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COVID-19
Behavioral & 
Perceptual Shifts
A study by VSA Partners

At this juncture, there is a
responsibility for companies
to deliver value in new ways—
a call to arms to play a more
meaningful role in people’s
lives, today and tomorrow.
© 2020 VSA PARTNERS, INC.

METHODOLOGY

VSA used the Synthesio social listening platform
to formulate overall trends by analyzing
millions of social media posts from consumers,
influencers, and brands, as well as articles from
national and local media sources, and forum
threads and comments.
Looking across industry reporting, we narrowed
our focus on the novel trends we were seeing in
the online conversations.
We then sliced the data further by looking
specifically at social posts from accounts with
fewer than ~1,000 followers to understand how
most Americans are experiencing and expressing
themselves during the COVID-19 crisis.
We started tracking on March 10, 2020 and
looked at data since December 2019 to trace
significant shifts in behaviors and perceptions.

© 2020 VSA PARTNERS, INC.

64,885,512
social posts

17,931,031
comments and forum posts

2,078,869
media articles

37
industry
reports

LOOKING BACK

HOW A COMPANY’S RESPONSE DURING CRISIS
DETERMINED ITS FATE FOR DECADES

In the late 1920s, two companies—Kellogg’s and
Post—dominated the market for packaged cereal.
At the time, it was still a relatively new market;
ready-to-eat cereal had been around for decades,
but Americans didn’t see it as a real alternative
to oatmeal or Cream of wWheat.
When the Great Depression hit, no one knew what
would happen to consumer demand. Post did the
predictable thing: it retained expenses, laid off
employees, and cut back on all operations.
But Kellogg’s leaned in on its purpose
“to nourish families so they can flourish
and thrive.” Kellogg’s hired more employees,
increased output, and doubled its marketing
budget with its new cereal, Rice Krispies—an
inexpensive and nutritious meal that was easy
to stock up on during strapped economic times.
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By 1933, even as the economy cratered, Kellogg’s
profits had risen almost 30%, and it had become what
it remains today: the industry’s dominant player.

Americans expect companies
to step up and tangibly help
during COVID-19
While the media is reporting on the negative
impacts of COVID-19, the social conversation
is much different. Posts mentioning coronavirus
or social distancing are far more likely to contain
positive sentiments, including expressions of
love for friends and family, gratitude for others,
and hopes for the future.
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67%
54%

THINK COMPANIES SHOULD
DONATE SUPPLIES
(a hike of 7% in one week)

THINK BRANDS SHOULD
DONATE MONEY
(+11% from 43%)

And there is a surge of
positive sentiment taking
hold, even in the midst of
the crisis
COVID-19 POST TOPICS BY KEYWORD
Mindshare surveyed more than 1,300 people
on March 12, the day WHO declared COVID-19
a pandemic, and again on March 17, when
Americans were already social distancing.
Every industry has experienced increased
pressure from consumers to address coronavirus.

HOPE 30.2%
LOVE 21.0%
THANK YOU 17.1%
STUPID 11.7%
HATE 7.9%
ANGRY 3.4%
DON’T CARE 2.5%
SOLIDARITY 2.5%
ANNOYED 1.8%
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We identified behavioral
and perceptual 			 shifts
happening now that dictate
the new roles brands need
to play to add value.
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Observed
shifts in how
people behave
and think
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1

We are rapidly
adapting to a new
set of constraints

2

We are redefining
“valuable,” “essential,”
“necessary”

3

Trust is being
measured by
selflessness

1

WE ARE RAPIDLY ADAPTING TO A NEW SET OF CONSTRAINTS

Brands play more
active and important
roles in our lives
at home.
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BEHAVIORAL SHIFTS

A RAPID GLOBAL AND INDIVIDUAL ADAPTATION TO A NEW SET OF CONSTRAINTS IS UNDERWAY,
WITH A POTENTIALLY LASTING IMPACT ON HOW WE VIEW THE WORLD—AND THE BRANDS WE INTERACT WITH.

Less physical proximity =
more intentionality
We have to plan how and when we are social, and
the nature of remote social interactions requires
us to be more and present and involved.

More reliance on tech =
more positive view overall
Our devices and our connection are the
gateways to our world — our only way to
explore beyond the confines of our homes.

Less ability to plan ahead =
more comfort in the past
With more ambiguity, we seek comfort in
“knowns” and look to the past to feel secure
about the future.
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Mentions of “party” in coronavirus-related
posts jumped 100% week of March 12
(start of social distancing)
Synthesio, 107K > 250K posts

22% of all posts about coronavirus
and technology expressed gratitude
Synthesio, 400K out of 1.8M

1.3M coronavirus posts referencing the
’90s, nostalgia, or “remember when”
Synthesio, three months of data
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IMPLICATIONS

Companies have the responsibility to step up to help customers through these behavioral
shifts, and consequently brands have the opportunity to play more active roles — in how
we interact, what we rely on, and who we look to for confidence.
WITH OUR BEHAVIORAL SHIFTS...
Less physical proximity =
more intentionality

COMPANIES HAVE THE OPPORTUNITY...
To create new active ways to experience
products and services remotely

Less physical proximity =
more intentionality

More reliance on tech =
more positive view overall

Less ability to plan ahead =
more comfort in the past
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To play the role of a hero with free services that
enable experiences and exploration in the home

To send reminders of the past to deliver
confidence and trust in the future

1

BRANDS

Brands have permission to play a more active
role in our social interactions, facilitating and
creating new ways to interact remotely
Social distancing is uncharted territory in how
humans find ways to interact with one another;
brands can step up to foster new ways to be
social while remaining physically distant. Chipotle
has created daily lunchtime Zoom events called
“Chipotle Together” with special celebrity guests
who interact with and perform for Chipotle
customers. The brand has evolved its product
experience from being a passive moment
(eating a burrito) to a socially active moment
(having a virtual burrito party).
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2

WE ARE REDEFINING “VALUABLE,” “ESSENTIAL,” “NECESSARY”

Companies need to
rethink their business
and product strategy.
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BEHAVIORAL SHIFTS

OUR COLLECTIVE DEFINITIONS OF “VALUE” AND WHAT WE BELIEVE TO BE “ESSENTIAL” AND “NECESSARY”
ARE CHANGING, DEMANDING IMMEDIATE ACTION FROM BUSINESSES TO ADAPT.

