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2020 has been a lot for everyone, and the digital advertising industry is no 
exception. We're bracing for the end of third-party cookies, which have acted as 
the backbone of programmatic advertising since its inception. Apple announced 
that they're clamping down on the use of its mobile ad ID (the IDFA) in a move that 
closely aligns with tracking restrictions they enforce in Safari. And as if navigating 
substantial changes to how marketers and publishers identify audiences and 
measure performance isn't enough, we all struggled to cope with a global 
pandemic.

As consumers changed where they invested their time and money during 
quarantine, nearly every company was motivated to reevaluate their business 
models. This inward reflection has inspired change across the board, from 
production lines to marketing strategies.

It is no secret that the pandemic has had a genuine impact on digital advertising, 
motivating publishers and marketers to adapt and evolve to survive. While the 
global outbreak has brought on many challenges, both sides are discovering new 
windows of opportunity.

During the summer of 2020, we surveyed our customers and partners to get a 
pulse of how COVID-19 has affected their business, and learn about what 
strategies and tactics they've embraced to ensure their continued success.

Introduction
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1. The affect on reader 
engagement



59% of publishers who report a boost in reader engagement also say that their 
content is more relevant during this time at home. The most significant spikes in 
reader engagement occur with content that informs, entertains, and educates 
people who are looking to stay busy while staying safe in their homes.

We took a look at advertiser performance in similar verticals and found something 
interesting. Advertisers that are part of the Hobbies and Interests category saw a 
32% lower average cost per acquisition* during this time. Even more astounding, 
Education advertisers saw a decrease in cost per acquisition of about 60%*!

As people spend more time at home, 84% of 
publishers report more engagement with 
their content than before quarantine began.
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Publishers who reported increased newsletter engagement

Hobbies and 
Interests

100%
News

75%
Education
67%

*https://blog.liveintent.com/advertising-during-covid-19-top-5-trends-to-watch/



65% of publishers report an increase in website engagement, making it the 
leading channel for engaging readers. 

Email newsletters come in as a close second, with 53% of publishers reporting a 
boost in newsletter engagement.

Websites and email newsletters stood out 
as the most common places for publishers 
to engage their readers.
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Mobile app

Social

Apple News or 
Google AMP

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Increase No change Decrease N/A
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2. The impact on ad revenue
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Since the start of the COVID-19 outbreak, 49% of publishers report an overall 
decrease in advertising revenue.

As brands pulled back advertising budgets and started to block COVID or 
coronavirus-related content, publishers found it harder to monetize certain content.
The hardest hits occurred across two typical revenue streams for publishers:

• 59% saw a decrease in direct-sold 
• 47% saw a decrease in programmatic 

Direct-sold

Programmatic

Sponsored content

Affiliate / 
eCommerce

Subscriptions and 
memberships

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

While marketers look to pause or cancel 
campaigns, advertising revenue has taken a 
blow.
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Sponsorship opportunities are flourishing. 81% of publishers report that revenue 
from sponsored content has increased or stayed consistent during this time. 
88% of publishers say they are working with new brands that have started 
sponsoring content for the first time since the outbreak began.

Even before coronavirus became the word on the tips of everyone’s tongues, 
publishers were already pivoting to make 2020 the year of subscriber acquisition 
and retention. 100% of publishers report an increase in subscriptions and 
memberships in the last six months, reflecting increased engagement with their 
websites and email newsletters.

Direct-sold

Programmatic

Sponsored content

Affiliate / 
eCommerce

Subscriptions and 
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On the bright side, we discovered two areas 
are coming to the rescue for publishers: 
sponsorships and subscriptions.
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https://digiday.com/media/digiday-publishing-summit-event-briefing-preparing-for-a-future-where-the-advertisers-arent-your-biggest-clients/


3. How publishers are adapting 
during this time
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According to Digiday, publishers see success with acquiring subscribers, and 
those subscribers appear to be sticking around for more than a test drive. 
Aggregate data from the subscription platform, Piano, shows that the first-month 
churn for new subscribers acquired in March of 2020 was 17% lower than the churn 
between January and February of 2020.

With this in mind, we asked publishers how they invested their marketing budgets 
in acquiring new customers.

