
ARE YOU READY? | 1CONFIDENTIAL

ARE YOU READY?
THE RETURN TO LIVE ENGAGEMENT
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HINDSIGHT WAS 2020

THE IMPACT OF THE GLOBAL COVID-19 PANDEMIC
HAS CHANGED EVERYTHING.

It’s changed mindsets, values, ways of living and ways of working. 
Even though it’s difficult not to dwell on recent history - we at 
Influence Marketing remain focused on one thing: The future.

As we take a calculated look into the latter half of 2021 and beyond, 
our team shares a collective sense of excitement. Things are looking 
up. There’s a light at the end of the tunnel, and each day we edge 
closer to the finish line. Right now, it’s all about positioning 
ourselves to be ready to lead the charge when the gates re-open.

The purpose of this paper is to showcase some of the ways that 
brands can safely and meaningfully engage consumers right now.
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THE STATE OF THE NATION
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THERE IS CAUSE FOR OPTIMISM

SO, WHAT’S WAITING FOR US AROUND THE CORNER?

With 22 million Canadians having received their first vaccine dose by the 
end of May, people will gain more confidence to venture outside of their 
home. These figures coincide nicely with the return of warm weather.

The usual winter blues, amplified by Pandemic Fatigue has resulted in a 
significant percentage of Canadians indicating a strong desire to take part 
in safe outdoor events and gatherings this summer. As we saw in 2020, 
accommodations will be made, such as extra space for increased foot 
traffic and physical distancing.

Government initiatives like Toronto’s ActiveTO and CafeTO were created to 
ensure that people can get around safely when enjoying outdoor activities 
in the city. Road closures will accommodate pedestrian traffic and bike 
lanes will be expanded, allowing cyclists to travel the city with greater ease.
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WHAT’S ON THE HORIZON?
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EVENTS ARE MAKING NOISE

Several high-profile events have announced that they’ll 
be returning this summer, including Calgary’s 
Stampede and Klondike Days and the Spartan Race 
obstacle run series. We’ve also see the first fans in 
attendance at an NHL game in Canada in more than 
400 days.

While these announcements may be presumptive at 
this time, it has created an optimistic buzz amongst 
Canadians who are enthusiastically waiting for the 
world to reopen.

ARE YOU READY? | 4



ARE YOU READY? | 5

CANADIANS MISS LIVE EVENTS

SOURCE: IMI 2021 GLOBAL RECOVERY WAVE 2, APRIL 2021

THERE IS SIGNIFICANT PENT UP AND GROWING DEMAND FOR EVERYTHING LIVE
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ULTRA TAIWAN MUSIC FESTIVAL

Need proof of the strong desire for consumers to get back to live? 
Look no further than the ULTRA Taiwan Music Festival.

In October of 2020, after 200 days without a new locally-
transmitted COVID-19 case, ULTRA Taiwan, a one-day EDM music 
festival was given clearance to proceed. Following the official 
announcement, festival organizers reported that their General 
Admission tickets were “sold out in a matter of seconds.”

On Saturday, November 14th, 2020, approximately 10,000 music 
fans descended upon Dajia Riverside Park in Taipei for the first 
full-scale festival since the COVID-19 outbreak.
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CASE STUDY
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WHAT CAN WE DO NOW?

WE KNOW GREENER PASTURES AWAIT US.
BUT WHAT CAN BE DONE IN THE COMING MONTHS TO BEST PREPARE?
WE SEE OPPORTUNITY FOR CONSUMER ENGAGEMENT IN THE FOLLOWING AREAS:

o Safe Sampling 

o On-Premise Engagement

o Retail Experiences

o Digital Engagement

THERE ARE OPTIONS
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SAFE SAMPLING

The glittering prospect of live sampling is a reality. With more 
room for foot-traffic being made available in metropolitan 
areas, the door for guerrilla-style sampling opens wide. Food 
trucks, bikes, and other assets can all be dispatched to reach 
consumers making their way through the city.

Summer events, will also provide an ideal stage for sampling 
programs. Heightened safety measures and reduced crowd 
sizes will create space for quality engagement.

Brands can generate even more buzz by creating their own 
events, which offers value to the consumer while controlling 
the engagement from end-to-end.
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IN-FIELD ACTIVATIONS
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MOBILE
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GRASSROOTS PARTNERSHIPS

GUERRILLA CUBE AUDIENCE
TARGETING

UNIQUE
BRANDED VEHICLES

SAFE SAMPLING OPTIONS
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URBAN ACTIVE OUTDOOR ENTHUSIASTS
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This trend continued through the winter months, with Toronto 
supporting an additional 60km of maintained trails.

