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This article presents the results of a
study carried out using data provided
by professionals responsible for plan-
ning and executing communication
strategies for 30 leading companies
involved in the digital economy of
Barcelona, site of the Mobile World
Congress technological trade show,
which was cancelled in 2020 due to
the COVID-19 health crisis.

The results of the study, carried out
electronically from 1-15 April 2020,
show that 77% of the technology com-
panies that participated in the study
changed their strategic communica-
tion planning during the first month
of the state of alarm declared by the
Spanish government on 14 March
2020. In 73% of cases, the strategy
was proactive, although with a new
orientation. The resulting mix of ac-
tions included preparing and dissem-

inating digital content, sending press
releases, organising digital events,
generating internal communication
and, to a lesser extent, advertising,
following a strategy that combined
60% of owned media, 27% of earned
media, and 13% of paid media. Dur-
ing the first month of the state of
alarm in response to COVID-19, social
media was the main communication
channel for the digital companies that
participated in the study, compared
to print media, television, and radio.
30% of these communication actions
used newsjacking techniques, tying
their messages to the current situation
of the pandemic.

Keywords: digital communication, so-
cial media, crisis communication, pub-
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out whether there was a redefinition in the communication strategies of

companies in Barcelona’s digital economy during the first weeks following
the Spanish government’s declaration of a state of alarm as a result of the CO-
VID-19 pandemic (RDL 463/2020, dated 14 March).

The study that produced the results presented in this article aimed to find
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Barcelona is the fifth European hub in terms of volume of start-ups (Atomico,
2019) and has served as the headquarters for the Mobile World Congress techno-
logical congress since 2006. It is slated to continue in that role until at least 2024
(GSMA, 2020b), although the 2020 edition, which was due to begin on 27 Febru-
ary, was cancelled by the organising entity (GSMA, 2020a) as a measure to prevent
the spread of the novel coronavirus from the Wuhan area (China) to other areas
of the world. This decision, which was preceded by a series of companies cancel-
ling trips to large events, was supported at the time by 57% of the professionals at
the Barcelona-based technology companies that participated in the study. 53% of
respondents participated in various parallel events that were organised in the city
following the cancellation of the international congress. Two months later, the
decision was supported by 100% of the respondents in this study.

Beyond providing perspective on the cancellation of the Mobile World Con-
gress, the analysis of decisions made by the Barcelona technology sector regard-
ing communication strategies in response to the COVID-19 crisis in Spain has
value for research in various communication disciplines, including digital mar-
keting, advertising, journalism, corporate communication and public relations.
It also helps explore approaches to crisis communication (Jin, 2010; Jin, Liu, and
Austin, 2012; Coombs, 2014; Fearn-Banks, 2016) among digital native compa-
nies (Prensky, 2001) at a time —during the state of alarm (RDL 463/2020, dated
14 March)— when communication was focused almost exclusively on messages
related to the pandemic, and the internet became the main channel (Castells,
2004) due to the confinement declared by the Spanish government to combat
the health emergency in the country caused by the novel coronavirus (Legi-
do-Quigley et al., 2020; Mic6 and Coll, 2020).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Increasingly, the digitisation of the communication process has been accel-
erating. Since the popularisation of the Internet beginning three decades ago
with the arrival of the World Wide Web —and especially since the advent of
social media just over 10 years ago— society has gone from relating, inform-
ing, and entertaining itself through analogue channels to doing so, increasingly,
through digital channels (Wellman and Haythornthwaite, 2002; Castells, 2004;
Thompson; 2005; Howard, 2006; Qvortrup, 2006; Dubber, 2014; Chaffey and
Ellis-Chadwick, 2019; Miller, 2020), especially among the generations born since
this digitisation process began (Prensky, 2001).

