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B2B Marketing and Covid-19  

How the industry 
has adapted 

Part of the 
Where Now? series
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When the world changes suddenly, business and 
industries react in different ways, at different speeds. 
The B2B marketing industry has proved both resilient 
and adaptable. This guide looks at some of the more 
interesting and potentially long-lasting impacts 
on our industry.

At Earnest, we’ve always loved a bit of curation, 
so on the last page, there are a few useful links 
to some of the ones that piqued our interest.
We’ve done our best to consume all this stuff 
and reflect on it. We’ve talked with a number 
of CMOs in B2B brands navigating the world 
today, and to some of our peers in B2B agencies. 

Here’s the summary. It’s designed to be 
helpful and prompt some thinking as to how 
B2B brands can adapt – for short-term and 
much further down the line. It’s certainly not 
definitive and there’s the danger anything we 
say now could be out of date within the month. 

Meet the author 
Chris Wilson 
Managing Partner

So, we’ve tried to look at the consistent 
themes and ideas from some of the great 
practitioners within our B2B world: and 
picked the ones that really resonate with us. 

And, we’ve really focused on the areas that 
will still be relevant post the Covid-19 
pandemic. We want to provide thoughts, 
findings and advice that’ll be valuable now, 
in 3 months and in 3 years. 

So here goes. 
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CATEGORY 1

Being a good brand
Put marketing aside for a second, the priority right 
now is to be the right corporate citizen, regardless 
of the industry you’re in or the market you serve. 
Everyone we spoke to highlighted two key areas.
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Tone of voice

Brands need to get this right. No-one wants 
to be sold to right now. People want empathy 
and authenticity. This is the time for CEOs 
to come out from behind the board table and 
talk, as human beings, to customers and staff. 
This is not the time to be polished, or to use 
marketing speak. 

_ Be honest.

_  Be personable/personal – not corporate 
(if you’ve got a corporate message to deliver, 
then make your CEO deliver it personally). 

This should stay, even when Covid-19 has 
dwindled. It’s about time brands got honest 
got personal and dropped the corporate grey. 

Above all, don’t be a Tim Martin. →

Be a good business partner

A simple but powerful principle. Covid-19 
has prompted many B2B CMOs to consider 
the value that their brand offers the world. 
It’s made people think about how to focus 
on being helpful and valuable to customers, 
and the market they serve. 

Most now talk about ‘Help, don’t sell’. 

There’s been lots written on this, and 
there have been a few good examples: 

_  Kaspersky has made its core endpoint security 
products free for medical organisations. 
A big deal given that hospitals have been 
cyber attacked more throughout the crisis.

_  Mastercard provided $250m to support 
small businesses financial security.

If a brand’s not helpful, it’s not valuable. 
Marketing can make an impact here:

_  Find out what customers worry about. 
There’s a good ‘Needs Framework’ 
below to help focus the insights. 

_  Work out if you can genuinely help 
with these needs.

_  If not, leave well alone (the world doesn’t 
need more banal advice – it needs actual, 
practical ‘stuff ’).

_  If you can, make it meaningful. It’s beyond 
content marketing – which let’s face it is 
rarely helpful. 

_  Offer something up, with no reciprocity 
asked for.

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/mar/24/wetherspoons-denies-abandoning-staff-in-coronavirus-crisis
https://smallbusiness.co.uk/what-coronavirus-small-business-help-is-available-for-free-2550003/ 
https://smallbusiness.co.uk/what-coronavirus-small-business-help-is-available-for-free-2550003/ 
https://smallbusiness.co.uk/what-coronavirus-small-business-help-is-available-for-free-2550003/ 
https://smallbusiness.co.uk/what-coronavirus-small-business-help-is-available-for-free-2550003/ 
https://mastercardcontentexchange.com/newsroom/press-releases/2020/april/mastercard-commits-250-million-to-support-small-business-financial-security/ 
https://mastercardcontentexchange.com/newsroom/press-releases/2020/april/mastercard-commits-250-million-to-support-small-business-financial-security/ 
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CATEGORY 2

Don’t just replicate 
physical with digital 
The case in point here is events. Huge amounts of B2B 
budgets (some cited figures of 65%) have traditionally 
gone into events – some almost rely on it in a wholesale 
way for their ‘bottom of funnel’ conversations. This has 
changed, possibly forever.
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So, there’s been a rush to swap them out 
with virtual events. 

