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Recessions have a tendency to remind us  
about business fundamentals. It is through  
the refinement of a recession that wasteful 

spending is eliminated and we again focus on  
the core capabilities which make our companies  
successful. It is also a recession that reminds us  
marketing and business development are not the 
functions of just one or two departments. When  
company backlogs decrease, we recapture the  
essence of our mutual corporate responsibility  
to bring new projects in the door.

Focusing on existing clients and services 
It is easy to want to expand into new markets during a recession. 
The problem is that, during a recession, work is much harder 
to come by, both in the markets you currently serve as well as 
in markets that you don’t serve. Expanding into a new market 
requires both time and money—two resources not readily avail-
able during a recession. As a result, a recession is not the time to 
expand into new markets but rather is the time to focus on your 
existing clients and services.

The goal during a recession is to focus on bringing work in the 
door immediately. Most marketers will tell you the fastest, least 
expensive, and easiest way to bring in new work is to focus on  
your existing clientele. This includes people you have sold to  
previously and others in the industry familiar with your work.  
So what can you do? Here are five things you can do during a 
recession that will position you to succeed.

1.	Don’t wait to setup your current marketing. When faced 
with the possibility of a decline in your workload, initiate action 
immediately. Often, when the slowdown reaches the doorstep, 
firms find themselves among a large group of competitors 
competing for work. The idea is to immediately step-up the 
everyday marketing efforts you have found to be successful in 
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an effort to build your backlog going into the recession. In  
our industry this usually includes following up on outstanding  
proposals, using qualifications to bolster the effectiveness  
of your fee proposals, and pre-marketing RFPs.

2.	Call your existing clients. Especially at service firms, the  
“last line of defense” when you are in need of work is to pick  
up the phone and call your best clients to ask for work. Firms 
often hesitate to make these calls because they are afraid of  
what others will think. Put simply: Get over it. Calling your 
existing clients and asking for work is the most effective way  
to get work in the door in a down market. 

3.	Focus on being the best. Now is the time to set aside change 
orders and additional work authorizations (within reason) and 
give all of your clients 1,000 reasons why they should never 
even consider another firm. Begin by asking yourself, “What 
can I do to help this person that is above and beyond what they 
hired me to do?” Remember: Focusing on being the best isn’t 
something that just one person or a group of people can do, it  
is a companywide focus that requires buy-in to be successful. 

4.	Diversify within your current markets. Pursue relationships 
and work in your current market sectors that are stable.  
Generally in a downturn, these markets include the federal  
and healthcare markets. As discussed above, now is not the 
time to pursue new sectors, but it is a great time to place  
emphasis on your markets that will handle the downturn  
better. This does not mean you should simply respond to  
more RFPs. Rather, initiate new relationships and build  
inroads that will position you to win.

5.	Be patient. Markets change. Just when you think you will run 
out of work, the markets will start moving again. Firms that 
survive this economic cycle will again experience an upswing  
as industry and opportunity prevail in the free market. 

business development

“Recessions provide the opportunity to 
 unite our companies for future growth.”

“A recession is not the time to expand 
into new markets, but rather it is the 
time to focus on your existing clients 
and services.”

continued on page 34
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Positive communication is essential, but many 
(perhaps most) e-mails are not. Day by day, it 
is increasingly difficult to respond to the sheer 

volume of e-mails. Something is wrong when we 
consider skipping a vacation to avoid the mountain 
of e-mails upon our return. 

What Can You Do? 
	 Where feasible, make reductions in your distribution lists.

	 Refrain from sending e-mail copies to your supervisor’s boss  
to brag about your accomplishments.

	 Only send e-mails that are business-critical.

	 Stop the “cover-your-backside” e-mails. Are you really that 
insecure about your job?

	 Just because it is easy to send an e-mail does not mean it is 
expedient or appropriate. Sometimes a phone call or quick  
visit yields better results.

Confidentiality
Never assume you have someone’s permission to forward a message. 
Respect confidential information; err on the side of caution. 

Lost Communication Context
Communication is approximately 90% body language, 8% tone of 
voice, and 2% what you say. In other words, e-mails remove 98% of 
the communication context! This paves the way to misinterpretation—
another reason to think twice before sending off another message.

Making the Most of Time
We all have important work to perform and a responsibility to  
provide effective service. Anything we can do to focus more on  
the job at hand and reduce the hours we spend writing and  
responding to nonessential e-mails is a step forward.

Awareness is a step toward behavior change. Put a note on your com-
puter reminding yourself to reduce e-mail correspondence. It takes  
21 days to modify behavior. Starting now can make a difference. 

We all thank you for it.  
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“Communication is approximately  
  90% body language, 8% tone of  
  voice, and 2% what you say.”

Building your marketing culture
In marketing and business, recessions provide us the opportunity 
to unite our companies for future growth. The preceding actions 
are just a handful of things that can be done to empower every-
one in your company to be a part of the sales process. In addition 
to these, think about how you can leverage today’s challenges to 
develop a culture that embraces marketing and business develop-
ment. Firms that succeed in building this culture today will reap 
the rewards of growth in the future.  
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