The health crisis derived from the COVID-19 pandemic led to a catharsis in
this transition, as well as a watershed moment in adapting communication strat-
egies to the digital landscape (Grunig and Hunt, 1984; Austin and Pinkleton,
2000; Wilcox, Cameron, and Xifra, 2012; Smith, 2013) across all disciplines, in-
cluding marketing, advertising, journalism, corporate communication and pub-
lic relations, which have been faced with an increasingly complex communi-
cation paradigm in recent years (Howe and Teufel, 2014; Campbell and Marks,
2015; Pulizzi, 2015).



CHANGES IN THE COMMUNICATION STRATEGY OF BARCELONA'S DIGITAL ECONOMY IN RESPONSE TO THE COVID-19 CRISIS

Communication professionals plan and execute strategies that aim to con-
nect with audiences, interacting with them and creating ties to turn them into
allies to spread their messages, sometimes even making them go viral (Rushk-
off, 1994; Jurvetson and Draper, 1997; Rosen, 2002; Berger and Milkman, 2012;
Maskeroni, 2016). These strategies are developed in an integrated manner
(Schultz and Kitchen, 2000; Kotler, 2003; Kliatchko, 2005), combining actions
from different disciplines, such as marketing, advertising and public relations,
to take advantage of synergies and maintain coherence in the eyes of their
audiences.

In terms of the classification of actions, communication professionals from
the digital economy sector distinguish between owned media, earned media and
paid media (Tuten and Solomon, 2018: 22; Aced, 2018: 67-68), where owned
media is defined as the organisation’s own corporate channels, including the
management of digital content on websites, blogs, newsletters or social net-
works; paid media refers to advertising or branded content, in any of its possible
formats, and earned media refers to actions of corporate communication, public
relations and publicity which generate recognition in third-party sources, such
as appearances in the media or mentions on social networks.

In the specific case of digital native brands (Prensky, 2001), which have
emerged in the context of the new economy (Kelly, 1997), the list of actions also
includes publicity (Bernays, 1923; Marston, 1963; Steinberg, 1975; Grunig and
Hunt, 1984; L’Etang, 2009; Wilcox, Cameron, and Xifra, 2012) and digital mar-
keting (Brown and Hayes, 2008; Pulizzi and Barrett, 2009; Kaushik, 2010; Tuten
and Solomon, 2018), which adopt a growth hacking approach (Ellis, 2010; Chen,
2012; Holiday, 2014; Patel and Taylor, 2014; Ellis and Brown, 2018) that com-
bines creativity and analysis to achieve an increase in visibility and the spread of
the brand’s messages.

With regard to their positioning strategy in the context of communicating a
crisis (Jin, 2010; Jin, Liu, and Austin, 2012; Coombs, 2014; Fearn-Banks, 2016)
that has taken over the media focus (McCombs and Shaw, 1972 ), as in the case
of the COVID-19 pandemic, we see the technique of newsjacking, which consists
of spreading brand messages in relation to a current event (Scott, 2010; Scott,
2011; Coll and Mic6, 2019).

METHODOLOGY

The study, which aimed to find out whether there was a redefinition of the com-
munication strategies of companies in Barcelona’s digital economy during the
first weeks following the Spanish government’s declaration of the state of alarm
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic (RDL 463/2020, of March 14), was carried
out electronically from 1-15 April 2020. The responses, therefore, reflect the stra-
tegic communication decisions made by the technology companies under study
during the first month following the Spanish government’s declaration of the
state of alarm on 14 March 2020 in response to the health crisis resulting from
the spread of the novel coronavirus among the population.

157

Tripodos 2020 | 47 | VOL.1



Tripodos 2020 | 47 | VOL.1

PATRICIA COLL-RUBIO

The completion of the survey had to be carried out exclusively online due
to the tightening of the confinement measures announced by the Spanish gov-
ernment after the extension of the state of alarm, which included stay-at-home
orders, with the exception of essential workers in industries like healthcare or in
the supply chain, to limit the mobility of the population in the context of the
fight against COVID-19 (RDL 10/2020, dated 29 March).

