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ABSTRACT 

In the modern world, social networks have become one of the main means of communication with consumers. 

Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, people have become distanced and the role of the Internet has increased 

more than ever. This channel has become a key means of communication for people. Social networks have 

become more actively used by companies as platforms for displaying content and communicating with 

consumers. Consumer behavior has also changed. The article will examine this change, the impact of the 

pandemic on social networks, digital marketing strategies, and specific examples of how companies used social 

media marketing strategies during COVID-19. Recommendations will also be offered for adapting digital 

marketing strategies to changes in consumer behavior. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Epidemics are not a new phenomenon in world history. The 

most famous of the latter are: Ebola, SARS, MERS, swine 

flu and dengue fever [1]. They affected two categories of 

human behavior: consumer behavior [2] and health risk 

mitigation behavior [3]. Despite this, a pandemic of the 

scale and economic impact of COVID-19 has not been 

observed for a century. Pandemics can have serious 

macroeconomic consequences: rising unemployment, 

economic decline, and uncertainty. 

Research of previous catastrophes and epidemics have 

focused on motivating and protecting people's health [4-7] 

rather than consumer behavior. 

Previous studies of behavior during epidemics have 

identified behavior change as a result of individual 

motivation and government policies [8]. 

In the 21st century, there are means of exchanging 

information that were not available during previous 

epidemics. Social networks are a good way for companies 

to keep in touch with consumers. 

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted 

many different sectors in business. Not only retailers are 

suffering from the consequences, but also the E-Commerce 

sector is experiencing a slump in sales. Due to “Social 

Distancing” it is observed that more and more people spend 

their time online. Social Media platforms are mostly used 

and enable the people to see more content from certain 

companies. This is reflected by the online activity of 

followers of Brand sites having increased by 16.1%, 

compared to the last full week of February [9]. 

While no one can yet predict what post-coronavirus reality 

will look like for marketers, one thing is certain: in an 

environment where physical interactions are limited for an 

extended period of time, digital channels are more 

important than ever. Based on what has been observed in 

countries severely affected by the pandemic, online 

channels will play an increasingly key role when the 

majority of the population is confined. In Italy, where the 

overwhelming number of cases resulted in a complete 

lockdown, Internet traffic exploded. This is where 

marketers can make a difference. Marketing technologies 

will be essential when providing consumers with the type of 

personalized, relevant, and current information they are 

looking for on the Web. The same goes for the empathy that 

will accompany the responses to a series of new restrictions 

and needs that will be imposed on them. At the moment, 

brands and businesses are rushing to change their marketing 

tactics to meet their business goals in this unfamiliar 

environment. We will therefore see how companies have 

been sharing information and interacting with others on 

social media and the different digital marketing strategies to 

adapt during the coronavirus pandemic because in our 

digital world, there are plenty of ways to stay connected to 

your customers through and keep your business going 

through it. 
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2. METHODOLOGY 

The novelty of the work is that there have been no previous 

studies of digital marketing strategies of companies during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Theoretical methods: analysis, synthesis, schematization, 

abstraction, categorization. Empirical research method: 

document analysis. 

3. RESULTS 

In March 2020, when the COVID-19 virus turned into a 

pandemic, consumers around the world were buying toilet 

paper and food [2, 10]. 

The changes in consumer behavior impacted not only 

grocery stores, convenient stores, cafeterias, and restaurants 

but also their suppliers. It is important for at least three 

reasons for retail and consumer services to understand the 

underlying processes and reasons that led to the reported 

unusual behavior: first, to be able to better react to similar 

situations in the future; second, to help the currently 

suffering retail and consumer services to deal with the 

ongoing COVID-19 pandemic; and third, to provide 

knowledge for an optimal transition to the new status quo 

of consumer and retail services that is expected to emerge 

once the COVID-19 pandemic is curbed [11]. 

When studying the consequences of the spread of the 

situation with coronavirus in Russia, various studies were 

considered on changes in spending by Russians compared 

to 2019. 

Russian standard Bank's research shows that the total 

amount of transactions on Russian Standard Bank cards in 

the last week of March 2020 increased by 47% compared to 

the same period in 2019. The total amount of transfers by 

cards - by 59%. The amount of transactions in the "transport 

and travel" category fell by 51%, while the number of 

transactions decreased by 10% [12]. 

