
A blueprint for an evolving business reality.

ADAPT AND 
TRANSFORM



I N T R O D U C T I O N

It’s a moment defined by new values and rediscovered principles, all underscored 
by a global pandemic, the resulting economic fallout and the drive to achieve a 
more equal world in the face of longstanding social and racial issues. It has the 
potential to restructure the economic and social order dramatically, ultimately 
impacting brands, employees and society alike.

Because while most social and economic evolution happens glacially, the current 
health, economic and social crises are forcing all of us to tackle issues old and 
new without waiting. This marks a defining moment on a journey of change. Our 
collective task is to understand how best to adapt to and drive new behaviors, 
attitudes and needs.

Michael Friedin 
Chief Strategy Officer, Hot Paper Lantern
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IN AN EVOLVING REALITY, WE 
ARE AT AN INFLECTION POINT



C O N T E N T S

01 THE BLUEPRINT ......................................................................... PA G E 04

02 EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE ......................................................... PA G E 07

03 SALES ENABLEMENT ............................................................... PA G E 14

04 BRAND RELEVANCE .................................................................. PA G E 21

05 LEADERSHIP COMMUNICATIONS ......................................... PA G E 28

06 CONCLUSION .............................................................................. PA G E 35

07 ABOUT HPL  ................................................................................ PA G E 42

3



THE 
BLUEPRINT

S E C T I O N 01

4



5

A PLAN  
FOR MOVING 
FORWARD
This is our blueprint for businesses to transform their way of 
working in order to succeed during and beyond these crises.

It lays out how people, systems and institutions must quickly change 
their behavior to meet their stakeholders’ heightened expectations. 
Inside are insights and takeaways designed to help you better 
understand the key areas that drive performance. It is a plan to help 
you succeed through difficult times and achieve results. Because 
what’s expected from brands sharply diverges from the past, and 
those that can adapt will be conditioned to thrive for the future.

T H E B L U E P R I N T
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THE FOUR  
IMPACT  
AREAS

T H E B L U E P R I N T

Moving forward will require focusing on four 
key aspects of business that will undergo 
fundamental change. In the coming weeks, we 
will further explore each of these four areas.

TRANSFORM

Why they show up for you
EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE

How you achieve
SALES ENABLEMENT

What you mean to people
BRAND RELEVANCE

How you connect
LEADERSHIP COMMUNICATIONS

Listen Closely
Build Community
Act Meaningfully

Form Relationships
Make it Meaningful

Have a Plan

Prioritize Quality 
Employ Automation 
Emphasize Empathy

Be Picky
Go for Clarity

Get up to Speed



EMPLOYEE 
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IBM 
The Employee Experience Index

E M P L OY E E E X P E R I E N C E

EMPLOYEES WHO EXPERIENCE A SENSE 
OF BELONGING, PURPOSE, ACHIEVEMENT, 
HAPPINESS AND VIGOR ARE MORE 
LIKELY TO PERFORM AT HIGHER LEVELS 
AND CONTRIBUTE ‘ABOVE AND BEYOND’ 
EXPECTATIONS.
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EXPECTATIONS 
ARE SKY HIGH
The crises we’re facing have made people expect more of their 
employers than ever before.

People have endured isolation and loneliness as a result of 
COVID-19 and increased their mandates that employers take a 
stand on important social issues in the wake of mass protests 
regarding racial injustice. In the face of confusion, difficulty and 
fear, they are looking for employers to provide leadership, stability 
and accountability.

CHROs and other executives will need to think deeply about their 
role in creating and maintaining a positive, productive environment 
that can thrive both virtually and in-person. This is imperative 
as companies demonstrating a strong employee experience 
consistently beat their sector on average by a clear margin of two 
to four percentage points (pp) across key performance metrics. 

E M P L OY E E E X P E R I E N C E
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INSIGHTS
E M P L OY E E E X P E R I E N C E

Getting the job done comes last

The mental and emotional fallout from isolation, 
along with the overload of responsibilities can tax 
employees. Research shows that more than half (62 
percent) of employees report losing one hour of 
productivity per day due to COVID-related stress, 
and nearly one-third report losing two hours. 

Integrity, humanity and respect  
aren’t nice-to-haves

The World Economic Forum, in a forthcoming study, 
states that employees will expect their employers to 
take responsibility for missteps and become better 
corporate citizens moving forward. 

