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About the Chartered Institute of Public Relations

Founded in 1948, the Chartered Institute of Public Relations (CIPR) is 
the world’s only Royal Chartered professional body for public relations 
practitioners in the UK and overseas with nearly 10,000 members.

The CIPR advances professionalism in public relations by making its 
members accountable to their employers and the public through a code 
of conduct and searchable public register, setting standards through 
training, qualifications, awards and the production of best practice and skills 
guidance, facilitating Continuing Professional Development (CPD), and 
awarding Chartered Public Relations Practitioner status (Chart.PR).

Communicating in a Crisis

2  

Communicating in a Crisis



Foreword

When PR is mentioned most people will 
probably not think of it playing a critical role 
in fighting misinformation, maintaining public 
services, helping workforces through a crisis, 
or supporting families at a time of anxiety and 
exhaustion. As the examples in this book show, it 
does all of these things and more. 

These case-studies started life as entries to the 
Best COVID Response category of the 2021 CIPR 
Excellence Awards. Each starts with the bleak 
reality of the pandemic and a particular problem 
it had caused an organisation. Then it reveals 
how groups of communications professionals, 
came up with – and delivered – thoughtful, 
creative responses.

Reading them you can see how PR has worked 
to lift up the voices of medics and scientists 
against the ever-present flood of misinformation 
so that both politicians and the public can make 
decisions based on the reality of the virus and 

its effects. PR professionals have used their 
expertise to reach communities who have 
historical reasons not to trust medics, and to give 
them the information they need to choose to 
vaccinate and minimise their infection risk. 

They document how deftly handled campaigns 
kept a zoo from closing, influenced the financial 
sector, cut down on stress for NHS staff, kept 
workforces motivated, helped children keep 
exploring during lockdown, and many more 
tremendous examples.

PR professionals have shown what can be 
achieved in the midst of an overwhelming crisis. 
Now, however, the world has shifted again. 
When these entries were sent in we all still 
believed that COVID-19 was something that 
would leave scars but something that as a society 
we would be able to put behind us and return to 
normal. From the vantage point of early 2022, 
perspectives are now shifting on this. 

COVID-19 has taught the world many lessons, 
one of the lasting ones must be that the 
resilience and power of communications 
professionals should never be doubted.

Alastair McCapra 
CIPR CEO
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King’s College London & ZOE –  
Giving scientists real-time data to fight COVID-19 
Changing the rules to provide near-real time information about the pandemic to scientists,  
the government, and the public.

The earliest reports of the new COVID-19 virus revealed 
there were a wide range of potential symptoms. Scientists 
desperately needed rapid access to data to learn more about 
the virus and how it developed and spread.  
In March 2020 the ZOE COVID Symptom Study app was 
launched. Built by a team of developers from health science 
start-up ZOE over one sleepless weekend, they aimed to 
provide scientists at King’s College London with real-time data. 
What they now needed was to drive usage of the app.  
A joint PR campaign was launched between King’s College 
London and ZOE. With no attributed budget and a small team, 
success relied on a clear press strategy and effective use of 
social media and digital content.

How it worked
Within a fortnight of the app’s release, two million contributors 
across the UK had signed up to recording vital information 
about COVID-19. 
To encourage existing members to keep logging symptoms, 
and attract new users, it was essential to show that the 
information provided was helping to beat the virus. This was 
achieved by releasing pre-print scientific papers for the  
first time.  
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Historically, scientific papers go through months of peer 
review before publication but, given the need for real-time 
information, the team believed that early release, with the 
appropriate caveats, was more than justified.  
They were proved right when app data revealed that loss of 
taste and smell - anosmia - was a highly predictive symptom 
of COVID-19. The team publicised this immediately, leading 
to the government adding anosmia onto the official list of 
COVID-19 symptoms in May 2020. A change which may well 
have saved lives. 
The team used weekly data releases, blogs, and videos from 
leading researchers to maintain engagement. App users were 
invited to webinars with experts who showed how the data 
was being used.  
These activities meant that even when COVID-19 cases fell 
during the summer the public continued to use the ZOE app, 
enabling it to be the first to identify new hotspots as the 
second wave took hold. 
The team established strong relationships with key journalists, 
using exclusives with prestigious media in the UK and USA 
to create impact and reach larger audiences, while the BBC’s 
regional networks kept audiences engaged with local data. 
Social media was essential, using channels established by 
King’s College London, ZOE, and the personal channels of 
lead scientists on the project to post updates and engage with 
users. This continued to build trust in the app and the team 
behind it, trust which was further justified by the discovery of 
Long COVID-19 through data from the app. 

Impact
By June 2021 the app had more than 4.5 million contributors 
providing millions of reports on daily health, test results, 
and the impact of vaccines. It continues to be the biggest 
COVID-19 study of its kind in the world. 
Since the launch of the app, there have been over 27,872 
pieces of media coverage, 11,900 social media posts and 
over 5.3 million views on YouTube. Lead researcher, Professor 
Tim Spector became one of the most prominent and trusted 
scientists during the pandemic and was recognised with an 
OBE in the New Year’s Honours. 
Initially funded by ZOE and crowdfunding, the app project 
was awarded a £2 million government grant in August 2020 
in recognition of its vital contribution to the UK’s fight against 
COVID-19.

Use your PR team to: 
•  Challenge the status quo. Don’t be frightened to break 

rules if it’s justified 
• Build trust through access, both to data and to the 

people behind the product 
• Show those you are asking for support how and why 

their contribution will make a difference 
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Lloyds Banking Group – The Big Conversation:  
Helping Britain Recover 
Creating a national dialogue to spark the UK’s recovery from the pandemic. 

In August 2020, Lloyds Banking Group (LBG) launched ‘The 
Big Conversation: Helping Britain Recover’, to support 
Britain’s economic recovery from the impact of COVID-19. This 
campaign was at a scale previously unseen by either LBG or 
the wider UK financial sector. 
‘The Big Conversation’ used LBG’s comprehensive national 
and regional network to bring about dialogue between 
business, government, the third sector, and experts 
throughout the UK. It provided a forum to raise those issues 
which would be vital for UK recovery and inspired policy 
recommendations to help rebuild the economy.  

How it worked 
Pre-launch, LBG commissioned research from YouGov which 
identified the most useful areas for The Big Conversation 
to focus on. This revealed that the public considered local 
engagement to be vital to stimulate recovery from the 
pandemic.  
In the first phase of the project, LBG gathered more than 900 
people, including industry leaders, local politicians and experts 
in virtual sessions across the UK to discuss the impact of the 
pandemic and the support required to move forward. 
Insights from these sessions were then taken to 12 virtual, 
regional roundtables where they were discussed by over  

140 politicians, policy specialists, trade bodies, charities and 
local experts. 
All this evidence was used to create a report examining the 
key areas which would drive the recovery, with both a national 
and regional perspective.  
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The report 
‘The Big Conversation: Helping Britain Recover’ report was 
launched with an exclusive op-ed in The Times on behalf 
of LBG’s CEO, António Horta-Osório. This introduced the 
report’s headline findings and called on the UK government to 
adopt a regional approach to economic recovery. The op-ed 
was accompanied with an article by James Hurley, enterprise 
editor, in The Times’s Business section profiling the report and 
supporting LBG’s findings. 
Engaging stakeholders from across the political spectrum 
was crucial to the success of the campaign. LBG secured 
interest from influential parliamentarians, Ministers and 
officials including John Glen MP Economic Secretary to the 
Treasury and City Minister, Paul Scully MP Small Business 
Minister, the policy advisors of Sir Keir Starmer MP, Leader of 
the Opposition, and Senior officials at No10 and the Treasury. 
Support was found from influential Metro Mayors. All MPs 
and members of the UK’s Devolved Administrations received 
copies of the report.  
The team’s social strategy focused on Twitter and LinkedIn, 
leveraging support from 10 LBG regional ambassadors. These 
used their own accounts to share and discuss the findings. 

Impact 
The campaign and the report caught the attention of both 
the traditional media and users of social media with over 150 
articles relating to The Big Conversation and 43,725 active 
social engagements across Twitter and LinkedIn.  
The impact on the group’s political engagement was 
ignificant. Prior to the campaign, MPs rated the usefulness 
of LBC’s policy information at -8. After The Big Conversation 
this dramatically jumped to +20% (Source: Winter Ipsos 

Study 2020). LBG is now perceived as the Financial Services 
Organisation doing the most to help Britain recover. Pre-
campaign it was ranked third. Source: YouGov opinion 
formers, MP and devolved politicians studies 16th January – 
8th February 2021. 

Use your PR team to: 
• Identify the level of participation needed to develop 

significant, comprehensive, meaningful and attention-
grabbing campaigns

• Generate ideas by using the right participants and 
thoroughly briefing them

• Contact politicians on all sides and at all levels to create 
political impact
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Royal Free London NHS Foundation Trust –  
Royal Free London: response to COVID-19 
Showing the world how the NHS responds to a global pandemic. 

The Royal Free London was one of the first hospitals 
in the country to admit patients with COVID-19. Their 
communications team played an essential role in both 
highlighting the outstanding work of frontline staff and in 
telling the story of the NHS during COVID-19 to a national and 
international audience.  
The strategy had to be multi-level. Firstly, equipping staff with 
information, keeping them safe and celebrating their success. 
While, secondly, showcasing the NHS response to COVID-19, 
informing patients, and reassuring stakeholders.  

How it worked 
The team’s strategy was broken down into clear objectives: 
1.  Deliver updates to staff, supporting them to work 

effectively 
2.  Provide information, reassurance and advice to patients/

local community 
3. Inform stakeholders and partners 
4.  Tell the story of the NHS across the world 
5.  Roll out the COVID-19 vaccination campaign

Update and support staff 
The Royal Free’s staff of over 10,000 are split across 70 sites. 
Keeping them all updated was a challenge tackled by an 
online resource hub and a daily e-newsletter. Weekly ‘Just Ask’ 
sessions let staff raise questions with the executive team and 
clinical leads.  
A wellbeing campaign helped staff find support, while a 
collaboration with the Royal Free Charity provided thank-you 
gifts to recognise staff achievements.  
The ‘Good Deed Feed’ boosted morale by allowing staff to 
highlight and celebrate their colleagues’ work. Staff shared 
thoughts and reflections through blogs/vlogs detailing their 
team’s response to the pandemic.  
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Inform patients
When COVID-19 forced the trust to suspend services, a 
campaign to show patients how they could find care helped 
mitigate negative impacts. Online messaging was amplified 
by the local press while GPs and other stakeholders helped 
spread the messaging.  
Patients were supported by resources including leaflets, 
personalised text messages and an online COVID-19 hub. 

Inform stakeholders 
The team provided regular updates to 477 key stakeholders, 
including MPS, councillors, GPs, patient representatives and 
clinical commissioning groups and health scrutiny committees.  