A reversal on our perceptions of who
in our society we deem “valuable”
FROM those who can contribute the most
TO those who need support the most (elderly,
immunocompromised)

It has also redefined what type of work
is considered “essential” and critical to
our society
FROM highly skilled jobs
TO frontline jobs

Consumers are being asked to live without
the things we once thought to be “necessary”
FROM can’t live without eating out, fashion
and luxury items, salon visits, boutique gyms
TO can’t live without groceries, paper products,
medical supplies, antibacterial
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3M+ coronavirus posts mention “stay
home” to save the “elderly,” “vulnerable,”
and “immunocompromised”
Synthesio, three months of data

#thankyou #paidsickdays
#clapforcarers in top 20 hashtags
used for frontline workers
Synthesio, 2.6M posts

“Food,” “masks” and “job” in the top 20
words associated with the phrase “I need”
Synthesio, 176K posts
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IMPLICATIONS

Businesses have often chased the bottom line, delivering value to shareholders at the top rather than the stakeholders
at the bottom. Now is the opportunity to turn the business strategy upside down and enact a new way of thinking.
WITH OUR PERCEPTION SHIFTS...

COMPANIES HAVE THE OPPORTUNITY...

Valuable = vulnerable

To shift product/innovation strategy, designing
against a new set of “most valuable customers”

Essential = frontline

Necessary = basics
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To challenge all employees to rethink how
they’re delivering for a new set of stakeholders —
your frontline employees

To leverage existing manufacturing or distribution
strengths to deliver on the basics
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BRANDS

We’re learning to live without the things we
previously deemed “necessary”
Consumers are canceling vacations, reducing
spending, cooking at home, and with nonessential
businesses closing, like boutique gyms and salons,
people are opting to run outside and learn to DIY
at home.
With this shift in demand, companies are quickly
responding by investing their infrastructure and
resources to create and deliver the necessary
goods to combat the crisis.
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TRUST IS BEING MEASURED ON SELFLESSNESS

Putting our trust in
companies to provide
support, without any
expectation of return.
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BEHAVIORAL SHIFTS

This crisis is turning selflessness into a critical measure of trust. Companies that are giving without
expectation of return are breaking down the misconceptions of large corporations: to act for the benefit of all,
nimbly and wih agility at the grassroots level.

Decrease in government and
institutional trust:
The government handling in countries globally
is being criticized openly, with questions
being raised about whether human life is more
important than economic growth.

Increase in community-level
organizational trust:
In contrast to more prevalent narratives about
hoarding and selfishness, individuals across the
country are banding together to address urgent
needs in their communities.
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+269% increase in number of coronavirus
posts mentioning “government handling”
on April 1 compared with March 2
Synthesio, 288K > 1.1M posts

176% increase in number of coronavirus
posts mentioning “community,”
“together,” and “local” the week of March
12 (beginning of social distancing)
Synthesio, 1M > 2.9M posts
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IMPLICATIONS

The currency of trust relies on companies’ willingness to reject large organizational pitfalls — now is the opportunity
to take a grassroots approach to help support and build communities and coalitions for maximum impact.

WITH OUR PERCEPTION SHIFT...

COMPANIES HAVE THE OPPORTUNITY TO...

Trust = selflessness

Partner with other organizations (even within
the same industry) to deliver a bigger impact
Enable community initiatives, and empower
individuals to take action
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BRANDS

Companies are forming coalitions to support
each other and deliver maximum impact
With many major cities practicing social
distancing, restaurants are relying on delivery
services to remain in business. Consumers,
however, are still questioning the safety of
delivery options and wonder if their favorite
restaurants are still open.
DoorDash responded with a website to promote
the hashtag #openfordelivery that not only links
to its delivery services but also to its competitors—
Uber Eats, Postmates, Grubhub, and Caviar.
To support restaurants staying open, it posted
information about safe food handling and told
the stories of restaurateurs relying on delivery
to keep employees on payroll.
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Thought
starters...
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CONCLUSION

What is the active role your
brand will play in supporting
behavioral adaptations?

How will you support delivery of
valuable, essential, and necessary
products and services?

How will you enable and empower
for maximum impact?

THOUGHT STARTERS

THOUGHT STARTERS

THOUGHT STARTERS

• Bring people together:
What product or service
experiences can you design
for remote sharing?
• Be a hero: What services can
you provide to businesses or
consumers for free that will
enable or enrich their lives
at home?
• Deliver confidence: What
part of your heritage and
past can you use to instill
confidence in the future?

© 2020 VSA PARTNERS, INC.

• Redefine “most valuable
customer”: How would your
product strategy change if you
were innovating for the elderly
or immunocompromised?
• Rally for a new set of
stakeholders: How will you
mobilize your organization
from top to bottom to support
frontline workers?
• Build and deliver: What
existing manufacturing or
distribution strengths can
you leverage to deliver on
the new set of basics?

• Build a coalition with
competitors: How can you
partner with other companies
to deliver the most impact?
• Enable community-level
activation: Can you activate
individuals at the grassroots
level to contribute and
support in local communities?

Thank you.
And stay safe.
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