27,000
CYCLISTS

12,000
RUNNERS / WALKERS

2020 SAW A TREMENDOUS INCREASE IN OUTDOOR INDIVIDUAL 
SPORTS, MOST NOTABLY RUNNING, WALKING, AND CYCLING:
WE CAN TARGET AND ENGAGE THIS AUDIENCE!

The City of Toronto responded to that demand by delivering a 
dramatically enhanced network for safe recreation, including 
weekend closures to Lakeshore Blvd and the Bayview extension 
that hosted 40,000+ active Torontonians each weekend.

TARGETED AUDIENCE PROFILE
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CANADIANS MISS DINING OUT

CANADIANS SHOW STRONG INTENT TO GET BACK TO RESTAURANTS 
AS SOON AS IT IS SAFE TO DO SO.

SOURCE: IMI 2021 GLOBAL RECOVERY WAVE 1, FEBRUARY 2021
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THE PATIO AWAITS

Patios became a social lifeline for many Canadians last 
summer. Municipalities made it easier for bars and 
restaurants to create or expand outdoor dining spaces and in 
response, bars and restaurants made significant investments 
into furniture, tenting and heating. This resulted in patio-
season extending late into the fall.

This will be a great opportunity for beverage and alcohol 
brands to drive awareness, trial and purchase along with 
customer and consumer goodwill.

Programming can include everything from branded assets to 
help “own” patio spaces, to product sampling, to menu-
based promotions. 
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RETAIL EXPERIENCES

According to a recent study by IBM, COVID-19 helped propel 
e-commerce forward by about five years1!

While it is widely expected that online shopping is here to stay 
and some recently formed habits will remain the norm, many 
Canadians are still eager to get back to retail. Specifically, 
consumers say they mostly miss the social aspect of shopping 
in-store along with the tactile experience.

Shopping habits and consumer expectations have been 
changing over the past few years and the need for a better 
retail experience is stronger than ever. While this requires 
retailers to re-examine how they attract and engage shoppers, 
it also creates new opportunities.
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1. Sources: IBM  Retail Index, August 2020.
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CONSUMER INTENT TO VISIT RETAIL

SOURCE: IMI 2021 GLOBAL RECOVERY WAVE 2, APRIL 2021
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SAFE SAMPLING

Most in-store sampling was either cancelled or restricted in 2020, yet brands 
know that the ability for a consumer to touch, smell and taste a product 
continues to be the best way to drive both immediate and long-term sales.

While traditional programming is slowly coming back online, many retailers 
remain open to alternative safe sampling concepts or bespoke programming 
that creates experiences for consumers. 

We partnered with Metro to launch several in-store sampling initiatives with 
approved COVID-19 safety protocols. These included our Holiday Discovery 
Bags, our packaged goods and alcohol sampling program and our parking 
lot sampling activations.

The programs have been operating since Q3 of 2020 with positive sales 
results for participating brands and great feedback from shoppers.
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AT RETAIL



ARE YOU READY? | 16

DIGITAL ENGAGEMENT

Being in lockdown has led Canadians to spend more time and 
money online. According to Statistics Canada, 41% of Canadians 
have been spending more time online over the past year, with the 
average increased being about 30 minutes each day. 

Additionally, online spending is booming, with some categories 
seeing triple digit growth.

While many brands already have a strong digital engagement 
strategy, it is now a requirement for all brands, regardless of size.

The following pages will explore some opportunities to create 
strong engagement over digital platforms.
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ONLINE SHOPPING

COVID-19 resulted in a massive boom for online shopping, with 
growth extending beyond traditional e-commerce.

We also saw a steep rise in social commerce, fueled by the perfect 
storm of new shopping tools offered by social apps combined with 
increased screen time.

Instagram Live Shopping proved that brands could work with 
influencers and creators to convince consumers to “Buy Now” with 
compelling content.
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LEADING DIGITAL PURCHASE DRIVERS

SOURCE: Global Web Index Digital Purchase Survey, Q3, 2020

At the end of the day, an experience-driven approach to commerce 
across all channels, including digital, is the way forward. Consumers 
want online shopping experiences with minimal friction.
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EVALUATE YOUR DIGITAL EXPERIENCE

If your business isn’t already positioned for online shopping, 
it’s time to put a plan in place.

If you’re already transacting online, take the time to evaluate 
your ecosystem to ensure that you’re delivering a consistent, 
high-quality and frictionless consumer experience across 
multiple channels.

