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Lessons from previous recessions

Why this recession is different,
why the standard advice to
‘keep advertising’ may not apply,
and how brands are responding
How to plan past the lockdown
into recession
The shape of recovery so far
Emerging trends brands can
act on as the recession unfolds

As COVID-19 triggers a deep
economic downturn,
marketers around the world
are faced with some tough
strategic choices.
The lessons from previous
recessions are clear – that the
most effective approach is to
maintain investment, build your
brand and reap the reward in
recovery.
That may be the case for some
brands this time round. But it’s
increasingly clear that for
many others, the advice is
academic. Maintaining spend
is not an option. The recession
is so sharp that major budget
cuts are inevitable for brands
in a host of hard-hit sectors.

And because it is driven by a
pandemic, rather than an
economic event, the impact is
felt in supply as well as
demand – in short, many
brands are unable to service
any demand their marketing
might stimulate.

This sample report showcases
some of the best thinking from
across the industry on
navigating the post-lockdown
period.
The full report presents
marketers with more relevant
frameworks and actionable
ideas based on the position of
their brand – and offers
examples of how major
marketers are already putting
plans into practice.
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1: The pandemic has caused
a demand and supply shock
– brands in many sectors no
longer have a product to
advertise, and cannot meet
the ‘classic’ recessionary
advice to keep spending.
2: Media spend and costs
have fallen sharply across
all channels as many
categories turn off adspend.
Companies in sectors like
FMCG, however, are not
cutting back as their sales
hold firm.
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3: Brands that have to ‘go
dark’ should use other
levers to maintain visibility,
such as first-party data,
customer experience and PR.

4: The most challenged
sectors might come back by
advertising like a start-up,
with a focus on activation
spend in the initial stages.
5: Brands will need to review
what worked in the lockdown
and develop a clear
playbook for future
outbreaks.
6: The early signs from China
are that the recovery will be
tentative, with a significant
‘normalization’ period.
Brands require flexibility in
terms of media outlay, and
should consider how
packaging, delivery and
service can reassure
customers.

7: The shift to e-commerce
is likely to be permanent.
‘Digital transformation’, such
as online services and
subscriptions, will continue
apace. Brands will also need
to reckon with more powerful
online marketplaces.
8: Pack size is a key lever
to consider. Brands such
as Procter & Gamble and
Hershey are reassessing
pack size as they seek to
avoid pure discounting.
9: Other brands can find
opportunities in a ‘close-tohome’ strategy, or by taking
steps to support struggling
consumers or SMEs.
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A significant body of
research studies – drawn
together over the course
of almost a century –
suggest that significantly
reducing adspend in a
recession has negative
outcomes for brands.

Various studies indicate
that cutting too hard has
long-term impact in terms
of sales, market share,
growth and return on
investment. Companies
that maintain investment
recover more quickly.
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The COVID-19 recession is
the first pandemic-driven
downturn of the modern era.
It is a healthcare crisis,
leading to a severe
economic slump.
That also makes the shape
of the recovery hard to
predict, as consequences
of the lockdown become
apparent and there is risk
of further outbreaks.
Sir Martin Sorrell predicts
a “reverse square root”
recession – a sharp
downturn, a partial
bounceback then a plateau.
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The 2020 downturn is set to
be a demand and supply-side
shock, caused first by
lockdown and then by critical
value chain components
breaking down, particularly in
China, leading to disruption in
product and service delivery.
This matters because a brand’s
response may be determined
by whether it is more exposed
to a drop in demand or a
problem in supply. Brandgym
advises brands to explore
strategies to address not just
demand but supply as well.

This begs the question, should
a brand maintain advertising if
it has little or no product
availability? Commentators
such as Sir Martin Sorrell
argue this is poor practice.
Gartner advises brands to be
transparent about the supply
chain and product availability
to build trust with consumers,
and avoid an unsatisfactory
brand experience.
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Domino’s, the restaurant
chain, is continuing to invest
in advertising despite the
challenges facing its industry
as a result of COVID-19.
A Kantar study of food-delivery
ads in the US from February 2 to
April 11, showed Domino’s as
the top spender overall, with a
9.7% year-on-year increase in
expenditure to $80.1 million.
Even as stores operate under
limitation and many consumers
are faced with lockdowns,
Domino’s believes that ensuring
its voice is heard is vital to its
business prospects.

The advertising battleground in
the fast-food industry is shifting
to delivery, meaning Domino’s is
trying to win in this area. The
company is focusing its
messaging on food safety and
hygiene, reflecting consumer
concerns.
From creating contactless
delivery models and drive-up
carry-out systems to
implementing social-distancing
protocols in restaurants and
across the supply chain the
company has transformed its
ways of working.
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As lockdown measures
are lifted and the recession
takes hold, here are the
key actions to take to help
brands rebound.

