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Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), is an infectious disease caused by SARS-CoV-2 virus, a newly discovered corona-
virus, the best strategy to deal with the infection is prevention aimed at reducing transmission in the community. This 
article aimed to using effective behavior change strategies are needed to control COVID-19. Social marketing facilitates 
the acceptance, rejection, modification, abandonment, or maintenance of particular behaviors by groups of individuals, 
often referred to as the target audience. The six-benchmark criteria for social marketing interventions include Behavior 
change, Customer research, Audience segmentation Marketing mix, Exchange, Competition. Social marketing can pro-
mote healthy behaviors. Perceived benefits of the preventive behaviors can be considered. Besides, media, advertising, 
and other methods to reach out to the consumers to inform and encourage them should be considered. For this purpose, 
a slogan and a logo should be designed and installed in all educational interventions and media such as posters, pam-
phlets, face-to-face training sessions, group discussion sessions, telephone counseling, and videos. Advertising using 
celebrities covering their faces with masks can persuade people to wear face mask. To promote health behaviors, pro-
fessionals should pay attention to the segmentation of the target audience before providing any service. All plans should 
be piloted before implementation. Besides, information sources should be organized, and media that should be used 
to inform the target audience should be identified.
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INTRODUCTION

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), is an infectious 

disease caused by SARS-CoV-2 virus, a newly discovered 

coronavirus [1]. The virus is very contagious and has spread 

globally [1]. On 30 January 2020, COVID-19 was declared 

as a Public Health Emergency of International Concern [2]. 

World Health Organization (WHO) also, characterized the 

disease as a pandemic on 11 March 2020 [3]. Data as re-

ceived by WHO from national authorities shows that there 

were 10 185 374 cases and 503 862 deaths globally by 10:00 

CEST, 30 June 2020 [4]. Increased cases globally have high-

lighted the need for effective actions. 
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Therefore, the best strategy to deal with the infection is 

prevention aimed at reducing transmission in the community 

[1]. Based on the current evidence, the virus spread mainly 

through respiratory droplets, bodily fluids, fecal-oral, direct 

contact, and environmental surfaces [5]. Therefore, to pre-

vent infection and to slow transmission of COVID-19, peo-

ple should involve in special behaviors, including: maintain-

ing physical distance from others; washing hands, wearing 

face masks, avoiding touching face, covering mouth and 

nose when coughing or sneezing; staying home in case of 

feeling unwell [6]. Some studies show that most people have 

a sufficient knowledge about COVID-19 [7-9]. However, 

they don’t completely adherence to [9]. Therefore, using ef-

fective behavior change strategies are needed to control 

COVID-19. 

There are three main strategies to change or modify social 

behaviors: For people who consider the behavior change but 

do not have the required knowledge or skills, education is 

effective. Enforcement of laws and regulation is appropriate 

for the entrenched people who have no desire to change and 

resist deliberately. Marketing can be useful to bridge the 

gap between these two approaches and will be a good sol-

ution for those who are aware of the need to change but 

have not considered changing [10]. Therefore, social mar-

keting is the key to behavior change, when education or law 

is not helping. 

SOCIAL MARKETING

Theories of communication and social change are useful 

to the extent that they are able to lead to the solution of 

social problems [11]. The concept of social marketing has 

been defined in the health education literature for over 

years. According to Andreasen, “Social marketing is the ap-

plication of commercial marketing technologies to the anal-

ysis, planning, execution, and evaluation of programs de-

signed to influence the voluntary behavior of target audi-

ences in order to improve their personal welfare and that 

of their society” [5]. It is typically defined as a program- 

planning process that applies commercial marketing con-

cepts and techniques to promote voluntary behavior change 

[5,12]. Social marketing facilitates the acceptance, rejection, 

modification, abandonment, or maintenance of particular 

behaviors by groups of individuals, often referred to as the 

target audience [12].

The six benchmark criteria for social marketing inter-

ventions, according to Andreasen, include: 

1. Behavior change

Social marketing interventions seek to change behavior 

and have specific measurable behavioral objectives. 

2. Customer research

Evaluating and monitoring a social marketing inter-

vention is necessary from begin at the first of the planning 

process till end. As program interventions are implemented, 

each is monitored to assess its effectiveness to determine if 

it is worthy of being sustained, and to identify activities that 

require mid-course revision. Formative research and inter-

vention elements are pre-tested with target group [11]. 

3. Audience segmentation

Social marketers know it is not possible to be “all things 

to all people.” Rather, marketing differentiates populations 

into subgroups or segments of people who share needs, 

wants, lifestyles, behavior, and values that make them likely 

to respond similarly to public health interventions. Social 

marketers are more likely to divide populations into distinct 

segments on the basis of current behavior, future intentions, 

readiness to change, product loyalty, and/or psychographics. 

Compared with other systematic planning processes, social 

marketing devotes greater attention and resources to seg-

mentation research, the identification of one or more seg-

ments as the target audience to receive the greatest priority 

in program development, and development of differential 

marketing strategies for selected population segments [13].

4. Marketing mix

Four Ps should be considered, including Product, Price, 

Place, and Promotion. Product refers to the set of benefits 

associated with the desired behavior or service usage. To be 

successful, social marketers believe that the product must 

provide a solution to problems that consumers consider im-

portant and must offer them a benefit they truly value. 

