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It’s no surprise that the COVID-19 outbreak has caused great disruption for brands over the past few months. 
New government guidelines and consumer spending needs have forced organizations to innovate in order 
to thrive during this time. To find new customers and keep current customers loyal, we’ve seen brands adopt 
inventive approaches, such as offering new services (such as curb-side pick-up or online ordering) and 
changing the way they interact with their customers (channels, content, messaging, etc.). 

As a marketing and technology services partner, Merkle has been helping brands innovate to thrive during 
these uncertain times. With that, we are interrupting our quarterly publishing schedule to present a COVID-19 
edition of the Customer Engagement Report to reveal how marketers have been impacted and how they 
are pivoting to succeed during this time. We hope this information will help our clients make better-informed 
business decisions as they identify their “new normal.” 

In the following pages, we uncover that customer centricity is a common goal among marketers during 
COVID-19. While the pandemic fundamentally changed the way people live and work, marketers continue 
to invest in new ways to better serve their customers. A majority of marketers (52 percent) report 
increased spending over the past three months (March-June 2020). Our research shows these increases 
focus on improving customer experiences in a more cohesive way, as this is no longer a nice-to-have, but 
a must-have.

We also discuss how this disruption highlights inefficiencies within organizations, making them reflect on 
their practices and identify where to cut waste. More than 90 percent of respondents indicated reassessing 
historical practices to eliminate under-performing activities or campaigns, with 39 percent of this group 
stating this as a new practice. 

In summary, organizations are accelerating their marketing spend, planning for multiple scenarios going 
forward, and understanding the power of data to drive what they’re doing. But data is disparate, and 
technologies may be underutilized. We look forward to continually bringing you valuable insights as we 
navigate this difficult time. 

Stay well,

Craig Dempster

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
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INSIGHTS
After a full year of reporting on marketers’ ability to deliver 

engaging and personalized customer experiences, this special 

report explores how the global COVID-19 pandemic affects 

marketers and highlights the importance of putting the customer 

first in this environment. Our research shows accelerated spending 

during this time while marketers plan for a near-term economic 

resurgence and set themselves up for success in the future. The 

data indicates an increased focus on consumer-centric strategies 

and stresses the need for some to advance their capabilities and 

technologies to achieve an exceptional customer experience.
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MARKETERS REPORT INCREASED INVESTMENT IN LASTING INNOVATIONS

COVID-19’s impact on the global economy cannot be understated. The pandemic fundamentally changes 
the way people across the world live and work. Marketers continue to invest in new innovations to better 
serve and retain their customers. A majority of marketers (52 percent) report increased budgets since the 
pandemic’s arrival. Our research shows these increases focus on improving customer experiences in a 
more cohesive way. Aside from investing in numerous new services, features, and technologies (explored 
later in the report), 74 percent of marketers say they have changed their approach to content developed 
for customers. While many of these changes address the pandemic’s challenges directly, an overwhelming 
96 percent of respondents state their organizations will continue with their recent innovations once the 
crisis is over.

52%
Increased marketing spend 

since the COVID-19 outbreak

74%
Changed their approach to 

customer content

96%
Say marketing and service 

innovations are here to stay

Spending increases during the past few months allowed marketers to implement new content, strategies, 
and technologies that better serve consumers during this time of crisis. The focus on continuing and 
expanding these innovations in the future will encourage consumer retention and brand loyalty. As we all 
prepare for a “new normal” in the post-pandemic world, consumers may get used to new innovations such 
as contactless delivery and curbside pickup.  

While the majority of respondents (52 percent) indicated increased marketing spend in the last few months, 
the industry breakdown below shows more varied results. Marketers across health, insurance, and retail 
and consumer packaged goods industries have seen the largest increases in spend, while nonprofit 
marketers overwhelmingly indicate a decrease in spend.

 Increased     Stayed the same     Decreased     Unsure

Health

Insurance

Retail

TM&E*

Other

Financial

High-Tech

Nonprofit

70% 26% 4%

60% 30% 10%

59% 20% 21%

53% 13% 33%

50% 11% 39%

48% 21% 32%

17% 13% 70%

49% 22% 27%

COVID-19 EFFECT ON MARKETING SPEND BY INDUSTRY

*Travel, Media & Entertainment
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When asked to select the top three tactical priorities during the pandemic, respondents cite trying new 
marketing technologies or features (50 percent), becoming more consumer centric in marketing messaging 
(45 percent), and developing new transaction fulfillment capabilities (42 percent) as their top priorities. 