The actions vary
depending on a company’s
resources, and if operating
in a boom or bust category.
All brands, regardless of
the state of play should aim
to help, be customer-led,
understand changes in
spending behaviours,
monitor consumer insights
and spend wisely.
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As shown earlier, prior
evidence suggests that
firms that maintain
advertising spend in a
recession fare better.
Marketing consultant
Peter Field offers six tips
for those firms that are
fortunate enough to be
in a position to keep
advertising.
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This chart outlines the
winning and losing
categories in the COVID-19
recession, according to
marketing professor
Gerard J. Tellis.
The lockdown is reducing
demand by 10% or 20%. For
some categories the shock
has brought demand down
to zero.
The advice to keep
advertising won’t apply
to all brands. Those hardest
hit will focus on saving jobs
and business continuity.
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According to Tellis, winning
companies in category 1A
(per previous chart) should
increase advertising, not
only because of its lower
price and the lower noise
but also to catch surge in
demand. Likewise those in
Group 2A can fruitfully
increase advertising.
Firms in Group 2B face the
greatest challenge. They
need to think of creative
ways to redirect their
resources to serve the
changed needs of
consumers in the short
and long term.
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Reducing adspend over long
periods is not advisable, but
brands that have to go dark
for a period should still aim for
visibility using other levers.

Owned assets, including
packaging, can be employed;
websites, maps listings and
social are becoming primary
points of customer contact.

Using first-party data to stay in
touch with existing customers
and prospects is one way.

Other levers include PR and
partnerships – for example, with
influencers or organisations
where there is a good value
exchange.

MarketScience conducted an
economic analysis of the last
five major recessions and the
evidence suggests companies
that focus on customer
experience win during, and
after, downturns. The advice is
to prioritise satisfaction.

Prioritising key seasons is also
another way to focus limited
resources. Brands in survival
mode are advised to make cuts
in off-peak periods.

Prioritise customer
experience and tap
first-party data

Consider PR and
partnerships to
generate earned media

Use owned assets to
communicate crucial
information

Focus limited
resources on key
selling seasons
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E-commerce may double its
share of total retail, making
this a priority area for brands
in most categories.
According to Publicis
Sapient’s David Carr, trust is
vital in e-commerce, not just
in the brand but in the endto-end experience.
Build trust by reassuring
people on product
availability and the safety of
manufacturing capabilities.
Enable product availability
checks online/offline via
online shopping tools
through partnerships with
retail partners.
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Nike, the sportswear
company, has outlined four
stages to the crisis in China
that can help other brands
plan, particularly those with
retail outlets.
It is significant because,
like Coca-Cola’s plan on
the next slide, it anticipates
a significant period of
‘normalization’ before a
period of economic stability
returns.
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Post-lockdown, media habits
are changing again, meaning
marketers should retain a
degree of flexibility in their
media plans
The largest increases in the
share of time spent online
during lockdown were in
gaming and short video.
Havas China advises that
digital will remain central. But
less time will be devoted to
entertainment than in the
beginning as more consumers
return to work.

Online video, social, and news
content will be key during
normalization. For outdoor ads,
the rebound will be primarily in
commuting routes, residential
areas, and elevator areas.
Brands are also starting to
reconfigure digital initiatives
around e-commerce. For
example, Friso China
registered new customers into
its CRM program through ecommerce incentives
(discount coupons), and
Lenovo started advertising
directly on relevant JD.com
search pages.
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Many of the trends caused or
accelerated by COVID-19
require the rewiring of
companies around data and
digital services – in other
words, ‘digital transformation’.
A framework by PwC highlights
ﬁve important functions that are
interacting in the current
environment:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Product innovation
Supply chain
Sourcing and production
Sales channels
Marketing

CEOs are more likely to invest in
these areas in recession as
investors push for radical steps.
This is a major topic for senior
marketers interviewed by the
CMO Growth Council – a joint
venture from the ANA and
Cannes Lions – to identify best
practices in response to COVID19.
Implication: At a time of
significant consumer change,
there is an opportunity for CMOs
to play a leading role in
interpreting those changes and
acting as ‘superconnectors’
between internal functions.
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At WARC, our purpose is to save the world from ineffective
marketing by putting evidence at the heart of every marketing
decision.

We believe that effective marketing is based on facts and not
opinions.
Since 1985, we've brought confidence to marketing decisions
through the most trusted research, case studies, best practice,
data and inspiration.

Today, we help 75,000+ marketers across 100+ countries.
Our clients include the world's leading brands, advertising and
media agencies, media owners, research companies and
universities - including the top-five largest agencies and top-five
largest advertisers in the world.

Find out more about WARC: warc.com/demo
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