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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).

COMPLIMENTARY DOWNLOAD

“Digital Tool Kit For Financial Professionals”
CLICK HERE
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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.
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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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Part 2 – What financial services marketing teams need to consider during a recession.

With an understanding of consumer psychology and historic behaviour, it’s clear that companies need to

optimise their budgets rather than slashing them. This is done by prioritising your exact target audience,

knowing exactly who they are and where they are. This requires a high-conviction to redesign your

marketing approach to differentiate yourself, raise the profile of your brand, thus appealing to their

emotional needs during a state of uncertainty.

A large part of this can be automated during social distancing through email and videos (which I prefer to

lengthy PDF reports and updates). Digitising your message gives you far greater reach and more

frequency, saving smaller sales teams time with an ability to concentrate their audience of

prospects into face to face (Zoom / Skype) meetings or follow up phone calls.

So why the need?

According to a 2012 report “Proactive Marketing Strategies Impacts on Business Performance during

Recession”, some firms view a recession as an opportunity and develop an aggressive marketing

reaction, while others cut back, waiting for the recession to pass. What’s also important to point out is this

report has coming out of Iran, having endured extreme economic (and social) hardships.

“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).

The net result as indicated in the chart below: H8 : The greater the firm’s proactive marketing in a

recession the better is its business performance.
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The 2009 whitepaper “Financial Services brands in recession: a crisis of trust” looks at the banks and the

relationship between differentiation, brand and trust, highlighting “brands that are easier and simpler to

understand, engender more trust and reliability than those who are performing worse” (Bergesen, 2008).

Simple digital messages (video and/or email) will ensure your audience is better informed, while

it’s cheaper to retain customers than it is to find new customers. Differentiation and brand trust is

fundamental, as is getting your message out accurately, simplistically and consistently.

The following 5 tips are quoted from an article written in 2009 “Five Strategies for Selling During a

Recession” based on previous marketing experiences, some dating back to 1973 when IBM actually

increased their prices.

1. Don’t Devalue Your Product - When prices fall dramatically, customers start to believe they were

overpaying at the regular price or that the product is cheap because there’s something wrong with it.

2. Stay Calm and Focus on Solutions - Instead of slashing prices, offer additional services such as

longer guarantees or support to make buyers feel like they’re getting more for their money.

3. Concentrate on Fewer Leads, but Contact Them More - It takes an average of 12 contacts to

make a sale (email, phone, face to face, web, phone ...). This goes up to 16 during a recession.

Most salespeople quit after three contacts. Pick your top leads and focus on contacting them.

4. Don’t Neglect Your Base - Don’t ignore your existing customers or assume that they’re safe, make

sure they know their business is appreciated, as those clients will carry you through a recession.

5. Upgrade Your Sales Force - Give your sales team more muscle, let go of your underperforming

salespeople and replace them with fresh blood. Employee training is essential, assign senior sales

managers, or even executives, to act as personal coaches to the sales force.

In Summary …

Part 2 suggests that brands must truly understand their (exact) audience and be empathetic to their target

audiences’ emotions. Differentiation should be carried out by concentrating your sales efforts and

improving your communications to both existing and new clients.

The challenge many firms will face is a reduced sales force and marketing budget, as is typically the first

response. To overcome this and support the remaining salespeople, automating your message is

imperative, using videos to describe your services. These can be hosted across multiple web

platforms and social media to drive your message out there, leave it out there and eventually attracting

qualified leads for you to then manage personally

At BLACK ONYX we rely heavily on a hybrid of digital services integrating all our digital assets, content,

websites, social media, email etc. This bespoke environment hosts and tracks all our asset managers

video content and allows us to remain in touch with our growing digital community. Most importantly we

evaluate each and every marketing effort to optimise and ensure the best ROI for our partners.
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Part 3 – Reasons to invest in digital marketing strategies and infrastructure.

Parts 1 and 2 highlighted the emotions and tactics that play out amongst consumers during a recession

and that if a brand responds empathetically and consistently, this can be key to brand loyalty and

differentiation to see you through an economic downturn or a crisis like we are currently experiencing.

In reality, marketing budgets are slashed, team numbers reduced, leaving many marketers wondering

how to adapt with the little budget that remains and how to respond to their superiors still expecting

growth. You are now faced with a challenge to do things very differently because the world has changed

like never before.

Never has the time for digital marketing been more important or accessible, and what a pleasure it

is to be living in 2020 with access to video, peer-to-peer, smartphones, video conferencing and

digital infrastructure to automate your marketing message with the likes email and social media.

Having access to multiple platforms (as we do in this age) allows marketers to reach greater and more

concentrated audiences and the ability to deliver the same message over and over again. Let me remind

you that the RULE OF 7 in digital marketing is frequency and repetition and if you find the best

performing message or video you can retarget a select audience to get the best ROI.

The squeaky wheel gets the oil.

Below are some quotes from the article “5 reasons you should continue investing in digital marketing

during a recession”:

1. Digital marketing is the most appropriate channel during a recession – it’s the most cost-

effective with quicker turnaround times to traditional media. You can pivot and adapt content to

specific marketing channels that generate more and measurable leads.

2. Re-marketing can retain more customers during a recession – it’s significantly easier to retain a

client than find new ones and a digital strategy is the most cost-effective means of remaining in

touch.

3. Online marketing is measurable – the buying process for most consumers begins with online

research driving traffic to websites, social media and video content. All of this can be measured to

see what works best, so as to optimise your campaigns to get the very best ROI.

4. Digital marketing keeps your brand awareness … during the most difficult economic crisis -

instil your values in the minds of your customers by consistently engaging with your target audience,

remaining visible and memorable.

5. Digital marketing can improve the perception of brand strength during recessions – a

consistent online presence during a recession sends a strong message to your customers - stability

and being strong enough to survive these hard times.
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In Summary of the 3 parts …

With the ability to segment and identify your exact audience, you can design bespoke messages with the

most appropriate content and deliver it frequently, professionally and digitally. This same message and

content can evolve and adapt way faster in the digital marketing environment because it’s measurable,

therefore giving you the best ROI.

Video is hands down the most popular format to deliver your message and grow your brand while

you focus on your immediate roles and responsibilities. The digital tools available to us today allow for

cost-effective content production, quick turnaround times and exponential distribution across the web and

social media, mostly thanks to the smartphone.

As marketing teams are downsized, the need to engage with your existing clients is more important and

significantly cheaper than sourcing new ones. A carefully curated digital strategy is easily available when

you consider content (video and PR), distribution channels (web, social media and email marketing) and

technology to measure the impact. Check out “Digital Tool Kit For Financial Professionals”, a great start.

Contact us to learn about BLACK ONYX LITE a quick turnaround video service to digitise and distribute

your firms' messages during social distancing, suitable for asset managers and wealth advisors. Ask us

about our bespoke tools to measure the engagement and how we can optimise your ROI and the various

platforms we own supporting firms and individuals who wish to BE BETTER INFORMED.

BLACK ONYX serves a digital community with over 20, 000 subscribers to the BLACK ONYX Monthly

Dispatch (direct email advertising), who engage with award-winning asset manager video interviews and

research on freely accessible platforms like FUND HUB, the BLACK ONYX YouTube channel and

LinkedIn. Our partners then have access to a range of platforms through various partnerships with access

to over 450,000 financial professionals and HNWIs (in South Africa).

Written by Andrew Ludwig (BLACK ONYX) April 2020.
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