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MARKETING IN A YEAR 
DEMANDING AGILITY

In analyzing the impact to the marketing industry, 
we’ve assessed the impact to our partners and clients, 
marketers in general, and our media team’s own 
specific experiences over the last several months.  
Not surprisingly, things have been in constant flux 
as 2020 has progressed.

Creating an e�ective marketing strategy is dependent 
on who our target audience is and their media 
consumption habits. We build personas around these 
targets to help provide a better understanding of who 
we’re talking to and the best way to do it. As our 

personas evolve, so must we as marketers. While 
personas’ habits often do transform overtime, the 
sudden and drastic changes that COVID-19 brought 
about are unprecedented.

In order to better evaluate how media consumption 
habits have changed, let’s first revisit 2019, before 
the first rumblings of COVID-19 began, and work 
our way to where we are today. This journey helps 
illustrate why being agile is so important for marketing 
to be successful.

Our collective national awareness started changing on 

January 15 – when the first confirmed case of COVID-19 

was identified in Washington state. While the World Health 

Organization declared a global health emergency on 

January 30, it took approximately six weeks for the United 

States to declare national emergency on March 13. After that 

declaration, individual states initiated various stay-at-home 

orders, closure of non-essential businesses and restrictions 

on public gatherings. 

These measures thoroughly disrupted the "normal routine" 

of most everyone in the US. Our schools and daycares 

closed overnight, restaurants and bars closed dining rooms – 

providing takeout only, if they remained operational at all. 

O�ce buildings lost their tenants as a significant portion of

 the workforce became telecommuters, while unemployment 

multiplied exponentially.

LATE Q3 SARA IS LOOKING VERY 
DIFFERENT THAN EARLY Q3 SARA 
There are many outside factors impacting her routine including how schools are operating in the new 

school year, the latest stay-at-home order reinstatements, and her husband’s changing schedule with 

his job in finance. Again, just as consumers get comfortable in their new routines, things could shift 

as people continue to adjust to changes they are faced. This really reinforces the need for agility.

Q4 of any given year brings its own marketing challenges. The 

holiday season historically brings heightened retail advertising.  

Additionally, this year's political season looks to be a heavily 

contested one, meaning political messaging will be flooding 

the market, especially in October and the first few days of 

November. And there is some speculation of another possible 

wave of COVID-19, anticipated to coincide with the fall/winter 

flu season. This potential new wave could cause another 

round of stay-at-home orders and/or additional phased 

openings of businesses. 

Environmental changes impacted every quarter of 2020, 

in ways most consumers have never experienced. The 1918 

Spanish Flu was a similar pandemic event – however, this 

year, by comparison, is also an election year with the 

spotlight on American social justice. All these factors 

impact people and their behavior patterns. This changes 

how marketers are able to interact with their target 

audiences.  Being aglie to respond to these changes is key.

At NDP, some of our clients were able to stay the course with 

their Q1/Q2 marketing e�orts, while others needed to shift 

quickly with the times and circumstances. We were able to 

re-examine target personas and their behavior patterns for 

our clients, ultimately resulting in continued campaign 

success, despite the market circumstances. 

Aligning paid media activations with a target’s behavior 
is vital for campaign – and business – success.

Be aware of and pay attention to environmental factors that will a�ect your target’s patterns and be willing/able 

to adjust accordingly. Environmental factors could include: pandemic (i.e. COVID-19 and flu impacts), weather 

events and natural disasters (i.e. flooding, forest fires), social movements and political landscape (i.e. social reform, 

upcoming elections), or supply shortages and/or business restrictions

Evaluate long-term contracts and read their terms and conditions closely as they could impact your ability 

to be agile in an evolving marketplace. Part of your evaluation could include things like is there a cancellation 

clause that allows pulling media in a timely fashion or changing media flighting if needed; are you able to update 

creative/messaging as needed to ensure the most relevant and appropriate message reaches the intended target 

audience, etc.

While activating new platforms or channels may be intimidating to brands, sometimes it’s necessary to reach your 

target as their habits change. At a minimum, exploring possible new avenues and evaluating their potential against 

your target’s current media consumption is encouraged to keep up with the ever-changing media landscape and 

consumer media habits. Look at how di�erent Sara’s consumption has changed just this year. Some of the media 

that could reach her at the beginning of the 2020 may not be something that could influence her now.

