
Sponsor content

How economic 
uncertainty leads 
to innovation and 
opportunity

Introduction

Retail and 
consumer goods

Health and wellness

Technology

Automotive

Financial services

Media

How economic 
uncertainty leads 
to innovation and 
opportunity

Introduction

Retail and 
consumer goods

Health and wellness

Technology

Automotive

Financial services

Media



2

How economic uncertainty leads to innovation and opportunity

The Business of Brands Ad Age December 2022

Introduction
As budgets are slashed in the face of an uncertain 
economy, savvy marketers know their history: 
Now is the time to build the brands that will win 
the inevitable economic upturn

On Nov. 1, the Collins Dictionary declared its 
word of the year for 2022: permacrisis.

Whether that term describes our soon-
to-be past or our present and foreseeable 
future, it certainly evokes the vibe. From 
January 2020 until now—let’s call it the 
COVID-19 or pandemic era—we have seemed 
to careen from one crisis to another in an 
unending loop. 

In addition to crises caused by sociopolit-
ical turmoil and climate-related events, the 
pandemic era is now in serious danger of being 
bookended by recessions: The first was a brief 
downturn that correlated with the onset of 
COVID and its extreme disruption of all aspects 
of our lives. Now, in the midst of persistent 
inflation and the anticipation of an “inevita-
ble” global recession (according to multiple 
economists), agencies and brands alike are 
retrenching in the form of job cuts and reduced 
budgets for 2023. 

To quote from “Battlestar Galactica,” 
the Great Recession-era sci-fi TV series (not 
to mention J.M. Barrie’s “Peter Pan” and 
Ecclesiastes): All of this has happened before. 
And all of this will happen again. 

Founded by G.D. Crain in 1930, Ad Age has 
witnessed every economic downturn since the 
Great Depression. One truth the publication 
has chronicled again and again: Every reces-
sion brings opportunity and innovation. 

Although the pandemic lockdown shut-
tered many businesses that relied on in-person 
interactions—some temporarily and others 
permanently—it also hastened the growth of 
e-commerce and streaming video as well as 
driving innovation in existing tech such as QR 
codes and videoconferencing. 

In September 2020, in the midst of the first 
year of the pandemic, Ad Age Studio 30 and 
Ad Age Datacenter partnered on a compre-
hensive white paper, “Downtime Opportunity 
2020,” written by Ad Age Director of Data 
Analytics Bradley Johnson. The white paper 
focused on how some of the greatest innova-
tions in marketing, media and technology took 
place during the times of greatest economic 
uncertainty. 

Here are just a few examples:
• The origins of electronic mass media can 

be traced back to the Great Depression, as 
radio came of age as the predominant form 
of national and local entertainment and 
news. In October 1933, Ad Age reported on 
the discussion of the then-novel medium 
of television at the National Association 
Broadcasters convention. 

• In 1975, during an economic crisis 
sparked by skyrocketing oil prices, 
Microsoft was founded (Apple followed a 

‘Downtime 
Opportunity: 2020 
Edition,’ from Ad Age 
Studio 30 and Ad Age 
Datacenter
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year later). The same year, Atari introduced 
its Pong video game console, helping to 
popularize a form of home entertainment 
that would evolve into the $220 billion 
gaming industry of today.  

• The recessions of the early 1980s saw the 
rise of infotech companies that would 
further contribute to the infrastructure 
of what would become the internet. 
IBM’s personal computer launched in 1981. 
Cable TV giants including CNN, USA, Bravo, 
Cinemax, MTV, The Weather Channel and 
Lifetime debuted in the first three years 
of the decade. In 1982, the FCC awarded 
the old AT&T the first permit to build a 
cellphone system. The nascent field of 
online services was developed and refined 
during this era, with CompuServe launching 
in 1979, America Online (AOL) in 1985 and 
Prodigy in 1988. 

• More recently, the Great Recession of 
2007-2009 saw the beginnings of many 
of the tech-driven innovations that 
helped make life during the pandemic 

more bearable—and commerce more 
possible. In 2007, Netflix, then seen as a 
competitor to Blockbuster, launched its 
streaming video on demand service. The 
same year, Apple introduced the iPhone; in 
2008, Google’s Android OS began powering 
competing mobile phones. By 2009, 
Facebook (founded in 2004) had supplanted 
MySpace as the dominant social network. 
Major innovations that have upended the 
transportation and travel industries were 
also introduced in the midst of the Great 
Recession: In 2008, Tesla produced its first 
electric car (Tesla CEO Elon Musk’s space 
exploration company SpaceX launched 
its first rocket into space the same year), 
and Airbnb launched its website. Uber 
Technologies was founded in 2009.