It’s also a good time to review your social strategy to ensure 
that your content is resonating with your target audience. 
Relevant content that puts the consumer first will always win 
over repetitive product shots and meaningless attempts to 
drive engagement.
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DIGITAL PROMOTIONS

Consumer promotions remain popular – particularly amongst 
CPG brands. But as more grocery shopping moves online and 
trips to the grocery store become shorter in duration, shoppers 
may not get full exposure to promotions that live exclusively 
on-shelf.

Digital promotions not only drive awareness, trial and purchase 
of products, but they also allow for greater engagement with 
the consumer.

Promotions that go beyond beyond traditional prizing 
mechanics and provoke the consumer’s emotions can drive 
significant results, including increased brand loyalty. 
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PART THREE: WHAT CAN WE DO NOW?
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The early days of COVID-19 created a mass shift to online platforms like 
Zoom. We had Zoom game nights, Zoom cocktails, Zoom fitness classes and 
Zoom concerts. Then the Zoom fatigue set in and most of us have grown to 
loath the Brady Bunch-style boxes that we stare at all day.

Virtual Events can still be successful, but they require more than a logon-
and-watch approach. In addition to meaningful and valuable content, your 
event should have some production value and interactive elements to keep 
attendees engaged.

Hybrid Events are already playing a big role in our industry’s changing 
landscape. Including a digital extension to in-person experiences offers 
events and sponsoring brands the opportunity to reach an audience that may 
be dealing with travel restrictions or differing time zones. It allows for 
multiple events to be connected simultaneously, regardless of time and 
space, and offers the possibility of personalized brand messaging.
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VIRTUAL AND HYBRID EVENTS
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THE CANADA RUNNING SERIES

As live events were shuttered in 2020, the Canada Running Series pivoted to 
a virtual race model. While in a typical year, the series engaged with 65,000 
participants, the well-crafted virtual series was able to attract over 25,000. 
What’s more impressive is that these participants managed to raise $4.6 
million in charitable donations - approximately 85% of their typical annual 
fundraising with only 40% of their usual participants!

The shift to virtual was made out of necessity, but it resulted in some 
learnings that would create new opportunities for a Hybrid event when live 
races resumed. By offering both live and virtual participation, could reach a 
wider audience while reducing large in-person crowds and saving costs.

The experience for virtual participants was more personalized – they could 
take part on their own time and from their own location, using technology to 
track their statistics and compare against both live and virtual runners. 

Even as live events begin to return, the shift to Hybrid Events is likely to grow.
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CASE STUDY
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WAITING IS NO LONGER AN OPTION

In 2020 we collectively sailed through uncharted waters. We 
were thrust into a new world that left many of us confused, 
worried and afraid.

Understandably, many brands took a “wait and see” 
approach, putting plans on pause in hopes that we would 
get through the Pandemic quickly.

Nobody thought that we would still be in this situation over 
a year later, and while there is light at the end of tunnel, 
consumers have become restless. They want and need live 
engagement, and the brands that put themselves out there 
will be rewarded with greater recall and goodwill.

THE TIME TO START PLANNING IS NOW.
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IT’S TIME TO TAKE ACTION
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The teams at Influence Marketing have been hard at 
work devising new ways to engage consumers that 
fulfill their desire to get back to familiar experiences 
while considering our current reality and the need for 
enhanced physical distancing and safety protocols.

WE BELIEVE THAT IMPRESSIONS SHOULD BE MADE NOT 
BOUGHT. To learn more about us or to find out how we 
can help you get back to live engagement, please visit 
us at www.influencemarketing.ca or reach out to a  
member of our team and let’s talk!

LET’S TALK
WE WOULD LOVE TO HEAR FROM YOU

TANYA GIROUX
tgiroux@influencemarketing.ca

ALEX TURNER
aturner@influencemarketing.ca

KRISTY MATHESON
kmatheson@influencemarketing.ca

DAVE NASH
dnash@influencemarketing.ca

CHRIS WILSON
cwilson@influencemarketing.ca

ETHAN ZON
ezon@influencemarketing.ca

KAREN DUVAL
kduval@empoweredbrandmarketing.ca

KIRSTY BULLOCH
kbulloch@empoweredbrandmarketing.ca

MIREILLE GAGNON
mgagnon@empoweredbrandmarketing.ca
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THANK YOU
4 - 2475 Skymark Avenue
Mississauga, ON L4W 4Y6

info@influencemarketing.ca
influencemarketing.ca

+1 905 282 0770

mailto:info@influencemarketing.ca
https://www.influencemarketing.ca/

