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Reviewing:  A broad-ranging synthesis 
of secondary source material from news 
articles to government data to consumer 
studies Ð all synthesized into a ÒFrugal
Living Report.Ó

Survey:  A major piece of proprietary
research involving a three-phase quantita-
tive survey among more than 1,000 
Americans and eight follow-up focus 
groups.

Listening:  Extensive web-mining of blogs, 
pictures, searches and videos to provide a 
window in to the ways in which people are 
using social media to express their hopes 
and fears, and to search for solutions.

Observing:  Still to come, follow-up
ethnographies and shop-alongs to
understand even more deeply how people 
are coping with tighter budgets and how 
they are searching for and shopping for 
brands in this new environment.

Our Approach
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BrandShelter SM

Introduction
After more than 30 years punctuated by recessions of short 
duration and quick recovery, we are now in the throes of ÒThe 
Great Recession.Ó Seemingly overnight, the real estate mar ket has 
collapsed, the stock market has plunged and unemployment has 
surged. With skyrocketing deÞ cits threatening our future, there 
seems to be little relief in sight. Against this backdrop, people are 
struggling to stay aß oat, preparing for worst-case scenarios. Along 
the way, they are engaging in radically altered product and brand 
behaviors.

Much has already been written about peopleÕs responses to this 
recession. ThatÕs why we chose to approach the subject from a
different perspective. Our goal was not to reiterate the now -
familiar, grim challenges facing brands.
Rather we wanted to identify  the changes that are likely to be
lasting Ñ the true paradigm shifts that brands must navigate  to 
succeed during the recession and beyond Ñ and then to identify 
some of the unique opportunities that can spring from these.

That is why the title of this project is BrandShelter SM Ñ because 
we believe the changes unfolding today are so unique that the y 
cannot be successfully met by dusting off tried-and-true Òrecession 
strategies.Ó This recession is simply too serious and too
different from others. For this reason, we believe the unsettling 
events unfolding around us require a more thoughtful, longer term, 
and more deeply human understanding. A means to truly provide 
ÒshelterÓ for your brand in the face of some radically
altered and challenging human dynamics.

Of course, we will review some basic recession context and lay out 
the broad behavioral and attitudinal shifts. That is the pur pose of 
the Þ rst half of this report. But our real interest lies in the second 
half, where we reveal nine human dynamics that are each new, b ig 
and laden with either peril or opportunity for your brand. We explain 
each of them and raise a series of thought-provoking questions 
about how your brand is or is not rising to the challenge of these new 
paradigms. In so doing, we hope to begin the process of unveiling 
opportunity for your brand to not just endure, but to thrive in these 
challenging times. We would also like to begin a dialogue with you to  
customize the Þ ndings and dive deeper. To get that started, please 
visit us at www.leoburnett.com.

BrandShelter SM
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The opinions of people that form much of the basis for 
this report are rooted in economic reality. A quick look 
at the relevant data, with which most of us are all too 
familiar, reveals the severity of the underlying economic 
drivers. Compared to other post-war recessions, the 
current one is likely to be more serious  Ñ longer in 
duration with likely higher unemployment than even 
the current Òworst,Ó the Fed-induced recession of 
the early 1980s.

The housing bubble and the subprime mortgage 
meltdown were major drivers of this recession Ñ unlike 
others. But the magnitude of the bubble itself, even when 
adjusted for inß ation, suggests that a return to the peak 
housing prices of 2005 will not occur anytime soon.
Further, the likelihood of continued problems in the 
housing sector, as the Adjustable Rate Mortgage reset 
schedule unfolds over the next several years, is high. 
While the country has gone through the worst of the 
subprime resets already, many optional adjustable rate 
and Alt-A mortgages are scheduled to reset in 2010 and 
2011.

While people holding these loans are more credit-
worthy than those holding the subprimes, the toll that 
the recession has taken will likely result in defaults on 
many of these ÒnormalÓ borrowers. This means we should 
expect real estate problems to continue for several more 
years, adding fuel to the recession Þ re. 

A Recession 
Unlike Any Other.

Context
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The current stock market, despite some gains over the 
past few months, is among the worst bear markets 
in history. It aligns more closely with the market of 
the Great Depression than with either of the other 
Òbad bearsÓ Ñ the 1970s oil crisis crash and the tech 
crash of 2001-2002. As our survey data will reveal, 
market dynamics have had an extraordinarily chilling 
effect on people as they struggle with the aftermath 
of dramatically downsized retirement nest eggs and 
depleted college education funds.  

Perhaps the most alarming economic data for most 
people, however, are the numbers relating to deÞ cits 
and the money supply. Both the more conservative 
Congressional Budget OfÞ ce projections and the more 
optimistic White House projections reveal exploding 
deÞ cits, all potentially leading the way to a national debt 
in excess of $10 trillion.

As debt has exploded, the Fed has moved to increase 
the money supply, which in just the past year has grown 
by more than 100% Ñ a dramatic departure from the 
past half century, in which the annual increase in the 
monetary base typically hovered between 5 and 10 
percent. People are becoming increasingly aware of this 
radically altered monetary environment, to the point (as 
you will see) that it is beginning to eclipse other econ omic 
worries. 
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The resulting downward
pressures on ordinary people 
are almost unprecedented...

And emotional shock and awe for anyone under 50  

Home
Values
Down
33%

Double
Digit

Unem-
ployment
Coming

Exploding
National

Debt That
May

Destroy
Recovery

401(k)s
Down
50%

Inß ation
Just 

Around
The

Corner
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... resulting in a mood
that is bleak.
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People are very concerned about the 
countryÕs economic situation.

They see this as a very serious recession 
Ñ even a depression.

Which of the following best describes how you feel about the c ountryÕs economic situation?

How would you characterize the speciÞ c nature of the countryÕs current economic sit uation?

0%

0%

2%

1%

IÕm not very
concerned

No major
problems,

just a minor
slowdown

IÕm somewhat
concerned

A typical
recession

IÕm very
concerned

A serious recession
- likely to be more
severe and longer 

than others in
recent years

IÕm extremely
worried, even

frightened

Extremely serious, 
perhaps even a 

depression

Worse than
the Great

Depression

24%

13%

53%

21%

10%

10%

20%

20%

30%

30%

40%

40%

50%

50%

60%

60% 59%

19%

9%
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How long do you think it will be before the recession ends and recovery begins?

Which of the following best describes how you feel about your p ersonal economic situation?

0%

0%

11%

This
year

IÕm not
very

concerned

1 year
from now

IÕm somewhat
concerned

1.5 - 2 years
from now

IÕm very
concerned

More than
2 years

from now

IÕm extremely
worried, even

frightened

16%

35%

31%

42%

10%

10%

20%

20%

30%

30%

40%

40%

50%

50%

60%

60%

They see no quick end in sight.