CUSTOMER MARKETING INNOVATIONS DURING DISRUPTION

Try new marketing technologies or features

Become more consumer centric in marketing messaging

Develop new transaction fulfillment capability

Add a new marketing channel

Leverage new creative development or deployment strategy

Develop new analytics models

Add a new customer service channel

Identify new audiences

Connect channels

50%

45%

42%

39%

37%

35%

33%

37%

25%

With events revenue being wiped out, we’re 
seeing many large nonprofits trying to 
balance the need for their programming, staff, 
and marketing budgets. The smart nonprofits 
are focusing their efforts on localized, 
relevant messaging and getting more efficient 
in their marketing spend by focusing on the 
individuals who can deliver the highest ROI. 

—Colin Stewart, SVP, GM, Nonprofit, Merkle



COVID-19 EDITION7  |  CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT REPORT

Reinforcing the heightened focus on customer centricity, respondents report an increased importance 
placed on communicating with customers, with almost 90 percent of respondents calling it “a little more” or 
“significantly more” important. Prospect communication is similarly important, at nearly 85 percent.

HOW HAS THE IMPORTANCE OF COMMUNICATING WITH  
CUSTOMERS OR PROSPECTS CHANGED?

Customers

Prospects

I’m not surprised by the retail industry’s spike in new 
transaction fulfillment capabilities. BOPIS (buy online, 
pick-up in store) isn’t a new concept and has been 
implemented at leading retailers prior to COVID-19. 
For many retailers, it was a nascent concept with 
low adoption rates, forcing them to accelerate their 
transaction strategies to make up for lost ‘brick-and-
mortar’ sales. It’s required brands to purchase robust 
point-of-sale systems and inventory management tools 
in order to effectively manage their supply chains and 
deliver the customer experience. 

—Anne-Marie Schaffer, EVP, GM, Retail, Merkle

 Significantly more important     A little more important     Stayed the same

 A little less important   Significantly less important

37% 47% 14%

54% 34% 11%

3%

1%
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As we previously explored, marketers’ increased spending allowed for building new innovations during 
this time of disruption. Specific innovations implemented reinforce marketers’ increasing focus on 
customers. However, breaking down investment by channels and platforms gives us insight into how 
investments were made. 

 Increased     Stayed the same     Decreased     Unsure

Site/mobile chat

Mobile app functionality

Email

Video

DMP

Marketing database

Implementing cross-channel programs

Digital asset/content management

Site functionality enhancements

CDP

SMS/MMS

HOW HAS INVESTMENT CHANGED FOR EACH OF THE AREAS BELOW 
EXCLUDING VOLUME COSTS?

56% 24% 19%

50% 26% 23%

46% 35% 17%

55% 26% 17%

47% 32% 19%

45% 33% 20%

42% 38% 18%

51% 32% 16%

47% 34% 18%

44% 32% 23%

42% 33% 23%

Marketers are increasing investments across all platforms, with the biggest investment increases among 
chat, mobile, and email channels. When comparing these insights with the likelihood of replacing 
technologies in the next two years (below), we can assume that investments in chat and mobile are more 
temporary – while current investments in email platforms are more permanent. 

 Very likely     Somewhat likely    Neutral    Somewhat unlikely     Very unlikely      Unsure   

35%

8%

37%

5%

15%

32%

9%

35%

3%

18%

30%

8%

40%

5%

17%

30%

9%

39%

4%

17%

30%

10%

37%

3%

19%

30%

11%

34%

8%

17%

30%

5%

45%

3%

16%

LIKELIHOOD TO REPLACE TECHNOLOGIES IN NEXT TWO YEARS

Marketing 
Database

Mobile  
App

Site  
Analytics

CDP DMP Content/Digital 
Asset Management

Email



COVID-19 EDITION9  |  CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT REPORT

DISRUPTION HIGHLIGHTS INEFFICIENCIES BUT ALLOWS PREP FOR FUTURE

When asked to select their top pain points since the pandemic, 46 percent of marketers chose “taking too 
long to make a marketing decision.” “Data being in too many places to be useful” came in second place 
with 43 percent, and “we don’t leverage the data we have” was chosen by 38 percent of respondents.

The research suggests that while marketers may not be too concerned with their data, they do feel the need 
to have more access and integration of their data to drive the total customer experience. Marketers also 
report a move toward insourcing as a result of the disruption, with 50 percent of respondents saying they 
plan to move more projects and staff in-house, compared to 22 percent who plan to outsource more often.

