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About  
Porter Novelli 
 

Porter Novelli is a global communications 
partner who fearlessly leads clients through 
our modern stakeholder landscape. In a 
world of rapidly changing expectations and 
milestones for success, we align the stories 
our clients want to tell with the actions they 
need to take. Today, successful companies 
need to stand for something beyond 
what they sell to build the reputation they 
deserve – not just the one they desire. 

About  
The Research 
 

This research aims to explore what UK 
citizens expect of corporations – and 
indeed, themselves – 18 months on from 
the start of the Covid-19 pandemic, as a 
‘new normal’ is navigated. An online survey 
was fielded via Maru/ Blue between the 
3rd and the 6th September 2021. A total 
sample of 2,047 UK general market adults 
was collected and the data weighted to UK 
population estimates. 

We then supplemented our findings with 
Google analysis to see if people’s search 
behaviour matches their assertions.

Key Insights At A Glance
 
•  A post-pandemic ‘do it’ moment 

A staggering 75% of UK citizens have set new personal goals coming out 
of lockdown as health (both physical and mental), relationships, financial 
security and doing what we enjoy have become more important

•  The new era of expectation 
Despite years of bitter political division, 65% of respondents think moving 
forward post-lockdown is a chance to have more productive conversations 
about the changes we want to see in the world

•  A mandate for businesses to act 
From climate change and human rights to employee wellbeing, there’s 
clear consensus across age-groups and regions about the societal issues 
Britons want businesses to act on

•  Credibility is in question 
Yet despite high expectations, 63% believe companies forget about 
important societal issues once they are out of the news headlines  

•  Making meaningful change 
Recognising previous mistakes and fixing them is the no.1 action people 
expect to see when companies try and address the issues they care about. 
This matters far more than simply making pledges and statements  

•  Companies getting recognised 
Supermarkets, delivery juggernauts and personal care companies are 
those currently winning the most admiration from Britons for the actions 
they’re taking on important societal issues



A Post-Pandemic ‘Do It’ Moment
 

A staggering 75% of UK citizens have set new goals for themselves coming out of lockdown. Areas that have become 
increasingly important to the majority of those surveyed were making more time for things they enjoy (selected by 69%), 
personal health (64%), personal relationships (63%), financial security (59%) and mental wellbeing (58%).  
Furthermore 31% said they have re-evaluated their career goals as a result of the pandemic.



Total 18 to 24 25 to 34 35 to 44 45 to 54 55 to 64 65+

1.  To spend more time with 
family

29% 27% 27% 25% 32% 29% 31%

2.  To become physically 
healthier

29% 26% 30% 27% 31% 29% 28%

3. To travel 20% 26% 21% 17% 16% 18% 25%

4. To socialise more 18% 32% 22% 18% 16% 11% 15%

5. To spend time on a hobby 18% 19% 22% 15% 18% 16% 17%

6.  To attend more live events 
(e.g. sport, theatre,  
festivals)

10% 18% 15% 11% 7% 8% 7%

7. To change jobs 8% 10% 13% 10% 10% 6% 1%

8.  To support a charity or 
good cause

8% 10% 12% 9% 7% 7% 7%

9. To find love 8% 20% 12% 9% 5% 3% 2%

10.  To engage more with my 
local community

8% 11% 9% 10% 7% 7% 6%

The top 10 goals coming out of lockdown are as follows: 

Q. Have you set any goals for yourself coming out of lockdown?



Backed Up By 
Search Behaviour 

 

Our analysis shows a noticeable post-lockdown increase in searches related to: 

GYMS
UP 116%

NEW  
JOBS 

UP 16%

STARTING A 
BUSINESS  

UP 44%

STARTING 
INVESTING  

UP 61%

ACTIVITIES 
NEAR ME  

UP 182%

Stats highlighted compare Google searches in September 2021, relative to September 2019. UK only



The New Era  
Of Expectation
 

A desire to take positive lessons forward post-pandemic can also be seen 
in the context of political debate. While almost 3 in 4 Britons surveyed 
(74%) say people are quick to judge each other without hearing the other 
person’s perspective and 65% agree political labels can get in the way of 
meaningful conversations, there is a sense that now’s the time to change 
this.  