• 30% have increased budgets for paid advertising
• 71% of publishers say they focus on retaining subscribers with a curated email 

newsletter

Curated 
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subscribers

Increase budget
for subscriber 
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Responding to the engagement boom, 
publishers have adapted their marketing to 
focus on subscriber and member 
acquisition.
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We asked publishers to tell us what strategies their teams would 
focus on over the next year.

Looking past COVID-19, publishers are 
exploring various strategies to help them 
move onward and diversify their revenue.
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4. The affect on consumer 
demand
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The unpredictability of the COVID-19 outbreak has driven erratic changes in 
consumer behavior. Initially, purchases centered around basic household needs, 
and consumers were buying essential items in bulk. However, nationwide stay-at-
home orders are lasting longer than anticipated. Nesting at home means more 
leisure time, and consumer purchases are shifting away from solely essential 
services and products. 

The brand category that has seen the largest escalation is Technology, Software, 
and Computing. This discovery didn’t come as a surprise, however. In recent 
months, we noticed that Technology and Computing advertisers have witnessed 
a 460% rise in conversion rates.

have seen an 
overall increase 
in salestech, software, 

computing brands

50%

have seen an 
overall increase 
in salesCPG brands

67%

*https://blog.liveintent.com/advertising-during-covid-19-top-5-trends-to-watch/

As COVID-19 reshapes consumer behavior 
and purchasing habits, 62% of marketers 
surveyed report an increase in sales.
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While some brands have seen a spike in sales, this is not the case for all. 38% of 
brands are experiencing a decline, reporting that consumers are actually buying 
less of what they sell during this time. The advertiser categories that have been 
affected the most are Retail and Travel.
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Above data reflects survey responses from Retail marketers.

Nonetheless, 38% of brands are seeing a 
decrease in their sales.
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Overall, 51% of marketers experienced an increase in sales from their online stores, 
while 50% saw a decrease in sales from their own brick and mortar stores. 
 
39% of marketers reported an increase in sales from third-party retailers’ digital 
stores, while 41% saw a decrease from third-party retailers’ in-person stores.
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Marketers have seen an increase in sales 
from online stores and a decrease in sales 
from brick and mortar stores.
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5. How marketers have adjusted 
their advertising

Customer pulse survey: COVID-19



In response to ever-changing consumer behaviors, marketers are shifting their 
advertising funds.

80% of marketers, specifically those who have experienced a rise in sales, are 
capitalizing on their growth and increasing their advertising budget. Food and 
Drink brands increased their ad spend 43% between March and April 2020, while 
Education-focused brands invested 31% more budget over the same time period*.

The other 20% of marketers, particularly Retail and Travel categories, are choosing 
to reallocate their budget to meet other business needs during this time. 
According to MediaRadar, US department stores have cut back advertising spend 
nearly $9.5 million between the months of April and June 2020, compared to the 
same months in 2019. 

*https://blog.liveintent.com/advertising-during-covid-19-top-5-trends-to-watch/

Changes in sales and consumer habits have 
prompted marketers to pivot their 
advertising investments.
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B2B brands are prioritizing email and programmatic display, video, and native.

• 73% are increasing their investment towards email.
• 45% are increasing their investment towards programmatic.

B2C brands are especially focused on paid search and paid social.

• 45% are increasing their investment towards paid social.
• 42% are increasing their investment towards paid search.

Emails we send to 
our customer list

Paid search

Paid social

Programmatic 
display, video, 

native

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

B2B B2C

B2B and B2C brands are leveraging their 
most valuable channels as they rework their 
marketing budgets.
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6. Strategies marketers are 
considering after the 
pandemic
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We asked marketers to tell us what strategies they are looking to 
reassess post COVID-19.

Looking ahead, marketers are reassessing 
their strategies when things return to 
“business as usual”.
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75% 65% 43%

of marketers will modify 
their use of different 
advertising channels

of marketers want to prioritize 
their customer acquisition and 

retention strategies

of marketers will focus on 
audience targeting solutions 
to replace third-party cookies



LiveIntent’s people-based marketing platform provides 
publishers and advertisers innovative ways to monetize 
their email, acquire new customers, and retain valuable 
relationships with them through the anonymized email 
address – the nonID. Through enriching a brand’s data, 
we make it possible for them to better understand their 
audience and refine their targeting to engage customers.

For more information, visit www.liveintent.com
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LiveIntent remains 
committed to utilizing the 
power of email to connect 
brands with over 290 million 
authentic readers across all 
types of media.


