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No industry is off the hook, but for insurance companies in 
particular, connecting with consumers has historically been a 
complicated challenge. Now is the time they must find ways 
to secure that bond and align their brand values to a shifting 
consumer psyche.

The fact is, consumers are paying closer attention to  
brands, more than ever before, giving rise to a new kind of 
advertising and communications—one that avoids hard- 
sell and speaks to what’s really on people’s minds. In March 
2020, a 12-country survey by Edelman found that consumers 
want to hear from brands during a crisis, but what they want 
are comforting, straight-talking messages that lay out the 
steps brands are taking to deal with the crisis. A key takeaway 
for businesses is to put solutions before sales, given that  

Businesses today must face two existential questions: 
How do we survive? And how do we stay connected 
to our markets?  

INTRODUCTION

89% of those surveyed want brands to produce goods that 
help meet pandemic-related challenges, as well as offer free or 
discounted products to healthcare workers, vulnerable  
groups and unemployed workers. 

Consumers view their chosen brands as trusted partners and 
rely on them for information about how the crisis is affecting 
their companies, employees, products and services. “Brands 
should try to avoid communications that cause anxiety and 
concern about the crisis without offering solutions and hope to 
their consumers,” notes Harvard Business Review. “And brands 
should keep their consumers fully informed about how to 
continue to gain access to their products and services during 
the crisis, particularly for those deemed mission critical.”1

 1.  https://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/what-customers-need-to-hear-from-you-during-the-covid-crisis

https://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/what-customers-need-to-hear-from-you-during-the-covid-crisis


© 2020 Carpenter Group  |  2

The very nature of the insurance business lends itself to 
messaging around hope, care and empathy. During a crisis, 
insurance companies of all types, including life, property-
casualty, annuity and healthcare, find themselves in the 
spotlight. Recent studies have found that consumers’ 
sentiment for the insurance industry was below that for  
banks and credit card companies — which also ranked  
below-average in popularity.2

From Ford’s decision to replace product advertising with 
informational marketing about car payment relief,3 to Uber’s 
“thank you for staying home” commercials, brands are 
acknowledging consumer expectations. The insurance industry 
would seem especially ripe for such an awakening, given its 
unique charge to lower people’s stress levels by reducing risk, 
providing protection against losses, strengthening financial 
security and creating peace of mind. 

FOR INSURERS, AN OPPORTUNITY 
TO CHANGE THE MESSAGE

During a crisis, 
insurance companies 
of all types, including 
life, property-casualty, 
annuity and healthcare, 
find themselves in the 
spotlight.

2.  https://www.insurancebusinessmag.com/us/news/breaking-news/bad-news-insurance-companies--your-customers-dont-really-
like-you-37169.aspx

3. From Carpenter Group’s Brand Acts of Kindness,® “Bombers Then. Ventilators Now. Ford Motors Onward.”

Thank  
Uber®

Car payment relief 
Ford®

https://www.insurancebusinessmag.com/us/news/breaking-news/bad-news-insurance-companies--your-customers-dont-really-like-you-37169.aspx
https://www.insurancebusinessmag.com/us/news/breaking-news/bad-news-insurance-companies--your-customers-dont-really-like-you-37169.aspx
https://www.carpenternyc.com/thoughts/spotlight-on-ford-motor-company
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4. From Carpenter Group’s Brand Acts of Kindness,® “Principal Financial Group’s ‘Giving Chains’ Are Feeding Struggling Families.”

5. From Carpenter Group’s Brand Acts of Kindness,® “Brands Step Up With Kindness & Live Their Values.”

6.  https://www.ey.com/en_gl/consumer-products-retail/how-covid-19-could-change-consumer-behavior

INSURERS’ RESPONSE

The good news is that the industry is listening. Insurers such 
as USAA, Principal and Liberty Mutual among others have 
already shifted their messaging accordingly. Prudential, for 
example, provided $1.5 million in crisis relief funding to small 
business tenants in its Newark, NJ, buildings by waiving rent 
payments.4 Determined to avoid workforce layoffs, Prudential 
continues to pay its vendors for building services, such as 
janitorial, cafeteria and security work.5 These are meaningful 
responses that can create a lasting brand impression and 
resonate with consumers. According to EY’s Future Consumer 
Index, 62% of consumers are more likely to purchase from 
companies that they feel are doing good for society.6