Vaccinate 
The Royal Free Hospital opened one of the first hospital 
vaccination centres and has since opened one at all three 
hospital sites. Centres have been supported through targeted 

messaging to priority groups and through VIP visits to raise 
morale and profile. 
A COVID-19 vaccination campaign for staff used information, 
news stories, and blogs from staff ‘champions’ to encourage 
vaccination whilst giving staff space to ask questions or raise 
concerns. 

Tell the story of the NHS
The Communications team recognised that working with 
journalists during COVID-19 was essential to raise public 
awareness and understanding. During the pandemic, the  
trust featured in over 22,000 media stories from outlets 
including BBC News, ITV News, The Times, Daily Mail, and  
the New York Times. 
Both Number 10 and NHS England had to approve the Trust’s 
proposal to take part in the BBC Two documentary ‘Hospital’. 
Once this was achieved, filming began on the first day of 
lockdown. The resulting series gave the public real insight into 
the role of the NHS during COVID-19. 

Communicating in a Crisis

10  



In January 2021, the trust invited Sky News on site to film 
staff and patients’ stories. The resulting two-part special was 
broadcast on Sky News. 

Impact 
• The documentary, Hospital was viewed by three million 

people and won the Edinburgh TV Festival ‘Creativity in 
Crisis’ award 

• The Sky News special received millions of viewers, 
includingover three million on social media

• A clip from Hospital of Royal Free patient, Nancy, recorded 
over 770,000 social media views 

• The trust’s tweets about Hospital earned 1.8m impressions 
• The website received 6.25m views (+6%), with the COVID-19 

hub visited over 190,000 times 
• Staff visited the COVID-19 intranet hub over 80,000 times 

and viewed intranet news over 270,000 times (February 
2020 – February 2021) 

Use your PR team to: 
• Be bold and brave when you are dealing with an era 

defining story
• Strategise and plan when you have competing priorities 
• Highlight individual stories to help audience 

understanding
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“Ask ambitious things of 
your audience, meaning 
they will often rise up to 
meet your expectations”
Scouts
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HMRC – COVID-19 Business Support Schemes Campaign 
Saving jobs by building public knowledge and trust in government schemes. 

The COVID-19 business support schemes helped save millions 
of jobs. The Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (CJRS), 
supported employers to pay wages, the Self-Employment 
Income Support Scheme (SEISS), helped the self-employed 
stay afloat, and Eat Out to Help Out (EOTHO) boosted 
hospitality revenues. 
These high-profile campaigns saw the HMRC communications 
team working alongside those tasked with delivery to 
successfully and quickly implement the new schemes.  
The campaigns needed to minimise spending but maximise 
awareness. They needed to encourage applications, while 
curtailing demand on phone lines at a time when customer 
service levels were already stretched.  
Achieving all this involved working closely with media, 
parliamentarians, other government departments and external 
stakeholders to amplify messages. 

How it worked 
Many millions of people in the UK needed information about 
the new schemes and to understand how to get help. HMRC 
communications needed to engage with a huge range of 
sectors and speak to businesses ranging from one-man bands 
to organisations with thousands of employees.  This was a 
monumental task. 
The team decided that direct communications from the 
HMRC brand, linking to GOV.UK guidance would be the most 
effective path to reach business. Campaigns were supported 
by online and social media support and tied into the wider 
Government business-support campaign.  
The team needed to consider those who were digitally 
excluded, vulnerable or facing immediate financial hardship, 
and ensure the campaign reached diverse groups across  
the UK.
They determined a number of campaign principles: 
• Humanise the service, show real people delivering for 

customers in time of need 
• Drive action, being clear on what customers really need to do  
• Maximise online self-service and minimise demand for 

telephone support 
• Communicate policies clearly, simply and without jargon 
• Use the right tone and language, show empathy for  

those struggling  
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Getting the message out
Direct digital communications, sent out at key milestones, 
were the cornerstone of the strategy.  
The team ensured messaging was clear, tailored and, where 
possible, joined up across schemes so that audiences didn’t 
feel bombarded. Working closely with HM Treasury enabled 
them to unify the message and increased its reach.  
The team sent weekly ‘Stakeholder Digests’ to the top 100 
stakeholders, who then amplified these messages within their 
own sectors enabling key information to reach a targeted 
audience of over 1,000,000. 
Between April 2020-February 2021, 31 direct emails were sent 
for the employer-focused schemes. Each was received by 2.3 
million employers and advisors. The schemes to benefit the 
self-employed had a similar number of emails sent, each time 
to 3.4 million customers. 
The team delivered 613 webinars supporting the COVID-19 
schemes which were accessed by 299,771 participants, 
answering 49,712 questions. A series of COVID-19 videos was 
released on YouTube, attracting 438,780 views. 

Impact
The strong comms support helped the COVID-19 schemes 
make a real impact both on Britain’s economic health and 
on the lives of millions of people across the UK who were 
struggling with unexpected and overwhelming challenges. 
The campaign grew trust in HMRC, helped build stronger 
relationships with stakeholders and received praise across 
audiences for the support provided.  
Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme 
• Over 11 million jobs supported 
• Employer awareness 99%, understanding 84%, intention 78% 
Self-Employment Income Support Scheme 
• 2.2 million grants paid
• Audience awareness – 77%, Understanding – 69%, 

Confidence/intention – 98%
Eat Out to Help Out 
• 85,000 venues joined
• Audience awareness – 85%, Understanding – 70%

Use your PR team to: 
• Reach audiences with new and complex information by 

using trusted brands and online platforms
• Keep stakeholders and influencers informed so they can 

amplify messages and speak to hard-to-reach audiences 
• Collaborate on messages so that audiences don’t feel 

overwhelmed
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AstraZeneca
Keeping a diverse workforce engaged and involved as AstraZeneca  
led the fight to put an end to the pandemic.

When the pandemic struck AstraZeneca responded quickly, 
mobilising its R&D efforts with the aims of identifying 
treatments for COVID-19. 
But AstraZeneca isn’t just a company of researchers and 
scientists. While half their employees stayed at their posts in 
the labs and manufacturing, the other half joined the millions 
working from home as they continued their essential office and 
support work. 
AstraZeneca realised that they would need to gather insights 
and experiences from across the workforce if it was going to 
meet the challenge of the pandemic. 
 

Three ambitious objectives were agreed on, each to be 
measured through the annual employee engagement survey.
1. Unite the global workforce 
2. Bring to life the need for the COVID-19 response
3.  Capture learnings from the initial COVID-19 response and 

generate actionable ideas
This wasn’t going to be an easy task, particularly as they 
would be engaging with a global workforce, working in many 
languages and time-zones, and during a global pandemic 
when the pressures on everyone were at their highest.  

How it worked
To deliver these goals the team deployed an integrated 
campaign primarily using its existing suite of communications 
tools and intranet. 
The team determined three strategies to reach their goals;
1. Educate and Inform
2. Engage
3. Recognise and Celebrate
Many activities used all three strategies including a series 
of films which showcased the unprecedented work of those 
involved in the COVID-19 response. The films helped to 
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explain the science involved and built pride in the company’s 
achievements.
AstraZeneca allowed its workforce unprecedented access 
to experts, not just through virtual CEO and other internal 
events but by enabling staff to attend other events with those 
leading the fight against COVID-19 including the World Health 
Organization COVID Special Envoy and the Chief Medical Officer.

Now and Next
At the heart of the project was ‘Now and Next’, a three-week 
crowdsourcing event. This aimed to capture lessons from 
the COVID-19 response and identify solutions that would 
enable the company to emerge strong from the pandemic. 
The remarkable skills of the workforce were highlighted both 
through the ideas generated and through the collaborative 
way the event was created. A bot, nicknamed AZ-DZ, was 
developed to capture and sort the ideas as they came in and 
an integrated translation system helped this global company 
share ideas more easily.   

Impact
The goals had been set high for the results of the December 
2020 employee survey. The target was to achieve over 80%  
of staff agreeing with key statements like ‘AstraZeneca is a 
great place to work’, ‘I can understand the strategy’ and ‘I am 
proud of AstraZeneca’s contribution to society through the 
COVID-19 pandemic’. 
Most results came back at over 90% agreement, beating 
both internal targets and matching or exceeding the global 
benchmark of how employees respond in the highest 
performing companies.  

The ‘Now and Next’ crowdsourcing event not only contributed 
to these results, it exemplified the behaviours AstraZeneca 
believe are essential for the company’s success. Over 24,000 
ideas, comments and contributions were received and there 
was participation from 47 countries. Those who took part 
quickly saw the value of their contributions as updates to the 
company strategy based on their work were agreed by the 
Executive Team and AstraZeneca Board in December 2020.

Use your PR team to: 
• Show your workforce that different skill sets are  

valued equally
• Empower all of your workforce to understand why  

they should be proud of the business 
• Demonstrate the value of your workforce. Make sure 

that ideas are actioned quickly
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Talker Tailor Trouble Maker – LEON #FeedNHS 
Helping exhausted NHS staff get access to a hot meal every day. 

During the first wave of the pandemic, many weary NHS staff 
in critical care units were struggling to get access to nutritious 
meals because panic buying had stripped supermarket shelves 
bare and COVID-19 had closed local takeaways. 
LEON was the first restaurant to announce a 50% discount 
to NHS staff, it converted some of its restaurants into shops 
where groceries and ready meals were available. But even 
that wasn’t enough. Exhausted NHS Staff, working around the 
clock in the UK’s hardest hit hospitals needed easy access to 
fresh, healthy meals. 
Agency, Talker Tailor Trouble Maker (TTTM) was central in 
launching a new charity initiative by LEON founder John 
Vincent, actors Damian Lewis and Helen McCrory, and 
comedian Matt Lucas, all of whom had friends working on the 
frontline. The initial aim was to reach a £1m fundraising target 
to help feed NHS staff at least one hot meal a day. 
What started as fundraising quickly grew into a fully-fledged 
not-for-profit organisation and campaign. 
The objectives were simple but ambitious: 
• Use press and media contacts to raise urgent funds to get 

healthy food to frontline staff in critical care units  
• Create a legacy for the LEON brand as a company that did 

the right thing in the crisis  

How it worked 
The urgency of the situation meant that FeedNHS needed 
to launch without delay. After a flurry of daily, early morning 
meetings with stakeholders TTTM launched FeedNHS to 
media on 27th March, the same month that the first lockdown 
was announced.  
Good Morning Britain was secured as the launch platform and 
Damian Lewis and Helen McCrory were interviewed live via 
video link. Further media, including BBC Radio One, The One 
Show and The Jonathan Ross Show, was secured to showcase 
Matt Lucas’ commitment to donate funds from his reworked 
‘Thank you Baked Potato’ song to #FeedNHS.  
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News of the campaign spread organically on Twitter, driving 
support from influential talent including Gabby Logan, Gary 
Lineker, Jeremy Vine and Richard Bacon, Freddie Ljungberg, 
Arsene Wenger, and Jose Mourinho. 
After contact with central government and NHS Trusts, service 
began on 30th March. Food from two LEON restaurants was 
sent to five hospitals across UCLH and Imperial Trusts  
in London. 
The initial £1m fundraising target was met in two weeks. To 
mark the milestone, further food and logistics partnerships 
were secured, bringing together a coalition of leaders in the 
industry. Editorial coverage led to brands such as Mealforce 
and BaxterStorey contacting LEON to join FeedNHS.   

