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Framework for Managing Uncertainty

As we’ve navigated the recent unknown with our 
clients, we’ve created a framework consisting of 

three phases to help manage the uncertainty: 
stabilize, empathize, optimize. 

The last three weeks have been spent working on 
stabilizing the welfare of our people, companies 

and business. We are now in the empathize 
phase, where we gain an understanding of human 

needs in this new reality and how brands can 
answer these needs.
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https://www.slideshare.net/collemcvoy/covid19-marketing-framework-for-managing-uncertainty-230913137
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Current Cultural Context

For some time now, the power dynamic between government, brands and people has been shifting.
With government failing to address the change people seek on major issues, people increasingly

expect companies to play a role in delivering societal change. This is true now more than ever.

Actions taken during (and following) COVID-19 will define how consumers interpret brands
for a long time to come. Now is the time for compassion, decisiveness and action.

65%
of people say how brands 

behave now will have a 

“huge impact” on how likely 
they are to buy a brand’s 

products in the future.

72%
of Americans believe that 

companies should focus on 

the health of their workers.

65%
want brands to help those 

on the front line by 
donating or making 

equipment.
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Sources: Brands behaviour now will affect future 
consumer buying decisions.’ WARC Apr. 1, 2020.

Emotional state of the nation. Maru/Blue, Mar. 30, 
2020.
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As companies respond to coronavirus, false 
virtuousness will be easy to spot. Business leaders 

who back moral statements with practical action will 
stand out.

Paul Polman, former Unilever CEO

Source: Forbes, March 2020
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In the current climate, 
brands should take a 
bottom-up view of 

Maslow’s hierarchy of 
needs.

Physiological

Safety

Love/Belonging

Esteem

Self-
Actualization
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Useful
Utility is the truest form of empathy 

in a crisis. Define a role for your 
brand based on actual needs. We’re 

craving safety, stability, 
reassurance, connection, a sense of 

normalcy, and moments of levity. For 
which of these needs can your brand 

offer the most utility and value?

Responsible
There is a lot of misinformation and 

confusion during this time, which 
makes it even more important to be 

sensitive and responsible in our 
communications and actions. We 

must help clarify, educate and 
remind people how to responsibly 

engage with our brand in the broader 
context of COVID-19 guidelines.

Purposeful
To craft an authentic role for your 

brand, lean into your purpose. 
Which human or societal needs 

most align with your brand’s 
guiding purpose and values? In 

these unprecedented times, what 
is the higher order benefit your 
brand will bring to the world?
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Current Human Needs
Empathy starts by meeting people where they are. Undeniably, the greatest value brands can

provide today is helping people meet their most basic needs and navigate this new normal.

But navigating normal now means not only meeting basic individual needs but the greater needs of society 
too. To answer these needs, brand actions must be useful, responsible and purposeful.
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Implications for
Rural America

Key takeaways from research and articles 
published recently reflect a troubling and 

confusing reality for rural Americans.

As attentions are turned to controlling the virus 
in urban centers, small communities across the 
country are grappling with something that is at 

once familiar yet altogether unprecedented:
an uncertain tomorrow.

Photo Source: New York Times, April 4, 2020

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/04/business/coronavirus-rural-america-oregon.html%3FreferringSource=articleShare
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New York Times; April 8, 2020

“You’d think in rural 
Oklahoma that we all live so 
far apart…I thought I was 
safe here in Southwest 
Oklahoma, I didn’t think there 
would be a big issue with it, 
and all of a sudden, bam.”

Mary Jane Scott
Mayor, Magnum OK (pop. 6,000)

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/04/08/us/coronavirus-rural-america-cases.html%3Faction=click&module=Spotlight&pgtype=Homepage
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Insight
Since 2010, roughly 120 rural hospitals have closed (about 
7%). Moreover, rural America is older and sicker, with higher 
rates of smoking, high blood pressure, and obesity than the 
rest of the country.

The spread of COVID-19 through rural America will put 
significant stress on these already-taxed local health care 
systems. Brands can help by donating or partnering with 
local organizations to directly benefit these systems, their 
workers, and the communities that rely on them.

Example
Accessible, reliable health care has been an issue in rural 
America for a long time. But as the entire U.S. health care 
system falls under pressure, brands are stepping up to help.

Fast casual brand Sweetgreen with World Central Kitchen
launched Impact Outpost to donate thousands of healthy 
meals to front-line medical workers. While the brand has no 
direct connection to the health care field, it’s been able to 
visibly, directly, and relevantly help the effort.

Recommendation 1

Address rural communities’ most 
vital unmet need by contributing 

to their limited health care 
capabilities.
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https://www.usnews.com/news/healthiest-communities/articles/2020-03-23/rural-america-braces-for-coronavirus
https://www.forbes.com/sites/claryestes/2020/03/17/coronavirus-and-rural-america/
https://www.cdc.gov/ruralhealth/cause-of-death.html
https://wck.org/
https://donate.wck.org/campaign/wck-x-sweetgreen/c279713
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Insight
On April 1, the FCC moved ahead with plans to establish a 
5G fund for rural America. But these plans do little to 
address the broadband reality in rural America today—
where nearly one-fourth of the population lacks access.

During sweeping stay-at-home orders, for rural Americans, 
a lack of broadband isn’t just an inability to connect with 
loved ones. It means limited or no telehealth, distance 
learning, telecommuting or vital information spread. These 
more specific challenges pose opportunities for non-
telecommunications brands to help. 

Example
As the majority of the country’s parents lean heavily on the  
internet for distance learning, rural parents may struggle to 
keep their kids engaged and up-to-date on their education.

Though not a direct response to limited broadband access, 
The Weather Channel has introduced 10 minutes of science 
programming for kids every hour. The programming can be 
accessed online and directly through The Weather 
Channel’s national TV station.