Price refers to the cost or sacrifice exchanged for the prom-

ised benefits. This cost is always considered from the con-
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sumer’s point of view. As such, price usually encompasses 

intangible costs, such as diminished pleasure, embarrass-

ment, loss of time, and the psychological hassle that often 

accompanies change, especially when modifying ingrained 

habits. Place refers to the distribution of goods and the loca-

tion of sales and service encounters or the ideal location 

where consumers can obtain information about the product. 

Promotion includes the type of persuasive communications 

marketers use to convey product benefits. Promotional ac-

tivities may encompass advertising, public relations, printed 

materials, promotional items, signage, special events and dis-

plays, face-to-face selling, and entertainment media [3].

5. Exchange

The central element of any influence strategy is creating 

attractive and motivational exchanges with target audiences. 

This factors that may impact a program, prior to designing 

the program. Data are gathered about forces external or in-

ternal to the social change campaign that impinges on its 

ability to successfully influence its target adopters. These 

factors include the political context, demographics, econom-

ics, physical setting, sociocultural factors, etc. [14].

6. Competition

Defined as other behaviors, campaigns and offerings that 

compete for the target audience’s time and attention. 

Promoted products always face competition for the consum-

er’s attention and resources in a dynamic marketplace of 

ideas, priorities, and choices. Therefore, marketing commu-

nication explicitly acknowledges the environment within 

which decisions are made and develops strategies to increase 

the desirability or perceived relative value of particular de-

cisions within that context, so that the product can compete 

favorably with consumers’ other options [15]. Intervention 

considers the appeal of competing behaviors and uses strat-

egies that seek to remove or minimize this completion [5].

APPLICATION OF SOCIAL MARKETING IN 
THE CONTEXT OF COVID-19

Despite education and law enforcement from the begin-

ning of the pandemic, some people still do not follow 

healthy instructions to prevent the disease. Involvement in 

the behaviors, for this group, need to be more attractive. 

Social marketing can help promoting healthy behaviors of 

such groups [16-20]. 

According to social marketing, a situation analysis is 

needed to find a better view of the environment, such as 

the previous and/or current public health efforts, communi-

cation, and marketing related to COVID-19. Passing some 

months of the pandemic, a gap analysis will determine in 

which areas more emphasis need to be in place.

In the next step, target audience should be selected and 

segmented based on the related variables. Primary and sec-

ondary audience may be considered. In the context of 

COVID-19, the public as the primary audience can be seg-

mented into different age, job, and sex groups, and people 

with underlying disease which make them more susceptible 

to COVID-19. The segmented audience then should get ana-

lyzed from different perspectives, i.e. their current knowl-

edge, attitude, behaviors, and their real and perceived bar-

riers and benefits. 

In overview of demand side, communication goal and ob-

jectives related to COVID-19 should be descripted. The 

communication goal would be adherence to healthy behav-

iors/instructions related to COVID-19. The objectives will 

be what we want the audience know, feel, and behave.

Marketing mix strategies then should be defined including 

four Ps strategies:

Tangible products are protective equipment such as face 

mask. Maintaining physical distance from others, washing 

hands, wearing face masks, avoiding touching face, covering 

mouth and nose when coughing or sneezing and staying 

home in case of feeling unwell are the other forms of the 

product. Product strategies should include new products 

ideas which are more comfortable to use, as well as position-

ing the product in the consumer mind.

People have to bear monetary price to buy the protective 

equipment in addition to non-monetary price such as the 

difficulty of applying the equipment or adhering in the 

behaviors. Therefore, ways should be thought that decrease 

costs and reinforce desired behaviors as the price strategy. 

Place is everywhere the product is accessed or the behav-

iors are done. For the place strategy we have to think of 

the ways to make this place more convenient and/or inter-

vene at a key moment.



55

Marzeyeh Soleymani Nejad, et al : Using Social Marketing and Covid-19

To promote the offering of the product and identifying 

benefits that outweigh the barriers through multiple chan-

nels and cues to actions, key messages and communication 

channels should be outlined. 

Based on the results of the steps above, the intervention 

plan should be developed. Evaluation can be planned based 

on the desired outcomes which was determined as the objec-

tives.

CONCLUSION

Social marketing is highly effective in encouraging people 

to engage in proper health behaviors. Various studies re-

ported successful campaigns that used this approach all 

around the world [16-20] Segmentation of target population 

are of crucial importance for the effectiveness of inter-

ventions.

At the individual level, health strategies contain encour-

aging people to observe personal hygiene as the simplest 

measure as well as expressing the benefits of behavior such 

as staying at home or wearing a face mask and not to attend 

at various events, providing free Internet, etc. At the social 

level, for those who have to attend in closed environments 

(e.g., offices), incentives such as paying transportation costs, 

remote working, and providing them with protective equip-

ment such as masks, alcohol, and shields are useful. Provid-

ing accurate statistics and reporting the status of medical 

centers, developing measures for families who have lost 

their jobs, banning ceremonies (that unnecessary cause 

crowding) can be effective.

All plans should be piloted before implementation. 

Besides, information sources should be organized, and media 

to inform the target audience should be identified. Using 

well-known experts and celebrities as well as using popular 

programs and channels such as television are useful steps in 

speed up conveying messages and, more importantly, in-

creasing the effectiveness of programs. 
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