DISRUPTION PAIN POINT RANKINGS

We take too long to make a marketing decision

Data are in too many places to be useful

We don’t leverage the data we have

Our channels aren’t coordinated

We’re organized in an inefficient way

We can’t share content and images across channels

We rely on agencies too much

We don’t have a content strategy for our customers

We don’t have a plan

46%

43%

38%

36%

34%

30%

30%

33%

11%

Looking specifically at the high-tech industry, we saw that 45% of 
respondents stated their top pain point is not leveraging the data 
they have. This is not surprising or uncommon, because many tech 
companies have historically been very product centric, which creates 
data silos, both in terms of the time when data is collected and how it 
is shared among different product groups in an organization. As tech 
brands become more customer and experience focused, we see the 
desire to activate and combine different datasets, which results in 
stronger relationships with consumers.

—Mark Engelke, SVP, GM, High Tech, Merkle
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According to a survey by In-House Agency Forum and Forrester, 72 percent of companies had in-house 
agencies in 2019. When measured across the same survey in past years, this finding shows a 12.5 percent 
increase over 2018 and a total 71 percent increase since 2008 (IHAF/Forrester survey, 2019).

Merkle’s Customer Engagement Report, represented in the chart above, found that 50 percent of respondents 
claim that they will move more toward an in-housing approach for staffing as a result of COVID-19 impacts, 
while 21 percent will move more toward outsourcing staff. 28 percent claim no change across insourcing or 
outsourcing staff.

In our research, the lowest revenue group ($100M – $499M) indicates the most drastic movement toward in-
house, while respondents from larger companies report a more balanced reaction.

While respondents indicate some pain in navigating the “new normal” and acknowledge potential changes 
as a result, they also report preparedness for re-opening in the form of plan(s) for getting “back to normal.” 
94 percent of marketers say they have a plan for a national lockdown exit, with 62 percent having multiple 
sets of plans. 

SOURCING CHANGES DUE TO COVID-19 BY REVENUE

$1 billion or more

$500M-$999M

$100M-$499M

21%
32%

47%

30%
28%

42%

11%
26%

64%

 No change     Move more outsourced     Move more in-house

SOURCING CHANGES DUE TO COVID-19

50%

22%
28%

Move more  
in-house

Move more 
outsourced

No change
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As re-emergence continues in the coming months, marketers should focus on re-activating and building 
loyalty with consumers, a priority already stressed in the consumer-centric responses we have reviewed. 
Read more in Merkle’s Consumer Activation Must-Dos for Re-Emergence.

IS YOUR COMPANY PLANNING FOR “BACK TO NORMAL” SCENARIOS FOR 
CONSUMERS TO EXIT THE NATIONAL LOCKDOWN?

32%

63%

4%
2%

 Yes, multiple sets of plans    

 Yes, one single plan   

 No

 Unsure

As business needs shift in the face of current and 
ongoing uncertainties, in-house agencies can often 
move more quickly to adapt. At the same time, building 
up an in-house agency is complex, difficult work. 
A CMO’s approach should never be, ‘I’ve got five 
agencies, let’s just move that work in-house.’ There 
needs to be a thoughtful reconsideration of the current 
state to realign capabilities and operations across an 
optimal mix of strategic sourcing options. 

—David Hensel, Head of Marketing, Filter, a Merkle Company

https://www.merkleinc.com/consumer-activation-must-dos-re-emergence
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Marketers are optimistically prepared for the possibility of future stay-at-home orders and continuing business 
as usual, with about 80 percent of respondents stating they are better positioned to respond to stay-at-
home orders in the future. In addition, marketers feel better prepared from a technology perspective, with 
41 percent responding, “significantly better,” while 51 percent of marketers felt they were “a little better” 
prepared from a strategic perspective. Two of the top three pain points described by marketers on page 
nine of the report speak directly to organizational strategy, which may relate to a lower comfort level from a 
strategic perspective.

