
Marketing & 
Comms At The 
Time Of A Crisis

Giuseppe Caltabiano, 
Sr. Director of Marketing 

Rock Content

1

Tuesday, May 5 at 2:30pm (BST)



Greetings!
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Before we even start

• You can download the full deck from my blog: 
• marketingacrossborders.blog/

• Recording will be shared by CMA

• Connect on LinkedIn!
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If you like what you learn 
today…



Today’s focus
What is presented here is a list of evidences and suggested strategy/tactics for a more 
effective marketing in a time of recession. 
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Some facts (see also refs at the end)
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The recession of 2008 has seen 
an advert revenue fall by 20%,  but 
20% increase of online advert. it 
was the start of a dramatic drift 

to short-term activation

1

People are not changing previous 
buying attitudes – they are simply 
prevented from exercising them. 

Early research findings suggest 
that fears about continuing to run 

existing advertising may be 
overstated.

US spending on search 
advertising will fall by between 

8.7% and 14.8%

Gartner: 65% of CMOs are 
preparing for budget cuts

Small retail suffering; large retail 
chains keeping their position. Yet, 
someone predict “the death of the 

malls"
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654

Source: Gartner/Marketingdive

Source: The AtlanticSource: Advertising in Recession, 
Peter Field

Source: The Atlantic

Source: Advertising in Recession, 
Peter Field

Source: Advertising in Recession, 
Peter Field



A recession with different phases
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It looks increasingly certain there’s going 
to be a recession; but what we’re facing 
is unlikely to be a ‘normal’ recession: it 
will be the first disease-driven recession 
of the modern era. 

No two downturns are exactly alike yet 
many of the lessons about advertising 
from previous recessions still apply.

Three economic phases might happen 
between now and 2021. 

3-6-12 months

Covid-19 crisis Adjust
ment Exogenous Recession

1 month 2021

✲
we’re here

Historically, recessions last 4-5 quarters, and 
pandemic-based downturns tend to be V-shaped

Source: Mark Ritson, Marketing Week



“
“
The coming months will test everyone – we are 
in uncharted territory. But this was much the
same in 2008 and it was the brands that held
their nerve – and share of voice – that bounced
back strongly when recovery came.
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Peter Field, Advertising in Recession



The SOV (Share of Voice) principle
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A general marketing principle dictates 
that market share (SOM) tends to 

correlates with share of voice (SOV). 
Specifically where a brand SOV is higher 

than SOM (excess SOV or eSOV) the 
brand SOM tends to grow, and the 

opposite is valid.

Just keeping promotional/advertising 
spend flat will put our brand in a 

dominant position

Source: Les Binet, Effectiveness in Context

A – starting point

B – increase 
in SOV

C – increase in 
SOM



Don’t go dark

• A recession is a time to double down on marketing, 
not a time to 'go dark'. Why? because our competitors 
usually go dark at this time and it is an opportunity to 
increase SOV and Market share. 

• Continuing to invest in brand advertising is 
recommended (if resources are available) still 
maintaining short-term activation. Data from the 
2008/previous recessions shows the value of 
investing in brand.
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As many brands in the category 
pull all – or most – of their 

promotional spend, the relative 
value of maintaining a 

promotional budget becomes 
significantly more compelling. 



Digital content and experiences are 
on the rise

• Offline content is declining due to the nature of 
the crisis; so are events, meetings, gatherings. 

• Digital content, video content, social media 
content, interactive content, webinars and digital 
events, are on the rise 

• Online search is often viewed as recession-proof, 
but US spending on search advert is falling 
between 9% and 15% in H1 2020 due to business 
closure and Amazon’s decision to suspend 
shipment of all non-essential products
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Because of the unprecedented 
nature of this crisis, digital 

content will grow vs. offline 
content. Also, long-term 

awareness content is recession-
proof



Brand, not just activation

• Because the sales funnel in B2B purchasing is 
generally longer than in B2C, arguments in favor of 
supporting long-term growth through brand building 
are likely to be even stronger in B2B than in B2C. 

• Resist the pressure to switch advertising spend from 
brand solely to activation – it makes very little sense 
to do so, even in the short term. Customers, in many 
cases are not reluctant to buy, they are unable to buy.
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Brand associations created now 
are likely to bring the greatest 

sales benefit during the recovery 
period, precisely when the 

rewards are biggest. Brand 
promotion is not about profiting 

in recession, it is about 
capitalising on recovery.



When is brand building the best
approach?

• For some physical products and services, demand is 
exceeding the ability to supply. TV stations and video 
conferencing platforms that are not dependent on 
workplace usage, are fortunate exceptions. Brand 
building and short-term activation both make perfect 
sense for these brands

• For the many brands operating in sector that have seen 
demand falling, however, extensive use of short-term 
sales activation would make little sense. Brand building 
may in fact be the best approach.
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It depends on the sector and 
the demand.



When brand building is the best approach

13Source: The New York Times

Brand Building & ActivationBrand Building



Emotions over logic

• Lead with empathy, humor and emotion. The most 
successful campaigns out of previous recessions 
leveraged emotion over logic. 

• Emotional creative strategies that help to evoke 
warmth and humanity are effective in recessions. 

• At the same time, be distinctive. When you 
communicate like everyone else - devoid of codes, 
devoid of differentiation, with exactly the same
message as those around you - you disappear 
completely
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Featuring humanity, humor, 
warmth and generosity in 

promotion are advised. 
Demonstrating humanity and 

generosity through behaviour is 
also advised: brands should ask 

themselves the question, 'how 
can we help?'



KFC’s reviews of fans' homemade fried chicken
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New informational hubs are on the rise
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Be distinctive...
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• Do not go dark. Focus on brand.  Brand 
promotion is not about profiting in recession, it 
is about capitalising on recovery. 

• Your ESOV will increase just because “un-
trained” competitors will cut back on marketing 
spending

• Balance brand and activation
• Featuring humanity and generosity in 

advertising are advised: the use of emotions 
and humor can be helpful.

• Demonstrating humanity and generosity 
through behavior is also advised

• Be distinctive. If we will all communicate with 
the same message – we’ll disappear completely

Key 
takeaways



Researches and references
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Thank you!
Any questions? You can find me at:

Giuseppe 
Caltabiano

giuseppe.caltabiano@rockcontent.com

@giusec

https://www.linkedin.com/in/giuseppecaltabiano/
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