It’s no surprise that the crisis has thus prompted many brands 
to take a fresh look at their core principles. In recent years, 
a gradual shift in consumer attitudes and behaviors has 
favored brands exhibiting humanist qualities; the coronavirus 
pandemic has only accelerated that trend dramatically. During 
March, there were 19.5 million online discussions about 
helping others, a 1,174% increase. Around the same time, 
Carpenter Group initiated the Brand Acts of Kindness® series, 
tracking companies that are showcasing their values through 
actions, including “Spotlight” features on brands responding to 
the pandemic.

We believe a company’s ability to implement its core principles 
with authenticity will contribute to long-term brand equity. But 
that could be a heavy lift for the insurance industry, which, as 
we’ve noted, has often faced bad press and consumer distrust 
during times of crisis. 

Insurers have begun to step up in significant ways — whether 
as an expression of their brand values or in an effort to 
change them. Many view the crisis as an opportune time to 
demonstrate their brand values; others are using it as a catalyst 
to change perceptions of their brand.

Not Alone 
Liberty Mutual®

Support for employees, customers and communities 
Prudential®

https://www.carpenternyc.com/thoughts/how-giving-chainsare-feeding-struggling-families
https://www.carpenternyc.com/thoughts/brands-step-up-with-kindness-amp-live-their-values
https://www.ey.com/en_gl/consumer-products-retail/how-covid-19-could-change-consumer-behavior
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PUTTING A SLOGAN  
INTO PRACTICE 

State Farm has put its “Good Neighbor” slogan into practice by 
returning $2 billion to auto insurance customers as part of its 
“Good Neighbor Relief Program,” which also funds COVID-19 
relief efforts through matching donations, meal funding and 
philanthropic partnerships. 

Strategic philanthropy can be critical to revitalizing a brand.  
So is smart marketing. Consider: Shelter-in-place orders have 
fueled media consumption, with internet use increasing by as 
much as 70% and streaming by up to 12%.7 With consumers 
staying home in droves, insurers, like other businesses, know 
exactly how and where their target audience is spending its 
time, sometimes leading to serendipitous opportunities. For 
example, the Salesforce World Tour, scheduled for Sydney in 
March, was projected to draw an audience of 10,000. Forced 
online, the event was viewed by more than 1.5 million.8 

7.  https://www.forbes.com/sites/markbeech/2020/03/25/covid-19-pushes-up-internet-use-70-streaming-more-than-12-first-figures-
reveal/#59f0392e3104

8. https://sproutsocial.com/insights/what-brands-need-to-know-covid-19/

9.  From Carpenter Group’s Brand Acts of Kindness,® “Brands Step Up With Kindness & Live Their Values.”

10.  https://www.emarketer.com/chart/235675/how-us-b2b-marketers-will-reallocate-event-marketing-budgets-not-used-of-
coronavirus-march-2020-of-respondents

But Salesforce’s experience is more the exception than the 
rule. In the U.S., it is estimated that only 40% of planned 
B2B in-person events are transitioning to an online version.9 
While some companies may lack the requisite technology to 
successfully accomplish such a transition, resourcefulness 
and ingenuity, especially in the use of social media, can yield 
benefits.10 As CMOs rethink their budgets for 2020 and beyond, 
the C-suite will increasingly rely on marketing to generate sales 
opportunities and boost revenue. 