Impact
• The £1m target was exceeded within two weeks 
• FeedNHS delivered 40,000 hot meals per day to NHS staff 

across 101 hospitals nationwide 
• Over 1,200 pieces of coverage were generated across two 

months 
• 12 broadcast interviews secured with talent, including  

Good Morning Britain, BBC Breakfast, The One and The 
Andrew Marr Show, BBC News, BBC Radio 5 and Sky News 

• The campaign even went global, securing an interview with 
Damian Lewis and Helen McCrory in The Washington Post 

• LEON was mentioned on the daily government 5pm 
pandemic press briefing; “I want to thank the hospitality 
and catering sector who have stepped up and are doing 
everything they can to help including John Vincent and 
LEON ... in order to support the NHS” – Michael Gove, 
Downing Street press briefing, 27th March 2020 

Use your PR team to: 
• Work with influencers to amplify a campaign 
• Develop a simple and clearly defined premise to give 

your campaign greater chance of cutting through 
• Harness the insight, experience, and expertise of your 

leaders to make campaigns credible  
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“Ensure it’s not just 
talk. If you want your 
workforce to see that 
you value them, make 
sure that ideas are 
actioned quickly”
AstraZeneca
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University of Oxford –  
Oxford University’s COVID-19 Research 
Putting world-leading research at centre stage.

Oxford University’s researchers played a leading role in the 
global fight against COVID-19. Within weeks of the virus 
emerging, hundreds of researchers from across the university 
were contributing to the development of lifesaving vaccines 
and treatments, engineering ventilators, investigating the 
impact of lockdowns, and collaborating with international 
bodies. 
Oxford’s research was world-leading, the University’s 
Public Affairs team were tasked with ensuring that it had 
commensurate impact.  

Their campaign aimed to:
•  Ensure audiences saw Oxford as more relevant than ever  
• Position Oxford as a global centre of expertise in health 

research and make it the ‘go-to’ information source for 
media and policymakers 

• Contribute to significant fundraising goals  
• Inform staff and students about the pandemic’s impact on 

the university’s community, building pride among internal 
stakeholders and future students 

Previous insights indicated that key audiences did not 
necessarily see Oxford leading in the sciences. COVID-19, 
therefore, presented an opportunity to demonstrate 
excellence.

How it worked
The campaign ran throughout 2020. By the time the WHO 
declared a pandemic, the team was deploying major news 
stories every day, using press contacts and the university’s own 
social media and website to get the message out.  
Collaborative working practices and a focus on relationship 
building kept information aligned both across departments 
and with external partners and sped up responses.  
 

Communicating in a Crisis

20  



The global focus on vaccines created a pressure-cooker 
environment with the media providing conflicting information, 
and even world leaders referencing fake news and 
misinterpreting data. At times, the narrative created the 
impression of a race that Oxford was losing. However, despite 
their small team and budget, careful planning and crisis 
communication strategies allowed the Public Affairs team to 
manage negative impacts.   
Getting tactical
The overarching campaign aims were supported by tactical 
creative work. This centred around global partnership and 
relationship building, with the team creating opportunities to 
build trust and demonstrate expertise. These included:   
• Allowing embedded documentary crews access to tell 

stories and disseminate public health messages
• Connecting government and policy stakeholders with 

researchers 

• Social media storytelling around key moments and a website 
tailored to priority audiences

• Bespoke content creation to aid donor relationships and 
fundraising

• Using podcasts and online events to add context and depth

Impact
The scope and scale of the campaign were unlike anything in 
the University’s history, generating: 
• 131 press releases, 318 expert comments & 45 briefings
• 500,000+ media mentions – including 18 newspaper front 

pages in one day
• 7.2 million website views
• Social media reach of 78.7 million, engagement of 2.7 

million and video views of 10.2 million
Effective storytelling helped Oxford’s researchers become 
household names, trusted to lead national press conferences.
Media coverage of the University was 10 times that of other 
institutions. Work carried out at Oxford was repeatedly 
discussed by the Prime Minster and the Health Minster both 
in COVID-19 press conferences and on social media. Global 
figures, like the Duke of Cambridge, visited the university and 
Oxford academics gave evidence to parliamentary committees 
14 times. 
This contributed to a perception shift around Oxford research, 
establishing the University as a leader in the sciences that can 
shape policy, boosting University’s already strong reputation as 
an aspirational place to study. 
The campaign contributed to successful fundraising, with over 
£187 million raised for crucial projects and three times the 
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average annual gifts. Oxford’s profile among major donors 
has been raised enabling new conversations about ongoing 
research needs.

Use your PR team to: 
• Develop a crisis management plan. This could have a 

real impact even when the news seems to have its own 
momentum

• Plan fundraising and donor relationship management in 
from the start of the campaign  

• Amplify the voices of those on the frontline. Authenticity 
is the key to trust
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TUI UK & Ireland – Protecting TUI’s reputation  
and brand trust 
Repairing trust after a tumultuous year for the travel industry.

On 24th February 1000 guests, including 40 TUI customers, 
were quarantined in Tenerife after a case of the newly 
identified COVID-19 virus was detected. Within weeks a global 
pandemic had been declared. Ports refused cruise ships and 
international borders closed. By March, TUI had repatriated 
45,000 customers. The world, and the travel industry, had 
effectively shut down. 
This rapidly evolving crisis saw thousands of customers seeking 
refunds and customer calls soaring from a few thousand 
a day to 1 million at the same time as teams moved to 
homeworking. TUI focused on providing clear information to 
customers and the media, and improving online systems, but 
this took time. Refunds were late, sentiment negative and 
media headlines damaging. 
TUI needed to repair trust, rebuild confidence, and show that 
it was possible to enjoy COVID-19-safe holidays. 

How it worked 
To turn things around they set ambitious objectives: 
• Restore brand trust to pre-pandemic levels by  

December 2020
• Maintain the level of people who would consider using  

TUI at above 20%

• Increase positive media sentiment by at least 75% by 
December 2020 

• Achieve a 14-day turnaround on refunds
Without revenue coming in, the team worked on a ‘spend if 
only absolutely necessary’ basis, using their own social media, 
website and contacting press rather than buying advertising.   
TUI’s research revealed that although trust in travel, and in 
TUI, had been dented, anticipation for summer holidays was 
still strong. People wanted reassurance that holidays would be 
safe, fun, and that they wouldn’t lose money if their holiday 
couldn’t proceed. 
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Calmer waters 
Managing Director, Andrew Flintham, sent a personal message 
to all customers entitled ‘We’re sorry’. He explained why the 
company hadn’t got refunds right and pledged to ‘be better in 
the future’.  
The team built on Andrew’s apology with a series of media 
opportunities including appearances on BBC Breakfast and 
opinion pieces in national newspapers highlighting the steps 
they were taking to welcome customers back. 

A dedicated online COVID-19 hub showed people what 
they could expect from their summer holiday, illustrating 
safety measures with graphics and videos. TUI announced 
their ‘Holiday Promise’, pledging that all their holidays would 
deliver great experiences and that there would be flexible 
options to amend and cancel. 

On 22 June, TUI announced their scaled back summer 
programme and, on a press trip to Ibiza, they unveiled new 
destinations and revealed that COVID-19 Cover would be 
automatically included. Sadly, on 25 July renewed waves of 
infections shut TUI’s summer and winter programmes down 
once more.  
The team moved their focus to shaping and reacting to the 
news agenda and demonstrating the growing appetite for a 
return to travel. 

Impact 
TUI’s hard work successfully minimised the long-term effect of 
the negativity seen in the early days of the pandemic. A key 
part of this success has been encouraging senior management 
to be visible and offer honest and open insights. 
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The team achieved: 
• 2,279 pieces of proactive coverage (100% of which included 

TUI’s key message)
• Over 10 minutes’ airtime on BBC One, Sky News and  

The One Show 
• A 7-page feature in The Sunday Times Magazine 
• 98% positive sentiment in media coverage 

Even more impressively, they have succeeded against their 
objectives: 
• Brand trust has returned to pre-pandemic levels after being 

measured at –26% in May 2020 
• Media sentiment saw an average uplift of 75% from April to 

December in 2020
• The level of people who would consider using TUI remained 

steady at 23%
• Refunds are routinely issued within 14 days 

Use your PR team to: 
• Advise when it right to apologise. Saying sorry is  

not something to be frightened of if done correctly. 
Clearing the air lets you begin to rebuild your 
relationship with consumers 

• Target research to understand where best to put your 
resources 

• Demonstrate brand values by encouraging senior  
leaders to be visible 
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“Show people, if you 
are asking them to do 
something, why their 
contribution will make 
a difference”
King’s College London & ZOE
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University of Bath – Belong at Bath 
Fostering a sense of community and promoting knowledge and expertise.

The COVID-19 pandemic saw The University of Bath focusing 
on dual priorities. Firstly, through the campaign ‘Belong at 
Bath’, supporting its 19,000 students and 3,500 staff and 
building community, whether on campus or remote.  
Simultaneously, Bath worked to bolster and share the 
expertise of its academic staff externally. The team capitalised 
on the media appetite for academic comment, getting ahead 
of the news curve by producing resources for busy journalists 
looking for commentary and interview opportunities.  

How it worked
Communications representatives were on university decision-
making groups from the start of the pandemic, helping keep a 
focus on driving engagement with key audiences.  
The team developed a communications plan for April-
December 2020 which outlined audiences, objectives, tactics, 
and evaluation points. A cross-University communications 
group with student and staff representatives was established. 
This informed planning and generated feedback whilst staff 
and student surveys were used to gauge success and inform 
future improvements.

Internal engagement
The team developed a ‘one stop’ online resource for students 
and staff which included COVID-19 guidance alongside 
wellbeing and financial information. 
Monthly ‘virtual town halls’ were held for staff, including daily 
‘Ask Me Anything’ sessions during periods of peak change. 
The university ensured that the flow of information to staff 
was regular, concise and easy to redistribute through their 
networks.  
Senior leaders from the university joined live online Q&As 
with the students’ union and hundreds of students. A suite of 
videos focusing on COVID-19 and safety helped personalise 
the information and focused on the student experience, 
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helping students understand how the university was balancing 
in-person and online learning. 
Restrictions and lockdowns put at risk the sense of community 
that is essential to the university. ‘Belong at Bath’ and the 
subsequent campaign, ‘Be Safe’, both set the right tone and 
continued to build institutional pride.