They fear for their own personal
Þ nancial situation.

8%

38%

19%
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Consumer studies of most recessions typically reveal 
short-term worries. ÒWill I lose my job?Ó ÒWill I have 
a major unforeseen expense?Ó ÒWill I be forced to cut 
deeply into my budget, altering my lifestyle for a time?Ó

But peopleÕs worries in this recession are different in
the sense that they include a long-term component. 
The illustration below illustrates what a large role this 
is playing: people are twice as worried that they will be 
unable to fund a retirement or that their children or even 
grandchildren will suffer long-term effects of the reces-
sion as they are about losing their jobs. The chart at right 
also illustrates the degree to which long-term worries (in 
green) tend to trump short-term worries (in blue). 

Another unique feature of the current recession is the
degree to which Americans are worried that actions of 
government (federal, state and local) may actually harm 
rather than help the economic recovery. This takes the 
form of worries about higher taxes, that government 
might force the hardest-working to shoulder the burden 
of bad decisions made by others, or that the country 
might drift too far from capitalism (in orange).

There is more at stake now than in a ÒnormalÓ recession.
ItÕs not just about losing your job. ItÕs about losing your future.

IÕm very worried about not
having enough for retirement.

58%

IÕm very worried about
losing my job.

27%

IÕm very worried that the 
large deÞ cits our country

is taking on will damage the 
chances for my children and 

grandchildren to live
in prosperity.

55%

Top 3 box % agree 10 point scale
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I worry that with all of the government spending in terms of ba ilouts and stimulus
packages, we may be crippling the ability of our economy to ever recover.

43%
Top 3 box % agree 10 point scale

Most Pervasive Recession Fears
Gasoline prices will go back up     

Productive, hard-working, tax-paying people in our country will be forced
to shoulder most of the burden, including bailing out others who made poor
choices or acted irresponsibly      

My town, city or state will raise sales taxes, property taxes , income taxes or other 
fees that will affect me     

I will be unable to save what I need to be saving for retirement     

Our federal government will make bad decisions  that will hurt the economy even more 

My state or local income taxes will increase signiÞ cantly    

I will have a major unforeseen expense like a big home repair or car repair   

Inß ation will kick in. Prices will start going up and I will los e some spending power  

My personal Þ nancial future will remain in question    

My income will fail to go up or will even start to decline    

My federal income taxes will increase signiÞ cantly    

Crime will increase in my neighborhood                        

I will not be able to afford  health insurance    

I or someone in my household will lose their job     

I will be unable to retire when IÕd planned to    

Our country will not pull out of the recession for many years    

I will need to eliminate discretionary spending on things li ke travel, entertainment, etc. 

I will have to cut back on health care, prescription drugs, etc.    

Our country will move away from capitalism and into socialism    

My IRA, 401(k) or retirement funds will lose more of their val ue in the coming months   

64%

Top 3 box 
% agree 10 
point scale

62%

55%

52%

51%

51%

50%

46%

46%

44%

43%

43%

41%

40%

40%

39%

46%

50%

49 %

48%

Short-term Long-term Government
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Over time, the countryÕs mood has 
grown somewhat more pessimistic.

Relative to how you felt about your personal economic situat ion a month ago, how do you feel now? (June)

More optimistic: 13%     About the same: 56%     More pessimistic: 31%

0%
IÕm not very 

concerned

March/April
June

IÕm somewhat 

concerned

IÕm very 

concerned

IÕm extremely 

worried, even 

frightened

35% 33%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

8% 8%

38%

19%
23%

36%

In our survey research, as in much polling data, the mood 
of the country is not improving. When surveyed in late 
March most people reported feeling ÒsomewhatÓ or ÒveryÓ 
concerned about their personal economic situation, while 
19% said they were Òextremely worried, even frightened.Ó  
Two months later, the Òextremely worriedÓ percentage, 
while still in the minority, climbed to 23% Ñ  a statistically  
signiÞ cant change. In addition, when asked in June if they 
felt more optimistic, more pessimistic or about the same 
with regard to their personal Þ nancial situation versus a 
month ago, half said Òabout the same.Ó But for those who 
were experiencing a difference, pessimists outnumbered 
optimists by more than 2 to 1.
There is also a  sense that once the economy recovers, it 
may not go back to previous levels. Like many economists, 
people sense that this may be a ÒsoftÓ recovery. This in 
turn fuels fears that we may be in a weakened economic 
situation for a very long time.

Which of the following best describes how you feel about your  personal economic situation?
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... the way out is unclear, and there is a
sense that things will never be the same.

And there is worry that government
spending is making things worse.

When our economy recovers it will be:

0%
Weaker than

before

As strong

as before

Stronger than

before

45%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

33%

18%
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All of these worries about the strength and dura-
tion of the recession, and the potential weakness of 
the recovery, have led to sharp behavior changes. 
Americans are carefully examining their budgets, 
and many are making big changes in terms of what 
they do with their money. Vast amounts of capital 
have been sidelined from the markets, with people 
shifting investment strategies to safer instruments. 
But perhaps the most important shift has been the 
growth of personal savings and the reduction of 
personal debt. When we entered the recession, the 
Personal Saving Rate was at a near-all-time low of 
just over 0%. In a little over a year, however, the 
Personal Saving Rate has climbed to its highest 
point since  1994, reversing a 15-year decline. While 
still far from the 10% level of 25 to 30 years ago, it 
has climbed to above 5% and in record time.
 
In our survey research, more than half indicated 
that they are now saving more than they normally 
would. But savings is only one part of the equa-
tion. When asked what they would do if they were 
given $10,000, half reported they would use it to 
pay down bills or credit cards, and most of the rest 
indicated they would save it. In other words, most 
Americans are taking serious and major steps to 
try to insulate themselves from the ravages of the 
recession, to make up for losses they have incurred 
from declining  real estate and retirement funds val-
ues, and to put themselves on more sound Þ nancial 
footing.

A majority also indicated that when it comes to 
Þ nancial decisions and spending, theyÕre going to 
be more cautious going forward Ñ not just through 
the rest of the recession, but perhaps permanently.  
This is resulting in substantial shifts in behavior, 
with more than 80% of the country indicating that 
theyÕve made at least some changes and with more 
than half indicating theyÕre planning to make or 
have already made major changes.  

All of this points to a behavioral paradigm 
shift that will likely outlast the recession.

0%
IÕm spending
more than I

normally would

It hasnÕt affected
my saving or

spending habits

How have your feelings about the 

economy affected the way you are 

saving or spending?

IÕm saving more
than I normally

would

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

9% 34%

57%

0%
Spend it on 

things I want
to buy

Invest it

If you were given $10,000 

today, what would you do 

with it?

Save it Use it to
pay bills

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

10% 10%

27%

54%
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Thinking about how economic factors are affecting you and your household, please choose
the statement below that best describes the level of action t hat youÕre taking, if any.