FUTURE STAY-AT-HOME ORDER PREPAREDNESS

Significantly better

A little better

Same

A little worse

Significantly worse

41%

37%

17%

4%

29%

51%

13%

8%
 Technologically    

 Strategic
1%
1%
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MARKETERS CUT WASTE AND ACCELERATE ADDRESSABLE CUSTOMER-
CENTRIC PROJECTS

Our research shows that marketers are using this time to plan for re-opening and prepare for any future 
scenarios, but they are evaluating historical campaign practices as well. When asked if the pandemic has 
spurred reflection on their marketing program, over 90 percent of respondents indicated that they are 
reassessing historical practices to eliminate under-performing activities or campaigns, with 39 percent 
of this group stating this as a new practice. Based on previous feedback regarding innovations adopted 
during this time, only 36 percent of respondents claim developing new analytics models, and 38 percent 
indicate “not leveraging existing data” as a top pain point. These insights suggest that marketers may be 
having difficulties understanding how to measure these activities. Breaking down the responses further by 
region, we see marketers in the US more likely to have these practices in place when compared to their UK 
counterparts, who may find these practices newer.

Marketers have been using this time to cut waste in their marketing programs, some of whom may be new 
to this practice. In addition, marketers see this time as an opportunity to implement new programs that 
allow for more capture of first-party data. 

ELIMINATING UNPERFORMING ACTIVITIES BY REGION

NEW PROGRAMS FOR FIRST-PARTY DATA CAPTURE

UK

US

 Yes, we do that regularly     Yes, but it’s new for us    No, we don’t normally     No, but we normally do

44%

66%

48%

7%

5%

30%

2%

Implemented new program(s)

Investing more in existing program(s)

No

Unsure

67%

58%

15%

1%
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Only 15 percent of respondents claimed that they have neither implemented new programs nor made 
investments to increase capabilities around first-party data capture. Even during this time, marketers have 
prioritized the initiative, which further supports the previously identified pain point that marketers are not 
able to leverage the data they have to drive the total customer experience. 

Additionally, responses indicate changes to project timelines during the crisis. Overall, 51 percent of 
respondents claim that the pandemic has accelerated the timeline for technology improvements to drive 
the customer experience, further supporting the customer-centric focus of many during this time. 

When viewing the industry breakdown, insurance marketers far surpass other industries, with 90 percent 
of respondents claiming that marketing technology investments were accelerated during this time. On 
the other end, marketers across high-tech and travel, media, and entertainment industries indicated the 
highest percentages of decelerated martech projects that improve the customer experience.

COVID-19 EFFECT ON MARTECH PROJECT TIMELINES BY INDUSTRY

 Accelerated     No change    Slowed down/paused 

90%
10%

61%

30%

9%

48%

26%

26%

47%

13%

40%

46%

22%

32%

42%

18%

40%

50%

17%

33%

57%

12%

31%

Insurance Retail FinancialNonprofit TM&E*Health High-Tech Other

Marketing technology is such a hot area right now, 
and increased spending in technology platforms can 
be attributed to a number of drivers. For example, the 
death of the third-party cookie is causing marketers 
to rethink their attribution, which requires improved 
identity resolution technologies. Insurers are seeing their 
competitors focus more on the total customer experience 
– encompassing marketing, sales, and service – which 
is forcing everyone to up their game in the experience 
delivery space.  

—Aaron Tellier, EVP, GM, Insurance & Wealth Management, Merkle

*Travel, Media & Entertainment
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Marketers from the travel, media, and entertainment, other, and high-tech industries express lower levels of 
addressable advertising campaign acceleration. Not having data in one place will make this difficult, which 
more than 40 percent of respondents across these identified industries chose as a top pain point.

Overall, we see a move toward more efficient, customer-centric campaigns during this time of crisis. 
Marketers are finding ways to cut out underperforming campaigns and accelerate addressable campaigns 
that capture more first-party data.

Our research also indicates a specific acceleration of multi-channel addressable campaigns during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In fact, 77 percent of marketers indicate acceleration of these campaigns, further 
pointing toward increased personalization and consumer-centric messaging aimed to improve the total 
customer experience.

MULTI-CHANNEL ADDRESSABLE CAMPAIGN ACCELERATION BY INDUSTRY

 Yes     No     Unsure

Financial

Health

Nonprofit

Retail

Insurance

High-Tech

TM&E

Other

1%

3%

4%

6%

85% 14%

82% 15%

60% 40%

83% 17%

80% 20%

61% 33%

83% 17%

63% 33%

The travel, media & entertainment sector has faced unprecedented 
disruption as a result of the pandemic. Marketers have been very 
strategic about their priorities and plans for business recovery; while 
some marketers have paused some initiatives, many are making 
investments to ensure they have a strong martech foundation as they 
relaunch their businesses. Travel & hospitality marketers recognize 
how data can help them rethink customer strategy and targeting. 
To get the most efficient return on CRM and marketing investment, 
brands are sending hyper-local, relevant messaging to high-value 
individuals who can deliver the highest ROI.