External engagement 
Here the focus was on providing expert comment and 
analysis. The university created an expert’s directory, allowing 
journalists to see the depth of relevant expertise in the 
university and find contacts easily.  
The team created webpages with COVID-19 comment and 
analysis, which were promoted to selected journalists. These 
pages and social media channels hosted bite-sized films of 
academics providing COVID-19 insights.   
Engagement with the local community was carried out 
through local media, social media, and through a community 
newsletter.

Impact
Key internal outputs included:
• A 575% year-on-year increase in traffic to student-focused 

webpages and a 38% increase in engagement on social 
channels. Video content generated 15,000-28,000 views and 
2,328-6,233 engagements per post

• Between 330-613 staff members engaged with each 
monthly virtual town hall

• Staff views of communications improved by 8% to 69% 
between June and October 2020

• Student surveys showed high levels of satisfaction with life at 
the University and were positive about communications

Key external outputs included:
• 6,740 pieces of media coverage about COVID-19 research 

and expertise. Highlights included national and international 
coverage about virus mutations, and extensive coverage of 
research on the effects of lockdown on young people 

• Significant increase in amount of coverage and audience 
reached: Quarters 2-4 of 2020 saw up to 47% more 
coverage compared to 2019. Potential audience reach 
increased by between 47-132% with broadcast coverage up 
between 89-142%

• Positive feedback from journalists on our effective press 
office operation, improved relationships with local and 
national newsrooms, and new contacts established

• Outcomes beyond coverage included a scientist being 
invited to join Independent SAGE, approaches about new 
collaborations and invitations to join expert bodies 
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Use your PR team to: 
• Set the tone – in a crisis its easy to get caught up in 

action. A clear, aspirational message keeps everyone  
on track 

• Create a two-way dialogue with stakeholders and 
demonstrate the impact of feedback. Don’t just provide 
information internally

• Make things easy for journalists
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Chester Zoo 
Using the trust and affection it had built with the public over decades and an agile and 
responsive online strategy, Chester Zoo won the battle to prevent its own extinction.

Chester Zoo is the most visited zoo in the UK, welcoming more 
than two million visits in 2019. However, when lockdown hit 
the gates were slammed shut. The impact was instantaneous, 
without visitors the zoo’s income was down 97% with no 
choice but to keep essential functions running which meant 
that a minimum of £1.6m a month was needed. 
At the end of May it looked like lockdown was lifting and the 
zoo started to hope that the public would be allowed back in. 
But when the list of outdoor attractions permitted to reopen 
was announced, zoos and aquariums weren’t included. Chester 
Zoo faced an indefinite period of closure and so a zoo with a 
mission to prevent extinction faced a battle to stop its own. 

 

How it worked
With the zoo under immense financial pressure there was very 
little budget to deliver a campaign. However, with the future 
of the zoo on the line, only three days after the announcement 
that zoos were to remain closed, ‘Save Our Zoo’ was launched.
The objectives were ambitious:
• Secure financial support from the public and raise the zoo’s 

profile as a charity 
• Bring the plight of zoos to the media’s attention 
• Encourage people to lobby their MPs to allow reopening   
The campaign needed to authentically communicate the 
reality of the zoos situation and to quickly gather support. 
Chester Zoo has an exceptional profile in the local area and 
has built the biggest social media audience of any UK zoo so 
the team believed that when they asked for help the public 
would be  ready to support them.  
The campaign made sure that people knew exactly why the 
zoo believed the government had made a mistake in failing to 
reopen zoos. It explained why they believed that Chester and 
the wider zoo sector could help fulfil the craving for nature 
that many were experiencing in lockdown.  
 

‘SAVE OUR ZOO’

CHESTER ZOO’S COVID EMERGENCY  
FUNDRAISING CAMPAIGN CASE STUDY

THE NEXT CHAPTER

 “Chester Zoo has been saved by incredible acts  
 of  kindness, generosity and tenacity. This is  
 what we will do now to save the species for our   
 future generations.” 

Of course the zoo is proud that peer organisations are now seeking its 
advice, asking “How did you do this?” But it’s never only about what one 
organisation has achieved. Chester Zoo’s challenge is to raise everyone’s 
game even higher, for the sake of wildlife the world over. Live Virtual 
Zoo Days will continue, offering interactions with wildlife in real time, 
and continuing to engage the zoo’s new audiences. Through meaningful 
involvement, Chester Zoo will take its donors on the ambitious and critical 
journey towards preventing extinction. 

The challenge now? To build on the success of ‘Save Our Zoo’ and move 
forward with existing friends and supporters and the new audiences that the 
campaign has brought. The zoo will mobilise its power base of support to 
take its conservation programmes back to their work before the pandemic 
hit and to make sure they can take on new work too. The world’s COVID 
crisis is very far from over and Chester Zoo is helping to build a shared 
vision for a new future. The zoo’s aggregate readership for ‘Save Our Zoo’ 
coverage in June 2020 was 4.8 billion impressions across all media outlets. 
With a mission to prevent extinction, engagement is power.

Chester Zoo’s strategy for the future is bold, ambitious and scientific, with 
clear, measurable conservation and sustainability outcomes. The zoo’s 2021 
exhibition – ‘Love it for longer’ – will showcase ideas for a sustainable, 
circular economy and the zoo is now finalising its Strategic Development 
Plan and global Conservation Masterplan. Harnessing the power of young 
people’s passion for saving the planet, Chester Zoo has set up our own 
Youth Board.

 “The message is that saving our zoos is about saving  
 our world.” 

This is about programmes to save individual species. But it is also about 
influencing what happens in the wider world. Big names want to work with 
the Chester Zoo to learn more about sustainability, and the zoo knows it can 
encourage them to change unsustainable behaviours, whether that’s about 
palm oil or planting. Now that Chester Zoo has used its voice so powerfully, 
it will use it again and again. 

 “Our long-term plans for the zoo and our 
  masterplan for global conservation will require 
  financial support, now more so than ever. As we 
  move slowly towards commercial recovery,  
 fundraising will remain crucial to ensure we can 
  always deliver more and move towards fulfilling our 
  mission of preventing extinction.”

WHAT MATTERS?
Chester Zoo’s crisis response takeaways

Communities. It’s a conversation, and if it’s done properly, it lasts. 
Take the time to build relationships with all your communities. Give the love 
to feel the love!

Teams. Choose your people wisely, and grow them well. Spend time 
building trust and connections across teams. When the chips are down, trust 
will get you to places you never thought you could reach.  

Agility. When a crisis hits, your teams need to have the confidence and 
communication skills to act and act fast. 

Saying ‘thank you’. Thank your teams. Thank your supporters. 
Together, they are your organisation’s family and friends, and they deserve 
to know how much they mean to you. 

Mobilise your fundraising. Once you have the attention of your 
supporters, new and existing, keep it and use it to reach for your goals and 
push your mission outwards. Widen the debate, widen the audience, steward 
hard, talk more, and raise your game again.

 “This is about so much more than income alone. 
  Through ‘Save Our Zoo’, people have seen that 
  they can make a genuine, practical impact. They 
  have seen that they can make a difference. The only 
  way we can reverse environmental decline is by each 
  and every one of us, within whatever capacity we 
  can, doing our bit, together as one.”

AN EXTRAORDINARY  
ACHIEVEMENT: ‘SAVE OUR 
ZOO’CAMPAIGN BENCHMARKED 

Chester Zoo is the largest and most popular zoo in the UK. Along with 
the Zoological Society for London (ZSL - London) and Royal Zoological 
Society for Scotland (RZSS - Edinburgh), Chester Zoo is one of the only 
charitably run zoos with an average annual income of over £15m in an 
average year. The zoo’s visitor messaging is similar to that of smaller, 
regional zoos, with a ‘family first’ focus on visitor experience and fun. At 
the same time, its conservation programmes bear close comparison with 
the programmes of other global wildlife organisations. Chester Zoo’s 
expenditure on fundraising is lower than at most other zoos. Varying 
accounting procedures across partner organisations make it difficult to 
give a like-for-like analysis of performance against fundraising income, 
but we can say that Chester Zoo’s performance is very close to that of 
other similar high-profile organisations. 

2020 saw thousands of COVID emergency appeals, from across the 
charity sector. Almost all zoos launched their own campaign. Chester 
Zoo’s COVID emergency campaign success has been phenomenal, 
outperforming Action Aid (£1.8 million), Tearfund (£1.7 million) and 
Save the Children (£1.4 million), and coming in only just behind the 
British Red Cross (£4.5 million). ‘Save Our Zoo’ means that Chester 
Zoo has been saved. But despite the overwhelming success of the 
campaign, the zoo’s long-term financial future cannot be assured. 
 There is no denying the reality. Chester Zoo has suffered severe 
financial damage and the road to full recovery will be long and uncertain. 
Chester Zoo’s conservation programmes are still running, but during 
COVID, many have had to go into ‘tickover’ mode. ‘Save Our Zoo’ is 
only the beginning.

 “We’ve moved from a perilous position to one  
 where we can continue to operate. We recognise 
  the future is uncertain, but having these 
  extraordinary supporters right behind us, gives 
  us the strength to continue.”

Charity Charity COVID emergency 
campaign funds raised

British Red Cross £4.5 million

Chester Zoo £3.7 million 

Action Aid £1.8 million

Tearfund £1.7 million

Save the Children £1.4 million

‘Covid-19 appeals at largest 50 fundraising charities have raised more than £60m so far’, 
Civil Society News 6 July 2020 (accessed 8 December 2020): www.civilsociety.co.uk/news/
covid-19-appeals-at-top-50-fundraising-charities-have-raised-more-than-60m-so-far.html
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The campaign galvanised supporters and cut through a 
COVID-19-crowded news agenda. In just one week, media 
highlights included BBC Breakfast broadcasting live from 
Chester Zoo twice, with Sky News broadcasting live three 
times. Online, #saveourzoo trended in the UK. 
The team got the message out through their media contacts 
and their own digital platforms. Fundraising was a key aspect 
of this campaign but the team aimed to grow their relationship 
with audiences throughout Save Our Zoo. Videos from keepers 
enabled them to show what was at risk if the campaign failed 
and they made sure to thank those raising funds and donating 
through their social media.
. 

Impact
The immediate impact was incredible. In June 2020, ‘Save 
Our Zoo’ had 4.8 billion impressions across all media outlets. 
Highlights included:
• 1,963 pieces of press/media coverage  
• More than 20,000 animal adoptions sold providing £1.2m 

additional income 
• 580% increase in regular donor subscriptions 
• Over £3.6 million donated with over 137,000 new donors 

signing up 
• 40.5 million reach across social channels and 6.5 million 

engagements on social media  
Most importantly, ‘Save Our Zoo’ worked, driving the 
government’s change of heart in allowing zoos and safari  
parks to open.

Use your PR team to: 
• Speak from the heart – let the public know what’s at 

stake and why it matters 
• Create messages that can confidently ask a lot of your 

dedicated audience 
• Communicate your mission and aim to convert donors 

into long-term supporters 

THE ‘SAVE OUR ZOO’ CAMPAIGN

Origins 

In January 2020 the world saw the first news reports of a virus outbreak in 
China. But no one could have imagined what was about to happen in the 
UK and across the world. The UK Government had to move quickly. Like 
so many other places, Chester Zoo was forced to close as lockdown was 
introduced. The impact was instant. 

