


OVERVIEW

Will we come out of our homes? When we do so, how will our daily lives 
look different, and for what reasons?

We have entered an era where norms have been upended, and the rules 
have changed. Amid this uncertainty, marketers, brands and nonprofits 
are searching for clarity on how best to connect and communicate.

To illuminate a path forward, purpose-driven advertising agency OBER-
LAND conducted a market research study powered by real-time insights 
platform Suzy and in conjunction with publishing partner Guardian U.S. 
We surveyed 500 Americans to reveal widespread shifts in public mind-
sets, emerging consumer behaviors and new expectations for the roles 
organizations can play in our lives. The report is published in conjunction 
with Guardian Labs, the Guardian’s branded content studio.

Key findings include:

+ 83% of Americans say they feel stressed and overwhelmed since the
arrival of coronavirus.

+ 45% have sought out mental health help and additional support.

+ 76% of Americans say they feel more empathetic toward people going
through mental health challenges during Covid-19.

+ 50% of Americans have changed brands for some or all of their needs
during Covid-19.

+ 63% of Americans say they won’t feel comfortable going to a concert
or sport events for at least three months post Covid-19.

+ 56% believe they will go out when activities resume while 35% said they
would travel and 26% said they would attend large functions within the
firs month of reduced restrictions.

+ 49% expect brands to give price breaks to help consumers.

+ 41% say they will support brands that provide initiatives to protect
employees.

METHODOLOGY

Suzy tapped into its real-time panel of over 
a million American consumers.

SAMPLE

N=500 respondents

+ Household income is below $100,000

+ Does not work in marketing or
advertising

+ Mix of geographical areas in the
United States

+ Range of ethnicities



Covid-19’s Silver Lining: How A Pandemic Will Help Us 
Confront America’s Mental Health Crisis

Stigmas surrounding mental health have long forced Americans to suffer in silence. 
Keeping internal angst private has been a routine practice of the nearly 47 million Amer-
icans impacted by a mental health condition. While Covid-19 has undoubtedly caused 
suffering, death and isolation, its tumult might just remove the cloak of secrecy that has 
long plagued many mental health sufferers and their families.

Our research reveals that an astounding 83% of Americans admitted to feeling stressed 
and overwhelmed since the arrival of Covid-19 – and what’s more, 45% have sought 
out additional mental health help or support. Seventy-six percent said they feel more 
empathetic toward people going through mental health challenges since Covid-19.

In other words, the mental health landscape is changing – and brands and employers 
have no choice but to keep up.

“The fastest ways to end stigmas of any kind have always been first-hand exposure and 
shared experiences,” said OBERLAND’s co-founder and president Drew Train, a Board 
member of the National Alliance on Mental Illness of New York City and advocate for 
mental health in the workplace. “Covid-19 has created both for Americans, regarding their 
mental health. Almost all of us are feeling increased stress and anxiety brought on by 
a mix of fear, uncertainty, change and misinformation. This is causing people to reflect 

on their mental health and the issue in 
general, which has resulted in a growing 
sense of empathy. My hope is that we can 
harness this empathy and use it to improve 
our capacity to treat people effectively and 
with dignity.”

In this climate, marketers that acknowledge 
consumer anxiety will be the winners. 
“Coronavirus is having a significant impact 
on consumer behavior,” said Train. “Brands 
that lead with heart and act with empathy, 
that make themselves more down-to-earth  
and honest will be better able to reclaim 
their loyal consumer base post Covid-19.”

Solidarity surrounding mental health has 
been another important effect of the 
current public health crisis. Matt Kudish, 

Executive Director of the National Alliance on Mental Illness of New York City (NAMI 
NYC), says there is not only “more permission to talk about mental health – to say ‘yeah 
this is scary,’ ‘I’m freaking out’” but to feel that this is universal and shared. “There’s a 
really community piece of the experience,” he says, which could also explain the rise in 
help-seeking behavior.

Pre-Covid studies suggested that the percentage of Americans who sought out help 
hovered at about 9% (17 million Americans). That’s just a fifth of what the recent study 
reveals, which doesn’t surprise Pamela Bell, the founder and CEO of Prinkshop and a  
co-founder and creative partner of the Mental Health Coalition. “People who have never 
even used the words anxiety and depression are now hearing and using these words  
on a daily basis,” said Bell, whose work with the Mental Health Coalition focuses on 
reducing stigma. 
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“The coronavirus crisis will ultimately force people, brands and employers to acknowl-
edge that each of us has a mental health and that it must be taken into account in  
daily life.”