Recommendation 2

If brands can’t help with a lack of 
rural broadband directly, they can 

help rural communities with the 
relevant issues it is causing.
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https://www.agri-pulse.com/articles/13412-fcc-moves-ahead-to-establish-rural-america-5g-fund%3Futm_source=Instant+Update&utm_campaign=5c9fd3648c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2017_02_23_COPY_2089&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_288ff2b53a-5c9fd3648c-49227653
https://www.fcc.gov/reports-research/reports/broadband-progress-reports/eighth-broadband-progress-report
https://www.thedrum.com/creative-works/project/the-weather-channel-educational-content
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Insight
Despite the rural infection rate for COVID-19 being one fourth 
the U.S. average, 88% of rural Americans have at least 
“somewhat serious concerns” about the virus. Even if individuals 
are not yet feeling the health toll of COVID, rural areas are 
acutely experiencing the impact on their communities. And with 
81% of rural Americans saying they feel attached to their local 
community, it’s easy to see why the virus is proving difficult. 
Community is at the heart of rural America.

By investing in the survival of core elements of these 
communities during the outbreak, brands can solidify their 
commitment to these rural citizens.

Example
Beyond the death toll of COVID-19, small businesses deemed 
non-essential are shaping up to be the greatest casualties of the 
outbreak. With even smaller customer bases to begin with, rural 
small businesses are particularly at risk.

In response, eBay launched the Up & Running accelerator 
program, pledging $100 million to support small businesses over 
the next three months. The accelerator will help brick-and-
mortar retailers without an e-commerce presence transition to 
selling online.

Recommendation 3

Demonstrate a steadfast 
commitment to keeping rural 

communities strong through (and 
after) the outbreak.
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https://www.agriculture.com/news/business/rural-jobs-wiped-out-by-coronavirus-says-survey
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1yFA1QCCOFNkt__W9Zog3MaRMj8RJCw_1/view
https://www.rwjf.org/en/library/research/2018/10/life-in-rural-america.html
https://www.ebayinc.com/stories/news/ebay-launches-up-running-to-immediately-bring-small-businesses-online/
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Insight
As the country fights to protect and applaud grocery clerks, 
health care workers, and Amazon employees; other essential 
workers are not getting the recognition – and indeed, 
appreciation – they deserve.

American farmers are less likely than the general population to 
have health insurance, and at least half of farm workers in the 
US are undocumented immigrants. The potential for a public 
health crisis in agriculture is great; a reality that puts the 
viability of our food system in jeopardy. Farmers and the 
individuals who work on farms need protection and support as 
much as all other essential industries amid COVID.

Example
When compared to the attention drawn by health care workers 
and grocery stores, few brands have stepped up to help, support, 
or protect farmers during the coronavirus. The opportunity to 
truly elevate this audience remains largely intact.

Cologne brand Fulton & Roark is supporting workers, “from the 
doctors pulling long shifts in the emergency rooms to the all-
stars keeping the grocery store shelves stocked” by asking 
followers to nominate a hero and selecting one winner to receive 
a $150 gift card every day. A small gesture from a small brand, 
but one that recognizes the full spectrum of essential workers.

Recommendation 4

Elevate and protect farmers and 
farm workers as the cornerstone of 

our food supply chain.
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https://www.npr.org/2020/04/02/825376458/grocery-workers-keep-america-fed-while-fearing-for-their-own-safety
https://nurse.org/articles/20-ways-to-support-healthcare-workers/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/05/technology/coronavirus-amazon-workers.html
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/farm-economy/farm-household-well-being/health-insurance-coverage/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/02/us/coronavirus-undocumented-immigrant-farmworkers-agriculture.html
https://www.instagram.com/p/B9-N0ZvH5fC/
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Insight
Given their health reality, rural areas may be hit harder by 
COVID. Seventy-six percent of rural residents have said the 
outbreak has had an impact on their life, and 15% say 
they’ve lost their job because of COVID.

No matter the ultimate outcome, the pain and suffering 
caused by COVID will be unique in rural communities. 
Several communities are already struggling economically 
and infrastructurally. And while tough times are nothing new 
for rural Americans, brands that can support them coming 
out of the COVID crisis will be remembered down the road.

Example
Celebrations of “us” are becoming commonplace as 
purpose-driven brand responses to coronavirus. Budweiser’s 
One Team celebrates the spirit of all Americans with clever 
imagery of helpers aligned to the names of sports teams 
across the country.

There is an opportunity to extend this national (and broad) 
sense of unity to showcase the needs and contributions of 
rural audiences specifically.

Recommendation 5

Celebrate rural Americans’ 
resilience, resolve and

contributions amid COVID.

© 2020 Colle McVoy© 2020 Colle McVoy

https://www.vox.com/2020/3/28/21197421/usa-coronavirus-covid-19-rural-america
http://ruralorganizing.org/blog/new-poll-rural-americans-president-trump-did-not-adequately-prepare-coronavirus-pandemic
https://www.agriculture.com/news/business/rural-jobs-wiped-out-by-coronavirus-says-survey
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/03/26/rural-areas-coroanvirus-economy-149218
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv=3_t9niMNkdg
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We believe meeting people where they are will lead 
to more meaningful brand communications and 

actions, and we hope these data-led thoughts on 
beginning with empathy are useful to you and your 

team. 

Please let us know what other questions you may 
have. Through social listening, search patterns, 

online forums, trend monitoring, and qualitative and 
quantitative research, we are seeing emerging 

trends and inspiring examples across categories 
that we can translate to your specific challenges. 

Because the cultural context and human needs are 
shifting rapidly, we will continue to update this point 

of view. 



Thank you for your partnership.
Stay safe and well.


