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Ad Spend in 
Economic 
Downturns

E C O N O MIC  U P D ATE :



As headlines conflict on 
the health of the economy,
we wanted to revisit 

how ad spend is 
impacted during
economic downturns
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So we wanted to revisit our old thought leadership on 

What happens to advertising 
during economic downturns?
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Since the Great Depression, US GDP is Actually Pretty Good 
at Predicting Future Advertising Spend

4Sources: Biel, A. & King, S. Advertising during a recession. NTC Publications. 1999; WARC. What w e know  about advertising during a recession. May 2019; Long, D. The history of advertising 
during a recession. F&I Magazine. 2009; Tenhulzen, Bre; Advertising During the COVID-19 Global Pandemic: The Rise of Influencer Marketing Strategies in a Recession. March 2021
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S Ad Budgets At Risk

Typically, total advertising 
budgets are cut as much 

as 11% at the onset of a 
recession. Remaining 
dollars tend to be spent 

in places where there is 
direct attribution

Hone In On Value
Proving value becomes 
important to advocate for 

continued budget. Since the 
Great Recession, targeted 
digital has been the preferred 

platform for performance.

Retention Is Key
Awareness and acquisition 
campaigns are put on 

the back burner as 
companies seek to retain 
existing customers.
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How do companies shift tactics 
and budgets during a recession?

Budgets get 

cut quickly

Companies focus 

on ROI

Strategy shifts to 

retaining customers



Maintaining 
Budgets Helps 
Sales

Advocate for maintaining ad spend. 

Since Harvard Business Review 
conducted a study in 1927, almost 
every study since has shown that 

maintaining ad spend helps 
companies hold market share and 

grow faster post-recession
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• Clients who cut budgets at the onset of a recession will take 5x longer to recover 

sales compared with clients who maintain spend

• Clients preserving ad spend increase SOV on networks and programs given 

cutting budgets is a common tactic

• Clients who maintain current levels may see 30-40% revenue increases over 

clients who cut budgets post recession
Source: Tellis, G. & Tellis, K. A critical review and 
synthesis of research on advertising in a recession. 
Journal of Advertising Research. (April 2009)



For questions, please reach out to:

Sean.Wright@nbcuni.com

Thank You!

mailto:Sean.Wright@nbcuni.com