Virtual events are fundamentally different 
to physical ones – so need to be handled 
differently: from pre-event marketing, 
the ‘on the day’ experience and post-event 
follow up. 

This is critical because already we’re seeing 
a huge increase in the volume of them: 
overlapping invites, subject matter and 
noise. No different to our existing offline 
challenge, but the solutions are different. 

Key findings and tips: 

_  Invest more in pre-event marketing – there 
are so many virtual events, you have to work 
harder to promote yours, including absolutely 
ensuring that the Sales team are getting 
existing customers to turn up. 

_  You’re still creating an experience – whether 
it’s virtual or not.  No-one considers the 
theatre of online events. They’re too often 
glorified webinars. They need to be more 
interactive and have ‘a special something’ – 
just like event organisers for a long time 
have striven for in the offline world. 

_  Do event digests – attention spans wane, 
so create post-event bite-sized content. 

_  Post-event lead nurture is now where leads 
happen, not on the day. We’ve relied on some 
chance f2f conversations – no longer. Revisit 
the post-event follow ups and get it integrated 
into the rest of the marketing plan.
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CATEGORY 3

Adapt content and 
sales enablement to 
true digital working
Bluntly, our B2B marketing industry should 
have done both of these a while ago.
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Content: 

For too long, content still had too many 
portrait PDFs in its arsenal. We’ve mobile 
optimised sites, but not the marketing 
content. Whilst people are still using 
laptops in their WFH environment, they’re 
undoubtedly dual-screening, one of which 
will be mobile/tablet. 

Some key tips: 

_  Go landscape. Why we haven’t done this 
previously is bewildering. 

_  Be really, really helpful. No surprise this 
one given the ‘help, not sell’ mantra. But, 
content marketing needs to get a whole 
lot more helpful, and a whole lot less ‘meh’. 
Expose real intellectual property, leverage 
insights from other customers – whatever 
it takes to really be useful. 

_  Don’t do podcasts unless they’re actually 
good. There’s been a rush to do podcasts. 
Great. Makes sense. But, to do a good 
podcast, or series, you need a proper 
‘broadcasting mindset’ – you’re putting on 
a radio show, so know your audience and 
invest in getting them content they’ve not 
heard before. 

CONTENT
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SALES
SALES
SALES
Sales enablement: 

Welcome to the new army of digital sellers! 

But we have some stuff to fix for our newly 
home-bound cousins in Sales. 

A content-packed PowerPoint that looks 
great on a 55” screen is utterly useless in the 
virtual world. Pitching, selling and building 
relationships over video call means the sales 
pitch needs to be punchier, fonts need to 
be bigger and it also needs to present itself 
(think patchy internet etc). 

Some key findings and tips: 

_  Design for the new consumption 
environment: Bigger font, clearly 
contrasting colours, no ‘extra’ (read: 
superfluous) design elements

_  Spread it out! Less on each slide – think 
Slideshare-style – convey the same story, 
but spread it out

_  Imagine no-one’s listening – does it still 
make sense? Slide titles need to carry the 
presentation. Actually this is how people 
should build decks already. Even in f2f 
presentations, attention spans wander…

_  Structure and navigation have got 2x 
more important – ensuring people know 
where they are and what’s coming gets 
extra important in the WFH world. Put 
navigation markers onto every slide
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CATEGORY 4

Demand generation, 
really?