Sberbank also analyzed changes in spending by Russians 

compared to 2019. According to the data received, spending 

by Russians in July reached the level of 2019 for the first 

time since the beginning of the pandemic, which was largely 

due to social payments. The total number of operating retail 

and service outlets as of the end of July is only 1.4% less 

than in February. At the same time, 7.5% of service sector 

organizations and 3.8% of non-food stores have not yet 

opened. At the same time, food stores increased by 7%. 

Business adapted to the restrictions imposed, and during the 

period of self-isolation, companies changed from non-food 

to food, from service to retail, which allowed them to 

continue working during the crisis. In the event of a second 

wave or new restrictions, these companies will be safe. 

Thanks to these changes, there has been an increase in 

spending by Russians on food products. Spending on non-

food items remains significantly higher than last year – it 

increased by 10.1%, driven by household appliances, 

electronics and automobiles. Demand for services is 17.6% 

lower than a year ago (figure 1). 

 
Figure 1 Changes in expenditures by main spending areas 

(Source: Sberbank, 2020) 

The consumer activity index, which characterizes the 

variety of categories of goods and services in the basket of 

buyers, fell to 74.7 points, which indicates a less diverse 

structure of purchases and the fading recovery momentum 

[13]. 

As for the most popular products – for the last seven months 

of 2020, Russians in food stores "Pyaterochka" and 

"Magnet" most often bought bananas, sugar and potatoes, 

according to the analytical division "Chekskan Research" 

[14]. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had an impact on social 

networks and interaction of companies with them. 

“Socialbakers”, which is a trusted social media partner to 

many enterprises and SMBs, recently published the State of 

Social Media Report: The Impact of COVID-19 on its 

website [15]. This report deals with the scrutinization of 

interaction between companies and users during COVID-19 

[9]. Its goal is to help marketers during this crisis so they 

come out stronger after. It starts out with the shift in usage 

of Instagram and Facebook, moves on to Coronavirus 

Content online and ends with information and numbers 

about Advertising in times of COVID-19 [15]. 

3.1. State of Engagement on Facebook and 

Instagram 

Figure 2 shows a picture which visualizes the median post 

interactions on Instagram for worldwide Brand accounts in 

2019 vs. 2020. Countries like Japan (10%) and Argentina 

(2.2%) witnessed an increase in interaction whereas 

Belgium for example remained at the same level. However, 

most countries in Europe, the Middle East and North 

America are witnessing a decline, e.g. UK (10.5%), the U.S. 

(13.8%) and Israel (29.5%). 
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Figure 2 The State of Engagement on Instagram (Source: 

Socialbakers, 2020) 

Figure 3 shows the median post interactions on Facebook 

for worldwide Brand accounts in 2019 vs. 2020 are being 

visualized. Austria (7.7.%) and Japan (3.3%) witnessed an 

increase while Switzerland and Ireland remained at the 

same level. Again, many countries in Europe and North 

America witnessed a decrease, e.g. Italy (3.6%), the U.S. 

(6.7%) and Sweden (15%) [15]. 

Figure 3 The State of Engagement on Facebook (Source: 

Socialbakers, 2020) 

 

 

 

 

3.2. COVID-19 Content on Social Media 

 

Figure 4 Evolution of total Interactions (Source: 

Socialbakers, 2020)  

As can be seen in Fig. 4, the mentioning of coronavirus 

picked up in March and started to increase rapidly in the 

following days. One of the largest increases can be 

witnessed on March 16th. On this day New York’s major 

ordered that all the bars, theatres and cinemas in the city are 

supposed to close in response to increasing Coronavirus 

cases in the United States. Many other countries also closed 

their borders. These developments meant change for a lot of 

brands. Figure 5 presents the evolution of total posts 

regarding the Coronavirus on Facebook and Instagram. The 

Coronavirus has been mentioned more on Facebook which 

suggests that users are turning to Facebook rather than 

Instagram for news and updates. However, both platforms 

offer them [15].   

Figure 5  Evolution of Total Posts for Coronavirus Content 

on Facebook and Instagram (Source: Socialbakers, 2020) 
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In early March Facebook users started to react to 

coronavirus-related content on Brand pages with more love 

reactions. This coincides with the fact that many brands 

started to post messages of support or showed how they 

were helping communities during COVID-19. This 

suggests that the users appreciate that the brands they follow 

are so considerate of the ones in need. The Facebook posts 

that got the most engagement were all from brands that 

suggested steps for fighting COVID-19 or that were 

supporting their employees in this time of crisis.  