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

5%

12%

25%

34%

24%

HavenÕt 
changed 

anything and 
wonÕt in the 

future

HavenÕt 
changed

anything yet 
but might

Have made 
minor changes 

that are
sufÞ cient

Have made 
minor changes 

and am
considering 

major changes

Have already 
made major 

changes

The recession has made me reevaluate how 
much I need to spend versus how much I 

should be saving.

55%

Once we come out of this recession, I think 
IÕll be much more cautious about investments 

than I used to be.

54%

 I think IÕll continue with more frugal behaviors, 
even after the recession is over.

57%
Top 3 box % agree 10 point scale
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Carefully examining whether the
brands you buy are worth what

you pay for them or not.

% Doing this at all:

82%
% Doing this more than a year ago:

58%

IÕm becoming much less brand loyal 
than I used to be.

33%
IÕm remaining loyal only to those brands 

that I believe are really worth it.

32%
When the recession ends, I probably 
wonÕt go back to many of the brands 

I used to buy.

28%
Top 3 box % agree 10 point scale

If savings rates are climbing and debt is falling, the money has to come 
from somewhere. That somewhere is, of course, the family bud get, where 
a sharp knife is being taken to spending on products and services. But 
this is no ordinary  round of cutting back. Our data reveals that we are 
clearly in a period where large numbers of people are essentially re-
evaluating many if not every brand decision they make.

No surprise, nearly 9 out of 10 Americans claim they carefully examine 
whether the brands they buy are worth the price. But 58% are doing this 
more than a year ago.

When asked about what trade-offs they might or might not make  for a 
brand they currently use that delivers higher quality or a be tter experi-
ence but costs more than other brands, a similar pattern emer ges. Fully 
75% said they would revaluate the brand. Brand loyalty, of course, can 
never be taken for granted, but it seems that in this recessio n, the entire 
concept is being challenged.

In essence, people are increasingly shifting money out of consumer pur-
chases and into savings or paying down debt. This means that t he value 
equation for every brand is being reexamined, and the goalpo sts that 
frame price on the one side versus quality, convenience, sta tus or emo-
tional reward on the other side, are being moved. In doing this, Americans 
are asking a simple question of every brand: For what it delivers, is it really 
that much better than other brands to justify the price?

In the majority of cases, the brand weathers the reassessmen t, and the 
person continues to buy it. As you will see, however, Òcontinues to buy itÓ 
doesnÕt necessarily mean at full price, as often or as loyall y. But  among a 
solid third of Americans many of their brands typically donÕt do well when 
reassessed and are abandoned entirely.

This is leading to a paradigm in which brands and the differences among 
them Ñ whether functional or emotional Ñ are beginning to mean less 
to a sizeable group of people. Forced with the harsh economic realities 
of today, a signiÞ cant swath of the population is having to Ògive upÓ o n 
many of the elements that matter to them in brands. For these people, 
branding itself is becoming less important.

Nowhere is the shift more dramatic than in peopleÕs  
brand purchasing behavior, where every value 
equation is being reassessed and where brand loyalt y 
isnÕt what it used to be.
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Against this profound shift,
whatÕs a brand to do?

0%
Very likely stick with it Carefully consider other choices, 

then make a decision
Very likely to switch away to 

something less expensive

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

25%

59%

16%

If a brand you normally buy costs more, but delivers higher quality, a better experience, etc.,
what will you do?

0%
Less important

to me
No more or less
important to me

More important
to me

10%

20%

30%

40%

50% 48%

Compared to before the recession, brands are:

44%

8%

75%
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For the student of human behavior, 
we see great opportunity.  
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The data reveals nine behavioral themes,
each fraught with challenge but also
with possibility.  

Challenge
1

Challenge
2

Challenge
3

Challenge
4

Challenge
5

Challenge
6

Challenge
7

Challenge
8

Challenge
9

People have multiple strategies for reevaluating br ands.

We are moving from a trade-up to a trade-off cultur e,

accompanied by the rise of Ògood enough.Ó

There is a new essential-versus-discretionary conti nuum.

In making trade-offs, people may entirely redeÞ ne the

competitive set and hence your product category.

The new money is in following how people spend thei r time.

People are looking for relief from a negative emoti onal environment.

There is a trust deÞ cit that brands can help peopl e overcome.

There is an opportunity to reconnect with the silve r lining.

Communication is not enough.
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Challenge
1

People have multiple strategies for reevaluating brands.

Many people are cutting back and trading down. But 
an important pattern revealing how this occurs has 
emerged. Understanding the pattern is vital to un-
derstanding the basic behavioral challenges for you r 
brand. The pattern resembles a descending staircase  
with each step increasingly damaging a brand. The 
challenge is to keep your brand near the top, or at  
least to tailor your approach to each descending st air 
in a way that maximizes your potential at each one.  
We uncovered the stairs through cluster analysis of  
peopleÕs responses to statements about how they are  
shopping today. So the stairs are real, not concept ual.

At the top are the roughly 11% of people who claim 
that  they are engaging in  No Change,  generally  
sticking with the brands and products they always 
buy. The recession is simply not having an effect o n 
their purchase behaviors. The ß ipside, of course, is 
that 89% of people are in fact engaging in changed 
behaviors. The least damaging behavioral change 
involves the 13% of Americans who claim that while 
they are doing some brand switching, they are be-
ing particularly loyal to brands that provide psych ic 
Comfort  in the recession Ñ brands that make them 
feel safer and more secure, Òold friends,Ó or brand s 
that help project an outward appearance that all is  
well, even if it isnÕt. This step is followed by th ose 
who, again, largely remain loyal  to the brands they 
normally bought before the recession

but are trying to Þ nd ways to  stretch their dollars within 
these same brands (24%).  This generally involves using 
coupons more often for the brands they would buy an y-
way, stocking up when these brands go on sale or si mply 
trying to use less of them Ñ water them down, go a bit 
longer between purchases, etc. At this point, brands begin 
to lose margin. 

The next step is  Deal-Driven Downshifting,  which involves 
about 20% of people. Here, they have largely abando ned 
brand loyalty, broadening their consideration sets to 
brands they deem Ògood enoughÓ and shifting between  or 
selecting from among them based on the most attract ive 

deals.  Sometimes these consideration sets include store 
brands. At this point, a brand starts losing not just margi ns 
but revenue as well,  since frequency of purchase for any 
one brand declines as the purchase set expands. The se 
middle two steps, Stretching The Same Brands and De al-
Driven Downshifting, now involve  nearly half of Americans.

The Þ nal two steps involve the most radical behavi ors.  Full 
Trade-Down (11%)  involves the decision to entirely aban-
don the quality level to which one had been accusto med 
and shift down to lower-quality, lower-priced brand s 
across the board.  Rock Bottom or Out (22%)  involves 
buying the absolute lowest-priced brand all of the time 
or leaving the category entirely.  In both cases, the  damage 
to the brand transcends margins and revenue; it is an out-
right loss of customers.

