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Many organisations will be accelerating digital solutions, or fast-tracking physical products to 
market in the coming weeks and months, either to help with the response to the COVID-19 
pandemic or to resolve a problem related to it. Product launches, digital transformation and 
new campaigns carry greater reputation risk and reward when done at speed. In this article, 
we suggest ways organisations can think about how they communicate the risks and benefits 
of their new products to pave the way for their acceptance.  

 
The challenge 

COVID-19 has dramatically changed the way we live and work1. With these profound and sudden 
changes facing us all, businesses are rethinking their products and services to match the new 
(temporary or longer-lasting) market conditions.  

The response to the COVID-19 pandemic falls into three broad phases: Respond (managing business 
continuity, changing operations to cope with change), Recover (learning and emerging stronger), and 
Thrive (preparing for new normal)2. Disruption in the ‘Respond’ and ‘Recover’ phases is 
unprecedented, but only sets the scene for more change as the pandemic subsides3: digital adoption, 
for example, will accelerate and has potential to touch in every aspect of our lives - the way we work, 
shop, travel and learn.  

There is already evidence of businesses helping society transition to new circumstances. We have seen 
an impressive rate of innovation in both the digital and physical environments: the manufacturing and 
healthcare sectors supporting the need for personal protective equipment and vaccine trials; the 
technology sector assisting with rapid diagnostics and contact tracing using artificial intelligence; the 
telecommunications sector helping to assess the efficacy of government restrictions through the 
analysis of aggregate mobile phone data.  

Launching a new product or service, or digital solution, carries risk of rejection in normal times. The 
stakes are higher still when rapidly launching to meet an urgent demand because there is heightened 
visibility in a hypersensitive marketplace4. Society can quickly move to form a negative opinion over a 
product or service if there is a perception that there is risk involved in its use: that it is not safe, or 
that it undermines a widely-held value or belief for example, or that its users or the general public 
have not been consulted in its rollout. Businesses need to balance profit and societal responsibility in a 
manner that benefits their brand and reputation. Otherwise, the lack of trust can give way to tighter 
regulation and rapid public rejection that can close the route to market. 

 
What does this mean for organisations bringing new products to market in today’s 
world? 

Stakeholder judgement on risk is a significant factor in the successful rollout of any new product or 
service for four reasons:  

• The scale of digital and product innovation in the coming months is accelerating  
• The way people judge risk to themselves is changing  
• An organisation’s purpose and values is receiving greater scrutiny 
• The nature of online communications means that everyone is an activist.  

                                               
1 Addressing the Impact of COVID-19: Crisis and Resilience Planning, Deloitte, March 2020 
2 The Heart of Resilient Leadership: Responding to COVID-19, Deloitte, March 2020 
3 The Essence of Resilient Leadership: Business Recovery from COVID-19, Deloitte, March 2020 
4 Digital Dependence: How to Balance Speed with Control? Deloitte, March 2020 
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These dynamics together create a more volatile environment in which business needs to anticipate 
and manage greater uncertainty. We identify six areas or ‘gaps’ that need to be closed to avoid public 
rejection or backlash against products or ideas. 

 

 
The role of the risk expert 

Being effective in managing reputation risk means asking difficult questions of otherwise exciting 
business ideas. Calling out the downside can be unwelcome if that side seems long-term and hard to 
quantify. Rather than being seen as the ‘nay-sayer’, the risk expert must be an integral part of the 
development process, ensuring a safe product can be launched in a meaningful way to an informed 
customer-base. Importantly, the organisation’s culture must be open to ongoing check and challenge 
as a means of strengthening an idea rather than sinking it. The development team, of which a 
reputation risk expert should be a standing member, needs to move towards a goal together, rather 
than the developers being called ‘offside’ by the risk team in the later stage of play. 

 
Timeline – a brief history of notable disruption innovation 

Disruptions bring societal change and with it innovation. There have been many notable innovations 
that have changed the landscape of business, and create an opportunity for companies in those 
sectors. None of these innovations are without risk, but where the risks have been managed and 
communicated effectively, change has been most successful.  