Building upon the research of “Downtime 
Opportunity,” Ad Age Studio 30 and Quad have 
partnered to produce this white paper, which 
takes a deeper look at the innovations devel-
oped in retail and consumer products, health 
and wellness, technology, automotive, financial 
services and media since the disruption caused 

Clockwise from top left: The Tesla Roadster (inset) and Elon Musk, chairman of Tesla Motors in 2008; Microsoft founders 
(Bill Gates and Paul Allen are in the front row on the far left and far right, respectively); original Microsoft logo; Atari Pong 
video game console; IBM’s first personal computer; AOL running man icon; first-generation Apple iPhone.
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by the initial wave of the pandemic—and what 
lessons they present for marketers as we head 
into the next cycle of economic uncertainty.

If past is prologue, then we also know it’s 
impossible to predict the future with any 
certainty. What is almost certain, however—if 
the lessons from the past couple of years hold 
true—is that regardless of which innovations 
and brands emerge victorious from the next 
extended downturn, they will be driven by the 
ever-increasing shift toward a digital life.

Whether it’s better, more efficient 
customer experience using a hybrid of online 
and offline e-commerce to buy a chicken 
sandwich, a pair of headphones or a new car, 
or to access the funds to pay for those goods—
digital is where it’s at. The same goes for many 
of our entertainment, work, information and 
health care needs. 

The wild card that may or may not finally 
begin to gain even more prominence in the 
coming year is that vaguely defined and even 
more vaguely understood iteration of the digi-
tal realm: the metaverse.

The metaverse, Web3 and NFTs have been 
among the most popular buzzwords in adver-
tising and marketing this past year, but at the 
Association of National Advertisers “Masters 
of Marketing” Conference in October 2022, 
they were barely addressed. One reason why, 
ANA attendees told Ad Age, was that they still 
did not know enough about the metaverse 
and related technologies to speak about those 

concepts with any authority.
Once again, there are relatively recent 

precedents for this:
“Raise your hand if you believe social media 

is an important way to build a brand,” an 
Ad Age article stated in May 2008. “Now raise 
your other hand if you’re still not sure how to 
do that properly…. While marketers may not 
be spending huge marketing dollars on social 
media yet, they know they should be using it to 
reach consumers.”

Similarly, mobile marketing—or the poten-
tial for mobile marketing—was a hot topic 
during the Great Recession: “Truth is, mobile 
is still experimental in some quarters, and even 
brands that are big in the channel still allocate 
comparatively small pieces of their digital bud-
gets to it,” Ad Age reported in March 2009.

The tremendous advances that resulted 
during and in reaction to the worst downturns 
in our history have shown that progress is inevi-
table—even in the midst of a permacrisis.

At ANA, in response to a question about 
the recession and fears of cutbacks, Maggie 
Schmerin, United Airlines’ head of global adver-
tising, replied: “We could have hunkered down 
and played it safe,” but that would have meant 
ignoring a “once-in-a-generation” opportunity. 
“It allowed United to make leaps and bounds in 
terms of where we were prior,” she added.

Or to steal a quote from “Game of Thrones” 
(which was created during the 2007-2009 
recession): “Chaos isn’t a pit. Chaos is a ladder.”

“We could have hunkered down and played it 
safe, but that would have meant ignoring a 
once-in-a-generation opportunity.”
Maggie Schmerin, head of global advertising, United Airlines

https://adage.com/article/special-report-ana-annual-meeting/cmo-anxieties-revealed-ana-masters-marketing/2446736?utm_source=ad-age-cmo-strategy&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=20221031&utm_content=hero-headline
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It’s hard to overstate how much has happened 
in the retail industry during the past three 
years. Most experts agree that the pandemic 
accelerated changes in retailing by a decade or 
more. With millions of consumers working at 
home, the immediate priority was providing 
frictionless, contactless options for those who 
couldn’t or wouldn’t go to stores. Customers’ 
desire to shop anywhere, anytime, and pay 
any way they choose forced retailers to retool 
five-year e-commerce plans to five-week plans 
on the fly, and continue to drive the explosion of 
innovations in the space. 