The survey consisted of two sets of questions. The first set focused on study
participants’ opinions regarding the cancellation of the Mobile World Congress,
using closed-ended questions about their degree of conformity with the decision
to suspend the congress, both at the time the suspension occurred and later on,
after the virus had spread to Spain. The second set of questions focused on the
communication strategies implemented following the declaration of the state of
alarm in response to the COVID-19 health crisis in Spain (RDL 463/2020, dated
14 March), combining closed-ended questions with open-ended questions relat-
ed to the initial responses in order to compile more specific information for use
in interpreting the results.

The survey was filled out by the professionals responsible for planning and
executing the communication strategies for 30 leading technology organisations
in Barcelona'’s digital economy, including Adevinta, Airbnb, Barcelona Tech City,
Barcelona Health Hub, Community of Insurance, ByHours, Capital Cell, Creative
Zoo, Comboca, Cyberclick, Engidi, Epitech, Famileo, Innomads, IRB Barcelona,
Housfy, Logisch, Marfeel, Mediktor, MiCuento, Newsworthy Comunicacion,
Payment Innovation Hub, Ruth Amat Comunicacion, Tiendeo, Smartfinance,
Social Car, Storydata, Virtuo, Wallapop and WERock Capital.

The survey method, especially suited to obtaining information quickly and
in a short period of time (Cea d’Ancona, 1996: 239, 284), has been used be-
fore in the field of communication research (Sallot, Cameron, and Lariscy, 1997;
Cuenca-Fontbona, Matilla, and Compte-Pujol, 2020). The development of the
questions took into account the results obtained to date in research carried out
over the last seven years, combining the methods of in-depth interviews and
documentary analysis in tracking the communication strategies of Barcelona’s
technology companies, within the framework of this line of research.
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RESULTS

The results of the investigation reveal the decisions made by those responsible
for strategic communication planning for 30 leading technology companies in
Barcelona’s digital economy during the first month of the state of alarm declared
by the Spanish government in response to the COVID-19 health crisis (beginning
from the Spanish government’s declaration of the state of alarm) as well as their
positions regarding the decision to cancel the 2020 edition of the Mobile World
Congress (GSMA, 2020a) on 12 February, just 15 days before it was set to open, as
a preventive measure against the spread of the virus from the Wuhan area (China).

With regard to the survey questions related to the cancellation of the 2020
Mobile World Congress in Barcelona, a clear shift can be seen in the attitudes
among communication professionals from Barcelona’s technology companies.
At the time the decision was made, it was endorsed by just 57% of the profession-
als who participated in this study.

Figure 1. Conformity with the decision to cancel
the Mobile World Congress on 12 February 2020

At the time the decision was made, were you in favour
of cancelling the Mobile World Congress?

Source: Developed by the author.

However, 53% of the respondents participated in various parallel events that
were organised in the city as an alternative to the suspension of the international
congress.
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Figure 2. Participation in alternative events following the cancellation of the
Mobile World Congress, held the week of 27 February 2020

Did you participate in alternative events following the cancellation of the
Mobile World Congress?

Source: Developed by the author.

At the time of the survey, carried out from 1-15 April 2020, the decision to can-
cel the Mobile World Congress due to the coronavirus health crisis was fully
endorsed by all respondents in the study. 100% of them responded that, once
the COVID-19 pandemic had been declared, they viewed the cancellation of the
Mobile World Congress as a wise move.

As for the second set of questions, focused on the communication strategies
adopted by the organisations from Barcelona’s digital economy that participated
in the study, the results reveal that 77% of those organisations made changes to
their strategic planning during the first month of the state of alarm declared by
the Spanish government on 14 March 2020 (RDL 463/2020, dated 14 March) and
under tightened measures during the following two weeks to prevent the col-
lapse of the country’s health system due to the increase in COVID-19 infections
and deaths in Spain (RDL 10/2020, dated 29 March).