Of course, these patterns vary by product category.  Some 
product categories are more insulated from downward  
movement; for example, products that are kept for a  long 
time, those that are more visible to others or thos e that 
have strong levels of emotional reward. And at the brand 
level itself, some brands are inherently less likel y to be 
traded down.

The stair-step pattern is not very well correlated with de-
mography or with the degree to which one is being a f-
fected by the recession. The Òrecession proofÓ are just as 
likely to employ trade-down strategies as are the Ò reces-
sion affected.Ó So every brand is at risk.
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Areas For Future Discussion

¥ Do you know how people are employing trade-down strategie s in your product category  
 and how your brand is faring in the process versus others?

¥ What questions are people asking themselves about your br and as they reevaluate the   
 price value trade-off at each step?

¥ What is your response? Have you built a convincing set of ar guments as to why your   
 brand is worth not trading down? Are you articulating these  to your valued customers?   
 What is your brandÕs AchillesÕ heel at each step?

¥ Are you engaging in the right actions to keep as much of your brand franchise as possible  
 at the top? SpeciÞ cally,  what are you doing besides reducing price to engag e people with  
 your brand and to convince them youÕre worth keeping?

¥ If your loyal customers are engaging in Òstretchi ngÓ your brand (remaining loyal, but using  
 a little less, extending the purchase cycle, etc.), where a re you going to go to make up   
 lost revenue?

$ 

No 
change

Retain 
comfort 
brands

Stretch 
same 

brands

Deal- 
driven 
down-  
shifting

Full
trade-
down

Rock 
bottom 
or out

Loss of  margin

Loss of revenue

Loss of customer
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Challenge
2

We are moving from a trade-up to a trade-off culture,
accompanied by the rise of Ògood enough.Ó

Priorities are shifting from spending to saving. Th is means 
that in a culture once predicated on Òmore,Ó Òbigge r,Ó Òbet-
ter,Ó ÒnewerÓ and Òshowier,Ó a profound shift in mi ndset 
is unfolding. A sort of chastening has occurred in which 
many people have undergone a metaphorical trip to t he 
woodshed. Now sadder but wiser, they are rediscover ing 
the beneÞ ts of sticking to a budget, saving for
a rainy day, avoiding the risks of too much debt. T heir at-
traction to get-rich-quick strategies like ß ipping  houses or 
investing in high-ß ying hedge funds is fading. At the end 
of the day, people are learning to live with less a nd  there is 
a new sense of the ÒrightnessÓ of budgeting,
saving and avoiding getting overextended in debt.

As we have seen, this has resulted in signiÞ cant s hifts in 
saving and spending behaviors, and signiÞ cant chan ges 
to brand strategies, as evidenced by the staircase model. 
But behind this, a new mindset is emerging Ñ one th at 
not only engages in more cautious behavior, but tha t cel-
ebrates it. Our data reveal a return not just to ca reful bud-
geting, but also to the virtue of frugality, the wi sdom of 
waiting and the nobility of thrift.

To be sure, not everyone is on board. But a signiÞ cant 
swath of people are engaging in a major social shif t in 
which respect is earned not by keeping  up with the
Joneses, but for not being fooled by them or for cu tting 
back ahead of them. The result is that we are movin g from 
a trade -up to a trade-off culture. And this in tur n is leading 
to what we call Òthe rise of good enough.Ó Already unfold-
ing in many product categories, this involves consu mers 
shifting their question from ÒIs this brand the bes t for me?Ó 
to ÒIs this brand good enough for me?Ó Standards ar e be-
ing lowered, and what once was perceived as a bit 
substandard is often becoming the new standard.

This has some vital implications for brands. First,  it re-
emphasizes the importance of coming to the purchase  
process armed with reasons why you are worth what y ou 
charge.  Why Ògood enoughÓ isnÕt really Ògood enough.Ó 
When the Þ rst thing a person thinks of when they c onsider 
your brand is how much of it they can live without,  there is 
new urgency attached to having a good rebuttal.

This recession has taught or reminded

me of the importance of Òsaving for

a rainy day.Ó

66%

This recession has taught or

reminded me that the surest way to

get ahead is to budget and save

money and not to just rely on the real

estate market or stock market to generate 

big income.

65%

This recession has made me realize

that itÕs never worth getting yourself

overextended on credit cards or into too 

large of a car payment or mortgage.

69%

IÕm learning to live with less.

58%
Top 3 box % agree 10 point scale



22

Areas For Future Discussion

¥ Are the values and image of your brand in tune or out of tune with the times?

¥ When the Þ rst question a person asks is Òhow can I trade downÓ in th is product category,
 what is your answer?

¥ How is your brand helping people stick to their budget, be thrifty and be sensible  Ñ
 not just in terms of price or quality, but in terms of the emot ional overtones that surround  
 your brand?

¥ How are you balancing functional arguments for your brand  value equation with emotional
 arguments? Are the two mutually reinforcing?

¥ Should you broaden your portfolio strategy to capture trading-down customers into a
 lower priced value brand?

But the task is broader than that. As people increa singly 
embrace an ethos of thrift, they will gravitate mor e and 
more to brands that feel emotionally in tune with t heir 
newfound virtue. Flashy, showy, uber-indulgent, ß u ffy and 
fun, or Òcr•me de la cr•meÓ may have been relevant before 
the recession, but no more. 

The attraction now lies in something more grounded,  nor-
mal, practical, worthwhile, enduring, meaningful, t hrifty 
and wise. So itÕs not just about making your case b ased on 
facts. Feelings are equally important.

This recession is causing me to think 

less about Ôtrading upÕ in terms of prod-

ucts and brands, and more in terms of 

Ôtrading offÕ or Ôtrading down.Õ

36%

More and more when it comes to 

brands IÕm asking myself ÔWhere can I 

trade down?Õ rather than ÔWhere can I 

trade up?Õ

34%

IÕm avoiding brands that are status 

symbols.

They seem Ôout of tuneÕ with the times.

40%
Top 3 box % agree 10 point scale
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Challenge
3

You need to know where you sit on the Essential vs. 
Discretionary continuum.

A major goal of our study was to get beyond what pe ople 
are doing and understand why and how. ItÕs now clea r 
trading down is occurring to a signiÞ cant degree, and that 
peopleÕs attitudes about the seriousness of the rec ession 
are driving these trade-down behaviors and a new et hos 
of frugality. ItÕs also apparent that there is a st air-step ef-
fect in which people are increasingly willing to ab andon 
brand loyalty. But all of these dynamics involve de cision 
making within a product category, and as weÕve just  seen, 
a signiÞ cant number of people are beginning to aba ndon 
brands and even whole product categories as they at -
tempt  to right their own Þ nancial ships. Understanding 
how these category-level decisions are made is vita l to 
steering a course for your brand.