Many B2B brands have put a halt on any cold 
prospecting, unless they’re providing the services/
products that directly assist in combatting Covid-19. 
Marketing Automation rollouts/upgrades have been 
put on hold. In general, the drive for demand generation 
is going through a re-evaluation.
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The other aspect that’s come under fresh 
scrutiny is existing marketing automation 
programmes. Some brands with many 
programmes live have found it hard to shut 
them down – with some escaping scrutiny 
and merrily filling the internet / inboxes 
with comms suited to a different era. 

Some findings and key tips: 

_  Spend time getting your house in order – 
from doing a big data clean up, through 
to actually auditing existing programmes 
and reassessing whether they’re fit 
for purpose

_  If demand gen is continuing, look at the 
tone of comms, and whether CTAs are 
still relevant

_  Focus on value – demand gen should 
be geared around offering insight or 
practical guidance – something of value 
to the end recipient. If not – put it on 
pause, people have got enough to 
deal with.



12

CATEGORY 5

Focus on existing 
customers
Many B2B CMOs have had to rush into doing Covid-19 
specific comms. On balance, this has put the marketing 
function in a positive position within the organisation 
– CMOs are finding they are centre stage, instrumental 
in developing critical communications to customer and 
internal audiences.  The flip side is that most plans went 
on hold – priorities were immediately rejigged. 
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One interesting fall out of this, was that 
the emergency situation often revealed 
customer data wasn’t up to scratch. Data has 
always been the Sunday evening homework 
that no-one wants to do. But, this should be 
moved up the task list – spend now, reap the 
rewards for a long time forward. 

The much broader trend has been a huge 
focus on existing customers. 

Key findings and tips: 

_  Get the initial tone and content right. If your 
customers haven’t actually heard from you 
for a while – then be factual and supportive, 
don’t go over the top and ‘feign proximity’ 

_  Think beyond crisis comms – now is the 
time to plan and design an actual comms 
strategy for existing customers.
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CATEGORY 6

A more 
fundamental reset?
Without wishing to sound crass, now is a time of 
opportunity for B2B marketers. We have become 
centre stage often by accident rather than choice, 
but our industry has shown its mettle. Looking 
ahead, this means some profound changes that 
we need to grasp firmly. 
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We’ve heard some great stories from B2B 
brands where the leadership really stepped 
up. Those who did an amazing job at talking 
to everyone: staff, customers, partners and 
suppliers. We’ve heard heroic tales of B2B 
marketers leading from the front, often 
where sales teams have struggled and in 
some cases been like rabbits in headlights. 

We must take heart and confidence from 
this. We think there are three big areas that 
B2B marketing can own in the future.

B2B marketing is more than 

just B2B marketing comms

We need to get back to a true definition of 
marketing – it goes beyond just the one ‘P’ 
(promotion). We need to get our hands 
around every other aspect from the products 
we sell to how we price them and how we 
distribute them.

We should be in the centre of strategy 
conversations. We need to own the customer 
experience and budgets have to be seen 
as investments not costs. We need to do 
this because we have a once in a lifetime 
global reset. 

Leading the sales conversation

Yes, we actually said this. Some of the more 
strategic B2B marketers have been doing this 
for some time, introducing Challenger Sale and 
other methodologies. The time is right for us 
to lead this: we know how to communicate and 
this skill needs to lead sales, not follow them. 
Sales teams are having to be digital sellers – the 
old ‘meet and great’ has to be substituted by a far 
more meaningful ‘value exchange’. This is what 
real selling is about – and as B2B marketers we 
understand this.
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Writing a new playbook for 

B2B marketing in a recession

It’s not a debate that we’ll be entering 
some kind of recession in every geography. 
The questions are more about for how long 
and how severe. 

We’ve enjoyed a growth market 
(macros perspective) for over a decade. 
For most economies and markets, those 
days are gone.  

So, we need a new playbook.

The businesses that succeed will be the 
ones where marketing really knows the 
customer and can guide activity to ensure 
the organisation is providing real value 
to them. The businesses who have good 
strategy, strong and clear values, and can think 
long-term will come out of this even stronger. 