In 2020 brands across the globe have been consistently 

posting lesser pieces of paid content. This cannot be 

attributed to Covid-19 only, but it is related to a tightening 

of budgets. The trend of posting more organic posts will 

most likely continue due to COVID-19 because companies 

will be looking for less costly advertising opportunities.  

Due to “Social Distancing” Facebook users have been 

spending 11.9% more time online from March 16 until 22 

in comparison with the last seven day of February [15]. 

3.3. Advertising in times of COVID-19 

Looking at 5 regions globally (East Asia, Southeast Asia, 

Northern America, Western Europe, and Southern Europe) 

it becomes clear that all of them had to witness a decrease 

in ad spend due to the pandemic. East Asia creating an 

exception because brands have started to recover and in this 

particular region ad spend has increased by 21.5% in the 

beginning of March. This could suggest that soon the brands 

in other regions can witness this change, too, as soon as they 

survived the worst part of the pandemic [15]. 

3.4. Social Media Marketing 

Thanks to social media, the way companies manage their 

businesses has changed. Social media technologies, 

channels, and software are used to create, transmit, and 

deliver messages. Trends in social networks affect the 

company's advertising plans. During COVID-19, this 

became particularly relevant. 

3.4.1. Advantage: Higher Usage 

As already mentioned before, Social Media Usage has 

increased due to “Social Distancing” [9]. The social media 

site “Reddit” reported a higher usage by 20-50% whereas 

also “TikTok” notes an increase in usage by 27% from 

February to March alone [16]. 

3.4.2. Advantage: Making a Positive Impact 

News and statistics concerning COVID-19 make a lot of 

people feel insecure and lost. In order to keep the customers 

engaged, a business needs to convey the message that they 

are either doing good for the community or sharing content 

that makes people feel good [16]. 

3.4.3. Advantage: Makes up for In-Person 

Business 

With many retail locations closing during COVID-19, many 

customers turn to online shopping [16]. 

3.4.4. Advantage: Current Strategies can remain 

useful in the future 

There will come a time when things go back to normal and 

some of the methods that were put into place rather quickly 

can be continued once the pandemic is over. They can help 

with moving forward [16]. 

Three Examples of how Companies utilized Social Media 

Marketing strategies during COVID-19 

Example One: Domino’s 

The American pizza restaurant chain “Domino’s” was one 

of the first companies during the pandemic that utilized the 

platform “Zoom” in order to create a recruiting commercial. 

The video was published on YouTube on their own channel 

[17]. It involves different employees addressing possible 

recruits and emphasizing how in this situation it does not 

only help others but also themselves. It conveys a huge 

message since many people are out of work due to COVID-

19.  

Example Two: Nike 

 

Figure 6 Nike’s Instagram post (Source: Nike, 2020) 

As can be seen in the picture above, Nike has used its social 

media platform for amplifying public health messaging 

around social distancing and hand washing. Their post is 

also formulated in such a way that it is connected to the 

subject their products are based on which is sports. This post 

was liked by over 500.000 users on Instagram [18].  

Example Three: Home Bargains 

As COVID-19 affects many companies’ staff in forms of 

layoffs, furloughs, increased hours and in some cases 
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hazardous working conditions. If a company acknowledges 

these struggles on Social Media it can serve as a boost for 

its staff and give consumers a better understanding of the 

working situation of the employees. It is a good start, but 

the American discount store chain “Home Bargains” took it 

to another level. In their Facebook post the company 

mentioned the concrete steps they were taking in order to 

acknowledge and help their staff. Additionally, in the 

second half of their post, “Home Bargains” also addressed 

its customers directly and gave them more information 

about a changed shopping experience in their stores (Figure 

7).  

Figure 7  Home Bargains Facebook Post (Source: Home 

Bargains, 2020) 

The post generated over 140.000 reactions and also got very 

positive comments [19].  

Examples of some strategies used by companies during a 

pandemic can be given. 

Free Access to Paid Content 

Giving free access to membership or premium content is 

one of the first strategies that most brands employed at the 

very beginning of the new pandemic marketing. 

A few examples of them:  

 HBO opened free access to nine original series, 20 

movies, and 9 documentaries. 

 Nikon made its 10 classes of online photography free 

until the end of April. 