With 41% of survey respondents saying initiatives to protect employees is a top action 
they want brands to take, marketers can’t afford not to listen. Consumers who want more 
sanctioned time off to take care of their mental health issues are going to be watching 
to ensure that brands that portend to be purposeful – especially during the Covid-19 
pandemic – live the external messages they espouse to consumers.

Internationally recognized mental health speaker and author Hakeem Rahim – founder 
and CEO of Live Breathe  – echoes Bell’s sentiments. “Companies will now have to make 
mental health a priority because the awareness of the connection between how we feel 
and how effective we are is very clear,” insists Rahim. Brands that move from product-
centric mindsets to human-centric mindsets will win. “Performance is directly connected 
to wellness and mental health that must be addressed,” said Rahim, adding that the 
pandemic has proven that when people’s mental health is sound, they are more impactful 
and focused.

Rahim believes that this fundamental shift will affect every area of our lives – from 
education, to healthcare, to connecting with family –  because the idea that it is abnormal 
to struggle with mental health will no longer be normal. “How we view mental health and 
how we address our own mental health on a daily basis are going to prove to be essential 
parts of our lives,” said Rahim.

With 63% of Americans revealing in the survey that they won’t feel comfortable going to 
a concert or a sporting event for at least three months after life reopens, and more than 
a tenth saying they won’t resume activities for a year, putting mental health care in the 
spotlight is an unexpected but welcome Covid-19 impact.



A Gradual Transition Back To Normal: Covid-19 Is More 
Marathon, Less Sprint

All Americans have their own pointed view of “normalcy.” Take New Yorkers: Our view of 
normal life means hour-long waits at restaurants, having to squeeze into overcrowded 
subway cars and weaving our way through bars to maybe get a drink. Our sense of 
normal is defined by the presence of others  – a crowded street, a jam-packed stadium  
or a sold-out concert hall.

In the time of social distancing and stay-at-home orders, this sense 
of normalcy has been entirely disrupted. Not just for New Yorkers, but 
Americans across the nation. Usually buzzing restaurants are closed, 
stadiums are dark and office doors are shut. As Americans spend time in 
isolation, will they be comfortable once again shaking hands with a new 
acquaintance, sitting down next to a stranger at a movie theater, or even 
greeting a loved one with a hug?

All Americans are anxiously awaiting the green light to return to their 
typical day-to-day routines. However, study results suggest they might not 
be so eager to resume activities in the company of others when stay-at-

home orders are lifted. These findings beg the realization that a return to “normal”might 
not be so normal, after all. 

Only 9% of survey respondents say they would feel comfortable resuming typical “going 
out” activities, such as eating out, seeing friends, going to a bar or movie just one day 
after lockdown restrictions are lifted. A larger sample (18%) would feel comfortable 
resuming these activities after one week and 28% within the first month, though 39% 
of respondents say they will need 3 months to over a year before returning to these 
activities.
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Survey respondents had a heightened sense of caution regarding the attendance of large 
events, such as business conferences, concerts or sporting events. Close to two-thirds 
of those surveyed would not feel comfortable going to a large function for three months 
or longer after the economy re-open, and over a tenth say they won’t feel comfortable 
resuming these activities for a year.

This sentiment also affects travel, though respondents are more willing to venture from 
their homes than attend a populated event. Fifty percent of respondents said they would 
travel within the first three months of “normal life” for work, vacation or to visit family. 
These shifts in behavior will not only affect Americans’ day-to-day lives , but have an 
enormous impact on consumer-dependent brands and businesses. Brands that typically 
sponsor summer concert series, sporting events or business conferences will need to 
find new avenues to reach their target consumers.

 Restaurant owners will need to adjust business models to account for lost time and lost 
customers –  and consider the long-term impact on their consumer base. Will former 
customers maintain loyalty after months of separation? This existential question applies 
to all consumer- centric businesses, from retail to hospitality or elective medicine. The 
future of brands and businesses will be determined by the activities Americans deem 
“worth the risk.” 