Work won’t be the same

As recent Forrester research shows, 41 percent of 
employees are now afraid to go to work as a result 
of the pandemic. Complying with new mandates and 
ensuring safety requires companies to rethink office 
layouts, the total number of employees permitted on-
site at once and how to prevent the spread of the virus. 
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THE CHALLENGES
E M P L OY E E E X P E R I E N C E

A disparate, virtualized workforce faces no in-
person engagement to reaffirm their purpose 
or a sense of community, while companies 
struggle to share their internal corporate 
culture virtually.

Employee morale wanes as businesses struggle 
to assuage employee concerns about safety 
and wellbeing, particularly as they face new 
impediments to their work and other anxieties, 
such as caring for and teaching children.

Flaws in internal communications following the 
move to digital often leave employees feeling 
out-of-the-loop. The communication that does 
come often feels hollow, hurting morale, as 
employees feel their employers are doing too 
little to address societal issues. 

ISOLATION OVERLOAD DIRECTION
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THE RESPONSES
E M P L OY E E E X P E R I E N C E

Take the time to listen to your employees and 
understand their concerns. Engage them 
through digital focus groups, “ask me anything” 
leader sessions, or pulse surveys. This will help 
you uncover and address concerns in an agile 
way, as well as identify any roadblocks that may 
impede recovery. 

LISTEN  
CLOSELY

Create ways for people to form internal 
communities that help them stay emotionally 
close to others and feel safe. Step back and 
address basic human needs that these crises 
have brought into stark relief instead of over-
focusing on career opportunities and other 
traditional HR and workplace functions. 

BUILD 
COMMUNITY

Employees expect their companies to deliver 
real value, act responsibly and do right by the 
community (which includes their staff). Brands 
that can put purpose behind impactful, ethical, 
and authentic action saw their value grow twice 
as much as average brands over their lifespan. 
Actions will be rewarded, words will not. 

ACT 
MEANINGFULLY
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TAKEAWAYS
Businesses have a tremendous amount of work to do in the 
wake of COVID-19 and the invigorated focus on racial injustice 
and equality to improve their employee experience. At the same 
time, businesses are asking–and requiring–employees to exist in 
these new physical spaces, think in new ways and act differently, 
all despite concerns for their health and well-being and that of 
society. Doing so impacts how they experience work and feel 
about their role and the future in terms of job security, fulfillment 
and support; it impacts how leaders show up and, ultimately, it 
determines how the business pivots and performs. 

Fostering the connections that create a community  
engaged in meaningful, purpose-driven action will be key  
to keeping employees motivated and engaged no matter  
the circumstances. Not to mention, a strong employee experience 
is key to recruiting and retaining talent.

E M P L OY E E E X P E R I E N C E
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S A L E S E N A B L E M E N T

DON’T USE BUDGETS  
AS AN EXCUSE NOT  
TO INNOVATE.

Demandbase 
How ABM Can Help B2B Marketers Cope With This New Reality
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OUTPACE 
CHANGE
As sales leaders contemplate the post-COVID world, they 
must prioritize taking care of their people and existing 
customers. They also need to adjust how their organizations sell 
products and services in the face of new customer habits and 
expectations, all during trying economic times.

In many ways, these changes in customer behavior are an 
acceleration of digital trends that were in motion before the 
pandemic hit. Still, sales operations will now look fundamentally 
different than before.

S A L E S E N A B L E M E N T
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INSIGHTS
S A L E S E N A B L E M E N T

Traditional sales channels  
are drying up

B2C is the new B2B Customers are overwhelmed

Comparing the last 3 weeks of January with 
the last 3 weeks of March, global open rates 
increased by 21 percent. But clickthrough rates 
only increased by 3 percent according to Paved. So 
while people are getting more sales pitches, they’re 
following through on very few of them.

Traditional sales mechanisms like networking at 
in-person meetings and conferences are being 
outperformed by tactics like email marketing, 
webinars and thought leadership. Hubspot data 
indicates that email open rates were higher in 
March than ever before. At the same time, the 
research showed that sales outreach increased, but 
responsiveness decreased.

A 2019 McKinsey survey showed that suppliers who 
provide outstanding digital experiences to their 
buyers are more than twice as likely to be chosen 
as a primary supplier than those who provide poor 
experiences, and about 70 percent more likely than 
those providing only fair ones. 
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THE CHALLENGES
S A L E S E N A B L E M E N T

Many companies lack systems capable of 
managing digital sales, while those that do 
have data often lack the technology needed to 
glean insights from it.