To address this, we gave people a list of 180 produ ct-
related behaviors, each of which was something a pe rson 
might do in an attempt to save moneyÑclipping coupo ns, 
bundling shopping trips, postponing certain purchas es, 
selling things, avoiding luxuries and so on. Brands  were 
never mentioned. We asked people to rate each behav ior 
on a 5-point Òdoing moreÓ versus Òdoing lessÓ scale . Then 
we factor-analyzed them, revealing groups of relate d be-
haviors. Correspondence analysis allowed us to map the 
groups per the visual on the following pages.

The data reveal that people make choices about what  be-
haviors to engage in by  using two constructs.  The Þ rst, not 
surprisingly, is to think about money-saving activi ties in 
terms of whether the affected product category is essen-
tial or discretionary.  The second construct involves dif-
ferentiating between behaviors where a lot of savin gs can 
be realized  quickly in one fell swoop, versus those which 
involve Òchipping awayÓ  at costs over longer periods of 
timeÑall adding up to something signiÞ cant over th e long 
haul. The various groups of behaviors map around th ese 
two dimensions.

At the bottom of the wheel on the next two pages ar e 
things like ÒCreative Cooking,Ó ÒSkimping,Ó ÒShrink ing 
BasicsÓ  and ÒDelaying Durables.Ó These are all goo d ex-
amples of activities that involve cutting back very  basic, 
essential thingsÑinsurance,  water, food and so on.

There are certain products or

services that I used to think of as

necessities that IÕm now beginning to

think of as luxuries.

34%

There are certain products or

services that I used to think of as

essential that IÕm now learning I can

pretty easily do without.

  32%
Top 3 box % agree 10 point scale
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Areas For Future Discussion

¥ Where does your product category (and brand) sit on the Ess ential vs. Discretionary
 continuum?

¥ If youÕre on the Discretionary side, what are you doing to r einforce your vitalness?

¥ If youÕre on the Essential side, what are you doing to make c uts less painful for those who
 are forced to make them?

¥ To the extent that your category is not perceived as a highl y vital one, what are you
 doing to avoid a situation in which your brand becomes a One-H it Wonder, abandoned
 entirely to a much cheaper form or brand of your product?

¥ If you are attempting to help people chip away, have you done a good job  of making 
 the cumulative savings evident?  

Typically activities like these are painful and som etimes involve a certain amount of risk.  Sit-
ting opposite, at the top of the wheel, are activit ies that involve more discretionary things such 
as ÒAvoiding the Premium End,Ó ÒInvesting Less,Ó ÒR educing DebtÓ or ÒCutting Convenience and 
Show.Ó  While people donÕt really want to engage in  these behaviors, they are perceived as less 
essential than the types of activities at the botto m of the wheel. As a result, people who have the 
money to engage in Discretionary behaviors in the Þ  rst place are very likely to start cutting here. 
Others, who lack the means to engage in most Discre tionary behaviors, start lower on the continu-
um and dip further into Essentials as they make beh avior shifts.

The second  construct of One-Hit Wonders versus Day-to-Day Chi pping Away is also characterized 
by opposing groups of behaviors.  On the left side of the wheel are things like ÒShopping Smarter,Ó 
ÒConstantly Couponing,Ó ÒCheaper CharityÓ or ÒLess Organic.Ó These are all good examples of ac-
tivities where, with diligence, one can reduce cost s a little here and a little there, ultimately addi ng 
up to something over time. Sitting opposite them on  the right side of the wheel are the One-Hit 
Wonder categories such as ÒDownsizing Everyday Fun, Ó ÒFinding Money,Ó ÒGoing to ExtremesÓ and 
ÒSmarter Transit.Ó These are all examples of where a single decisionÑto stop going out to movies, 
to take public transportation, to get a night job, etc.Ñaccrues a large savings (or earnings) all at 
once.    

What the two dimensions illuminate is that American s have a clear set of rules for how to cut back.  
The challenge for brands (which are being evaluated  in the context of these rules) is to make sure 
they donÕt get caught on the wrong end of either co ntinuum.  In other words, It is critical to make 
sure people view your brand or category as Essentia lÑthat you take steps to prevent becoming 
perceived as Discretionary. It is equally critical to create opportunities for people to chip away, so  
that you donÕt become a One-Hit Wonder. 

View
the 
map
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Constantly Couponing   Using any types of coupons for anything.

Shopping Smarter  Planning ahead, making a list, price checking, waiting for sales, avoiding impulse, etc.

Penny Pinching  Looking for savings tips, do-it-yourself hair care,  going over bills, using cash, staying home, etc.

Down-Branding  Trading down brand quality, buying non-favorite brands with coupons, buying store

brands and generics, etc.

Creative Cooking  Cooking from scratch/at home, using leftovers, using in-se ason fruit, Þ nding cheap reci-

pes, etc.

Skimping Watering down products, downsizing portions, using Þ llers, cutting back on yourself so others

donÕt have to, etc.

Shrinking Basics  Finding cheaper insurance, reducing use of water, running a ppliances at off-peak hours,  

Þ ghting tax increases, doing your own home maintenance, etc.

Delaying Durables  Postponing major purchases of all types.

Packaging Down  Switching to less expensive packages for cell phone, cable, etc.

Downsizing Everyday Fun  Staycations, home entertaining instead of going out, etc.

Finding Money  Selling things, bartering, working overtime, postponing retirement, postponing college, etc.

Going to Extremes  Eliminating health or life insurance, eliminating prescri ptions, buying gold, stockpiling  

food and water, buying a gun, etc.

Smarter Transit  Using public transit, carpooling, walking, getting a more fuel-efÞ cient car, etc.

Downsizing High-End Fun  Less dining out, less high-end out-of-home entertainment (concerts, etc.), less  

vacation travel, fewer magazine/newspaper subscriptions , etc.

Avoiding the Premium End  Eliminating cleaning services, car washes, pay-per-view,  salons, gourmet 

coffee, higher-end retail, designer clothing, etc.

Investing Less  Reducing 401(k) contributions, rate of savings, mor tgage payments, etc.

Reducing Debt  Paying down credit cards, avoiding use of credit cards, paying things off with savings, etc.

Cutting Convenience and Show Reducing use of prepared/convenience foods, single-serving items,  

disposables, badge-value-only brands, etc.

Un-Indulging  Eliminating little treats, indulgences, luxuries, splurg es, reducing gift giving, eliminating high-  

end brands, reducing air conditioning, lowering heat, etc.

Harnessing Technology  Checking prices online before shopping, getting online money-saving tips, using  

cell phones less, buying in bulk, shopping at club stores, et c.

Less Organic  Buying less organic, fresh, green, etc.

