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“What do you think about a recession?” he responded, “I thought about it and decided not to

participate.” Sam Walton, the founder of Wal-Mart.

1929, 1987, 2000, 2008 market collapses forever changed the way one reaches consumers,

clients and investors. 2020 is no different.

I’ve researched several articles from the likes of Harvard, Millward Brown, Forbes and

academic white papers responding to the 2008 global financial crisis. These look at

marketer’s past performance through previous recessions to help unpack the implications of

marketing through the current financial crisis, with a leaning towards financial services.

I have broken this into 3 parts to sum up the facts and reasons why you absolutely must

invest in a clear and bespoke marketing strategy assuming a few lean years ahead.

Part 1 – Consumer Behaviour – Emotions and Tactics during a recession.

Part 2 – What financial services marketing teams need to consider during a recession

Part 3 – Reasons to invest in digital marketing strategies and infrastructure

“Proactive marketing in a recession has defined as the organization’s interpretation of the

recession as an opportunity (recession opportunity interpretation) and the development and

execution of a response to capitalize on the perceived opportunity created by the change

(offensive marketing response)” (Srinivasan et al., 2005).

“Consumers live in a climate of uncertainty in this recession and are looking for safety,

reliability, brands and businesses they can trust. Brands act as a beacon of light in the dark

times and guide consumers; reassure them to make safe choices” (Koehn, 2008).
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Part 1 – Consumer Behaviour – Emotions and Tactics during a recession.

A 2009 Harvard Business Review article (here) considers how consumers set priorities and reduce

spending in reaction to contain costs. The key point is to understand the consumer segments that have

emerged and segment them accordingly, noting on 4 emotional reactions:

1. Slam-on-the-brakes: feel the most vulnerable and hardest hit, reduce all spending

2. Pained-but-patient: more optimistic, maintain their standard of living

3. Comfortably well-off: top 5% income bracket who can ride it out

4. Live-for-today: Typically younger, carrying on as usual

The 4 groups then prioritize consumption into 4 categories:

1. Essentials: necessary for survival or perceived as central to well-being.

2. Treats: indulgences whose immediate purchase is considered justifiable.

3. Postponables: needed / desired items whose purchase are reasonably put off.

4. Expendables: perceived as unnecessary or unjustifiable.

The tables below highlight the typical reactions to consumer goods and services, noting that financial

services (insurance and investing) would hopefully fall into the essentials bracket but at a time of

uncertainty, they may well become expendables or more relevant postponables.
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While wealth professionals are reaching out to all 4 groups, the likelihood is the “Slam-on-the-brakes:” frat

are the real victims, recently seeing 30% stripped from their retirement plan and unlikely (or unable) to

invest for some time. The “live-for-today” (late millennials / Generation Z) have decades left to recover, so

justifiably one can focus more heavily on them later.

The sweet spot I believe is the “Pained-but-patient” and “Comfortably well-off” frat, who may not have

dodged a bullet, but are likely to have more sophisticated portfolios offering diversity and hopefully some

downside protection and this is the audience you should continue marketing to, who are looking for

investment solutions suited to a new environment.

3



A recent Forbes article “When A Recession Comes, Don't Stop Advertising” looks at the aftermath of 2008

stating 4 reasons to advertise during a slowdown:

1. The “noise level” drops when competitors cut back on their ad-spend.

2. Brands project corporate stability during challenging times.

3. The cost of advertising drops during recessions.

The lower rates create a “buyer’s market” for brands. Studies have shown that direct mail advertising,

which can provide greater short-term sales growth, increases during a recession.

4. Cutting back on ad-spend loses “share of mind” with consumers, with the potential of losing

current / future sales. An increase in “share of voice” leads to an increase in “share of market.”

Growing your community and customer base during (these) turbulent times will likely increase customer

loyalty, market share and profits. The academic paper in Part 3 proves that the greater the firm’s

proactive marketing in a recession the better its business performance.

In Summary …

Part 1 suggests “Pained-but-patient” and “Comfortably well-off” audience remain receptive to marketing

and that marketers should take advantage of bearish competitors slamming on the marketing brakes.

Marketers should own this space to build market share to remain top of mind with cost-effective

techniques like direct mail advertising and digital marketing.

What these research pieces don’t cover (albeit from a different media landscape) is the power of social

media, especially the increased use and accessibility to video and that YouTube is one of the best SEO

tools.

Since 2015, BLACK ONYX has established a loyal digital community of over 25, 000 financial

professionals and HNWIs, engaged across a series of our own and 3rd party digital platforms. We deliver

high-quality, complimentary market research through video interviews with asset managers sharing their

various investment strategies. YouTube and video built this community.

Having already isolated the “Pained-but-patient” and “Comfortably well-off” audience, BLACK ONYX

enables over 40 asset managers to show off their strength during a recession on platforms like FUND

HUB and social media like YouTube and LinkedIn.
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