Covid-19 has changed how Americans think about their daily activities and pastimes, 
causing a nationwide re-evaluation of comfort zones. When will we see a stadium filled 
with fans? A crowded subway car at rush hour? A sold-out movie or concert? American 
society will be playing the long game upon the country’s reopening, causing a shift in 
what “normal” will look like in the post-Covid months and a delay of truly normal life for 
individuals and brands. For how long, no one knows.



Shoppers Won’t Be Choosers: The Erosion Of Brand 
Loyalty During Covid-19

There was a time when brand loyalty had to be built and earned over time. Consumer 
engagement and relevance was paramount to driving consumers to try a brand and 
then continue using it thereafter. That time was only less than two months ago in a B.C. 
(Before Covid) world where social distancing was a personal choice, not a necessity, 
toilet paper wasn’t being sold on the black market, and consumers had a plethora of 
options at the store. That all shifted in a matter of days, as panic quickly drove products 
off the shelves and forced consumers to pick up whatever was left. 

According to the study, the number one “brand” that consumers have discovered during 
Covid-19 is generic or store brands. As one consumer stated, “many of the brand-name 
products I am used to buying have not been available, so I’ve turned to store brands. I 
used to think they were inferior, but have found that they are just as good as the brand 
name.” Specifically, research found that 61% of consumers are buying brands they never 
had previously, due to what’s in stock. 

While brands may be 
tempted to believe that 
these are fleeting trends 
that will be reversed once 
their products are back 
on the shelf, the data tells 
a different story. 57% of 
consumers say they plan to 
continue buying from these 
“new” brands, suggesting 
that these new behaviors 
are here to stay. 

The inclination for brands 
may be to focus on keeping 
their supply chain intact, as 
opposed to marketing to 
consumers, particularly as 
the majority of consumers 
are now cutting back on 
spending. However, the 
opposite is proving to be 

true as consumers are quickly altering their habits based on availability and not seeing a 
reason to ever go back. The good news: they are also hyper-focused on what brands are 
doing amid Covid with 89% expecting brands to address the pandemic in some way and 
61% saying that how well a brand responds to the pandemic will impact their likelihood to 
buy that brand in the future (Suzy 2020).

What does addressing the pandemic look like, and how can it be done successfully? 
It depends on your brand and how you can genuinely address and meet consumer 
needs during this time. Consumers aren’t seeking platitudes about how the times are 
challenging or difficult, but rather tangible ways that the company is showing up for them 
in the ways they need most – namely financial assistance or price breaks, protection 
of employees, and contributions to those struggling the most. The bottomline: Win over 
consumers’ hearts now so they earn a place in your cart later.
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Employees First: Prioritizing Your Workforce In A Post-
Covid World 

Over the past several decades, brands perceived as leaders in the purpose space 
have been those that demonstrated their commitment to giving back to underserved 
communities. TOMS and Warby Parker, for example, received admiration for their “one-
for-one” model – donating a pair of shoes or glasses to someone in need for every pair 
purchased. Bombas has been praised for distributing socks to shelters so that homeless 
men and women can stay safe and dry. Many brands that were not necessarily seen as 
leaders in the social impact space became noted and loved when they acted in ways that 
were about ‘giving back’ (for example, the Nike Community Impact Fund).

These actions have tremendous importance attached to them.This is especially true now, 
when people need help more than ever. There is the expectation that brands who can 
help people in need, will do so.  Yet, as the coronavirus pandemic unfolds, a new kind of 
philanthropic focus will help distinguish brands: kind gestures and fair treatment of the 
company’s own employees.

This pandemic is underscoring the vital nature of workers in the most essential of roles, 
from the front-line healthcare staff caring for patients round-the-clock, to grocery store 
check-out clerks helping people stay fed, to mailmen and public transit workers keeping 
the trains up and running. These are the people, everybody acknowledges, who are 
keeping society running so that others can stay at home, stay healthy and flatten the 
curve. Of course, they are also the people who have a greater likelihood to become sick 
themselves, risking their own lives to perform the important jobs that help the rest of us.

04/06



Indeed, a new kind of attention is being paid to how 
America’s leading companies are caring for their own 
people. In our study results, “provide initiatives to protect 
employees” ranked among the top actions a brand should 
take, at 41% compared to 35% for “donate money to 
charities/initiatives aiding Covid-19 relief.” People have 
greater respect for brands that prioritize their employees’ 
well-being, and they are increasingly in touch with the 
needs of “employees” as real people - the person delivering 
your mail is somebody who needs protection from 
becoming sick.

