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Marketing in a Crisis: Strategies for Resilience and Growth
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ABSTRACT

Economic downturns and uncertainty create a difficult environment for businesses. As consumers become more cautious, many businesses make the
mistake of significantly reducing or even pausing marketing efforts in an attempt to cut costs. Marketing isn't a luxury that needs to be curtailed during a
downturn; it’s a strategic tool vital to position the business for future growth. However, maintaining visibility and a strong connection with customers is
vital during these times. To weather the storm, firms need to adapt their marketing approach by focusing on value, leveraging empathy, enhancing digital
strategies, building customer trust, and carefully tracking performance metrics.

This paper explores these strategies and how businesses can successfully navigate economic uncertainty while building resilience for the future.
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Introduction

Economic uncertainty, characterized by factors such as recessions,
inflation, market volatility, and shifts in consumer behavior, poses
significant challenges to businesses of all sizes. During these
difficult times, marketing budgets often face the first cuts, but
shortsighted reductions in marketing spend can be detrimental
to a company’s long-term health and growth. Instead, businesses
need to adapt their marketing approaches to align better with the
changing economic environment.

This research paper aims to provide insights into effective
marketing strategies that businesses can employ to navigate
economic uncertainty and maintain brand relevance.

Understanding the Impact of Economic Uncertainty

*  Shifts in Consumer Behavior: Economic downturns typically
cause consumers to decrease their spending as people become
more careful with their finances. Consumers tend to prioritize
essential purchases, postpone discretionary spending, and
seek out more value-driven options. In the current times, there
is a prolonged period of uncertainty and consumers adapting
to new realities everyday

* Increased Competition: As businesses fight for a smaller pool
of customers, the competitive landscape often intensifies.
Companies may be forced to lower prices or offer more
promotions to maintain market share.

*  Disrupted Supply Chains: Issues within the supply chain
caused by economic uncertainty can lead to delays, price
increases, and challenges in fulfilling customer demand.

*  Reduced Marketing Budgets: Many companies react to
economic uncertainty by tightening their belts. Unfortunately,

this commonly means reducing marketing budgets, which
can be counterproductive in the long run.

Related Work

Pre COVID

In the years leading up to the global financial crisis of 2008, Bain’s
Sustained Value Creator analysis identified nearly 3,900 companies
posting double-digit earnings growth (2003-2007). However, when
the crisis began, these companies’ fortunes diverged remarkably.
The ‘winners’ maintained strong growth during the crisis with an
impressive 17% compound annual growth rate (CAGR), while the
‘losers’ remained stagnant (0% CAGR). The winners sustained
this advantage in the post-crisis recovery, averaging 13% CAGR,
while the losers were left behind, crawling at just 1% as illustrated
in Figure 1 [1].
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Figure 1: Winning Companies (n=415) Accelerated Profitability
During and after the Recession, While Losers (3,449) Stalled [1].

Framework for winning strategies during and after an economic
downturn [2]:
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*  Determine your need and relevance for the consumers:
Narrow your focus to take a deeper look at your customer
value proposition

*  Restructure your investment and reassess your debts: Time
to reinvest in product development, focused marketing, data
integration and advanced technologies while continuing the
focus on customer acquisition

*  Embrace partnerships and joint business planning

Post COVID

The worldwide economic shock since the advent of COVID-19
pandemic has had a significant impact on most commodity prices.
COVID-19 affected both demand and supply concurrently, having
variable effects on different commodities [3].

In the last 6 to 7 years, there have been 6 major “uncertainty
shocks” that the world had to deal with and companies had to
adapt to [4]. Brexit in 2016 was followed by US elections and
China-US trade tensions. 2020 witnessed an unprecedented
global pandemic followed by the Ukraine war in 2022. Greater
uncertainty requires more agility from companies. Companies
visualizing generic scenarios of supply chain disruption, drop
in demand or increase in competition will equip them to build
contingency plans which can be brought to action if required like
insurance. Value of contingency plans has never been higher with
such consecutive uncertain events impacting the world for such
a long time [4].

Strategy and Implementation

An underlying point to note is that economic recession, downturn
or uncertainty is temporary. During these times, companies have
the opportunity to invest in building competitive advantage to
accelerate their growth when the economy picks up again [5].

The core principles of marketing surprisingly remain intact even

during a period of economic uncertainty:

*  Agile marketing strategy to align to shifting business goals
as the situation evolves

*  Rely on privacy safe measurement strategies to integrate first
party data and evolve marketing strategies to resonate with
the consumer requirements

*  Leverage Al to capture demand efficiently at scale through
advanced targeting, messaging and bidding capabilities

An example following the above principles is from the Education
technology world which went through a rollercoaster ride during
pandemic and now with the advent of AL. One of the large tutoring
services displayed exceptional agility in moving their offerings
online during the pandemic to support students’ uninterrupted
learning and education related engagement while being confined to
their homes. Post Covid, a new challenge emerged in the society of
a significant learning gap in school students which opened another
opportunity for the Edtech player to partner with schools to utilize
government funds and become an education partner with public
schools. This required increased awareness of the brand and its
offering which was driven by a full funnel marketing approach.

Along with displaying business agility and adapting to market
needs, the company also took strong steps to position marketing
as the growth lever of the business. They leveraged Al powered
solutions to maximize their learning of first party data and finding
more such users at scale efficiently through automation. It enabled
the company to maintain ~20% revenue growth while achieving
profitability.
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Figure 2: Full Funnel Marketing is more Important than Ever
During Uncertain Times [6].

The importance of full funnel marketing and building long term
brand equity enables companies to brave through the economically
uncertain times. An example of such a growth oriented approach
was United Airlines when they reinforced their focus on branding
during early periods of COVID. Instead of playing it safe and
lowering investments as customers restricted their plane travel,
United Airlines launched its largest advertising campaign in
a decade. According to Maggie Schmerin, United’s head of
worldwide advertising, this helped in growth in the number of
passengers and number of miles flown in the last 2 years [6].

Conclusion and Future Work

With change in consumption behavior and competitive strategy,
new trends tend to emerge during and post economic downturn
periods. Companies that don’t adapt may find themselves
struggling or failing entirely. Impulsive marketing budget cuts
can lead to loss of brand visibility, missed customer acquisition
opportunity and most importantly, slow recovery of market share.
Businesses that succeed during turbulent times view marketing as
an investment, not merely an expense. They adapt their strategies
to the changed environment by maintaining visibility, focusing on
customer loyalty, emphasizing value, advancing product features
and leveraging innovative tactics tailored to a recessionary climate
[7-14].

Future research in this area could go deeper into the influence
of economic downturns on specific industries. Analyzing case
studies of organizations that successfully handled prior recessions
in various industries will provide useful insights into niche best
practices. Furthermore, quantitative research on consumer attitudes
and preferences during downturns, combined with marketing
performance data, may indicate precise correlations between
particular techniques and customer retention or brand loyalty.
Additional research illustrating the differences in behavior
and strategies in different economically uncertain time periods
cataloging the difference in external factors would help in drawing
parallels in the future. Such research would improve marketing
recommendations, allowing businesses to make well-informed
and data-driven decisions during difficult economic times.
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