—Coleen Kuehn, EVP, GM, Travel, Media & Entertainment, Merkle
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The COVID-19 crisis has significantly restricted 
branch access, limiting a major sales and service 
engagement point for banks. This is driving customers 
online at an accelerated rate, leading to an increase 
in the importance of addressable advertising to help 
fill the engagement gap. The precision provided by 
addressable advertising was also a key tool to help 
banks manage communications in response to the 
rapidly changing conditions in individual markets.

—Paul Evers, EVP, GM, Financial Services, Merkle
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The COVID-19 pandemic has brought economic disruption 
at unprecedented scale. Marketers grapple with new 
government-instituted lockdown measures and changes in 
consumer behavior, while many are left wondering what the 
post-pandemic landscape will look like. New innovations 
like curbside pickup and contactless delivery bring a new 
lens on how brands interact with consumers. 
Over the past few months, we have seen marketers evaluate their programs and recalibrate themselves 
by investing in new technologies and services to drive experiences centered around the customer, while 
planning for reopening and future work-from-home scenarios. Our research indicates increased marketing 
spend during a crisis that has certainly had its effects on marketers. Respondents have felt this disruption in 
many ways, but the resounding pain points include:

• Taking too long to make a marketing decision  – The pandemic complicates many decisions. 
How long will it take for consumers to find comfort in the “new normal”? When, where, and how are 
consumers spending as restrictions are adjusted?  

Merkle’s COVID-19 Market Impact Dashboards help marketers answer these questions.

• Having data in too many places to be useful – Marketers report frustration with disparate data during 
this time.  

• Not utilizing the data they already have – Finally, we see marketers struggling to use all the data they 
have during the crisis. This is further highlighted in their likelihood to replace technologies in the next 
few years, specifically their marketing database and customer data platform (CDP). 

Merkle’s marketing technology services, such as selecting, implementing, and operationalizing a CDP, as 
well as data management solutions, Rapid Audience Layer and cloud-hosted marketing databases and 
digital transformation, can help bring data together to drive personalized customer experiences.

Despite the varying challenges marketers are facing through the COVID-19 pandemic, many have found 
a “silver lining,” as it has forced the adoption of new, innovative solutions with customer centricity as the 
common theme. As marketers plan for lockdown loosening, they stress the importance of accelerating 
these solutions and carrying them forward into the “new normal” after the pandemic crisis subsides. As 
always, the focus on the power of data and the importance of the customer are encouraging signs as we 
move forward in these socially distanced times.  

SUMMARIZING COVID-19’S IMPACT 
ON CUSTOMER MARKETING AND 
THE “NEW NORMAL”

https://www.merkleinc.com/covid-19-market-impact-dashboards
https://www.merkleinc.com/what-we-do/marketing-technology-strategy
https://www.merkleinc.com/what-we-do/data-management-solutions
https://www.merkleinc.com/what-we-do/rapid-audience-layer
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The insights in this report were developed from a survey conducted by Ugam, a Merkle Company, in June 
2020, which consisted of 400 marketers at major US and UK brands spanning industries including retail and 
consumer packaged goods, high tech, financial, travel, media, entertainment, health, insurance, and nonprofit.

Merkle is a leading data-driven, technology-enabled, global performance marketing agency that specializes 
in the delivery of unique, personalized customer experiences across platforms and devices. For more than 
30 years, Fortune 1000 companies and leading nonprofit organizations have partnered with Merkle to 
maximize the value of their customer portfolios. The agency’s heritage in data, technology, and analytics 
forms the foundation for its unmatched skills in understanding consumer insights that drive people-based 
marketing strategies. Its combined strengths in performance media, customer experience, customer 
relationship management, loyalty, and enterprise marketing technology drive improved marketing results 
and competitive advantage. With 9,600+ employees, Merkle is headquartered in Columbia, Maryland, with 
50+ additional offices throughout the US, EMEA, and APAC. In 2016, the agency joined the Dentsu Aegis 
Network. For more information, contact Merkle at 1-877-9-Merkle or visit www.merkleinc.com.

METHODOLOGY

ABOUT MERKLE

RESPONDENT
INDUSTRIES

6%
4%

4%
2%

6%

18%

24%

36%
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