Cheaper Charity  Praying, attending religious services, donating time, red ucing monetary donations, etc.
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36%
35%

40%

41%
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56%
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42%

56%

44%

50%
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49%

24%

Doing Them
More Than
A Year Ago

Discretionary

Essential

One-Hit
Wonders

Day to 
day,

chip away

Less Organic

Harnessing
Technology

Reducing Debt

Cutting Convenience and Show

Shopping Smarter

Constantly 
Couponing

Un-Indulging

Penny Pinching

Cheaper Charity

Down-Branding

Creative Cooking

Skimping Shrinking Basics

Delaying Durables

Packaging Down

Downsizing
Everyday Fun

Finding Money

Going to 
Extremes

Smarter Transit

Downsizing
High End Fun

Avoiding the 
Premium End

Investing Less

Among people who normally do this, % doing more since the Recession began.
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Challenge
4 

In making trade-offs, people may entirely redeÞ ne the
competitive set and hence your product category.

Certainly not everyone is abandoning every product cat-
egory. But sizeable numbers of people are abandonin g 
certain categories. All of our measures suggest tha t cate-
gory abandonment is occurring among a quarter to a third 
of people. This happens as a product becomes viewed  as 
only marginally essential and as its potential elim ination 
becomes perceived as a sizable One-Hit Wonder.

But for a whole product category to be eliminated, people 
have to be making comparisons not among the brands 
within the category, but rather among various categ o-
ries themselves. It is this dynamic that is driving  sepa-
rate shopping trips to a variety of stores to morph  into a  
single trip to Wal-Mart in order to save gas. In th is case, a 
pharmacy or grocery store or a clothing retailer su ddenly 
falls into competition with the local gas station. There are 
endless varieties of these cross-category competiti ons 
cropping up as the recession unfolds. Organic food begins 
to compete with air conditioning. A new puppy repla ces 
summer camp.  A staycation enables the down payment  of 
a more fuel-efÞ cient car.

People have always had to make these types of trade -offs, 
but to a much lesser degree than is the case today.  In the 
Great Recession, however, there is a tug-of-war goi ng on 
between pairs of product categories that are often surpris-
ing. The wheel on the previous page provides insigh t into 

whom  your new competitive set might include. Products 
that fall within a single cutback category tend to compete 
with one another or with adjacent categories. In ad dition, 
those households that are relatively recession-proo f are 
making nearly as many of these cross-category evalu -
ations as are those households heavily affected by the 
recession. It is all part of the new, more frugal m indset in 
which there seem to be new rules about how to save mon-
ey on brands and products. 

This suggests that it is critical to step outside o f a brand 
mindset and into a category mindset, when it comes to 
thinking about who your competition is, and what st eps 
you need to take to come out on top. 

Before the recession, I used to make 

choices about which brands in a product 

categoryÑlike which brand of coffeeÑI 

should buy. Now I Þ nd myself making 

choices about whether I should even 

buy certain product categories at all.

31%

Since the recession began, there are    

entire product categories IÕve pretty 

much just stopped buying.

27%

Top 3 box % agree 10 point scale
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Areas For Future Discussion

¥ How likely is it that people are expanding the considerati on set for your brand to
 include things that are not even in your product category?

¥ What might those things be?

¥ What are the speciÞ c things about your product category t hat render it open to
 trade-offs with these other products?

¥ Are there ways to address these in order to re-frame your product ca tegory and brand
 in a way that makes them less vulnerable to cross-category c omparisons?

¥ If your product is in the upper right quadrantÑDiscretionary + One-Hit WonderÑcan you  
 reimagine new competitive advantages through the lens of c ategory competition rather  
 than brand competition? 



29

Challenge
5 

The new money is in following how people spend their time.

Cutting back affects not only how people spend thei r 
money, but also how they spend their time. And this  reces-
sion has resulted in a massive shift of time spent ÒoutÓÑ
engaging in shopping, entertainment and travelÑto t ime 
spent at home. Fully half of people strongly agree that 
they are looking to do things that donÕt involve sp ending 
as much money as they did before the recession star ted, 
and the easiest way to do this is by staying home.
A measure of activity frequency reveals a dramatic drop-
off versus a year ago in doing things that involve going out 
and spending money, such as going to the movies, go ing 
out to eat,  going to a mall, etc. Conversely, four categories 
of home-based activities are way up relative to a y ear ago. 

First, there is spending time with people rather th an 
spending money on them. Doing things with children rath-
er than buying things for them. With money less ava ilable 
to invest in Òthings,Ó people are investing time in  relation-
ships. As a result, theyÕre deepening their relatio nships and 
making more meaningful connections.

The second category involves shifting entertainment  at-
home or closer to home. Whether having informal nei gh-
bor or friend get-togethers, renting or borrowing m ovies 
instead of going to the theater, connecting with fr ee activi-
ties such as local concerts or events, or simply sp ending 
more time in nature, people are turning back the cl ock a 
bit  in the ways they spend time. As a result, they are  get-
ting more creative in their quest for entertainment .

The third category is home improvement. Unable to s ell 
their homes and trying to make every penny count, p eople 
are taking on all kinds of repairs, small home impr ovement 
projects and gardening projects. Since home is incr eas-
ingly the place where you are, these projects are h elping 
improve peopleÕs environments and turn their homes into 
sanctuaries. 

And Þ nally, home is becoming the mission control c enter 
for Þ guring out how to save money. Going over bill s, clip-
ping coupons from the paper, using the Internet to Þ nd the 
best buys, planning a careful shopping list, or plo tting the 
most efÞ cient route for  errands: all of this is happening in 
advance, in the home. 

The recession has resulted in a massive shift in ve nue, re-
sulting in whole new ways that people spend their t ime.  
This means great opportunity for brands that ideate  
around time.

I am spending more time at home than

I was before the recession began. 

49%

I am spending more time trying to

do things that donÕt involve spending 

much money than I was before the

recession began.

51%
Top 3 box % agree 10 point scale
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Areas For Future Discussion

¥ Do you really understand how your brand intersects with time use and particularly
 with life at home?

¥ More time at home means a quest for more meaningful family r elationships. Does your   
 brand have a potential role to play as a relationship builde r?

¥ More time at home means more in-home entertainment needs.  Does your brand have an  
 opportunity to make staying in just as much fun as going out? To make the ordinary more  
 special?

¥ More time at home means home as sanctuary and place of pride . Does your brand have a  
 potential role to play here? 

¥ More time at home means a staging area for  money saving. What is your brand doing to  
 make this easier, more efÞ cient, more satisfying? 

