1.Digital Content
2.Email marketing
communications decision makers prioritised 3.Digital events

Having taken stock of all options available to
them, the study found that marketing and

digital content such as reports, eBooks, , :
infographics and videos as the most important 4.Social medla _
mediums to engage new and potential 5.PR and influencer relations

customers. 6. Direct marketing

It is unsurprising that PR and influencer
relations  have ranked low among
communications priorities, as other elements
that more directly talk to prospects and
influence sales take priority. However, as one
respondent commented:

"They've taken a major hit, so B2B marketers will be tempted to
focus so much on lead gen, with a measurable return, but don't
underestimate the brand equity that PR can drive. Trust in
brands is more important than ever.”




As another respondent said: “This Covid-19
eriod has meant that marketers have had to
end and flex strategies more than ever. It's nice

to have a plan for the year or quarter set, but |

think this agile mindset will adjust how we
strategise moving forward.”

With traditional networking and events
cancelled, nor is it surprising that the results
have returned the way they have.

While it is true that content is king, we next need
to establish how (if at all) content needs to
change to resonate and impact audiences.

"We won't go back to the old ways with lots of face-to-face
events. People will be more accepting of digital content,
virtual events and an increased use of media channels.
Physical interaction will still be important, but there will be a
far better mix of digital and physical.”




The importance
of messaging

It is fair to say that there have been brand
successes and brand failures through the Covid
crisis. At its core, this comes down to how
effectively they communicate and the success
of their messaging. As one respondent

commented:
Ranked: How B2B messaging
"This period has been rife with brands trying to do as much must change
as they can to support customers ‘during this difficult
time’. Nothing is more valued than being honest with what 1.Become more humanised
you know and being real about what is yet to conquer." 2 Become more customer-

focussed

What the above tells us is that B2B marketers :
believe staid, corporate messaging will no 3.Become more empa-the’uc
longer engage and create connections with 4.Become more emotive

audiences. As one respondent told us:

"Customers even in fairly similar verticals have been
affected very differently, and so this situation has
highlighted the need for smart, tailored messaging that is
as adaptive and automated as possible.”

So how can brands take these learnings and
adapt them for B2B marketing strategies for the
rest of 2020 and beyond?




As we have discussed, lockdown created an
environment where brands had the opportunity to
take stock and rethink. In part this was
necessitated by the hammer blow to budgets, but it
was not all doom and gloom. According to our poll,
the majority of respondents (67%) set out initiatives
to ‘listen and learn’ from audiences to gain insights.

said they used lockdown to
'listen and learn' from their
target audience

Our study also highlighted how savvy B2B
marketers were using the time constructively. We
asked the respondents to list the biggest
opportunities the pandemic - and lockdown -
presented to them.

Ranked: The biggest
opportunities presented
by the pandemic

1.Strengthen relationships
with customers

2.Make improvements to
strategy and execution

3.Gain a better understanding
of customer needs

4.Review what gives the best
return on investment




The fact that strengthening relationships with
customers ranked highly is a further
demonstration of this recurring theme of making
connections. One respondent gave an insight into
the truly root-and-branch nature of the strategic
review undertaken during the lockdown.

"Start with your own business first and how you treat your
people — get your own house in order before you go
crusading or changing messaging. Employees are more
emboldened at the moment to call out their employers.

That gives you permission to engage in the areas that
matter to your audience and they will have more trust in
your brand. From there, create a message that is data led
and human interpreted. If that message can speak to a
wider societal issue too, with credibility, then that's even
more powerful. But you must understand why you have
permission to engage.”

P, X R




The Covid-19 pandemic has led B2B marketers to
undertake significant revisions to their strategies.
But rather than be harmed by budget cuts or
shifts in focus, our industry has once again
proved itself to be agile and innovative to service
the needs of the business itself, along with
customers and prospects.

The key then is creating a messaging stack that is
humanised, customer-driven and personal in
order to win business. Our respondents were
unequivocal in their answers.

"The Covid-19 pandemic highlighted the fine line
between presenting a helpful solution to a problem and
hijacking a trend or situation. Focus on the value you
bring to solving a problem and offer genuine insight and
advice that can help your customers, even if sometimes
it doesn't lead to a sale.”



Now more than ever, business buyers are
inundated with information. Our study has
highlighted the importance of authenticity to cut
through the noise and gain market influence.

We are delighted to have seen the ability of B2B
marketing teams to rethink, engage and,
ultimately, win business.

As things gradually return to some form of
normality, it is important to take learnings into
building a better business.

We know that marketing and communications
will continue to be a vital tool to help businesses
achieve their aspirations; be it to scale rapidly,
achieve game-changing funding rounds, M&A or
an ultimate sale, to taking on an unseating
incumbent market leaders.



To find out more about how Element Communications can create an
authentic campaign for your brand, visit
www.elementcommunications.co.uk
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