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Adversity can be turned to opportunity during economic downturn


	FEW BUSINESSES, large or small, have gone untouched by the change in outlook that has come about since the Sept 11th disaster. Understandably, many feel vulnerable and all too aware of the acute fragility of a "just-in-time" economy. As a result, they are drawing in their horns and are wary of taking risks. Companies everywhere are both wondering how to adjust to the immediate uncertainty and also how to cope with a much darker future. But do the storm clouds really have to blot out the sun? There must be ways to not just ride, but also thrive in an economic downturn?
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There are - and they demand clear thinking and staying calm, despite the size of the waves welling up around you. Commentators agree that in times of economic uncertainty it is all too easy to make major mistakes with your company, such as laying off large numbers of staff and cutting back on advertising. Adversity, they say, can be turned into opportunity. This is done by being prudently aggressive, not cautious.
	"... in times of economic uncertainty it is all too easy to make serious mistakes with your company - such as laying off large numbers of staff and cutting back on advertising ..." 

	The idea is to accept that change is the only constant in life - and this means being prepared to take action rather than being timid. That way, you stand to gain market share from competitors overly cautious in a precarious economy.
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It's a fine line to tread. But here are some tips...
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	Don't cut back on advertising and promotional budget. Studies have shown that during recession, companies that maintain, or even increase, advertising spending outsell those who cut back.
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	Try not to scrimp on service or lower quality standards by being understaffed. If you do cut back on permanent or contract staff, consider outsourcing to freelancers and consultants (apart from anything else, economic slowdown usually means an increased number of qualified independent professionals). Using freelancers is a cost effective option in both bad and good times as you only hire them as and when you need them.
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	Consult with your employees. They need to feel important to your company and may well have valuable cost-cutting ideas that help avoid lay-offs.
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	Talk to existing clients. In a downturn, they are your lifeblood. They make the difference between being in or out of business. So visit customers and ask them exactly what you need to do to improve your service to them. In particular, look at ways you can help them save cash.
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	Offer new deals and terms. For example, offer discounts to customers willing to sign long-term contracts or pay cash up front.
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	Stay close to your suppliers. It is vital that a close partnership is in place between you and your suppliers - particularly if the partnership is to survive the dramatic changes in plans that may be necessary during downturn.
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	Seek out new business. Don't fall into the trap of believing everyone is cutting back, so there's no point in looking for new customers. Consider adding to your sales force, rather than cutting labour. Or take the flexible option and get a freelance programmer to set a series of autoresponders to follow-up on customer enquiries; a researcher to do a marketing survey; or a copywriter to crank up your online and offline sales copy - he or she will make it work for you by emphasising the benefits of your products and services to your customers.
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	Diversify. Avoid keeping your "eggs in one basket" - offer complimentary products and services. That way, you'll be less vulnerable to recession. Nike, for instance, now offers radios to joggers, not just trainers.
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Source: Smarter Worker Inquirer 1st November 2001