Holiday shopped at the mall

Traveled to Tennessee to visit 
her parents for Thanksgiving

Voted at the polls

Watched the latest holiday 
movie at the theater

Will shop online

Will celebrate Thanksgiving at 
home with her husband and kids

Will vote by mail-in ballot

Will stream classic holiday 
movies from home

Because of the global pandemic, Sara's behaviors changed - quite simply, she and her family stayed home.  
Sara turned her dining room table into the the boardroom and classroom in a matter of days. She listened to 
music in the morning to try to help her kids (and herself) concentrate on the tasks at hand. The latest news 
updates took priority over leisure reading and professional networking. Going out to the movies or for dinner 
turned into ordering takeout/delivery and renting a movie through Amazon Prime. 

75 days into the year, stay-at-home orders 
upended our schools and o�ces overnight, 
dramatically shifting how and where we work. 
Restaurants and movie theaters closed, and 
cars stopped commuting.

NEVER HAS 
AGILE MARKETING 
BEEN MORE VITAL.

TO UNDERSTAND HOW OUR 
CONSUMER’S JOURNEY HAS 
CHANGED, LET’S FOLLOW A 
SINGLE PERSONA THROUGH 
THE YEAR SO FAR. 

HOW DID THIS IMPACT SARA?

WHILE SARA’S DAYS AT HOME LOOK SIMILIAR TO Q2, 40% - 60% 
OF HER WEEK CHANGED BECAUSE SHE REGULARLY STARTED 
LEAVING THE HOUSE. HER NEW SCHEDULE BEGAN TO LOOK 
SOMETHING LIKE THIS IN EARLY Q3

Q3

Q4 

A DAY IN THE LIFE FOR SARA COULD 
LOOK SOMETHING LIKE THIS 

Using our NDP employees as an 

example target audience, we 

created “Sara” as a way to 

demonstrate a day in our target 

audience’s media consumption. 

Sara is married, works full time 

and has two children – one a 

freshman in high school and the 

other in fifth grade. She is an avid 

runner and prioritizes healthy living 

for herself and her family.

WHILE IT TOOK A FEW WEEKS FOR SARA TO ESTABLISH A NEW 
ROUTINE, THIS IS WHAT HER DAYS LOOKED LIKE STARTING IN 
LATE MARCH/EARLY APRIL:

ENTER
2020

Many can relate to this type of drastic change in 

behavior patterns. The challenge of wearing many 

hats was a regular segment on news outlets 

through April and May. While situations 

changed somewhat come the end of the 

school year (May or June depending on the 

area of the country), exacerbating the change 

was the fact that many states were going 

through phases of reopening during this time 

as well. In some ways, it felt like just when 

you'd set a new routine, states reopening 

provided further disruption.

While we wait to see the e�ect on brands, 

this year has demonstrated the need for agile 

marketing on a scale not seen before. In the 

past, agile marketing needs depended a lot on 

supply line considerations and technology 

developments. Marketers now need to 

consider larger (potentially global) 

environmental or geographic variances that 

impact consumers. 

Brands reacted di�erently to this 

change in behavior. Some stayed the 

course. Others pulled marketing e�orts 

and spending altogether, opting to 

push advertising to later in the year, 

awaiting a better understanding of the 

economic impact to consumers. 

By early Q3, we were already witnessing some of the 

individual geographical area variances impacting 

consumers. While most states entered phases of 

reopening, the period between Memorial Day and 

4th of July saw major spikes in new COVID cases 

across the South and Southwest. Many states 

reacted by re-engaging stay-at-home orders in an 

attempt to stop the spread and re-flatten the curve.

For consumers – and looking specifically at Sara – 

while the school year was complete and her o�ce 

has semi-reopened, summer camps she booked in 

February were cancelled by June, leaving Sara and 

her husband to balance work and childcare for the 

summer. While her husband is still able to work 

from home full time, Sara knew she’s able to 

concentrate more when she’s provided a little 

more distance from the kids so this played into 

her new pattern. Through coordination with her 

husband’s schedule, Sara started working in the o�ce 

two days a week with a possible floating third day.  