When describing the new orientation of their communication strategies,
the participants in the study highlighted, in their open-ended responses, that
the main changes in their strategies included: the suspension of some planned
initiatives, mainly offline events and communication actions unrelated to the
COVID-19 outbreak; the implementation and communication of solidarity cam-
paigns to contribute to the fight against the pandemic; the offer of solutions to
combat COVID-19 or services intended to be useful during the confinement; the
reduction of advertising budgets and the increase in organic activity in owned
and earned media, mainly centred on digital channels, both through content
creation and through press office actions, and the organisation of digital events.
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Figure 3. Changes in communication strategies as a result of the declaration of
the state of alarm in Spain in response to the COVID-19 pandemic

Has the COVID-19 pandemic led you
to rethink your communication strategy?

Source: Developed by the author.

The approach of the communication strategies adopted by the organisations
from Barcelona’s digital economy during the first month following the declara-
tion of the state of alarm was proactive (Smith, 2013) in 73% of cases, according
to the participants in the study. Thus, the digital economy took an active role
in response to the COVID-19 health crisis, planning and executing communi-
cation actions as opposed to only reacting to the different influences from the
surroundings —as a defence or as an opportunity—. However, 27% of the com-
munication professionals participating in the study adopted a reactive attitude
for their organisations during the first month after the Spanish government’s
declaration of the state of alarm.
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Figure 4. Communication strategy during the COVID-19 crisis

During the COVID-19 crisis, your communication strategy has been...

Reactive
27%

Proactive
73%

Source: Developed by the author.

As has been pointed out, the digital economy classifies communication strategies
across three typologies: owned media, earned media, and paid media (Tuten and
Solomon, 2018: 22; Aced, 2018: 67-68). Following this classification, during the
first month after the declaration of the state of alarm in Spain in response to the
COVID-19 health crisis, the communication strategies of the participating digital
economy organisations focused on owned media in 60% of the cases, although
earned media were also considered in the mix in 27% of cases, as well as paid
media, accounting for 13%.

Figure 5. Communication strategy, according to the classification of owned,
earned, or paid media

Your communication strategy during the COVID-19 crisis has centred on...

Paid media
13%

Earned media

27%

Owned media
60%

Source: Developed by the author.
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Specifically, the communication actions carried out by the companies from Bar-
celona’s digital economy that participated in this study included: the preparation
and dissemination of digital content —carried out by 90% of the companies—;
sending press releases; the organisation of digital events; internal communica-
tion actions —used by half of the participants—, and, to a lesser extent, adver-
tising —present in only 15% of the communication plans of Barcelona’s digital
organisations during the first month after the state of alarm was declared in
Spain—.

Figure 6. Communication actions carried out by communication professionals
in Barcelona’s digital economy in response to the COVID-19 crisis

100
90%

50% 50% 50%

50
40
30
20 15%
w m
0

Digital content Digital events Press releases Internal Advertising
communication

Source: Developed by the author.

When it came to implementing the communication actions that were planned
and executed by the communication professionals participating in the study in
the first month after Spain’s declaration of the state of alarm in response to
COVID-19, the main external communication channel for implementing the
strategies of the digital companies they work with was social media, as compared
to print media, television, and radio, which were also prominent channels, al-
though to a lesser extent than digital media.
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Figure 7. External communication strategy, by channel

90%

60

50

40
35%

0/
30 30%
25% 25%
20
10
0

Social media Digital press Print media Television Radio

Source: Developed by the author.

From the point of view of message construction, 30% of these communication
actions used newsjacking techniques (Scott, 2010; Scott, 2011; Coll and Mico,
2019), relating their message to the current situation of the pandemic (McCombs
and Shaw, 1972).

Figure 8. News-related messages (newsjacking)

Do you use newsjacking to tie in your messages with the news about
COVID-19?

Source: Developed by the author.