As companies rush to release sales messages, 
which often lack an empathetic tone in favor 
of focusing on “business as usual,” many 
salespeople are struggling to make their 
message resonate.

OBSOLESCENCE APATHY
With in-person sales channels gone, many 
organizations find they are not as prepared for 
virtual sales as their competitors. Additionally, 
many organizations have cut their sales force 
and lack resources to acquire new business.

SCARCITY
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THE RESPONSES
S A L E S E N A B L E M E N T

Develop and invest in digital platforms such as 
social media, email marketing, etc. to replace 
leads that might come as a result of in-person 
events. Tap into your own sales force and enable 
high performers to share best practices with 
others. This eases the burden of coaching for 
managers, while increasing the velocity with 
which the field adopts new ideas.

PRIORITIZE 
QUALITY

Leverage mobile, data, marketing automation, 
video and peer-to-peer networking for just-in-
time, remote work and learning. Companies that 
use modern sales readiness platforms see higher 
win rates, shorter new hire ramp-up times and 
improved collaboration within sales and other 
teams—even in this unstable environment.

EMPLOY 
AUTOMATION

Demonstrate to your customers and your partners 
that you are engaged in their struggles and be 
sensitive to when sales are appropriate. The 
problems these crises highlight and cause affect 
huge swaths of the population, if not the world. 
Recognizing the challenges people are facing and 
demonstrating action that helps resolve those 
issues without pushing product until such time 
that your product can truly benefit people.

EMPHASIZE 
EMPATHY
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TAKEAWAYS
Sales leaders are already moving quickly to navigate the crisis, 
with the best ones focusing on how to make targeted changes 
that help their businesses get through the challenges and start 
preparing for the recovery.

Still, it’s not as simple as just “moving to digital.” The sharp rise in 
the use of online and self-service channels means that companies 
need to be thoughtful not only about how to enable effective 
digital interactions but also about how to deploy their sales reps 
most effectively. 

Leaders must rethink the value chain to meet customers where 
they are and address how they buy and use products.

S A L E S E N A B L E M E N T
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B R A N D R E L E VA N C E

$1 TRILLION IS LOST IN 
POTENTIAL REVENUE 
ANNUALLY DUE TO BRAND 
SWITCHING IN THE U.S. ALONE.

Accenture 
Relevance—The Beating Heart of a Business
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STAYING POWER 
IN A SHIFTING 
WORLD

B R A N D R E L E VA N C E

Brands that can imprint themselves in consumers’ minds now 
can ensure staying power through current crises and whatever 
comes next. 

For brands, COVID-19 and our reckoning with racial inequality have 
presented the ultimate tests of character. They present businesses 
with a chance to adapt their tone, take a stand in becoming better 
corporate citizens, pivot their marketing and social strategies, take 
better care of their employees and earn attention and affection in 
new ways. 

Two things have been made very clear: This is not the time for brands 
to be silent. And any words must be backed by meaningful action.



24

INSIGHTS
B R A N D R E L E VA N C E

Your response really matters Be relational, not transactional Consumption isn’t dead,  
but it’s changing

Missteps during a crisis—such as tone-deaf 
advertising—can have tremendous consequences. 
According to Qualtrics, one third of respondents say 
that a brand not using the crisis to maximize profits 
makes them more trustworthy.

Relational brands use credibility, reliability, and 
intimacy to create trust, which 76 percent of CEOs 
say will be critical to business competitiveness in their 
industry in the next five years.

For years, we were what we owned, what we drove, 
what we wore, what we ate. Those ideas are now 
challenged—along with other symbols we once used 
to define our place in the world like nationality, religion 
and community—because what we buy and why we 
work have become more fluid.
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THE CHALLENGES
B R A N D R E L E VA N C E

Missteps, such as tone-deaf communications or 
promoting a purpose without meaningful action, 
during crisis can create negative perceptions 
and have long-term financial implications.

Companies that lagged behind competitors 
in building an online presence or digital 
capabilities will need to catch up quickly (with 
potentially fewer resources). 

PERCEPTION TRAJECTORY
In the wake of COVID-19, many organizations, 
especially those with business models focused 
on in-person interactions, will seem irrelevant.

