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B2B BRANDS 
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THROUGH THE 
PANDEMIC 
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How Crisis Spurs Innovation

Businesses are taking tentative steps to re-open after nearly three months of the 
coronavirus-imposed lockdown, but make no mistake - the global pandemic will have a 
profound and long-lasting impact on how B2B companies engage with prospective 
customers and maintain brand continuity. 

The typically long B2B sales cycle has become even more drawn out as buyers have grown 
more deliberative and less communicative with potential suppliers. Marketing budgets 
have been cut, trade shows were postponed or canceled, and no one’s traveling. 

Yet, history teaches that out of great crisis comes great innovations.    

Consider these examples from the financial services industry: 

2001: After the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the U.S. government grounded the commercial 
aviation industry, halting finserv firms and banks’ nightly shipments of massive volumes 
of printed checks nationwide. Fortunately, innovative minds came up with Check 21 - 
the first digitized ACH methodology that has become the industry standard.

2008: In the aftermath of the Great Recession, small businesses struggled with 
everything from securing loans to processing credit card payments. Jim McKelvey (and 
his former intern Jack Dorsey) co-founded Square to enable businesses to accept credit 
card payments from a smartphone or tablet. Today, the company’s device is a checkout 
line fixture.  

The same lesson applies as we cope with the coronavirus crisis. Business leaders are eager 
to learn about products and services that can help them succeed in the face of this new 
business status quo. The CMOs and marketing teams who engage with their target 
audiences on a highly personalized level will be seen as innovators. They may not be able 
to meet with prospects in person, but they will generate new leads, shorten the sales cycle, 
and gain a key competitive advantage.   
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JUST BECAUSE PEOPLE 
MIGHT NOT BE BUYING IN 
YOUR INDUSTRY -- DOESN’T 
MEAN THEY DON’T WANT 
TO BE EDUCATED OR 
ENTERTAINED BY YOUR 
BRAND
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The Good Old Days (circa January 2020)

Before this crisis hit, content marketing was likely one part of your comprehensive 
marcomm program that incorporated a variety of projects to support your 
organization’s short- and long-term business goals. You may have been writing new 
collateral and arranging media interviews ahead of a Q1 product launch, while also 
making preparations to exhibit at a trade show in the summer or hold a customer 
appreciation event in the fall.  

Now, your company’s goal is simply to survive. The priorities are to retain 
customers, keep the sales funnel from drying up completely, and do so in the face 
of having to make difficult budget decisions.

To quote marketing guru Seth Godin, “Content marketing is the only marketing left.”

B2B content marketing is “solving
the same customer problems as your 
product but through media you create 
and distribute.” -B2B strategist Jay Acunzo
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The New Normal

Seth has been saying this for more than a decade. That’s why he’s a thought leader. 

But the pandemic crisis drives his lesson home.  

Now is the time to deliver consistent, high impact communications that your 
prospects and customers will find informative and entertaining.

Pare back other operating expenses (looking at you, tech apps that haven't been 
deployed) and shift more dollars into content, paid media, and digital engagement.

How?...

“Content marketing 
is the only marketing 

that’s left.”
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Rev up the content engine

Focus on personalization

Map your content to your 
visitor

Pay more attention to 
your website

Make your content work 
harder
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Rev up the content engine

According to Demand Gen Report’s 2020 Content Preferences Study, more than 
two-thirds of B2B buyers “rely even more on content than they did last year to 
research and inform purchase decisions.” And they’re consuming a wide range of 
content types. Don't count on every visitor to read your blog. Expanding your 
content library to include videos, podcasts, e-books, etc., enables you to deliver a 
steady cadence of compelling content to more of your target audiences.

Note the popularity of videos and webinars. These were effective digital marketing 
tools before the pandemic struck, and their value has increased several times over 
in the wake of cancelled trade shows and events. Seize the opportunity to pivot 
away from a reliance on event-driven marketing.
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Top Content Formats B2B Buyers Have Engaged With
During Their Buying Process

65% 60% 56% 54%

Video White Papers Blogs Webinars

54%

Case Studies

54%

Research/Survey 
Reports

48%

E-books
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Focus on personalization

Become fluent in using the tools and technologies available to identify who you need to 
target and reach, and how to personalize the message.

Here’s an important consideration. 
Today, B2B marketers operate in a world 
where more than half of decision-makers 
are in the Gen X demographic 
(1964-1982.) They have grown up being 
entertained by, engaging with and 
buying from consumer brands like 
Netflix and Amazon - brands that work 
hard to understand the psychographics 
and selection triggers of these 
consumers in order to create 
personalized experiences. These brands 
don’t just “sell” to their consumers, they 
communicate with them. 
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42%

51%

How many B2B marketers 
don’t think they’re proficient 
enough at personalizing and 
targeting their messaging.
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Map Your Content to Your Visitor

“Know Your Audience” - That’s the number one rule when 
creating and distributing any piece of marketing content. 

Yet 42% of B2B marketers don’t think they’re proficient enough at 
personalizing and targeting their message.

It’s critical to customize your content to the individual(s) within an organization who 
have influence or authority over purchasing decisions. Address their issues and pain 
points to demonstrate that you understand the challenges they’re facing. Provide them 
with resources that deliver your organization’s expert analysis and guidance on how to 
overcome those challenges. That’s how you will catch their attention and draw them to 
your website, not by hitting them with a sales pitch. 