The zoo adapted in new and creative ways, boosting online engagement 
for visitors. ‘Live Virtual Zoo Days’ were up and running within days of 
lockdown, delivering the zoo via livestream to millions on social media and 
giving day-long, live, accessible (and free!) encounters with wildlife. These 
new channels of engagement kept the conservation conversation going, 
helped those who were home-schooling families, entertained a nation 
and brought huge new audiences of virtual visitors to find out more about 
Chester Zoo’s work. 

As everyone adjusted to new restrictions, with the NHS and key workers at 
the forefront of the nation’s mind, no one was sure what to expect from an 
emergency campaign. But Chester Zoo was very far from forgotten. There 
was curiosity and concern across its supporter base, and especially at local 
level (‘What will happen to the zoo?’). 

 “Time and again, they told us, ‘You know we’ll  
 never let anything happen to the zoo, don’t you?”

The message remained upbeat, though the zoo made clear to its supporters 
that if it had to remain closed for any length of time, its financial position 
and ability to operate would be seriously compromised. Teams were 
furloughed and staffing provision was reduced. 

The zoo began a light-touch fundraising campaign. This was not about 
pulling at heartstrings and asking people to donate to ‘feed the animals’. 
Instead, the call to action was about supporting every strand of Chester 
Zoo’s conservation work. Supporters could become a member or adopt 
an animal, as well as making donations. The zoo encouraged communities 
to fundraise on its behalf while making it clear that it was cutting its costs 
wherever possible. 

In May, more ways to donate were rolled out, with Text to Donate included 
on email footers and newsletters, and increased engagement with corporate 
sponsors. And the zoo’s teams practised what they preached (with the 
CEO, for one, running 200k for the campaign in May). Even with the zoo 
closed to the public, keepers would find themselves meeting supporters 
who had arrived at the gates with cheques. There was a tidal wave of care, 
and the team were humbled by the lengths that people went to show their 
love and support.

But at the very end of May, the crushing blow came. Along with other zoos 
and aquariums, Chester Zoo was told it would not be allowed to reopen. An 
indefinite period of closure loomed. Chester Zoo’s mission is preventing 
extinction. Now, almost 100 years after it had opened, it had to prevent its own. 

Action

Chester Zoo understood that its vast reservoir of support gave it a voice 
to lobby the government. Without swift and serious action, zoos were not 
going to be okay, and Chester Zoo knew that it needed to say so, loudly 
and clearly. The words it chose were simple and powerful: ‘Save Our Zoo’. 
In a clearly defined approach, Chester Zoo pushed hard. It pointed out the 
inconsistencies in the government’s policies, making sure that the media 

knew exactly why it believed the government had got it wrong on this one. 
People were finding solace in outdoor places, and Chester Zoo knew that it 
and its partners in the zoo sector could offer a safe, sustainable way to give 
people the access to nature they were craving. 

Even those who knew the extent of support Chester Zoo had across its 
communities were overwhelmed by the amount of help that came. Chester 
Zoo knew that this response had not come from nowhere. The zoo’s long-
term social media strategy is centred on carefully selected content and 
has built by far the biggest social media audience of any UK zoo. Chester 
Zoo’s digital audience is highly engaged: they enjoy spending time with the 
content the zoo broadcasts. So when the time came to ask for their help, 
they felt compelled to get behind the zoo.

‘Save Our Zoo’ galvanised supporters and hooked the media. It cut through 
a crowded news agenda and Chester Zoo featured on tv, radio, online and 
in print. In just one week, among the many countless media appearances, 
BBC Breakfast featured live from Chester Zoo twice, with Sky News live 
three times. International media outlets contacted Chester Zoo and told 
its teams that they should be proud of how they had drawn attention to the 
plight of zoos. 

 

 

 “The last 24 hours have been INCREDIBLE.  
 Your support has given us a MASSIVE boost  
 during what is, without doubt, the biggest crisis  
 this great charity has ever faced. We must continue  
 our fight to SAVE OUR ZOO and all the vital  
 conservation work we do”
 (Chester Zoo tweet 4 June 2020)

Results

‘Save Our Zoo’ saw MPs bombarded with emails, their inboxes bursting 
with messages from Chester Zoo supporters. The zoo used its own links 
into parliament to set the stage for debate, and this led to the most heavily 
attended cross-party debate in The Commons – ever! The result? A U-turn 
decision that zoos and safari parks could reopen. 
subscriptions  

21 March 
Chester Zoo closes 
to the public.

23 March 
UK lockdown 
officially begins.

27 March 
The zoo launches ‘Live 
Virtual Zoo Days’. 6 are 
held between 27th March 
and 9th May. By 20th 
November, these have 
reached the social media 
feeds of 27.75 million 
people, clocking up 18.5 
million views.

31 May 
Government’s 
guidance states 
zoos must remain 
closed. Chester 
Zoo learns 
that it may face 
indefinite closure.

3 June 
‘Save Our Zoo’  
campaign launched. 
Chester Zoo lays 
bare the extent of 
the damage and 
argues for a change 
of policy to ensure 
the survival of all  
UK zoos

4 June ‘
Save Our Zoo’ 
raises over £1 
million in its first 
24 hours.

10 June 
Government 
U-Turn when 
Prime Minister 
announces zoos 
and safari parks 
able to reopen 
from 15 June. 

‘SAVE OUR ZOO’ TIMELINE

 “From the launch of the campaign to the   
 government’s U-turn announcement that zoos  
 could re-open took just one week. The national  
 media buzz was so strong that Chester Zoo heard 
  the news from a reporter before the   
 announcement had reached us through formal 
  channels. That’s when we felt the power of what 
  we had achieved together.”

Offers of help continued to flood in, to the extent that the zoo’s teams had 
to be agile and creative, opening up new avenues for would-be supporters. 
Keeping up with the sheer number of posts, emails and letters was a huge 
challenge. Donations and animal adoptions skyrocketed. This meant 

stewardship on a massive and unforeseen scale, with the entire zoo team 
pulling together to ensure the best possible experience for donors and 
supporters. Throughout July and August, teams responded to tens of 
thousands of emails, with personalised messages of thanks to supporters 
often eliciting repeat gifts. 

 “People helped in so many different ways –  
 corporates, trusts and foundations as well as whole  
 families, communities and individuals. Their  
 energy and support kept us going” 

Thanks rushed in from partner zoos across the UK. When Chester Zoo 
reopened, staff were met by grateful visitors offering their thanks and 
expressing their joy.

300% increase  
in website visitors in June 2020 
(against June 2019)

1 million visits 
to Chester Zoo’s website  

in June (100,000 visits on 

campaign launch day)

20% rise in the 
proportion of visitors who are 
‘very aware’ of Chester Zoo 
as a charity, taking overall 

awareness to 96% 

Membership renewals 

15% higher 
June - November 2020  
(against June - November 2019)

580% increase 
in regular donor subscriptions

#chesterzoo, #savechesterzoo and 
#saveourzoo become UK trends on Twitter

Launch video reaches  
12.4 million people,  

with 5.1 million views,  
290,000 reactions,  

more than 218,000 shares  
and in excess of 74,000 comments

‘SAVE OUR ZOO’ GOES VIRAL!

Chester Zoo receives £800,000 in 

donations overnight, rising to over  
£1 million in just 24 hours

137,000 
new donors

1.2 million
Generated from  

animal adoptions

1,963 
mentions in different pieces 
  of press/media coverage

   £3.6 million 

raised from 90 countries

12.4 million 

reached by launch video

‘SAVE OUR ZOO’ IN NUMBERS

Communicating in a Crisis

31  



College Green Group – ‘Get Your Jabs’ 
Tackling vaccine hesitancy and educating the UK public about why you need to ‘Get Your Jabs’.

COVID-19 brings in its wake deaths, serious illnesses, 
lockdowns and a severely weakened economy. Vaccines 
provide a solution to this misery. However, the roll out of 
the vaccine programme was threatened by fake news and 
disinformation. 
High vaccination rates (90% +) are essential to achieve the 
levels of immunity necessary to protect communities, including 
those who are unable to vaccinate for medical reasons. 
Vaccine hesitancy is, however, puts that protection at risk 
with, for example, outbreaks of measles starting to be seen in 
developed nations. Rebuilding the trust in vaccinations as the 
way to control infectious diseases is crucial to dealing with the 
current pandemic and preparing the world for future ones. 
Therefore, a world-class vaccination programme must be 
supported by a world-class communications plan. ‘Get Your 
Jabs’ uses the latest research and messaging to support 
the effective roll out of vaccines with a campaign which 
acknowledges that trust is a vital factor in any successful 
vaccination programme.

  

How it worked
In November, College Green Group worked with YouGov 
to survey Britons attitudes to vaccines. They found both 
widespread distrust of the vaccine and that some people were 
being drawn to the fake information proliferating online. These 
insights helped to refine the focus of the campaign, helping 
‘Get Your Jabs’ to determine that they would remain inclusive 
throughout the campaign and welcoming conversations 
with those who are vaccine hesitant rather than criticising or 
vilifying them. 
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‘Get Your Jabs’ was designed to speak to the general 
population, with a particular focus on those who may be 
reluctant to get vaccinated. Social media and publicity gained 
through organic, word-of-mouth promotion were at the core 
of this campaign. 
The team created a campaign website that brought together 
a raft of factual information on the merits of vaccination, 
along with resources such as posters and flyers. They built a 
relationship with former MP and current GP, Phillip Lee. 
Once the UK’s vaccination programme got underway, they 
looked to collaborate with councils to work with communities 
that are likely to be vaccine hesitant and to utilise strategies 
to encourage vaccination. The team built relationships with 
large British employers and Trade Unions to communicate 
these messages at an employer level, with a focus on helping 
businesses get back to work safely.

Impact
The ‘Get Your Jabs’ campaign saw a strong response with 
survey results discussed on the radio and in print. 
The COVID-19 vaccination roll-out was an astounding success 
with strong take-up and enthusiasm.  Although disinformation 
about the vaccine continues to proliferate online, the 
positive mainstream press about the vaccine and existence of 
spaces like ‘Get Your Jabs’ which allow for non-judgemental 
conversations, has been key to dispelling much vaccine-
hesitancy. 

Use your PR team to: 
• Be clear about your overall mission and understand how 

the campaign fits into it 
• Find your niche. In a crisis there will be lots of  

competing voices
• Choose partners who will help you get the most ‘bang 

for your buck’, especially with limited resources
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Hotwire – Tlhapa Diatla – Wash Hands 
Empowering communities in Botswana to access handwashing in the fight against COVID-19. 