Communicating risk in a disrupted world 

04  
 

 

 

 
How to de-risk the journey from concept to product development and roll out 

 

 
 

 

Development 
stage 

Questions to ask Actions to take 

Concept  
Final 
investment 
decision 

Should we be doing this? 

Get time with the leadership team with a business-
wide strategic role. Put this question to them using 
experiential exercises or ‘war-games’. Help them 
visualise the scenarios and test their risk appetite.  

Will our stakeholders 
support and accept this? 

Get a good sense of your stakeholders’ likely views. 
This can be desktop research, face-to-face interviews 
or focus groups. This is an opportunity to build 
relationships with influential stakeholders in your 
network.  

Do we understand the 
strategic risks? 

Look at the big picture. Evaluate how changes in 
regulation, market restrictions and political activity 
will affect your product or service launch. Consider 
how demand for your product or service might change 
under a changing macro-environment.  
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Development 
User testing & 
‘What-if’ 
planning 

What are our users telling 
us? 

Gather consumer insights from large-scale data, to 
provide qualitative feedback and intelligence through 
multiple channels. 

Are we ready to launch? 
 

Make sure the milestones and decision points are 
clear. Make time to pause and reflect with a ‘go/no-
go’ challenge session. Make sure that decision-makers 
have the right assurance information to assuage their 
concerns.  

How do we manage if 
things don’t go to plan? 
 

While the operational team is planning for launch, 
make sure consideration is given to the ‘what ifs’. A 
readiness programme can identify contingencies for 
processes that might not follow the ‘happy path’ to 
launch. This readiness planning might feature a crisis 
management plan, playbooks and crisis 
communications training. 

Launch/early 
roll out 

 

Are we listening to what 
people are telling us? 

Get real-time information to get early warning of 
problems. Many issues surface first on social media, 
so monitoring online communication channels is vital. 

Can we respond quickly to 
negative commentary? 

Agreeing the communications response under 
pressure can be time consuming and delay can 
damage your credibility. Planning to map out key 
messages, channels and target groups can save time.  

Can we manage 
unforeseen incidents or 
crises? 

Refresh your crisis management and crisis 
communications capability to ensure that staff with a 
communication responsibility have the skills needed 
to respond effectively and at the right time.  

Maturing 
market  

How do we identify and 
manage emerging risks 
and issues? 

Keep an eye on the horizon. Monitoring regulatory 
tracking, social media analysis, and competitor 
activity can give you regular information on market 
perception and positioning of your product or service. 

 

 
Questions to ask yourself 

• Have we engaged with internal and external stakeholders to really understand their needs? 

• Have we rehearsed or ‘war-gamed’ the possible options to get our disruptive product/service 
rapidly to market? 

• Have we understood, evaluated, and mitigated potential reputational risk associated with launch? 

• Have we mapped potential outcome scenarios and have we formulated contingency plans for each 
scenario? 
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Contact us for a discussion about managing the risks of bringing a disruptive 
product to market, and communicating effectively to mitigate reputational risks. 

Contact Details: 

 

Andrew Griffin 
Partner 
ajgriffin@deloitte.co.uk 
+44 20 7007 5344 

 

Claire Snowdon 
Director 
csnowdon@deloitte.co.uk 
+44 20 7007 9545 

 

Ashwin Mehta 
Manager 
ashwinmehta@deloitte.co.uk 
+44 20 7007 2466 
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This publication has been written in general terms and we recommend 
that you obtain professional advice before acting or refraining from 
action on any of the contents of this publication. Deloitte LLP accepts no 
liability for any loss occasioned to any person acting or refraining from 
action as a result of any material in this publication. 

Deloitte LLP is a limited liability partnership registered in England and 
Wales with registered number OC303675 and its registered office at  
1 New Street Square, London EC4A 3HQ, United Kingdom. 

Deloitte LLP is the United Kingdom affiliate of Deloitte NSE LLP, a 
member firm of Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu Limited, a UK private 
company limited by guarantee ("DTTL"). DTTL and each of its member 
firms are legally separate and independent entities. DTTL and Deloitte 
NSE LLP do not provide services to clients. Please see 
www.deloitte.com/about to learn more about our global network of 
member firms. 
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