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The COVID-19 crisis calls for right brain thinking

Orlando Wood, System1 Group
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Examine the creative context 

Explore the mental shift

Can brands continue to use their previous creative?

How are new ads performing today?

What kind of work is connecting well (and what less well)?
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Flatness and Abstraction Depth and Betweenness
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The crisis in creativity.

Ratio of awarded: non-awarded SOV Efficiency
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The creative multiplier is dying

From The Crisis in Creative Effectiveness, IPA, 2019
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Fair at Lendit near St Denis, Medieval manuscript Adoration of the Shepherds, Domenico Ghirlandaio, 1485
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A shift of attention – a sense of playfulness and looking back to the past
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A shift of attention – finding new in the familiar
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A shift of attention – humour, drama, entertainment

What would you and your household like to 

watch on TV in the next week?

What would you and your household like to 

watch on TV in the next week?

Base: 250 respondents per market; Fieldwork 25th-26th April, 2020
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With this shift in mindset, can brands continue to use their previous creative?
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System1 tests all TV ads in the UK and the US for emotional response in Automotive, Financial, 

FMCG, Health & Beauty and Tech Sectors. See testyourad.com for more information.
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ESOV and the emotional multiplier explain market share growth.

Annual value market-share predictions for the UK Cereal category. 

Graph above left shows ability of basic ESOV to SOM gain model to predict actual value 

market-share changes; graph above right shows enhanced emotional ESOV to SOM gain model

Quantity of advertising

(TV ESOV)

Quantity and quality of advertising

(TV ESOV x Star rating)
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Re-test 100

Objective: Do ads from before the crisis still connect today?

A re-test of 100 TV ads (50 in US and 50 in UK) from January and February 

2020, selected at random from System1’s Test Your Ad categories#

Re-tested 21-22 March 2020 in their respective markets

Same method; 150 respondents per ad

# TV ads selected at random from Automotive, Financial, FMCG, Health & Beauty and Tech Sectors
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Original Star Rating Score when first 

aired (January-February, 2020)
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US+UK Correlation 
Original Score 

Average 
Retest Score  

Average No. ad pairs 

Star Rating (Long-term 
Growth Score) 0.89 2.3 2.2 100 

Spike Index (Short-
term Growth Score) 0.93 1.1 1.1 100 

Fluency (Brand 
Recognition) 0.95 0.6 0.6 100 

 

Brands can most likely continue with their pre-COVID advertising. 

Re-test 100 reveals little change in ability of ads pre-dating COVID to connect with audiences.

Base: 100 ads (50 in US and 50 in UK) chosen at random from System1’s Test Your Ad 

database, originally aired and tested in Jan/Feb 2020 and retested in March 2020
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How are new ads performing today?
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New ads appearing in lockdown connecting better than ads appearing in same 

month last year. 

+ 2019 23 Mar-18 Apr / ++ 2020 25 Mar - 20 Apr

2.0

2.3

New ads 2019 'Lockdown'

period (+)

New ads 2020 'Lockdown'

period (++)

Star Rating (Long-term)

55

61

New ads 2019 'Lockdown'

period (+)

New ads 2020 'Lockdown'

period (++)

Brand Fluency %

1.02

1.11

New ads 2019 'Lockdown'

period (+)

New ads 2020 'Lockdown'

period (++)

Spike (Short-term)

(718) (467) (718) (467) (718) (467)
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(718) (467) (159) (66)

New tactical COVID-19 ads also connecting better. 

But ads attracting the industry’s attention are less distinctive. 