65% agree that moving forward post-lockdown is a chance for us to have 
more productive conversations about the changes we want to see in the 
world, while 58% think COVID-19 has reminded us as citizens what we have 
in common.

I think people are quick to judge each other without 
hearing the other person's perspective

74%

I think political labels can get in the way of 
meaningful conversations

65%

I think moving forward, post-lockdown, is a chance 
for us to have more productive conversations about 
the changes we want to see in the world

65%

I think the COVID-19 pandemic has reminded us as 
citizens of what we have in common

58%

Q.  When it comes to debate around important issues in the UK,  
to what extent do the following statements represent your views?   
Data table shows net agreement with statement.



A Mandate For  
Businessses To Act
 

55% of respondents said they are more likely to trust a company that 
takes action on an issue that matters to them. And those issues are 
numerous. A majority across all age groups and regions agree it is ‘quite’ 
or ‘very important’ for companies to act on the following issues:

Q.  How important is it to you for companies to address these issues that 
are active in the news today? 

• Privacy and internet security (65%)
• Protecting jobs and livelihoods (64%)
• Climate change (63%)
• Employee health and safety (61%)
• Public health (61%)
• Sexual harassment (60%)
• Children’s education (58%)
• Human rights (57%) 
• Disability inclusion (57%)

Google search around the term “Net Zero” has risen 327% in the past 2 
years.  

Compares Google searches in September 2021, relative to September 2019. UK only.



Credibility 
Is In Question
 

Yet despite these high expectations, 63% believe companies forget 
about social challenges once they are out of the news headlines and 61% 
agree that companies make promises and statements without making 
meaningful change. 

We can also see that a majority are concerned that companies will not 
stick to their climate or diversity & inclusion pledges.

I believe that companies forget about social issues 
once they are out of the news headlines

63%

I believe that companies make promises for 
marketing purposes, without making meaningful 
changes to how they operate

61%

I am concerned that companies will not stick to 
their climate pledges

61%

I am concerned that companies will not stick to 
their diversity and inclusion pledges

56%

Q.  In terms of companies’ likelihood to keep their promises with 
regards to important issues, to what extent do the following 
statements represent your views?  Data table shows net 
agreement with statement.



v

Making  
Meaningful Change
 

When asked how they expect companies to take action, we can see that 
making meaningful changes to how a business operates matters more 
than words. The top action expected by those surveyed was to recognise 
previous mistakes and say how they will improve (51%), followed by 
41% who selected look at their supply chain and where they spend their 
money. These were seen to matter more than making public pledges of 
support (33%) or donating funds to good causes (39%).

Recognise previous mistakes and say how they will  
improve 51%

Look at their supply chain and where they spend their 
money 41%

Update their products and services 41%

Donate funds to good causes 39%

Change internal policies 38%

Make public pledges of support 33%

Communicate progress against their stated 
commitments 33%

Examine their marketing and advertising practices 32%

Campaign for changes in government legislation 30%

None of the above 14% 

Q.  When we refer to a company “taking action’’ on important issues,  
what do you expect that company to do? Select all that apply. 



Companies Getting 
Recognised
 

When we asked respondents to name the 
companies in the UK they most admired for 
taking action on an issue that mattered to 
them, Tesco and Amazon led by a long margin, 
thanks to their ability to step up delivery 
during the pandemic and the fact they hired 
thousands of people when many jobs were 
lost elsewhere. The rest of the list was made 
up exclusively of supermarket retailers and 
personal care companies.  

Each company in our top 10 list did well 
because respondents were able to cite a range 
of actions taken to address multiple issues, 
suggesting these companies are consistent 
and effective storytellers.