But, many won’t get this right. Marketers may 
not survive if they can’t credibly articulate the 
business case for marketing: how it will guide 
sales and how it will navigate the business 
through a recession. Companies will be under 
pressure and weak marketing functions just 
won’t make it. 

UNDER
 NEW

MANAG
EMENT
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Some conclusions
We’re not here to comment on, or attempt 
to predict what type of ‘recovery’ the 
world has, or when. But this scenario 
is one that should be taken as a time to 
do some long-lasting changes in how 
we go about B2B marketing. 

Most importantly, NOW is the time to prepare 
ourselves to be the B2B marketing function we 
want to be when the world rights itself.

From all the CMOs and marketing leaders we 
spoke to, these five things came out consistently 
as things that need to change permanently.

Brand building

This is more important than 
ever, and will stay so. We need 
to get our tone of voice right, be 
a good business partner to our 
customers and be clear about 
what we stand for.

Focus on existing customers

Whilst the business will 
undoubtedly ramp up its 
demand for leads, we have 
to focus on longer-term 
relationship building – mainly 
because it makes good business 
sense: revenue growth should 
come as much from existing 
customers as it does from new – 
so let’s rebalance the focus. 

1 2
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Your people are critical

Internal comms was often the 
poor cousin, delegated to HR in 
many orgs. Marketing needs to 
take back control. We’ve won 
the right to as part of the crisis, 
but we should really focus on 
keeping up regular, consistent 
and impactful internal comms. 
Our people are often our biggest 
marketing channel after all. 

Clean the B2B marketing stove

Whilst some had taken the 
opportunity of using freed up 
time, this is more about a general 
realisation that some of the jobs 
we’ve put off are really holding 
us back. 

Build content for the WFH world

Whether we staying working 
from home or not, this is 
essential. Content, and sales 
enablement, needs to be fit for 
purpose on small screens and 
split/dual-screen attention 
spans. This was the case before 
Covid-19, we’ve just now seen 
the reality. 

3 4 5



19

Thanks to the following for their valuable inputs. 

Ruth Connor, Marketing Director, Kalibrate

Richard Robinson

Scott Stockwell, IBM

Shane Redding, Think Direct

Jason Talbot, The Crocodile
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→ A BBH briefing on marketing in the time of COVID-19

→  Marketing Week: Just 8% of consumers think brands should stop advertising 

due to the coronavirus outbreak

→  Should COVID-19 Stop B2B Marketers From Marketing?

→  For B2B Companies, Six Elements of Value® Matter Most in the Coronavirus Pandemic

→  IBM Watson: Personality Insights

→  How To Make 64 Pieces Of Content In A Day

→  Panic-buying, personality and the looming threat of Covid-19

→  How are extraverts and introverts coping with social distancing?

→  What We’ve Learnt: A weekly business podcast

https://audioboom.com/posts/7535403-bmc-webinar-week-1-how-the-coronavirus-crisis-affects-b2b-marketing
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:6648256978797895680/
https://www.marketingweek.com/brands-advertising-coronavirus-crisis/
https://www.marketingweek.com/brands-advertising-coronavirus-crisis/
https://www.toprankblog.com/2020/03/covid19-stop-b2b-marketing/
https://www.bain.com/insights/for-b2b-companies-six-elements-of-value-matter-most-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic-snapchart/
https://personality-insights-demo.ng.bluemix.net/
https://www.slideshare.net/vaynerchuk/how-to-make-64-pieces-of-content-in-a-day-193602077
https://www.dpl.ai/dpl-blog/panic-buying-personality-and-the-looming-threat-of-covid-19
https://www.dpl.ai/dpl-blog/how-are-extraverts-and-introverts-coping-with-social-distancing
https://open.spotify.com/show/3btfxwcD354cPAKFiPWQCd


If you’d like to talk about ways your business could put 
these ideas into practice, we’d love to hear from you

Chris Wilson 
+44 (0) 7826691808 
chris.wilson@earnest-agency.com

23 Fitzroy Street 
London W1T 4BP

27 E 28th Street 
8th Floor 
New York NY 10016