Looking at the news, it is also easy to find examples 
of outrage among people for brands that are not doing 
a good job with this: Many of the meat and chicken 

processing plants, for example, that denied paid sick leave to workers even amid  
virus outbreaks. And many of the grocery delivery services’ controversial handling of 
employee rights.

It is curious, then, that most brands continue to focus on what they are doing for 
consumers and communities beyond their own walls, rather than how they are treating 
the important people within them who are keeping our society intact. Pizza chains and 
crafts brands promote messages and ads that show that they are still there and have 
their customers’ back during this challenging time. But only a rare few focus on what 
steps they are taking to keep their vital workers safe, happy and contributing during this 
pandemic, from paid sick leaves, to added safety measures and flexible schedules.

So in the future, brands – before you start thinking about giving back to communities – 
think about how you are treating your very own community first.’’’



Empathy is Among The Emotions That Will Most Matter 
In A Post-Covid-19 World

While consumers hunker down and attempt to physically avoid contamination, feelings 
often hushed and shunned are rising to the surface.

Results from the study show that 76% of Americans said they now feel more empathetic 
toward people going through mental health challenges. Lockdowns and loneliness are 
unleashing anxiety and depression in people who previously had more external options  
to combat negative feelings. With recreational activities curtailed to the confines of home 
and entertainment and wellness outings off limits, it’s impossible not to feel out of inner 
alignment at the moment.

Respondents shared that they feel more stress and overwhelmed during Covid-19, 
even if they haven’t sought out extra emotional support. As they consume news and 
entertainment across channels, the zeitgeist shift is changing the lens in which they  
now view, well, everything.

The ability to relate to another person’s pain and show compassion in judgement-free 
ways is one of the good things that might just come from Covid-19. Mental health 
disorders have long been among the most “burdensome” health conditions in the United 
States, according to the CDC. By reducing stigmas and normalizing mental health 
treatments, kinder, gentler, more productive, and healthier people might be a benefit, post 
Covid.

Brands that purport to be purposeful must convey authentic empathy or risk alienating 
isolated consumers now and when they re-emerge. How they show up now is going to 
impact how shoppers show up in times of crisis and beyond.

Disingenuous messages 
will lead to brand backlash 
by shoppers feeling extra 
empathetic. 

They want brand empathy 
to expand to consumer 
price breaks. They want 
more marketers to invest 
in charitable initiatives that 
protect their employees, 
aid charities, and fuel 
communities. 

Confronting realities 
outside of ourselves with 
genuine concern and care  
is a new demand.
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https://www.cdc.gov/workplacehealthpromotion/tools-resources/pdfs/WHRC-Mental-Health-and-Stress-in-the-Workplac-Issue-Brief-H.pdf


Substance Over Style: How Covid-19 Offers Brands 
Avenues To New Consumers

Consider the number of brands you select on a typical day. There’s your Dunkin’ or 
Starbucks; CVS or Walgreens; Uber or Lyft. Our society is one of superfluous brand 
choices that cater to every need – and then some. From those we deem essential and 
classic, like Band-Aid or even Levi’s, to brands that fill more luxurious needs, like Rent  
the Runway and Ipsy. 

Covid-19 has forced us to re-evaluate the brands we choose, and use, daily. Under stay-
at-home orders, who needs a designer blouse when you can wear a sweatshirt? What 
about plain, old ground coffee simply because it’s in the pantry? Covid-19 has caused 
Americans to revert to basics when it comes to brand choices, causing a nationwide 
gravitation toward brands that offer immediate utility and utmost value in their lives. 

Our research found that 50% of consumers have changed brands for some or all of their 
needs during Covid-19. The truth is that Covid-19 has shifted what brands are relevant 
in our daily lives – think Zoom, Purell and Lysol, for example. Brands that are benefitting 
during coronavirus will be well positioned to not only weather the public health crisis,  
but set up for long-term success. These brands are inherently building a consumer base 
that is aware of, and more likely to use, their products to meet everyday needs in the 
post-Covid era. For instance, Americans will be more likely to think of Zoom when they 
need to schedule a video call, or immediately look to Instacart when they are in a crunch 
for groceries.
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What does this mean for lesser-known 
brands? It means that now is the time to 
prove your relevance, connect with new 
audiences and build brand loyalty. Through 
effective and purposeful messaging, 
brands can relay how and why they offer 
value to consumers, setting them apart 
from other brands and securing their stake 
in the post-Covid market.