WHILE IT’S NEARLY IMPOSSIBLE FOR US TO PREDICT
 WHAT EXACTLY SARA’S DAY-TO-DAY WILL BE IN Q4, 
WE GUARANTEE IT WILL BE DIFFERENT COMPARED TO 
Q4 2019.  HERE ARE SOME POTENTIAL DIFFERENCES:

AS WE ENTER Q4, SOME KEY 
TAKEAWAYS FOR AGILE MARKETERS:

Q4 2019

VS

Q4 2020

Q1

Q2

Pounding the 
pavement listening 
to her WorkOut 
playlist on Spotify.

Herding her family out 
the door to school and 
work, while  the local 
weather update breaks 
into the Today Show.

Driving into work, 
listening to her 
favorite syndicated 
morning show – 
The Bobby Bones 
Show – on K95.

Between meetings, Sara 
scans online stories from 
The Hollywood Reporter 
and The Washington Post 
– articles she earmarked
from her email newsletters
this morning.

Stopping for gas on 
her way home, she 
sees a gas station 
TV message.

As a special school-night 
treat, Sara and her family 
enjoy dinner at Bu�alo 
Wild Wings. 

With her children 
asleep in their beds, 
Sara finds a few solo 
minutes to scroll 
through the latest 
online issue of Real 
Simple magazine

After wrapping up 
homework questions, 
Sara and her family 
watch a few of their 
favorite shows together, 
before bedtime. 

Once the o�ce mail 
arrives, Sara's able to 
grab the latest AdAge 
magazine and take in 
recent industry updates.

Checking LinkedIn 
for peer networking, 
and Facebook for 
personal connection 
during her lunch 
break. 
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Pounding the 
pavement listening 
to her workout 
playlist on Spotify.

Starting breakfast and 
morning get-dressed 
routine with her children, 
while the Today Show is 
on to catch the latest 
virus updates and global 
impact, as well as local 
updates.

While her husband is 
logging on to work 
upstairs, Sara goes over 
the day's school needs 
with the children 
downstairs, and turns 
on the kitchen radio to 
the classical station. 

Sara starts her work day 
checking emails and 
catching a few flash 
briefings from the New 
York Times and CDC 
before starting on her daily 
tasks and Zoom meetings.

In order for the kids to 
earn extra screen-time, 
they read together for 30 
minutes. Sara dives into 
her latest book club 
selection while her 
children read their 
class-assigned books. 

As her husband's work 
day ends, he rounds up 
the kids to start dinner. 
Sara continues to work 
bit longer, reading trade 
articles on her phone 
about COVID-19’s 
impact on brand 
marketing schedules. 

Sara logs another 
hour of work after 
the kids are in bed, 
reviewing televison 
posts for a completed 
client campaign.

As the family eats 
dinner together, 
they're watching ABC 
World News Tonight 
for any updates.

After cleaning up 
lunch and getting 
children situated, Sara 
is back to her laptop.

Sara steps away from 
working as it’s her turn to 
make lunch, while putting 
on Disney+ for the children 
to have a cartoon break 
while they eat.
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Pounding the 
pavement listening 
to her workout 
playlist on Spotify.

After getting getting breakfast 
and lunch prepped for her 
husband and the kids, Sara 
heads to the o�ce early. On 
her drive in, she's listening to 
her favorite syndicated 
morning show – The Bobby 
Bones Show – on K95

At the o�ce, Sara 
goes through her 
email prepping for her 
morning meetings, and 
flags the industry news 
emails to read later. 

Pausing for a quick 
morning snack, Sara reads 
an article on OTT/CTV 
video consumption 
updates from one of her 
trade pubs she received 
in the mail.

Leaving work, she fills up 
on gas first time in three 
weeks and sees a gas 
station TV message at 
the Wawa by her o�ce

After she orders dinner (a 
treat for the family after two 
months of home cooking), 
she and the kids walk 
around the neighborhood 
to catch up on the day.

After bedtime as Sara unwinds 
from the day, she reads news 
updates on her iPad - the latest 
national and local Covid-19 
test results, the state's mask 
mandate update and an 
upcoming presidential rally. 

Sara turns on the 
local news as she 
collects some plates 
for dinner that has 
just been delivered.

Sara calls her husband 
about dinner plans and they 
decide no cooking tonight. 
She checks on GrubHub to 
see what new restaurant 
delivery options exist for 
her neighborhood. 

Eating her Panera delivered 
lunch while she works, Sara 
sits in on a webinar from 
Flywheel about new buying 
software updates and 
reporting modules available 
for agency use.
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