COVID-19 hit Botswana in March 2020. The challenges were 
enormous, particularly with insufficient healthcare workers 
and ICU beds across the country. The government moved 
swiftly, bringing in movement restrictions and communicating 
the need for social distancing and sanitising. However, this 
messaging couldn’t reach everyone and, in poorer and more 
remote communities, the lack of access to education and 
supplies made fighting the pandemic extremely difficult.  
Hotwire’s client, FHI 360, is a non-profit that wanted to support 
efforts to combat COVID-19 and enable all Botswanans to be 
able to access good hygiene and sanitation practice. 
According to the UN, in 2015, only 15% of the population in 
sub-Saharan Africa had access to basic handwashing facilities 
with soap and water. This includes nearly 900 million children 
who have limited or no handwashing available at their school. 
Community interviews in Botswana reveal that a significant 
minority of households have shared bathrooms or toilets and 
that while most have access to running and clean water this 
is not universal. There were huge variations in hand-washing 
practice, even within regions and access to supplies of 
essentials like soap, particularly in the longer term, remained  
a real problem. 

 How it worked
A strategy was developed to launch an intervention in two 
identified communities, a low-income neighbourhood called 
Old Naledi in the capital of Gaborone, and a low income 
village in the neighbouring district called Gamodubu. 
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The intervention was structured into phases. The first 
phase looked to make handwashing a priority for everyone. 
Community health-workers received additional training 
in handwashing practice before they distributed custom 
soaps and educational literature to 786 households. They 
were trained in evaluation skills so that they could report 
back on any changes in handwashing that they saw in their 
communities. 
The project backed up this direct intervention with a media 
campaign which included selecting a local artist to develop 
and produce a custom Tlhapa Diatla (handwashing) song with 
the famous Botswanan singer, Charma Gal, and engaging 
influencers like Botswanan comedian M’Jamaica. 
The second phase worked to make this intervention 
sustainable by empowering members of the community to 
make their own soaps using locally sourced ingredients and 
sharing knowledge on how to set up simple handwashing 
stations (Tippy Taps). 

The media campaign used both paid advertising, media 
coverage, social media and word-of-mouth publicity. It 
leveraged influence from community leaders and was 
supported by printed posters and dikgotla (traditional 
community meetings). 

Impact
Those reached by the intervention began to wash their hands 
more and were clear that they had understood the importance 
of handwashing and how to wash their hands properly, to 
protect against COVID-19 and other illnesses. 
The communities reached now had easier access to soap and 
knew how to make more soap when they needed it. 
The campaign received strong, positive coverage in the press 
and was well received by Botswanans with 72% of reactions 
received being positive. The client, FH1 360, benefited from 
this increased visibility and gained a stronger public perception 
as an organisation that could partner with government and 
actively work to assist in a crisis. 

Use your PR team to: 
• Use local knowledge and understanding to shape any 

intervention 
• Plan the sustainability of any change in from the start 
• Bolster and strengthen existing networks rather than 

trying to start from scratch
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Liberty Communications Limited –  
Tech for good – hacking for humanity 
Bringing together the global hacking community to fight COVID-19 through innovation. 

COVID-19 revealed how unprepared the world was for a 
crisis on this scale. The Global Hack sought create a global 
movement to unite the world in finding technology-based 
solutions to this, and any future pandemic. 
Without any budget for this work Liberty had to think 
smart and utilise its networks to create the awareness and 
engagement needed. 
With extensive R&D already underway into vaccines, 
Liberty focused on the areas left behind. Research 
identified four key areas where innovation was needed:
  

• Prevention – solutions to help protect people from catching 
COVID-19 

• Community action – to spread knowledge and support 
• Mental health services and support 
• Equality – making sure provision was equally distributed 

across the world 
Liberty knew they couldn’t work alone to achieve these goals 
so the insights division researched stakeholders who could 
engage target audiences and amplify the message. These 
were chosen for their ability to connect to and inspire the ‘fire 
starters’, the next generation of innovators who needed help 
to find their voices. Liberty also used traditional PR to amplify 
the message and raise wider awareness, creating a broadcast 
story and contacting press. 

How it worked 
Liberty developed a global, online hackathon which ran from 
9-11 April, designed to share and rapidly develop ideas to 
combat the COVID-19 pandemic. The prize pool for the 
best ideas was €195,000, but the real goal was seeing how 
technology could help the world and whether it was possible 
to hack our way out of a crisis. 
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The team worked hard to ensure that a diverse and 
unexpected group came to the table. They approached a  
fleet of world-class mentors, such as Sam Altman, CEO of 
OpenAI & former Chairman of Y Combinator; former  
President of Estonia, Toomas Hendrik Ilves; and Khaliya, a 
public health specialist and a neuro-technologist. Former  
chess champion Garry Kasparov and Reid Hoffman of  
LinkedIn also joined the group. 
Participants were given access to a Slack community to find 
teammates, share ideas, and get inspired and the hackathon 
was divided into categories to ensure focus on essential  
areas such as the economy. 

Impact 
The campaign reached a global audience, 12,000 participants 
took part from more than 100 countries and 15 different time 
zones. Over 500 ideas were generated using the alchemy of 
hundreds of professionals from all over the world and from 
background ranging from coders to educators, working together. 
Many of these ideas didn’t stay theoretical. Practical results of 
the hackathon include a chatbot called Suve, deployed in just 
10 days after the hackathon to help the Estonian government 
to make sure that everyone in Estonia got their questions 
about COVID-19 answered from official sources in seconds.  
The winning idea was a sustainable and affordable sanitation 
system made from UV technology. Other ideas included 
disinfectant robots, portable ventilators, apps to help small 
businesses jeopardised by COVID-19 and many more fantastic 
concepts which are still being further developed. 

The Global Hack had significant reach on social media and 
drew attention from across the globe. International coverage 
from publications such as The Financial Times, Forbes, and 
CNN reached over 323 million people. 

Use your PR team to: 
• Select your stakeholders carefully, make sure they can 

reach the audience you need to attract 
• Bring new people into the room if you want new ideas
• Define the areas you want to address carefully to prevent 

mission creep. Be clear about your project scope
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Media Hive #takethevaccine COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy 
campaign for ethnic communities 
Finding the right voice to encourage ethnic minority communities to take up vaccination.

#takethevaccine was an independent video campaign using 
trusted people from ethnic minority communities to tackle 
vaccine hesitancy and misinformation with the aim of increasing 
vaccine rates in Black and Asian communities. 
This was an independent campaign with no budget, organised 
by Media Hive, a specialist media agency who work to reach 
and engage with diverse, ethnic community audiences.
 

How it worked 
Celebrities from minority ethnic backgrounds created 
powerful video messages, driven by personal experience and 
community-led concerns. These included debunking several 
widely-shared myths around the vaccine which had led to 
many people not taking up the vaccine when initially offered. 
The celebrity-fronted video was aired across mainstream 
national media to reach as wide an audience possible. 
Broadcast was scheduled across media specifically serving 
minority audiences to target key communities. 
Due to lockdown restrictions and budget limitations 24 
celebrities were asked to record their scripts at home using 
their own devices. This gave an organic feel to the video which 
resonated strongly with audiences, increasing their sense of 
connection to the speaker.   
The script for the video was written by actor and broadcaster 
Adil Ray, and the campaign video featured stars such as David 
Olusoga, Sanjeev Bhaskar, Meera Syal, Romesh Ranganathan, 
Denise Lewis, Shobna Gulati, Beverley Knight, Moeen Ali 
and more. The video saw each participant addressing the 
challenges and concerns around the vaccine which are unique 
to ethnic minority communities. 
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Reaching the audience 
The launch was remarkably successful with press highlights 
included front cover stories on The Guardian and The Sun. 
The campaign earned a TV first in British media history when 
ITV, Channel 4, Channel 5 and over 10 Sky TV Channels 
simultaneously broadcast the video. This three-and-a-half-
minute media roadblock was a first of its kind with commercial 
television donating advertising space to a campaign.  
The launch was widely supported across the BBC, with 
editorial coverage on key programmes throughout the 
network such as BBC Breakfast, The One Show, The Today 
Programme, 5Live, the Asian Network and a host of BBC 
regional TV and radio programmes.  
Global’s LBC Radio joined the simultaneous TV broadcast of 
the video with a radio airing. Coverage of the video was seen 
across news and daytime programmes across most UK TV and 
radio networks.  
Ethnic minority audiences were specifically reached via a 
diverse range of media outlets such as BBC Asian Network, 
British Muslim TV and Islam Channel.

Impact 
Media Hive’s running of the campaign was praised by industry 
media such as PR Week, Campaign Magazine and The Drum. 
The simultaneous TV broadcast alone gave the videos an 
estimated audience of over 10 million. The reach on Twitter 
was calculated to be over 20 million with the campaign 
mentioned and shared by the Prince of Wales, the Prime 
Minister, the Health Secretary and the Home Secretary 
amongst others. 
  

In the immediate aftermath of #takethevaccine, NHS sources 
revealed that while the total number of all people taking their 
first dose of the vaccine more than doubled in February, the 
rate for those who are Black, Asian or minority ethnic rose at 
an even faster rate. 
The fastest rates of growth were for people from a Pakistani 
background with over 200% increase, and from a Bangladeshi 
background which rose even faster with over 250% more 
people vaccinated at the end of the month than the start.

Use your PR team to: 
• Amplify messages from within a community 
• Encourage authenticity to drive connection. Don’t worry 

about being too polished
• Keep messages clear and simple to cut through 
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NHS in the North East and North Cumbria –  
The Great North NHS Comms Network 
Putting trusted voices at the heart of messaging. 

Early in the pandemic, the NHS communications network 
in the North East and North Cumbria recognised that their 
Comms teams were grappling with communicating practical 
information about visiting hospitals, postponing surgery, 
asking people to wear masks, or reassuring people that the 
NHS could weather this crisis.  
They determined that a joined-up approach would prevent 
duplication of effort and competition for coverage and would 
ensure a strong, consistent message across the region. The 
decision to share media enquiries and join-up their media and 
advertising buys made for a truly integrated work-stream. 
 

Bringing the teams together during the pandemic was 
recognised as an important way to create greater resilience 
and provide a support network for staff. 

How it worked 
The teams recognised that to build trust they needed to use 
local voices, speaking in a familiar dialect and accent. They 
were quick to agree ‘shared’ spokespeople who could speak 
both for individual organisations and the region. 
They realised that the public would want to hear from trusted 
front-line clinicians. Working together allowed these in-
demand clinicians to be ‘shared’, minimising the impact on 
their work.  
The teams tapped into all key operational meetings both 
within the NHS and across wider partners and fed this 
intelligence into short, daily meetings designed to inform 
messaging and approaches. The Comms Network set up a 
joint e-network to share issues and documents seamlessly. 
Networks were used to amplify, with messaging customised 
for the voluntary sector, learning disability networks, and  
faith groups. 
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Supporting a changing situation 
In anticipation of a tough winter The Great North NHS Comms 
Network collaborated to create the #DoYourBit campaign.  
This focused on boosting public support for critical behaviours 
like mask-wearing, using services sensibly and getting a flu 
vaccine. This approach was later used for the COVID-19 vaccine.
The message evolved in the summer when some restrictions 
were lifted,  to encourage the public to think about the 
pressure on services caused by alcohol use and other activities. 
At Christmas, the Comms Network joined-up to say thank you 
to the public and ask for continued support. This campaign 
culminated with the #NHSBrothersinArms film which featured 
images of regional NHS teams set to the Dire Straits hit. 
Throughout the pandemic the Comms Network supported the 
innovation of the regional NHS, reinforcing and celebrating 
all activity from the opening of their own PPE manufacturing 
hub to the drive to trial COVID-19 treatments and finally the 
vaccine rollout in the region. 