Going Out and Spending Money

Staying Home with the Family

Free Entertainment

Sweat Equity in Home

Smart Shopping

% spending
more time

% spending
more time

% spending
more time

% spending
more time

% spending
more time

Gap: more
minus less

Gap: more
minus less

Gap: more
minus less

Gap: more
minus less

Gap: more
minus less

Going to the movies 5%    -46
Going out to dinner 4%   -51
Watching pay-per-view movies 3%   -50
Going to the mall 2%   -52

Trying to make ordinary, everyday things a little more special 38%   +33
Doing things with kids/family instead of buying things for t hem 35%   +29 
Watching TV 32%   +21
Spending time with your children 32%   +24

Focusing on entertainment at home rather than out of home 45 %   +39
Going to free events 32%   +24
Connecting with nature 24%   +14

Fixing up things around your house 32%   +21
Gardening 25%   +6
Attending to the Òhoney-doÓ list 23%   +12 
Putting Òsweat equityÓ into your house 19%   +6

Making lists for shopping 34%   +29
Clipping coupons or looking for sales 48%   +42
Comparing prices in the stores 56%   +53
Going online to compare prices between stores 38%   +30
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Challenge
6 

People are looking for relief from a negative 
emotional evironment.

Beneath much of the negative behavior weÕve witness ed is 
a powerful set of negative emotions. It seems that people 
are as depressed as the economy. When asked in the sur-
vey research to pick the emotion that best describe s how 
they feel about the economy, nine out of 10 chose a  nega-
tive one, with ÒcautiousÓ and ÒdepressedÓ topping t he list.  
In addition, more than half of the country strongly  agreed 
that they miss the way things were before the reces sion. 
So there is a palpable sense of sadness and looking  back-
ward.

Our mining of conversations on the Web revealed an
even more negative and slightly different picture. In that 
data,  mapped on the far right, people revealed a set of 
emotions that nearly all center around anger and fe ar, not 
sadness. This is important because ÒsadÓ emotions i ndi-
cate an acceptance of a situation that cannot be ch anged 
and, as such, this type of emotional response is ty pically 
accompanied by attempts to come to terms with the n eg-
ative event. But ÒfearÓ and ÒangerÓ emotions occur only 
when the outcome is not yet entirely clear, and whe n there 
is a chance to avert a situation or to Þ ght back a nd alter it 
for the better.  Fear seeks avoidance. Anger seeks altera-
tions and solutions. Brands that examine what their  role 
might be in this negative context of fear and anger  could 
Þ nd  opportunities. 

10%
6%

28%

Pick the emotion that best describes how you feel about the ec onomy

0%
2%

10%

44%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60% positive negative

Opportunistic Optimistic Cautious Depressed Panicked Hopeless

28%
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Areas For Future Discussion

¥ Have you considered how a time of negative emotional conte nt might affect your brand  
 differently than a time of positive emotional content? What  could you do differently?

¥ Are there things you can do to be a brand that gives people a b reak from negative         
 emotions?

¥ Fear seeks aversion. Are there things your brand can do tha t make people feel safer,
 that provide more comfortable ways of looking at t hings, or that provide escape hatches?

¥ Anger seeks alterations and solutions. Are there things y our brand can do to make the
 situation better, to help solve problems related to the rec ession? How can your brand
 become part of  the solution?

I really miss the way things 

were in America before this 

recession began.

53%
Top 3 box % agree 10 point scale

Cloud Map of Negative Emotions mined from the web. The 
size of a word represents its relative number of mentions.
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Challenge
7 

There is a trust deÞ cit that brands can help people overcome.

A major feature of this recession is the loss of tr ust in so 
many institutions. In our survey, we measured both the 
level of trust in various institutions as well as w hether that 
trust was growing or eroding. The Þ ndings reveal s ome 
interesting patterns (see opposite page). Most prom inent 
is the degree to which institutional trust has and continues 
to erode. People are understandably mistrustful of Wall 
Street, but there is also a large and growing mistr ust of 
government at all levels, along with the mainstream  
media. This has led people to feel that they are ev en more 
on their own than before the recession, and their m ost  
trusted sources on which to rely for information and strat-
egies are themselves, their families and their clos e friends.  

What is also interesting is that an average of 20+ compa-
nies and brands that we measured averaged better th an 
did many things on the list. In addition, the compa niesÕ 
and brandsÕ average, unlike so many things on this list, is 
not plagued by negative momentum. This means that i n 
a relative sense, trust in brands should naturally move up 
over time relative to trust in other things. And Wa l-Mart, 
which we excluded from the average, turned out to b e the 
sixth most trusted institution of everything we mea sured.  
This begins to suggest that there may be major oppo rtu-
nities for brands to  nurture and leverage trust that other 
entities have failed to provide.

Another facet of the trust deÞ cit is that since pe ople 
realize they have to rely heavily on themselves, th ey 
are attempting to improve their economic literacy a nd 
savvy. When asked where they obtain their news abou t 
the economy, we found that the number one source wa s 
friends and family Þ rst, then media. But within th e context 
of media, alternative news outlets and Internet sou rcesÑ 
whether Websites, or social networking vehiclesÑwer e 
relatively high on peopleÕs lists. This was particu larly true 
at the two ends of the age spectrum: those under 30  and 
those over 65. What this suggests is that as the re cession 
wears on, and likely long after, people  will be looking for 
help outside of conventional sources.

This recession has taught me that you

really need to be able to rely on yourself

in tough times.

67%

Who do you look to most to help get you 
through this recession?

0%

61%

Myself My
family

The
government

31%
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30%

40%

50%
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70%

Doing more: Trying to learn and 

understand the economy.

60%
Top 3 box % agree 10 point scale

Top 3 box % agree 10 point scale
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+28

+21

70% 80%

Your family

Your closest friends

Your doctor

Your place of worship

U.S. Army

Wal-Mart

Your local hospital

Your bank

Your local police

Your employer - 15

President Obama -11

Local businesses

Google

Consumer products average

News media -16

Oprah -20

Democrats -26

Republicans -25

Federal government -31

Local government -23

Your congressman -30

FEMA -22

State government -38

U.S. Congress -42

Brokerage Þ rms -46

Wall Street -49

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Levels of trust and momentum

Top 3 box % trust - 10-point scale

Areas For Future Discussion

¥ Trust lives inside peopleÕs inner circle. How  
 can your brand inÞ ltrate that inner circle  
 and become a trusted insider? If you live  
 outside of it, how can you move closer?
 
¥ Has your brand always been viewed as  
 trustworthy or as a Ògood guy?Ó If so, how  
 can you leverage this to your advantage  
 now? If not, what aspects of your brand  
 are depressing your trust quotient?

¥ How can you show people that your brand  
 works to earn their respect?

¥ People are increasingly trying to confront  
 challenges on their own, or with close  
 family and friends,  rather than through  
 institutions. Are there ways that you can  
 lend a hand?

¥ As people attempt to improve their         
 economic literacy and savvy, they are         
 increasingly relying on alternative sources,  
 often located on the Internet. What is your  
 strategy to become part of these         
 solutions? 
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Challenge
8 

There is an opportunity to reconnect with the silver lining.