VISIBILITY
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THE RESPONSES
B R A N D R E L E VA N C E

Presence is about more than visibility. It means 
identifying your customers’ needs and figuring 
out how your brand and product can play a 
meaningful role to address them. This allows 
you to deliver value consistently. As consumers 
pare down their consumption, brands who 
identify their purpose and use it to form true 
relationships with their customers will emerge 
from “there for you” to the much more powerful 
“there with you.”

FORM 
RELATIONSHIPS

Make your purpose meaningful through action. 
Companies can only compete on purpose when 
that purpose permeates the entire organization 
and leads to meaningful measures. Moreover, 
the meaning must be present in every product, 
service, image and word. More than half (60 
percent) of customers find it critical that a brand 
demonstrates its values with authenticity in 
everything it does.

MAKE IT  
MEANINGFUL

Have a multistep crisis response plan. Address 
how your team will deal with external crisis, so 
you can take meaningful action quickly. Since 
mistakes can happen, however, have a plan to 
handle internal crisis or crises that come from 
miscommunication. Quickly own up to your 
mistakes and create a clear path for moving 
forward, consulting with voices of the people 
affected by your actions. Don’t be afraid to  
take extreme measures to demonstrate long-
term accountability.

HAVE  
A PLAN
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TAKEAWAYS
B R A N D R E L E VA N C E

Though brands have always strived to be known, that simply isn’t 
enough now. Brands need to be relevant. Relevant brands play a 
meaningful role in people’s lives; a role that transcends in-person 
and virtual experiences, especially as society continues to grapple 
with the fall out from COVID-19. 

During times of extreme change, trust is established and built 
through relationships, and relationships require action, not 
promises. For example, committing to hiring diverse leaders and 
actually making the hires are very different. 

This focus on the relationship complements the shift beyond 
purpose to meaning, which requires going beyond brand purpose 
and focusing on action. Voicing a purpose that can’t be acted upon 
or not acting on your purpose authentically presents major risks for 
organizations. 

If you’re not sure what direction to head in, look to your customers 
and employees to lead the way. 



LEADERSHIP 
COMMUNICATIONS

S E C T I O N 06

28



29

OUR ABILITY TO BE 
DARING LEADERS WILL 
NEVER BE GREATER 
THAN OUR CAPACITY 
FOR VULNERABILITY.

L E A D E R S H I P C O M M U N I C AT I O N S

Brené Brown 
Dare to Lead
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LEADERSHIP 
NEEDS A 
MAKEOVER

L E A D E R S H I P C O M M U N I C AT I O N S

People seek leadership and guidance during times of stress. True 
leaders communicate empathetically,  incorporating their values 
and principles while demonstrating vulnerability. To achieve 
this, leaders need to change. Today’s leaders need to have the 
emotional intelligence to demonstrate vulnerability, address 
mistakes quickly and be prepared to take bold action. 

Employees, customers and partners alike need to understand a 
leader’s vision and how this vision celebrates his or her values 
and focuses on the business and employees. Some of the best 
leadership right now is about being authentic, empathetic and 
vulnerable.
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INSIGHTS
L E A D E R S H I P C O M M U N I C AT I O N S

CEOS ARE IN THE HOT SEAT

According to the latest update of the Edelman Trust 
Barometer, CEOs rank last in performance when 
it comes to doing an outstanding job meeting the 
demands placed on them by the pandemic. 

OVER-RELIANCE ON IN-PERSON

Communicating empathetically is easier said than 
done without in-person interactions. Leaders without 
digital presences are behind others that can use this 
platform to connect with stakeholders. 

VALUES MATTER

Gartner research shows that 70 percent of the 
general population expect companies to take a 
public position on social issues relevant to their 
business. Meaning, values and purpose must play a 
role in communications.
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L E A D E R S H I P C O M M U N I C AT I O N S

THE CHALLENGES

Many companies lack a clear content strategy 
and many leaders struggle to incorporate values 
and principles into their messaging. As a result, 
a company’s communications are flooded with 
repetitive, disjointed, contradictory, or, at worst, 
tone-deaf content.

The pace of change has been accelerating for 
years, and COVID-19 has only exaggerated this 
trend. For many leaders, technology that was 
once thought impossible is now imperative. 