1. Tesco 

Nominated for…
• “Promote healthier living”
• “ Have adhered to social distancing, providing hand sanitisers and staff 

really helpful”
• “ Recycling their plastic bags and selling fruit and vegetables without 

plastic containers”
• “Their active and beneficial staff support during Covid”
• “Their donations to food banks and provision of meals for less well off”
• “Fair and balanced attitude to ‘panic buying’”
• “Providing facilities in their stores for disabled customers”
• “Prioritising the vulnerable and the elderly”
• “Stopping tax on sanitary products”

2. Amazon

Nominated for… 
• “Their use of solar panels. Are building a fleet of electric vehicles” 
• “ They are training and retraining women and young people on  

a variety of jobs including engineering”
• “ Have taken a pledge to be carbon neutral and to help the  

United Kingdom workforce”
• “Support further education”
• “Created ‘Smile’ which gives to charities its customers nominate”
• “Gave their staff a bonus after COVID”
• “Have recently advertised about using less boxes”
• “reducing the amount of packaging they use”
• “Managed to continue delivering even during the worst of the lockdown”
• “ Actions to help employees, communities, and customers affected  

by COVID-19”

3. Co-op

Nominated for… 
• “Using compostable bags... Why can’t all supermarkets do this?”
• “ Dealing with animal welfare in the supply chain and going  

cruelty free”
• “For hiring more people”
• “Giving back to local communities”
• “They are committed to buying from British producers”
• “ Their sourcing of products and fair treatment of suppliers  

both in the UK and abroad.
• “Financial assistance for local causes”
• “ Have started offering recycling stations in their shops  

where you can take soft plastics”

Q. .  Name a company in the UK you admire for taking action on an 
issue that matters to you? What have they done to make you 
admire them?



4. M&S

Nominated for…
• “More vegan/plant based products”
• “Have made their new stores run on alternative fuel sources”
• “All cafes support Fair Trade and Water Aid”
• “For repackaging & recycling”
• “Their policies on food welfare and traceability”
• “Despite trading difficulties, always donate to charities”
• “With their ethical Plan A”
• “ Give customers the choice of who to support and I support breast 

cancer as it has a personal meaning”
• “Advertising their commitment to UK dairy farmers”
• “For making their work fleece from recycled plastic bottles!”

5. Asda 

 
Nominated for… 
• “Donating food to food banks”
• “Trialing a sustainable store which reduces waste and carbon emissions”
• “Are ditching excess plastics”
• “Helping the local community”

6. Aldi

Nominated for… 
• “During lockdown, were always open and were fully stocked”
• “ Even though it is a German place they have done quite a lot of good for 

the British nation”
• “For stocking Scottish produce”
• “Paying fair wages”

7. Body 
Shop

Nominated for…
• “ A very positive attitude to the environment for many  

years and have stuck to this policy”
• “Have added refill stations in their stores”
• “ Buy from cooperatives run by women”
• “Not testing on animals. They are outspoken on this matter”
• “ Help to give farmers and workers a fair wage.  

They are in the forefront of recycling and environmental issues”



8. Sainsbury’s 

Nominated for…
• “Their celebration of LGBT community”
• “Diverse and inclusive”
• “ Have employed more women in senior roles and have supported 

colleagues throughout the pandemic” “Celebrated pride day by 
allowing colleagues time off to celebrate. Their inclusion policy is 2nd 
to none”

• “Contributing millions toward community support”
• “Statement on racist customers not being welcome”

9. Lush 

 
Nominated for… 
• “Fighting against unnecessary animal testing on cosmetics”
• “ Are changing the way they source and package their products to be 

better for the environment”
• “ They are constantly doing campaigns and if they mess up, they 

apologise and fix it”
• “A big voice in body positivity”
• “ They are proactive on climate change and creating a fair working 

environment for their employees”

10. Unilever 

Nominated for… 
• “ Being active on climate change, pledging all factories to be carbon 

neutral”
• “ Have made products out of recyclable plastic and their products are 

environmentally good too”
• “ A very good firm to work for and have been buying some good 

companies recently”
• “ Vaseline – has really taken a stand for LGBTQ+ rights. It’s not just 

rainbow virtue signaling with them.”
• “ Ben & Jerry’s pulling advertising from Facebook for “stop hate for 

profit”. I like that they use their power to put pressure on social media 
to act responsibly”

• “Dove consistently using images of real women in their advertising”