+ 2019 23 Mar-18 Apr / ++ 2020 25 Mar - 20 Apr / +++ 2020 14 Mar - 14 Apr / * Other COVID-19 ads 

referenced in industry press, gaining traction on social media, beyond usual testing categories or countries

2.0

2.3 2.3

3.1

New ads 2019

'Lockdown'

period (+)

New ads 2020

'Lockdown'

period (++)

New Tactical

Covid-19 ads

(+++)

Other Covid-19

Ads of interest in

media(*)

Star Rating (Long-term)

1.02

1.11 1.11

1.21

New ads 2019

'Lockdown'

period (+)

New ads 2020

'Lockdown'

period (++)

New Tactical

Covid-19 ads

(+++)

Other Covid-19

Ads of interest in

media(*)

Spike Index (Short-term)

55

61 61

55

New ads 2019

'Lockdown'

period (+)

New ads 2020

'Lockdown'

period (++)

New Tactical

Covid-19 ads

(+++)

Other Covid-19

Ads of interest in

media(*)

Brand Fluency %

(718) (467) (159) (66) (718) (467) (159) (66)
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Brands’ COVID-19 ads slightly better than their ads before the crisis. 

COVID ads for telecoms and food providers are connecting better than their ads predating crisis.

COVID-19 advertising Star Rating

(143 ads for brands airing COVID-19 ads)

Pre-COVID 

advertising Star 

Rating 

(1646 ads first airing in 2019 

for brands later airing a 

COVID-19 ad)
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Comparison of COVID ads vs pre-COVID ads by Brand
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What kind of work is connecting well (and what less well)?
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Left-brain advertising connecting even less well; work with humanity, brand 

characters, clear sense of time & place connecting even better than before. 

Base: 100 ads (50 in US and 50 in UK) chosen at random from System1’s Test Your Ad 

database, originally aired and tested in Jan/Feb 2020 and retested in March 2020
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Ads with connection to 

local place and community

Ads set in or 

referencing the past

Ads celebrating 

‘betweenness’

Scenario

Fluent Devices

Character

Fluent Devices

5 advertising features 

that marketers should aim for
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5 advertising features

that marketers would be best to avoid

The direct hard sell

Ads focused on things

Ads pandering to

self-image

Ads reliant on words

or rhythm

Ads that are aggressive, 

competitive or 

performance focused
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The direct hard sell

Ads focused on things

Ads pandering to self-image

Ads reliant on words

or rhythm

Ads that are aggressive, 

competitive or performance focused

Character Fluent Devices

Scenario Fluent Devices

Ads with connection to local 

place and community

Ads celebrating ‘betweenness’

Ads set in or 

referencing the past

What’s not connecting What is connecting 
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Why not revisit work from the past?



29© System1 Group PLC

1. This is a time of heightened empathy, of shared experience, of alertness and vigilance

2. If you can take advantage of increased share of voice and show right-brain sensibility in your 

work, this is the time to build your brand for the future because ads are connecting well.

3. Brands can most likely use their campaigns pre-dating the crisis – their ability to connect has 

not changed

4. New ads are connecting better today than new ads a year ago. On the whole, the same is true 

of COVID-19 tactical response ads but do maintain your distinctiveness. 

5. The strength of COVID-19 ads varies enormously by brand – some brands’ work connects 

better than pre-existing campaigns, others would do better to air what they had before.

6. Ads that connect with the past, play out in parallel brand worlds, with characters and 

betweenness and a local sense of place and community will work well today. Mechanistic, left 

brain features will connect less well than ever today. 

7. Check how ads are connecting with System1’s testyourad.com service: free access to your 

category and our COVID ad category for a month and one free test

The COVID-19 crisis calls for right brain thinking in your advertising
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Does my ad still connect in today’s world?

The likelihood is that it does, but ask yourself where your work falls – is it empathic or 

mechanistic? You can always re-test your ad if you aren’t sure. 

And if I need to develop a new campaign?

Consider the type of work that is connecting better today, but remain distinctive. Show how you 

are being uniquely helpful and draw on the brand’s promise. Consider re-visiting or re-working 

ads from the past, like Budweiser have.

How can I insure myself against this problem in the future?

Consider long-running (Fluent) devices – characters and scenarios that might live in a slightly 

parallel brand world. They deliver longer and broader effects, and provide a kind of insurance 

policy for this kind of ‘black swan’ event. 

Plan of Action
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system1group.com/coronavirus

orlando.wood@system1group.com

https://system1group.com/coronavirus