Impact 
• The North East and North Cumbria saw the most successful 

COVID-19 vaccine roll-out of any region
• The joint team delivered 86 regional COVID-19 bulletins  

and 21 press releases 
• They achieved 508 pieces of print and 198 pieces of 

broadcast coverage 
• On social media they achieved 11,760,493 impressions 

(March 2020 - Feb 2021) including 352,493 engagements
• The approaches used by The Great North NHS Comms 

Network is chronicled in ‘FuturePRoof  - The impact of 
COVID-19 on NHS Comms’ 

This success was a result of strong relationships, built over 
many years and strengthened by the pandemic. The teams 
continue to work, learn from and support each other as the 
impact of COVID-19 continues. 

Use your PR team to: 
• Make collaborative working work by not holding back 

information, access, or resource 
• Root your message in local knowledge and expertise  

if you are speaking to a particular region 
• Bring together teams to create resilience and allow  

for skills-sharing 
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Pic PR & CHD Living – Adopt-a-Grandparent 
Helping grandparents go global to combat loneliness during the pandemic. 

Pic PR is retained by the care home group CHD Living to raise 
its brand profile and underline the group’s person-centred 
approach to care. 
The Adopt-a-Grandparent campaign was planned prior to 
COVID-19 and looked to emphasise CHD Living’s commitment 
to residents’ wellbeing. It aimed to reduce loneliness through 
building new, supportive friendships whilst helping the public 
learn about care homes. Adopt-a-Grandparent was initially 
devised as a local initiative, creating face-to-face meetings 
between CHD Living residents and volunteers. 
However, plans changed dramatically once the scale of the 
pandemic emerged. Pic PR took advantage of both digital 
technology and the need for positive news stories, to create 
an impactful, international campaign. 

How it worked 
As coronavirus took hold in the UK, physical care home visits 
were immediately halted. This enforced isolation presented an 
enormous mental burden on residents and meant that ‘Adopt 
a Grandparent’ was more needed than ever.  
Pic PR recognised that the boom in video calling could be 
used to create virtual visits and, with the technology removing 
geographical restrictions, could bring visitors from across the 
world into care homes.  
 

Volunteers were asked to sign-up online and provide details 
about interests, likes and dislikes. After vetting, they were 
matched with a CHD resident for regular video-calls, with a 
staff-member sitting in throughout to safeguard.  
The team launched the scheme using a mix of national, 
regional and care press, with social media support. The launch 
was met with real enthusiasm by journalists as media outlets 
were looking for positive stories amidst the pandemic gloom. 
National media coverage flooded in followed by almost 
blanket UK regional coverage. The number of volunteers 
who’d signed up to the scheme grew exponentially, surpassing 
28,000 within two weeks of launch. 
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The team continued to push the campaign, emphasising the 
astounding number of signups alongside the core message 
about the benefits of inter-generational friendships. They 
looked to move the campaign globally and began to target 
international press.  
‘Adopt-a-Grandparent’ was quickly picked up by US media. 
This led to an explosion of interest, and coverage, and 
volunteer numbers began to snowball worldwide. 

Impact 
The campaign generated: 
• Over 1,200 pieces of UK coverage, including BBC News, Sky 

News, ITV News, Reuters, Daily Telegraph, Heart FM, LBC 
News, MailOnline, The Independent, Metro and many more, 
including extensive regional coverage via PA Media 

• International coverage across Good Morning America,  
CNN, ABC News, NBC, CTV, People Magazine, iHeartRadio 
and more 

• An increase in traffic of 6,306% to CHD Living’s website 
(Feb–April 2020). Average web traffic since has maintained a 
25% YOY increase 

• The positive impact of the campaign on residents is 
expected to boost CHD Living’s Care Quality Commission 
rating – a core metric within the sector 

Over 82,000 volunteers signed up from across the world, with 
ages ranging from one to 85. High-profile pairings included 
a Daily Telegraph journalist and Hollywood actor Ruby Rose, 
who talked about her involvement with NBC News and 
Vogue Online. 
The Duke of Edinburgh charity endorsed the scheme, while 
volunteering has also been backed by John Lewis, Capital 
One, RBS, NatWest, IBM and numerous universities. 

Following its success, Pic PR have recognised Adopt-a-
Grandparent’s potential to combat loneliness in care-home 
residents around the world and are looking to set-up  
Adopt-a-Grandparent as a standalone charity. They are 
currently developing an app to streamline and speed up  
the ‘adoption’ process. 

Use your PR team to: 
• Embrace opportunities brought on by a crisis 
• Use behavioural insights. Success breeds success – the 

number of volunteers became part of the story and 
encouraged more sign-ups 

• Think big – if an idea really works don’t be afraid to push 
it to the next level 
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North East Ambulance Service – 
Thank you ceremony for staff
Increasing togetherness through a virtual celebration. 

In April 2020 the North East Ambulance Service (NEAS) 
realised that COVID-19 would mean that its annual employee 
awards, due in October, would have to be cancelled. 
The Comms team was tasked with creating an online event 
that recognised and celebrated the efforts of all staff and 
created a sense of belonging and camaraderie. The event had 
to allow all employees, including those on shift and driving an 
ambulance, to be involved. 

How it worked 
The nomination process was launched with a countdown and 
teaser video. This helped generate excitement and resulted 
in 465 nominations, almost 20% of the workforce. This 
represented a 41% increase on the previous highest number of 
nominations.  
An important principle for the reimagined event was that 
there should be no winners. After a difficult year which had 
challenged everyone, it didn’t feel right to single out some 
individuals for recognition above others.  To help achieve 
the goal of recognising and appreciating all employees, the 
imagery and branding for the event emphasised inclusiveness 
and togetherness. The awards were renamed from the 
B.Awards (Beyond the call of duty) to the T.Awards (Thank-you) 
and the event badge, posted to the homes of all employees, 
was in the shape of a jigsaw piece with an inscription thanking 
staff for their efforts and making it clear they were an essential 
piece of the NEAS.  
The jigsaw theme was continued on the thank-you card to 
all nominees, where a jigsaw-shaped hole was depicted as 
missing from the Service’s logo. 
Live broadcasts with the nominees were initially planned but 
lockdown rules made this impossible so, instead, nearly 40 
videos were pre-recorded, highlighting the stories of bravery, 
compassion, kindness, and empathy behind the nominations. 

Communicating in a Crisis

44  



Four “as-live” recordings were made with senior leaders 
on the morning of the event to allow them to show their 
appreciation.   
On the day of the awards the team created a full day of 
content, all of which showed appreciation for staff and 
acknowledged their work.   
As part of the re-branded T-Awards, all staff were given 
afternoon tea. Morrison’s donated tea, coffee and cakes that 
were distributed to all ambulance stations and control rooms. 
Support staff working from home received a Greggs  
voucher via email. 

Impact 
The T Awards group instantly became the most popular group 
on the NEAS’s internal communication platform. On the day of 
the awards, the communications teams’ 133 posts generated 
981 comments and 4,681 reactions from employees across the 
organisation. 
This was by far the largest employee participation event ever 
held in the ambulance service. One staff member summed up 
the mood, “For someone who has been working from home 
for 7 months now, there was a point in time when I felt as 
though I was losing touch with the organisation. Tonight has 
provided us all with an opportunity to really appreciate the 
great work that goes on in NEAS day in day out. However, in 
my nearly 12 years at NEAS this has been the best day (ever).” 

Use your PR team to: 
• Consider accessibility. Virtual doesn’t have to be  

second best with a workforce where someone always  
has to be ‘on’

• Be thoughtful with your theme and branding 
• Rethink long-established practices
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“To make collaborative 
working work go all 
in, don’t hold back 
information, access  
or resources”
NHS in the North East and North Cumbria
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Scouts #TheGreatIndoors –  
The Scouts’ response to COVID-19 
Outdoor experts showed the UK’s young people how to find adventure at home.

In normal times the Scouts help 350,000 young people across 
the UK gain skills for life. When COVID-19 closed schools 
and families were faced with months in lockdown, the Scouts 
recognised that they were perfectly placed to help families get 
through this crisis. 
They decided to aim high, helping young people and 
cementing the reputation of Scouts as a force for good 
through their work. This included:  
• Keeping 7,000 Scout groups meeting digitally 
• Supporting 10,000 families with digital content 
• Raising money for communities and for Scout Groups in 

financial crisis

How it worked 
When the reality of lockdown became clear, the team devised 
#TheGreatIndoors with the aim of helping young people keep 
learning and exploring throughout lockdown. At the heart of 
the campaign was a digital hub. This free, accessible resource 
launched on the day schools closed and was packed with 
activities for parents to try with their children.  
The Scouts contacted  Zoom and secured free pro-licenses for 
all UK Scout groups. They kept the Scouting experience going 
for 120,000 young people with The Great Indoors Weekender, 
the world’s largest camp at home.  
Partnerships with BBC Children in Need and Comic Relief 
allowed The Scouts to extend their reach to new audiences 
whilst teaming up with the BBC’s #TheBigNightIn enabled 
them to support local communities. 

Scouting for success 
To boost mental health, young people were asked to share 
#ThreeFor3, capturing three things they were doing to look 
after their mental wellbeing. This trended on Twitter, offering 
peer support to those who felt isolated. #CareForCareHomes 
aimed to support care home residents with cards, letters and 
homemade gifts. It inspired 10,000 acts of kindness, reducing 
loneliness and improving wellbeing. 
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Getting young people active is a key part of Scouts and  
the two big fundraising activities undertaken focused on 
COVID-19-safe exercise. 
In #HikeToTheMoon, Scouts and supporters were challenged 
to hike a mile in their house or garden, as part of a drive to 
collectively hike the 240,000 miles to the moon. The follow-
up, #RaceRoundTheWorld, saw Scouts and supporters 
getting active to help their team be first to complete a virtual 
race round the world. These were the biggest fundraising 
campaigns in the history of Scouts and aimed to raise spirits as 
well as money. 
Scouts’ team of ambassadors, including Bear Grylls, Tim 
Peake, Ellie Simmonds and Dwayne Fields, amplified campaign 
messages and supported fundraising. A highlight was Tim 
Peake’s appearance on BBC’s The One Show demonstrating 
how his family was using The Great Indoors. Bear and Tim also 
appeared on BBC Breakfast to promote #HiketoTheMoon, 
driving engagement and donations. 