Many people Þ nd silver linings in situations of gr eat dif-
Þ culty and challenge. The response to this recessi on is 
no exception. Having had to cut back on many fronts , 
having experienced their sphere of activity growing  
smaller and closer to home, and having had to face 
fears about the future, many people are nevertheles s 
Þ nding a silver lining. They are rediscovering sim plicity 
and meaning.

In our survey data, for example, half of the countr y 
agreed strongly that one of the silver linings of t he 
recession is the connection to a simpler, less mate ri-
alistic life. A similar proportion agreed strongly that 
the recession has caused them to spend time  on more 
meaningful and simpler things. All of this has resu lted 
in a rekindling of relationships with family and fr iends.  
Comments from Web mining and from our focus groups 
underscored this sentiment. 

This pattern mirrors what we discussed in section 
#2Ñthat there has been a return not just to careful  
budgeting, but to the virtue of it. People have rai sed 
this to a deeper, more emotional and more human lev el, 
suggesting that when one engages in these behaviors  
it can have the beneÞ t not only of feeling wise, b ut also 
of reorienting oneÕs outlook, and moving one to a b et-
ter place. As a result, there seems to be a Òrecent eringÓ 
of peopleÕs lives, focusing once again on the thing s that 
matter most. 

This typically means people, not things. It means s ecurity 
more than aggressive success. It means simpler rath er 
than elegant. And it means time rather than money.  In 
this shifted context, brands need to refresh their outlook 
and reexamine how they mesh with human values that 
are moving a bit away from materialism and status, and 
shifting more toward simplicity and meaning.

One of the Òsilver liningsÓ in the current 

recession is that IÕve begun to realize that a 

simpler, less materialistic life is a better life.

50%

Since the recession began, I Þ nd myself 

spending more time on things that are

really meaningfulÑlike time with family

and friends, doing simpler but more

enjoyable things, etc.

46%
Top 3 box % agree 10 point scaleTop 3 box % agree 10 point scale
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Areas For Future Discussion

¥ How well does your brand Þ t with the silver lining? Are there aspects of your brand or   
 messaging that are out of sync with where peopleÕs values ar e headed?
 
¥ Are you more about materialism or more about meaning? Put a nother way, what are the  
 higher level elements of meaning with which your brand could connect?

¥ Is there an element of Òhuman valueÓ in your brandÕs value e quation, or are you just about  
 price and features? What might this human value be, and how c an you bring it forward?

¥ Does your brand have an Òauthentic valuesÓ story to tell? Do your roots go back to a time  
 when  the values were more consistent with the shifts we are experiencing today? Is there  
 an opportunity to reconnect those roots to today?

ÒThere is something about difÞ cult times that makes people 
realize whatÕs really, truly important in their lives.Ó 

ÒAmericans as a whole can spend a lot less money every 
month than they thought they could and still be happy.
If we learn to live simpler we might just Þ nd ourselves
better for it  post-recession.Ó

ÒThis recession has taught me how blessed I am. My worries 
are small. I have found myself more willing to give to others 
and to appreciate what I have.Ó
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Challenge
9 

Communication is not enough.

Yet most advertisers are stuck in the same old mode l.

Marketing needs to make a corresponding shift in or der 
to stay relevant to people, and this requires a red eÞ ni-
tion of terms:

And especially in times like these, when people are nÕt 
in a mood to buy, acts that do something relevant f or 
people will have more impact than ads that try to s ell to 
people. Brands with a clear purpose and relevant ac ts 
will continue to be vital in spite of the recession .

Clearly, the recession is changing the relationship  be-
tween people and brands. It is also beginning to ch ange 
the conversation in the marketplace. But much of th is 
change began well before the recession. The Interne t 
and  technology began to create a new breed of more 
savvy consumers at least a decade before the recess ion 
materialized. The search for simplicity and the dri ve to 
get back to basics has its roots at the beginning o f the 
21st century and even earlier, not in the recession  itself. 
Nesting, Family Values, the Experience Economy, Ins -
periences, Conscientious Consumption, Mass Class, N o 
Frills Chic and the ethos of Less Is More have all been 
with us for some time. The recession has served to am-
plify and accelerate many things that were already in 
motion.

However, the rules of engagement are being rewritte n 
in ways that these earlier trends did not portend. The 
shift that weÕve described from Essential to Discre tion-
ary, the  move from Trading Up to Trading Off and out of 
a category entirely, the notion that ÒvalueÓ in pur e mon-
ey terms doesnÕt guarantee success are all recessio n-
linked. The reality is that in this recession, peop le are 
reevaluating everything. There is no more rote buyi ng. 
Old loyalties are being erased. Brand decision-maki ng 
is thoughtful and considered. Buying is linked to a  new 
emotional context and a new set of emotional needs.  
People are reconsidering how every brand Þ ts into their 
now very altered lives.

The recession and its antecedents have caused peopl e 
and the world in which we live to change. From pass ive 
audiences to empowered people. From siloed channels  
to synchronicity. From one size Þ ts all to customi zation.  
From inferred knowledge to direct knowledge.

Consumers

Build Brands

Positioning

Ads

People

Move People

Purpose

Acts
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Three examples help to illuminate this.

Wal-Mart
Wal-Mart has always owned the lowest price on every -
day things. But their recent shift from the positio n of 
Òlowest pricesÓ to the purpose of Òhelping people s ave 
money so they can live better,Ó has driven them to make 
other discretionary things vital to people.

McDonaldÕs
McDonaldÕs has epitomized the fast and inexpensive 
in fast food for decades. But their recent shift fr om 
the position of Òleading fast foodÓ to the purpose of 
Òsimple, easy enjoymentÓ has enabled them to create  
acts that people value far more than just fast and inex-
pensive.

TOMS and Zappos
In a world where there is rampant ROBO action, an 
e-tailer with a clear purpose and relevant act stan ds
to gain tremendously. Two examples of this are TOMS , 
whose central act is donating one pair of shoes to charity 
for every pair purchased, and Zappos, whose people-  
centered acts involve free shipping, open return po licy 
and unscripted customer service agents empowered to  
do extraordinary things. Meanwhile, the recession d rags 
on for many other online shoe retailers.

Areas For Further DIscussion

¥ WhatÕs the nature of the relationship you want with the peo ple you serve? 
 
¥ Do you understand your audience as people, not consumers?

¥ Does your brand serve a genuine, meaningful role in peopleÕs lives?

¥ Are you doing ÒactsÓ or brand deeds that are relevant to peo ple?

¥ Does what you do really make a meaningful contribution to p eopleÕs lives or 
 just sell to them?



We would welcome a customized dialogue about how yo ur
brand can maneuver in these times.    
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LetÕs go deeper.