And tell your colleagues in sales 
not to take offense when 
prospects request more content 
instead of accepting a meeting 
invite. According to Gartner1, 
B2B buyers spend significantly 
more time conducting 
independent research and 
meeting with their internal 
stakeholders than in meetings 
with potential suppliers. 
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1 https://www.gartner.com/en/sales/insights/
vb2b-buying-journey
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Pay More Attention to Your Website

This is the time to set website objectives focused on brand distinction, 
elevated thought leadership and analytics-driven lead generation. 
Here are five key areas to address:
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DIFFERENTIATION
Have you done a SWOT analysis in the last three months, expressly to see 
how you can differentiate your organization from your competitors (who 
may have changed their own positioning and offerings) in language that 
resonates with folks out there?

THOUGHT LEADERSHIP
Thought leadership is about moving beyond selling a product or service 
with your logo on it, and selling your prospects on your understanding of 
their business and their needs based on the market forces they confront 
today and tomorrow. Do you speak to that on your website today? Do you 
deliver this POV into the market via your blog?

BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT
Many B2B brands don’t nurture the website - it serves more as online 
brochureware than as a dynamic business development asset capable of 
performing multiple functions. Is your website primed for search engine 
marketing and optimization? Are you using analytics effectively to monitor 
traffic and create a more meaningful, personalized experience for visitors?

LEAD GENERATION
The website needs to be focused on bringing visitors in through the content 
you create and moving them into more of a marketing qualified lead status. 
Are you working more closely with sales and marketing to create content 
that speaks the same language from the top to the bottom of the funnel?

TALENT ACQUISITION
Always think about the website as one of your most significant branding 
resources, capturing the ethos of the company in ways that should 
evangelize and inspire employees, excite prospective new hires, and make 
your competitors envious. It should both a mirror and a pane of glass into 
who you are as a brand.
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Many companies have questioned, challenged or cut budgets. That must not be an 
excuse to retreat, but rather an opportunity to rethink and reboot. It is a prompt to 
rethink how you are using the dollars you still have in ways that maximize the 
impact of what you are saying to prospects, customers, and other external 
stakeholders. 

You should be thinking about what issues customers will have to deal with after 
COVID-19 and how you can help. Brainstorming these ideas should be “Part 2” of 
your new editorial calendar. The business environment will not just go back to a 
pre-crisis state, so you should be thinking about how to anticipate what the pain 
points and questions from your customers will be. You’re likely seeing some of that 
now, so build on current customer concerns toa hypothesize what the next set of 
issues might be.

And finally - you’re revving up your content engine, personalizing for target 
audiences and re-tooling your website. Make sure that in the absence of trade 
shows and other corporate, marketing and networking events, you are making your 
content work hard enough. Doing this right means you’re generating more 
marketing-qualified leads that may, over time, overtake performance and outcomes 
of your traditional event and trade show marketing initiatives.

Here is a look at how you might approach this:

Make your content work harder
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How Can We Tell
the Story

• Blog
• Native “story”
• Infographic
• eBook
• Webinar

CONTENT FORMATS

Ad Unit Call-to-Action 
Brings Visitors Back to Our 

Website 

LEAD CAPTURE

Informs future 
content decisions

Where Should We
Tell the Story

CONTENT MARKETING

Driving Traffic Back
to Our Website

TRAFFIC TO CORP. WEBSITE

Following Visitors to 
Serve Them A 
Call-to-Action

VISITOR REMARKETING

“Tagging” Visitors to 
Learn About Them

VISITOR DATA COLLECTION

Constant Measurement
of Performance Based on 

Visitor Engagement 

PERFORMANCE ANALYSIS

Outcomes:
• More creative, 
strategic 
storytelling
• More engaged 
audiences
• More targeted 
website traffic 
• More qualified 
leads 
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Conclusion
It may seem counterintuitive to allocate more of your time and limited budget dollars 
to content marketing. Your prospects are delaying their purchasing decisions, trade 
shows and networking events - even those scheduled for 2021 - have been canceled, 
and the global economy faces a long, difficult climb out of a recession. Your company 
needs to capture qualified leads and convert them into sales ASAP. Content marketing 
is a long-term engagement strategy - a luxury you can’t afford now, right?

Wrong.

The B2B companies that emerge from this crisis will be those that are proactive in 
keeping the lines of communication open with their prospects and customers in ways 
that are helpful, educational, and entertaining. They don’t speak in generalizations or 
sales and marketing jargon. They deliver guidance and expert commentary that 
addresses their individual target audiences’ needs and challenges and provide solutions 
that compel them to buy.

There will be a significant culling of the martech 
herd as capital dries up. At the same time, 
recessions are also great for being the birthplace 
of innovation in marketing technologies and 
practices. Salesforce and Eloqua emerged from 
the carnage of the 2001 dot-com bubble burst. 
Marketo, Hootsuite, and HubSpot launched in 
the middle of the Great Recession. 

The innovation and market leaders of 
the next 10 years will emerge from 
this financial crisis. Re-thinking and 
re-booting your marketing strategy 
now will set your company on path
to be among them.
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Actual is a new kind of integrated 
communications agency. We use 
the power of storytelling and 
full-spectrum media activation to 
drive business results. We help 
startups and established 
companies launch products, 
become thought leaders and find 
more customers.

CONTACT:
Brian T. Regan
President
Brian.regan@actual.agency
908.399.7161
www.actual.agency