Impact 
The pandemic showed Scouting at its best, harnessing the 
power of digital, and supporting people through an incredibly 
challenging time. 
• The Great Indoors campaign received over 2,000 pieces of 

coverage. Highlights included slots on BBC’s Big Night In, 
The One Show and Newsround 

• By March 2021, 799,593 people had visited 
#TheGreatIndoors pages. #TheGreatIndoors hashtag had 
been used 19 million times with a total reach of 3,548,206 

• 80% of Scout groups continued to meet and volunteers 
delivered over 1.2 million hours of Zoom calls 

• Hike to the Moon raised nearly £750,000 for BBC Children in 
Need and Comic Relief 

• #RaceRoundTheWorld raised £737,118 for Scout Groups 
who were struggling to stay open and generated 502 pieces 
of coverage 

Use your PR team to: 
• Play to your strengths and use the trust you have built
• Be ambitious with the things you ask of your audience - 

they will often rise up to meet your expectations 
• Have a strategy that allows details to evolve as the 

campaign develops
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Ready10 – Freeing up parking spaces for NHS heroes 
Helping NHS workers park for free to support our frontline warriors.

During the first wave of COVID-19, increased demand for 
parking at hospitals presented a real problem for staff. The 
government advised avoiding public transport which drove 
up demand for spaces both from staff and those attending for 
healthcare reasons. There was no decision to waive hospital 
car park fees for staff. This all meant that there were too 
few spaces available and the cost of parking for staff was 
becoming unaffordable.  
JustPark, an app which allows users to list their unused parking 
space for others to book, had access to 45,000 parking locations 
across the UK and so was in the perfect position to help.  
The challenge was to encourage those living near hospitals 
to list their parking spaces for free and to raise awareness 
of JustPark so that NHS staff would know where to look for 
parking. Solving this problem would have a real impact on 
the lives of those working hardest in the pandemic and would 
position JustPark as having a worthwhile social purpose, 
particularly as it agreed not to levy any fees from space 
holders or drivers. 

How it worked 
Social media was already teeming with stories about the 
desperate need for free spaces so the team contacted the 
journalists and high-profile influencers who were already 
engaged with the issue. Agency, Ready10 contacted those 
affected and used their comments to demonstrate just how 
urgently help was needed, highlighting cases of particular 

unfairness like staff being fined for not topping up the parking 
meter after pulling back-to-back shifts. 
At this stage of the pandemic, media coverage focused on the 
daily struggle facing frontline NHS staff. Those locked-down at 
home had a real drive to make a difference and help. The team 
appealed to this emotion to encourage listings, making it clear 
that this campaign was about purpose over profit.  
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Driving forward 
The urgency of the parking problem meant that the team had 
to act fast. The campaign was signed off, the appeal page was 
built, and press materials were ready to go within 24 hours. 
The focus then turned to targeting the media. The story was 
distributed widely but Ready10 realised that, without money 
to advertise, they needed to engage with key players who 
could rally an army to help.   
They therefore worked their contacts and put calls into people 
who could create real impact. Half an hour after Ready10 
contacted Piers Morgan, he used his platform on Good 
Morning Britain to appeal to the public to list their spaces. 
The team also pulled in help and support on social media 
from QPR Football Club, Jonathan Ross and Lord Alan Sugar 
among others. 

Impact 
• More than 13,000 spaces were listed on JustPark for free 
• Free parking was offered at 450 hospitals, with 2,600 staff 

booking a space 
• 162 pieces of earned coverage were generated with 

highlights including GMB, BBC Radio 2’s Jeremy Vine Show, 
BBC World Service, LBC News, Guardian, Daily Express, and 
MailOnline 

• Over 70,000 page views and 76,000 social impressions were 
generated in the first fortnight 

The campaign gained so much traction that it helped 
encourage the government’s decision to fund NHS trusts to 
offer free parking, and local authorities in England to agree to 
provide free parking on council-owned spaces. 

Use your PR team to: 
• Contact people who are already aware of the problem 

you are trying to fix
• Develop stories beyond statistics. Tell people why their 

intervention matters by letting them hear from the 
people who are affected 

• Develop messages for your existing contacts
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Ascenti 
Using health and wellbeing to support staff returning to work after lockdown. 

In the summer of 2020, Ascenti’s physiotherapy clinics and 
offices gradually started to re-open, and furloughed staff 
began to return to work. As workforce activity reached 
pre-COVID-19 levels, Ascenti turned their attention to re-
establishing their health and wellness strategy as an important 
way of supporting their staff.  
To ensure the strategy was effective, they first wanted to 
understand how all their employees were faring, whether 
clinicians were starting to treat patients again, and if office 
staff would continue to work from home. 

Objectives 
• To gather meaningful quantitative and qualitative data about 

employee wellbeing
• To conduct an audit and establish an accurate central data 

source on home working
• Over 40% of staff to complete a health and wellness survey
• 100% of staff that are working from home to complete a 

home working assessment

How it worked 
The Communication and People Teams chose to use their 
existing internal communications platforms to drive the 
strategy as engagement levels were consistently high (average 
weekly newsletter readership 72% and monthly intranet 
engagement rate 83%). Surveys were hosted on the intranet 
and easily accessible to all staff. 
Employees at Ascenti have long been empowered to speak 
up and know that they would be listened to. The team 
recognised this openness and trust was pivotal to the success 
of the campaign. They realised that while data from employee 
surveys is valuable, it can be limited, so they encouraged line 
managers to work closely with their teams to understand and 
support their needs.
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Active listening 
The Executive Team reviewed the surveys and created an 
article for the newsletter both celebrating the strong survey 
results and showing how the results would lead directly to 
further action where needed.  
Key actions included launching a new home working policy to 
build on the strong results received around the more flexible 
working opportunities now available.  
They responded to the survey data which showed that over 
40% of staff did not always feel comfortable discussing mental 
health with their manager. This was addressed by sending 
managers to a special mental health training course and 
running a series of popular virtual mental health workshops 
with external speakers. 
Supporting managers was seen as key to supporting all staff 
so managers benefited from a dedicated intranet hub which 
included signposting to resources such as the employee 
assistance programme and wellbeing tools. The extra 
pressures that the pandemic had added to management roles 
were acknowledged through an additional ‘self-care’ day off. 

The survey revealed that concerns about finances and job 
security were widespread so the team looked to support staff 
both by using the newsletter to provide information about 
financial wellbeing and making sure that Ascenti itself utilised 
all relevant government support which might maximise staff 
income. 

Impact 
The team’s work had a positive impact on staff, encouraging 
greater openness and enabling staff to plan their futures with 
the company. 
The survey results led to a range of targeted activities and 
campaigns. These included a virtual advent calendar where 
staff answered questions for a chance of winning wellness-
related prizes such as an extra day of leave.  
A highlight of the campaign was a virtual Christmas party and 
awards ceremony allowing the staff COVID-19-safe interactions 
and making sure that the workforce understood how deeply 
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their efforts throughout the pandemic was appreciated by  
the business. 

Use your PR team to: 
• Be data driven and show your workforce how their 

questions and comments have led to action  
• Support your leaders in turbulent times and empower 

them to manage well 
• Use your existing communications channels to  

maximum effect
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University Hospitals Plymouth NHS Trust  
Communications: a critical role in an effective response. 

In 2020, University Hospitals Plymouth NHS Trust (UHP) cared 
for over 1,000 COVID-19 patients and established two large 
vaccination centres. To support this work the Communications 
team had to manage the dual roles of providing accurate, 
up-to-date information to staff and volunteers, whilst also 
making sure patients, and the wider public, were informed and 
reassured about their hospital’s response to the pandemic. 

How it worked 
The approach was to be open, honest, to support leadership,  
and use insight to drive messaging. 

Supporting Staff 
126 COVID-19 bulletins for staff was distributed in addition 
to daily emails. These covered everything from how to use 
PPE (with a demonstration video) to uplifting personal stories 
and news coverage. The bulletins, and an online Support 
Hub proved valuable in building confidence in staff and their 
families about working during COVID-19. 
Monthly briefings with leaders were watched by an average of 
250 staff, far outstripping any previous face-to-face briefing.  
An internal blog allowed staff to explore their experiences of 
COVID-19.
A network of 98 staff and volunteers were established as 
‘Hands, Face, Space Champions’ and supported through the 
Continuing Professional Development programme. Staff were 
also surveyed to understand how best to encourage them to 
take up the vaccine.
To boost morale, the team created #1BigNightIn. This live-
streamed event included comedy, craft tutorials and  
messages of support from celebrities such as Dawn French  
and Georgia Toffolo. 

Supporting Patients 
The Communications team created best practice guides for 
video consultations and set up over 10,000 appointments 
between patients and Health Care Professionals.
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Short films, including one from UHP’s Chief Nurse explaining 
visiting restrictions, were created to help patients navigate 
the new normal. The team also created in-hospital signage 
to aid social-distancing and videos, which allowed patients 
to understand the precautions in place before they attended 
their appointment.  
The team worked hard to keep patients in touch with loved 
ones. When visiting restrictions came into force they equipped 
wards with iPads for virtual visits. These iPads were also 
used for end-of-life visits to enable families to say goodbye. 
When infection rules prevented patients receiving cards, they 
created the ‘Send your loved one a message’ scheme. This 
allowed friends and families to upload messages and photos 
which were turned into cards and delivered to wards. 5,075 
messages were sent to patients through this scheme.
COVID-19 restrictions prevented discharged patients from 
returning to thank staff. Enabling patients to send a photo 
or video to the team who had cared for them preserved an 
important milestone for patients while also providing a morale 
booster for staff.
UHP also worked to tell patients’ stories, giving a voice to 
survivors and building hope. Stories were filmed and shared on 
YouTube and through social media. 

Impact 
The team supported recruitment to two COVID-19 studies 
using media contacts, social media and stakeholder groups 
to get messages out. Strong media and social media take-up 
meant targets were quickly reached, with UHP becoming the 
world-leading recruitment site for one vaccine trial.

External:
• The team generated 729 items of news coverage
• 68% of COVID-19 coverage was positive about the  

hospital’s role 
• The creative use of technology supported patients and  

their families 
• UHP’s vaccine campaign quickly delivered over 55,000 

vaccines in the first months of rollout
Internal:
• 1,800 staff responded to the staff survey. 87% agreeing  

that communication were timely
• The Staff Support Hub received 29,590 visits 
• 34 blog entries were viewed 15,942 times 
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Use your PR team to: 
• Integrate your staff with technology to ensure it can be 

effective when important practices are disrupted
• Create space for personal stories among more  

corporate communications, demonstrate how the 
organisation is listening

• Celebrate success at every level to provide respite  
in a crisis

• Demonstrate how the organisation is listening
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