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A number of years ago, Harvard Business Review (HBR) did a 

study on business growth during three U.S. recessions to 

see which businesses fared well and why. It found that 9% of 

businesses not only survived, but thrived. They grew!  What did 

these businesses have in common? Commitment! HBR found 

that even during a recession successful businesses maintained 

their commitment to marketing, commitment to staffing, and 

commitment to pursuing operational efficiencies that would 

benefit them for the long term. 

The HBR study offered Staples and Office Depot as a 

cautionary tale about pulling back during downturns: 

[During the 2000 recession,] Office Depot cut staff by 6% in 

order to cut losses for the near term. Staples hired more 

staff and looked for opportunities to improve operational 

efficiencies and invest for the long term. As a result, Staples’ 

sales were doubled at the end of the 2000 recession and 

were substantially higher than Office Depot’s sales, which 

were billions ahead of Staples before the recession.

During challenging 
economic times, what’s 
your marketing strategy? 
Hunker down until the 
storm passes? Or retool so 
that when things pick back 
up again, you can hit the 
ground running? Let’s look 
to the past for inspiration 
and insight.

1 
Let Technology  

Come to  
the Rescue

 
Improve operational  

efficiencies by eliminating  
repetitive tasks. For example, move 
repeat jobs or those requiring only 

limited changes into templates stored  
in an online marketing portal. This  

not only saves you time and  
lowers costs, but  
reduces errors.

2
Optimize Your 
Channel Mix

Direct mail, email,  
social media, and mobile  

marketing are all important channels, 
but are you using them correctly? Are 

you making the right multichannel 
pairings to maximize your results and 
get the most out of your marketing 

budget? Select your channels 
strategically (we can help). 

As the saying goes, 

“When the going  

gets tough, the tough 

get going!” Stay 

committed to your 

marketing, use the 

time to invest in 

strategic changes and 

operational 

efficiencies, and 

emerge on the other 

side of these 

challenging times even 

stronger and more 

profitable than before. 

3
Invest  
in Data

Do a deep clean on your  
data so that you are using only the 

most up-to-date information on your 
target audience. Invest in additional 

data, if necessary, to make your 
targeting even more effective. 

How can you apply 
these lessons to your 
own marketing? During 
a slow-down, use the 
time to do the following: 

??Do You Have a
Growth Mindset 
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Whether you are a large or small brand, you can use every marketing channel at your 
disposalÑdirect mail, email, social media, promotional itemsÑto develop a similar level 

of brand affinity. How do you make that happen? 

Be Part of Your

Customer’s 
Identity

Not every marketing communication should be about sales. Sometimes, encouraging customers 
to be on mission with you results in a more engaged, more loyal customer base that drives more 
revenue in the long run. 

Want to be more than just 

another brand? Create an 

identity so strong that 

your customers want to be 

associated with it. What 

do we mean by this?  

• Starbucks isn’t a brand. 

It’s a culture. 

• Nike isn’t an athletic 

apparel company. It’s  

a philosophy. 

• 4ocean isn’t an ocean 

cleanup crew. It’s  

a mission. 

4
Use storytelling. Data is great. 

Stories are better. Look on the backs of boxes of 
Bantam Bagels, for example, and youÕll find the story of how 
the companyÕs debut on the reality show Shark Tank, where 

budding entrepreneurs vie for investment dollars from celebrity 
investors, almost resulted in disaster. After the episode of featuring the 

gourmet bagel company, demand crashed BantamÕs servers, leaving customers 
high and dry. Instead of abandoning the brand, however, BantamÕs new followers 
eagerly flocked to their stores instead,    standing in long lines to support them. 

           It makes for a powerful story,                and a great sales tool. 

1
Have a mission. 

The term ÒmissionÓ doesnÕt need to be 
restricted to social justice, environmental 

friendliness, or solving world hunger. It 
could be as simple as helping people get 

better sleep or ensuring that every  
retiree is financially secure.  

2
Engage people on that mission. 
People like to feel as if they are part of something 
bigger than themselves, so find a way to draw them 
into your mission. One way to do this is to support 
a social cause related to that mission. For example, if 
you are a financial services company, join forces 
with an organization supporting micro-businesses in 

developing nations. Help customers feel that, 
by working with you, they are doing 

good around the world, too.

3
Be authentic. Forget the 
marketing jargon. 

Talk like a friend, a neighbor, or a 
trusted advisor. Use natural 

language that makes people feel 
they know you. 

5
Listen and respond.  

Listen to what people are saying 
about you on social media and engage 

with them. Respond to comments and 
participate in conversations  

sparked by your blogs or social  
media posts. It helps to create an 

authentic voice that customers love. 

HOW TO 
DEVELOP 
BRAND 

AFFINITY
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What is the hype? It is the idea that simply adding things like someone’s 
name and demographically related images, in and of themselves, gets 
people to respond. Here’s how to outsmart the hype: 

1. USE DATA WISELY. 

Demographic variables can be extremely effective in understanding 

your audience and targeting your message. But just layering on more 

and more variables without understanding your goal for using them 

or which variables actually impact your results isnÕt a great approach. 

Take the time to test different variables and understand 

which ones actually make a difference. If you are a local dental 

practice mailing to new movers, for example, it might not make 

a difference whether you show a male or female dentist on the 

front of the postcard. However, if you are targeting families 

with children, adding images of families with children of similar 

ages might be a winner. Know which variables matter. 

2. BE A STORYTELLER. 

While using the right data is important, telling a great story is just as 

important. If youÕre a health club, a personalized map showing the 

distance between the recipientÕs home and the gym might be highly 

effective, especially if you target people who live within walking 

distance. But telling the story of a member who, by working out 

daily, was able to reduce his risk of heart disease might be even more 

effective. Personalization grabs attention. Stories close the deal. 

3. GET CREATIVE. 

The most relevant offer will fall flat if the design 

is boring. Conversely, messaging with limited 

personalization and without a ÒwowÓ story 

can still get great results if the creative is eye-

catching. (Did you know that, according to a recent Nielsen study, 

47% of an adÕs effectiveness comes from creativity?) Interesting 

design, unique finishes, and interactive folds can go a long way 

toward helping you stand out, even if you have limited data. 

 
 

Whether itÕs in a piece of direct 
mail or an email, personalization  
is key to engaging customers  
and boosting sales. However, 
effective personalization canÕt  

be like throwing spaghetti at  
the wall. It has to be done  
thoughtfully and strategicallyÑ 
and without buying into  
the hype.

Great marketing results don’t come from one element of the campaign or another.  

It’s a packaged deal—using all of the elements of the campaign to get the results you 

want. Start with the right data. Combine it with great storytelling. Then use powerful 

creative to seal the deal. 
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