A majority of respondents (57%) discovered 
a new brand on Facebook or Instagram. 
TV and streaming audio services like 
Spotify are also proving impactful in the 
Covid-19 market, with a combined 43% 
of respondents citing these methods for 
brand discovery. Brands should leverage 
these methods of paid advertising to reach 

new audiences while consumers are busy at home, scrolling and watching. As these 
consumers turn loyal brand ambassadors, they will spread the word to family and friends; 
34% of respondents noted they discovered a new brand through a recommendation from 
a loved one. 

For a market that has been overcrowded and filled with options, coronavirus has brought 
us back down to reality – has caused us to think about brands we need, and why we need 
them. This provides brands with a unique opportunity to tell consumers why you need 
them now and once Covid-19 is long gone. 



ABOUT OBERLAND

Founded in May of 2014 by Executive Creative Director Bill Oberlander 
and President Drew Train, OBERLAND uses the technologies, tools, and 
cultural perspectives of Madison Avenue to create purpose-driven brands. 
The award-winning agency is passionate about the power of creativity to 
change the world and empower a new generation of conscious capitalists. 
That’s why it collaborates with like-minded leaders in the public, private 
and nonprofit sectors to build purpose-driven brands and a better, more 
prosperous future for all. The 25-person, full-service agency’s growing 
client roster includes Uber, Heifer International, The Nature Conservancy, 
Blockchain.com, Autism Speaks, Happy Egg Co., New York Institute 
of Technology (NYIT), and The Leukemia & Lymphoma Society (LLS). 
OBERLAND sees purpose as the new digital and uses its knowledge, 
expertise, and dogged determination to impact consumer behavior, 
boost awareness, and drive profit. OBERLAND creates social value in 
its community and in the business of branding. This is why in 2018 the 
agency was re-incorporated as a Public Benefit Corporation and became a 
Certified B-Corp. In 2018, OBERLAND was awarded Ad Age’s Small Agency 
of the Year (11-75 people) honors, and in April 2019 named as an Ad Age 
A-List Agency to Watch. Learn more at thisisoberland.com. 

 

ABOUT GUARDIAN US

Guardian US is renowned for its Pulitzer prize-winning investigation into 
widespread secret surveillance by the National Security Agency, and for 
other award-winning work, including the Paradise Papers. Guardian US 
has bureaus in New York, Washington DC, Oakland and New Orleans, 
covering the climate crisis, politics, race and immigration, gender, national 
security and more.

Guardian News & Media (GNM), publisher of theguardian.com, is one 
of the largest English-speaking newspaper websites in the world. 
Since launching its US and Australia digital editions in 2011 and 2013 
respectively, traffic from outside of the UK now represents over two-thirds 
of The Guardian’s total digital audience.

 

ABOUT SUZY

Founded in 2017, Suzy puts the voice of your consumer at your fingertips. 
Whether you’re a novice or an expert researcher, our platform brings 
advanced tools together with the highest quality audience to deliver 
insights in minutes. Some of the biggest brands in the world use Suzy 
to deliver breakthrough products and experiences backed by data-driven 
decisions. Learn more at www.suzy.com.

254 Canal St. No 5000
New York, NY 10013
thisisoberland.com
212 920 4701

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Special thank you to our partners at  
Suzy Market Research and Guardian  
U.S., whose energy, curiosity and  
passion was key to this report.

The Guardian US: 
Bianca Wachtel 
Charlotte Andaloro 
Corinne McNamara  
John Winskowicz 
Kim Cortes  
Meghavaty Garibaldi

Suzy: 
Abel Flint  
Caroline Triay  
Maclain Riccardi 

OBERLAND: 
Alex Borelli 
Arnau Bosc 
Bill Oberlander 
Davianne Harris 
Dhruv Nanda 
Drew Train 
Jennifer Comiteau Ufberg 
Matthew Bock 
Sarah Kasarsky 
Ty Steinhauser

Expert Contributors: 
Hakeem Rahim 
Matt Kudish 
Pamela Bell

http://thisisoberland.com
http://www.suzy.com