New Normal  
State Farm®

World Tour becomes online event 
Salesforce

https://www.forbes.com/sites/markbeech/2020/03/25/covid-19-pushes-up-internet-use-70-streaming-more-than-12-first-figures-reveal/#59f0392e3104 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/markbeech/2020/03/25/covid-19-pushes-up-internet-use-70-streaming-more-than-12-first-figures-reveal/#59f0392e3104 
https://sproutsocial.com/insights/what-brands-need-to-know-covid-19/
https://www.carpenternyc.com/thoughts/brands-step-up-with-kindness-amp-live-their-values
https://www.emarketer.com/chart/235675/how-us-b2b-marketers-will-reallocate-event-marketing-budgets-not-used-of-coronavirus-march-2020-of-respondents 
https://www.emarketer.com/chart/235675/how-us-b2b-marketers-will-reallocate-event-marketing-budgets-not-used-of-coronavirus-march-2020-of-respondents 
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The survey below (Figure 1) shows how the coronavirus 
impacted marketers’ advertising efforts in March and April,  
with five of the six categories having a direct impact on 
budgets and costs. It also reveals a significant pullback across 
advertising campaigns, which could mean many are failing to 
adequately market in line with consumers’ expectations.

FIGURE 1. How has the coronavirus pandemic affected U.S. agencies and brand marketers’ advertising efforts? 
% of respondents, March & April 2020

Wave 1 
March 17–20

Wave 2 
April 1–4

Held back a campaign from launching until later in the year 49% 64%

Stopped or pulled a campaign mid-flight 45% 50%

Adjusted media type usage or shifted budget among media types 48% 49%

Canceled a campaign completely (pre-launch) 34% 44%

Paused all new advertising efforts until later in the year 38% 35%

Launched a new campaign that hadn’t been previously scheduled – 24%

Note: Wave 1 n = 201; Wave 2 n = 152 
Source: Advertiser Perceptions, “Coronavirus Effect on Advertising Report: Wave 2,” April 13, 2020 

Shelter-in-place orders have  
fueled media consumption,  
with internet use increasing by  
as much as 70% and streaming  
by up to 12%.
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In a survey of how B2B marketers in the U.S. are reallocating 
their budgets, (Figure 2) content creation leads the list. Notably, 
webinars or digital events rank second on the list, likely due to 
the unique opportunity and potential reach of such events, as 
discussed earlier in the case of Salesforce. Still, it records a 
surprising 40% of those surveyed. 

Marketers can leverage each channel to increase brand 
exposure and touch target audiences. However, extending the 
value of each marketing tactic by selecting the right channel 
and strategy will be vital in the months to come (and critical to 
your marketing budget).

FIGURE 2. How U.S. B2B marketers will reallocate event marketing budgets not used because of coronavirus  
% of respondents, March 2020

Note: Based on readers of B2B Marketing Zone. Broader industry metrics may vary. 
Source: B2B Marketing Zone, “How COVID-19 Is Impacting B2B Marketing,” April 9, 2020 

Content creation

Webinars/digital events (hosted)

Search advertising (Google, etc.)

Social media (paid)

SEO

Lead gen industry vertical websites

Webinars/digital events (sponsored)

Direct (postal) mail

Outbound email to third-party lists

43%

40%

33%

27%

20%

17%

15%

8%

8%
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FROM SURVIVAL  
TO GROWTH 

Meanwhile, the pandemic has put the U.S. on a downhill run 
towards a recession; many economists believe we are already 
there. The question is how long it will take for the economy to 
recover and what a recovery will look like. Researching 4,700 
companies over the three recessions prior to 2008, Harvard 
Business Review found that over 80% hadn’t regained their  
pre-recession growth rate three years after the recession;  
40% had not returned to the same revenue and profit level. 

What those numbers show, we believe, is a failure by many 
companies to adopt a truly growth-focused mentality. 
Insurance companies in particular will always be vital to the 
health of our financial system, providing safeguards and 
limiting risks amid economic volatility. But they will need to 
think beyond a survival mindset to weather the economic 
storm that lies ahead. An analysis of the last six recessions 
since 1950 by investment bank Cowen and Company found 
that spending on direct marketing actually grew during each.11  
The well-worn marketing adage has never been more relevant: 
When things are good you should advertise, but when things 
are bad you must advertise. Counterintuitive though it may 
seem, a recession is absolutely the wrong time to slash 
marketing budgets.

Recently, American Family Insurance, a multi-line insurer, 
placed No. 1 in Engagement Lab’s Total Social 2020 Most 
Loved Brands Online. However, offline told a different story,  
with the company not even cracking the top-ten list for 
Most Loved Brands.12 The pre-COVID-19 data reveals that 
brand sentiment had no correlation across online and offline 
consumer channels. 