 Gucci teamed up with Yuko Higuchi and released a 

free-to-download digital sketchbook that includes coloring 

pages, games, and more. 

 The Museum of Modern Art launched a series of free 

online courses on fashion and design. 

 Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities of Egypt launched 

#ExperienceEgyptFromHome: a series of free online tours 

in the tombs of pharaohs. 

Apart from actually helping people, such a strategy has a lot 

of benefits for their digital marketing: 

 It contributes to brand recognition 

 Keeps people engaged with the brand 

 Generates publicity and media coverage 

 Works for the product as a free trial period 

 Spreads the word of mouth. 

Offline Experience as a New Product 

Such industries like traveling and tourism, airlines and 

transportation, sports and entertainment, outdoor activities, 

events, rental services, insurance, and property market 

suffer the most during the crisis. Some companies have 

stopped their marketing at all, and some have paused most 

promotional campaigns and switched to educational and 

entertainment content in order to keep the conversation 

alive. 

However, there are few companies that are trying to adapt 

their seemingly offline services to a new reality. 

 Airbnb has launched Online Experiences where you can 

enjoy a number of activities without leaving your house. 

 Chipotle has launched a series of Zoom lunch parties 

featuring celebrity guests, with free entree giveaways 

included. 

 New York City's grooming studio Barba has launched 

the Quarancuts Virtual Hair School. You can learn to do 

men's haircuts at Zoom classes and even get an (amateur) 

certificate. 

It is hard to predict whether such innovations will be 

effective enough to help companies stay afloat. And if any 

of such experimental products proves to be successful, it can 

be left in the company portfolio even after the crisis. 

Creativity with original social campaigns  

With the period of confinement and health crisis of COVID-

19, many brands and advertisers adapt their communication 

to the imperatives of the period. And in most cases, these 

exceptional campaigns are sober, clear, and effective. Some 

businesses even managed, with low-cost means, to make it 

known that they continued to exist, even with their shops 

closed.  

 #ArtOfQuarantine by Looma for Ministry of Culture 

and Information Policy of Ukraine; 

 Instagram has launched a series of “Stay Home” stickers 

to encourage people to stay inside. 

Adapting the offer 

Adapting the offer is essential, the date of return to normal 

is still very unclear, it is important to think about adapting 

the offer now to be ready in case of extension.  

4. DISCUSSION 

To adapt digital marketing strategies to changes in 

consumer behavior, we offer the following 

recommendations. 

1. Being proactive and inform 
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In the face of a crisis of any kind, in this case a health crisis, 

the important thing is to be well prepared. And if not, 

companies need to be proactive, anticipating future 

questions from their clients. They must not leave customers 

in the dark. In this kind of crisis, we must not pretend that 

nothing is happening, but rather inform about the position 

taken by the company. Indeed, each brand has its role to 

play in this period of confinement related to the Coronavirus 

epidemic. Each company, on its own scale, can influence its 

audience on precautionary measures to take in the face of 

the COVID-19 epidemic. So, they need to quickly inform 

the customers about the steps taken within the company to 

respond to the crisis. Through their social networks, a 

newsletter, inform customers about the new organization. 

Telling them if their point of sale remains open or closed, 

the new opening hours, the precautionary measures put in 

place within the shop. If they have a website, they can put a 

message on the home page indicating the organization 

conditions of the company. If they have an e-commerce site, 

indicate if they still insure online orders and home 

deliveries. Crisis communication requires being reactive to 

make decisions quickly. 

2. Reassuring and telling the truth 

Avoiding talk in an emergency. Each of the 

communications must be thought through beforehand and 

the information verified, to keep the trust of the audience. 

On the contrary, companies must reassure about the 

awareness of the critical situation and the measures taken 

during this health crisis. Communicate about their actions, 

to show their customers that they are always available, even 

during this time of health crisis. That their team is engaged 

to answer their questions and continue to provide quality 

customer service. During confinement, social networks 

become a widely used means of informing and 

communicating with the public. The company must 

therefore be present and reactive on its social networks to 

answer customers' questions. During this period of 

Coronavirus containment, customer service must be more 

than ever perfectly managed to provide quality responses to 

their customers.  

3. Empathy and Support 

These are essential for a nowadays marketing plan. There is 

no need to praise dedication and effort in each message. 

However, telling the customers what they plan to do to help 

the community navigate through the crisis. It will serve as a 

proof of that they have made the right choice putting their 

trust in this brand, and engage more people willing to 

participate in whatever they are running. 