In the specific case of internal communication actions, according to the communica-
tion professionals responsible for the strategies of the organisations from Barcelona'’s
digital economy that participated in the study, the most-used channels during the
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first weeks of the COVID-19 crisis were: video calls (100%) and email (100%), which
were used by all the organisations. In addition, although to a lesser extent, instant
messaging was used by 80% of companies as an internal communication channel,
along with telephone calls, in 70% of cases, according to study participants.

Figure 9. Internal communication channels

What internal communication channels has your organisation used during confinement?
120
0y 0
100 100% 100%
80 80%
70%
60
40
20
5%
0 |
Video calls E-mail Instant messaging Telephone calls Other

Source: Developed by the author.

Regarding the management of a crisis communication plan (Jin, 2010; Jin, Liu,
and Austin, 2012; Coombs, 2014; Fearn-Banks, 2016), 60% of the participants
asserted that they did not develop a specific plan for the COVID-19 crisis, com-
pared to 40% who said they did.

Figure 10. Developing a COVID-19 crisis communication plan

Did you develop a specific crisis communication plan in response to COVID-19?

Source: Developed by the author.
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CONCLUSIONS

The study, carried out electronically from 1-15 April during the confinement in
response to the COVID-19 health crisis in Spain (RDL 463/2020, dated 14 March;
RDL 10/2020, dated 29 March), aimed to look at the changes in the communica-
tion strategies of organisations from the digital economy of Barcelona, the fifth
European hub in terms of volume of start-ups (Atomico, 2019), during the first
month following the declaration of the state of alarm in the country, just one
month after the cancellation of the Mobile World Congress (GSMA, 2020a), the
first of the mass events to be suspended in Spain due to the pandemic and the
main yearly event for the sector under study.

The results presented in this article reveal the strategic decisions of these or-
ganisations and are of value for research in the communication disciplines, in
a range of fields, such as digital marketing, advertising, journalism, corporate
communication and public relations. The data provided by this research, carried
out in near real time, lets us explore the approaches to crisis communication (Jin,
2010; Jin, Liu, and Austin, 2012; Coombs, 2014; Fearn-Banks, 2016) and strategic
planning (Wilcox et al., 2012; Smith, 2013) among these digital native compa-
nies (Prensky, 2001) during a crucial period: the weeks after the cancellation of
the Mobile World Congress, specifically in the first month following the decla-
ration of the state of alarm in response to the health crisis due to the COVID-19
pandemic in Spain.

This period of time is especially relevant, since communication, in all types
of media, was focused largely on messages related to the pandemic, and the in-
ternet became the main channel (Castells, 2004) as a result of the confinement
ordered by the Spanish government to combat the health emergency caused by
the novel coronavirus in the country (Legido-Quigley et al., 2020).

The participants confirmed the study’s main hypothesis, centred on whether
there was a change in the communication strategy within Barcelona'’s digital
economy during the first weeks of the COVID-19 crisis, showing that 77% of
companies altered the planning for their communication strategy during that pe-
riod. In 73% of cases, companies opted for a proactive approach, focused mainly
on the preparation and dissemination of digital content, the sending of press
releases, the organisation of digital events, the execution of internal communi-
cation actions and, to a lesser extent, advertising, using a strategy that combined,
on average, 60% of owned media with 27% earned media and 13% paid media.
30% of the messages disseminated through these communication actions tied in
their message with the current situation of the coronavirus pandemic in order
to connect with their audiences, implementing newsjacking techniques (Scott,
2010; Scott, 2011; Coll and Mico, 2019), given the dominance of pandemic-re-
lated news in the agenda setting (McCombs and Shaw, 1972).

The study reveals the predominant role of digital media in the initial weeks
following the declaration of the state of alarm, due to the increased digitisation
of target audiences during the confinement. During the first month, social net-
works and the digital press were the main communication channels as compared
to traditional media such as print media, radio, or television.
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