Considering the primary sales conversion for insurance 
companies is referral-based, what does the future hold for 
insurers in a COVID-19 online-dependent world?

The well-worn marketing 
adage has never been 
more relevant: When 
things are good you 
should advertise, but 
when things are bad you 
must advertise. 

11.  https://blog.marketo.com/2008/06/7-strategies-fo.html

12. https://go.engagementlabs.com/2020-totalsocial-brand-awards

https://blog.marketo.com/2008/06/7-strategies-fo.html 
https://go.engagementlabs.com/2020-totalsocial-brand-awards
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INSURANCE’S  
DIGITAL FUTURE 

We believe a device-connected world is primed for mainstream 
digital adoption of online insurance purchases, positioning 
digital disruptors to flourish. The brands most likely to succeed 
are those that cultivate deeper customer relationships through 
omni-channel engagement and, at the same time, authentically 
communicate core values to consumers. Advertising is one 
of the most effective tools to generate online conversations, 
particularly through social media platforms — and particularly 
in challenging environments. 

But some of our bedrock assumptions about advertising will 
need to be rethought. Before the pandemic, American Family’s 
advertising campaigns, such as “Insure Carefully, Dream 
Fearlessly,” reinforced the brand’s mission to inspire people 
to find, follow and achieve their dreams. The company built 
on that theme earlier this year with its “Keep People Fearless” 
commercial, premiering on NBC’s “This Is Us.” That was in 
February. Three weeks later, COVID-19 struck.

The lesson: Media and ad buying will change radically in the 
coming years; indeed, the transformation has already begun. 
Until a few short months ago, there was a level of certainty 
marketers counted on as networks announced their show line-
ups; no one worried that shows would suddenly be cancelled or 
media plans upended by a global pandemic. But with the state 
of the world in flux, networks are reexamining the operational 
feasibility of directing, producing and releasing shows on a 
fixed schedule. And advertisers are coming to grips with the 
idea that targeting spots with high viewership and popularity 
— especially sporting events — may not deliver on the intended 
result. Moreover, a reliable means of projecting and measuring 
results may no longer exist. 

Whether insurance companies decide to communicate their 
existing brands and values more compellingly or reposition 
them altogether, this much is certain: They need to adapt to 
a world that will never be quite the same. COVID-19 is putting 
us through a stress test in more ways and on more levels than 
we can know. And it imposes a new set of challenges as we all 
reconsider our values, behaviors and habits.

Media and ad buying will 
change radically in the 
coming years; indeed, 
the transformation has 
already begun. 
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ABOUT CARPENTER GROUP
Carpenter Group is a creative agency that partners with financial 
services companies to create a measurable difference for each — 
the exponent — and to maximize their effectiveness in branding, 
communications, digital and advertising. 

A team of deep-thinking creative experts with first-hand experience  
in the financial industry, Carpenter Group blends logic and intuition  
to develop strategic communications that push creative potential. 

To learn more about Carpenter Group, please visit carpenternyc.com 
and to follow Carpenter Group’s Brand Acts of Kindness® series,  
please visit carpenternyc.com/brand-acts-of-kindness

Carpenter Group 
75 Broad Street, Suite 206 
New York, New York 10004

Contact:  
Polly Carpenter 
Founder and President 
646 876 7851

p.carpenter@carpenternyc.com

ABOUT CLEARVIEW PARTNERS
Clearview Partners offers perspective, insight and alternatives 
for an insurance industry facing external disruptors facilitating 
the need for transformation and modernization.

 Transformation requires a multi-disciplinary approach —  
strategy, operations, customer, product, distribution, people, 
process and expertise. Clearview partners brings all of these 
capabilities under one umbrella.

Clearview Partners 
C/O Waterworks @ Chestnut Hill 
2400 Beacon Street – Suite 304 
Chestnut Hill, MA 02467

Contact:  
Jim Kerley 
Managing Partner 
781 856 7109

jkerley@ClearviewPartnersUSA.com

http://www.carpenternyc.com
https://www.carpenternyc.com/thoughts/brands-step-up-with-kindness-amp-live-their-values
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