What to tell: 

 Social initiatives  

 Support for local communities 

 Support of frontline workers 

 Donation 

 Charitable collaborations 

 Volunteering 

 Help to seniors 

 How people can commit 

4. Email Marketing on COVID-19 crisis 

As usual, any email strategy employ depends on the type of 

company, service, and audience. Healthcare, social 

services, deliveries, and retailers of food essentials are 

facing big challenges due to heavy workload, meaning they 

have totally different marketing strategies. On the other 

hand, travel agencies, transportation services, 

entertainment, and event industries handle a lot of 

cancellation and refund issues, and the load on all 

communication channels is huge as well. The rest of the 

businesses that are not on a frontline right now need to 

revise their email marketing approaches, and these are the 

steps suggested: 

1.  Sending only important COVID-19 updates 

Not sending for the sake of sending. We have all seen 

enough of COVID-19 in our Inboxes, social media feeds 

and everywhere else. So, do not add to the tension with 

another Coronavirus urgent!! subject line. Reach out only if 

there is really important news that affects the work 

operation, shipment, return policy, etc., for example: 

 Store closure 

 Changes in online order management if any 

 Changes in-app orders 

 Changes in price policy 

 Possible problems with delivery due to a high demand or 

transport restrictions 

 Volunteering services that might be offering for seniors 

 Assistance programs to customers in need, etc. 

Just saying how they care about everyone’s well-being is 

not what people want to hear from them right now. It is 

expected that they do it on a regular basis.  

2.  Avoiding long text-only copies 

People will not read ten-paragraph emails that do nothing 

but remind of the sender's existence. Do not write to simply 

make self-apparent statements (We're in it together. We care 

about you. We care about our staff. We are here to serve. 

Isn't this how you always run business?). The content 

should be helpful, informative, or entertaining.   

3.  Showing empathy and asking if people feel like hearing 

from them 

Asking people if they want to somehow update their 

preferences or pause some kinds of messages for a while. 

Also, ask what kind of content they would like to receive 

during the quarantine. It is important to not be afraid of mass 

unsubscribes. Empathy and compassion are always 

appreciated. 

4.  Segmenting the audience 

This is when segmentation is more important than ever. An 

international brand should monitor the situation in each 

country it operates in and adjust the strategies 

correspondingly. Pay special attention to countries that 

struggle the most: Italian, French, and Spanish subscribers 

are hardly thinking about shopping right now. 

5.  Not capitalizing on anxiety 

Many businesses, like booking platforms, travel companies, 

hotels, cinemas, took an especially big hit. But staying 

respectful and caring of customers should still be a priority. 

They should not take advantage of panic and stress by 

selling “illness prevention wellness programs,” “antivirus 

supplements,” or “silver ion masks to battle pandemic.” Of 

Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, volume 486

55



  

 

course, they should take advantage of any little demand that 

is still around to make money but not by manipulating 

people’s fears and anxiety. 

5. Online shopping 

Pay attention to online shopping. The COVID-19 pandemic 

has encouraged older people to shop online for the first time 

[20]. 

McKinsey & Company recently conducted a study of 

purchasing behavior in the United States. Consumer intent 

to shop online continues to increase, especially in essentials 

and home-entertainment categories. More interestingly, 

these habits seem like they’re going to stick as US 

consumers report an intent to shop online even after the 

COVID-19 crisis [21]. 

5. CONCLUSION 

All in all, one can say that COVID-19 definitely has 

changed the behaviour of consumers and the way they shop. 

The thorough analysis of social media usage has shown how 

COVID-19 not only affects the people’s lives offline, but 

also online. Increased usage of social media exposes them 

to different sources of information and different 

opportunities for buying the things they need even when 

retail shops are closed. Unfortunately, many companies are 

facing a decrease in sales and employees are out of work, 

but looking at the numbers in East Asia can serve as an 

encouragement that better days are to come in the near 

future once the worst bit of the pandemic is over. 

Furthermore, COVID-19 has innovated the way companies 

interact with their customers online. During this pandemic 

companies have utilized Social Media Marketing in such a 

way that they not only sell their products, but also take on a 

role as an amplifier and supporter. These new tactics do not 

need to end once the pandemic is over. They can be 

enhanced further and adapted to normal times and could 

give the companies new ideas for their marketing.  
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