STORYTELLING VELOCITY
Without face-to-face communication, 
many leaders struggle to communicate 
empathetically, particularly via digital. Even 
those that do have a digital presence often 
lack a cohesive message and platform that 
resonates across stakeholders.

MESSAGING
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L E A D E R S H I P C O M M U N I C AT I O N S

THE RESPONSES

Think about where your audience is, how they 
consume information and start there to connect 
and engage partners, customers, employees 
- especially using digital platforms. Create a 
community where people feel safe and secure 
that works both in-person and virtually.

BE 
PICKY

Deliver consistent, clear messages that resonate 
and inspire, while mapping to, and acting on, your 
purpose. Content that doesn’t deliver value or 
have meaning will not help in the long-term and 
might actually hurt your business.  

GO FOR 
CLARITY

Keep track of new technologies that can 
make activities easier for employees, whether 
it’s launching an app to help communicate 
or investing in collaboration tools to boost 
productivity.   

GET UP  
TO SPEED
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TAKEAWAYS
L E A D E R S H I P C O M M U N I C AT I O N S

Strong leadership communications builds trust, credibility and 
provides inspiration to both employees and customers and clients. 
During times of crisis, and directly after, people seek guidance 
from leaders they know and trust, so use this time to develop 
your platform and earn the trust of your audience with a clear and 
consistent message. Be authentic.

Now is not the time to use the crisis for personal or business gain. 
Thoughtless advertisements or partnerships can have serious 
consequences for businesses as consumers are overwhelmed with 
information about what is right or wrong, and many are making 
their own decisions about how they interact with a company based 
on its behavior during difficult times. 

Use technology to keep your audience informed and invest in 
transformation projects that will help your organization in the long-
term. Your employees will thank you for making their lives easier. 
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C O N C L U S I O N

Accenture 
Human resilience: What your people need during COVID-19

36

YOUR BRAND IS EXPECTED 
TO HELP SOLVE, NOT 
AGGRAVATE, THE WORLD’S 
BIGGEST PROBLEMS
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C O N C L U S I O N

TAKE A 
STAND

Make your company’s stance on issues well-known, thoroughly explained and 
acted upon. 

EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE

Incorporate values into sales pitch.

SALES ENABLEMENT

Speak to consumers about issues that matter in their lives. Make your purpose 
about using your strengths to meet those needs, and then act on your purpose to 
give it meaning.

BRAND RELEVANCE

Clearly identify and state your values and principles.

LEADERSHIP COMMUNICATIONS

37
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C O N C L U S I O N

Give employees what they need now to get their jobs done efficiently and 
effectively.

EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE

Build systems and sophisticated digital practices to support sales functions.

SALES ENABLEMENT

Create a consistent message rooted in your purpose.

LEADERSHIP COMMUNICATIONS

Add value to customers’ lives by delivering a frictionless experience that makes 
their lives easier during difficult times.

BRAND RELEVANCE

38

DRIVE 
PERFORMANCE
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C O N C L U S I O N

Recognize individual and communal challenges people are facing.

EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE

Use data to better understand your customers’ intent and sentiment and drive 
greater success along critical touchpoints.

SALES ENABLEMENT

Demonstrate authenticity and integrity in every message, regardless of medium.

LEADERSHIP COMMUNICATIONS

Connect with consumers at a personal level by fitting your purpose to their 
needs, not vice versa.

BRAND RELEVANCE

39

PUT 
PEOPLE 
FIRST
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C O N C L U S I O N

Take a considered and empathetic approach to combining employees’ virtual and 
physical experiences.

EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE

Distribute efforts to compensate for lack of traditional channels.

SALES ENABLEMENT

Evaluate your technology stack to help employees. 

LEADERSHIP COMMUNICATIONS

Build extensions of core products that translate to digital environments.

BRAND RELEVANCE

40

ACTIVATE THE 
RIGHT TECH
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THE FORCE  
MULTIPLIER

A B O U T H P L

Hot Paper Lantern is a professional services firm that 
is equal parts creative agency, engineering firm, and 
consultancy, and provides a range of services across the 
collective human experience including strategy, design, 
communications, technology and brand performance.

HPL helps you do more with what you have, even if you 
have a little less. We simplify your processes and find new 
channels for growth. We make your purpose personal, 
useful, and meaningful. And we adapt convention to find 
what works for your business.

Your business is a force to be reckoned with. 
We are your force multiplier. 
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