One. Trillion. Dollars.
E-commerce has surged. According to 
eMarketer, U.S. e-commerce sales will grow 
16% this year, and exceed $1 trillion for the 
first time—two years ahead of the original 
predicted timeline.

While Amazon continues to account for 40% 
of the U.S. total, online sales for other retailers 
are booming, with the fastest-growing catego-
ries in food and beverage, predicted to be up 25% 
for all of 2022.

Online commerce was well on its way for 
many retailers, but the pandemic changed and 
accelerated strategies for mass-market and 
grocery retailers in particular. For instance, 
Albertsons Cos., one of the nation’s top grocery 
retailers, has spent the past three years investing 
millions to open a series of automated micro-
fulfillment centers to handle online orders.

Like other retailers, Albertsons has found 
that as people emerge from pandemic hiberna-
tion, they’re shopping again but increasingly in 
hybrid ways: They shop in store then purchase 
online; buy online then pick up in store (BOPIS); 
buy online then return in store. In Shopify’s 2021 
Future of Commerce report, nearly two-thirds 
of consumers said they were ordering remotely 
and using options like curbside pickup or BOPIS 
more often than they were in 2019. In a 2021 
Shopify survey, 54% of consumers said they’re 
likely to look at a product online and buy it in 
store, while 53% said they’re likely to look at a 
product in store and buy it online. 

Reflecting that online/offline hybrid model, 
Amazon’s Fresh and Go stores, and U.K. retailers 
like Sainsbury’s, have cashier-free stores with 

Retail and 
consumer goods
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Grocery chain Albertsons 
partnered with Takeoff 
Technologies on micro-
fulfillment centers.

https://www.globenewswire.com/news-release/2018/10/30/1639806/0/en/Albertsons-Companies-is-the-First-National-Grocer-to-Implement-AI-Driven-Micro-Fulfillment-eCommerce-Solution.html
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checkout via mobile app. Giant Eagle supermar-
kets allow customers to assemble a basket, scan 
QR codes and pay via an app. Bedding company 
HassleLess has mattress showrooms with no 
sales reps on the floor; all orders are processed 
online. And at Lands’ End, when customers 
return online purchases in store, the company 
offers a same-day discount to those who shop on 
the premises.

During the Great Depression, struggling 
retailers introduced ideas that are still 
with us today, like phone ordering as well 
as buying on credit. Today, shopping, order 
and payment options feel limitless. Consider 
that McDonald’s Corp. didn’t even take credit 
cards until 2004. Today, however, restaurant 
customers often have more than a dozen ways 
to order and pay, from websites to loyalty 
apps, mobile wallets, in-store kiosks and a host 
of third-party delivery services. Mastercard is 
working on AI-powered drive-thru technology 
that recognizes vehicles and generates 
personalized menus based on previous orders.

Retailers have worked hard to make online 
shopping warmer and more user-friendly, with 
live chat, appointment shopping, videos and 
VR technology to virtually “try on” cosmetics, 
furniture, eyeglasses and clothing. And of 
course there’s a “buy” button virtually every-
where—if you’re a Hollister’s teen shopper and 
don’t have your own credit card, you can text 
your cart to your parent with Share2Pay. U.S. 
retail sales via social commerce are projected 
to reach $56.17 billion in 2023, according to 
eMarketer.

“From a consumer engagement perspec-
tive, the pandemic accelerated technology 
adoption as it relates to payments, QR codes, 
apps, etc.,” said John Puterbaugh, executive 
director of advanced media and innovation 
at Quad. “A wide range of customers now are 
much more comfortable with both omnichan-
nel shopping and multichannel consumption 
of marketing messages. Combined with the 
mobile OS investment in removing friction 
and more advanced feature sets, customers 
can find, try, save, share and buy from a wider 
range of media formats and channels from 
their phones and devices at home, in store and 
on the go.”

Retail media networks
Puterbaugh also noted that consumer-goods 
marketers in search of customers, who a few 
years ago might have gone to platforms like 
Facebook, Instagram or Google search, increas-
ingly are advertising on retail media networks 
(RMNs), where brands can reach customers 
on retailers’ own websites, apps and loyalty 
programs. Retail media spending was projected 
to reach $101 billion by the end of 2022, up 15%, 
according to WPP’s GroupM, which predicts the 
category will hit $160 billion within the next 
five years.

The RMN push was led by Amazon, which 
is forecast to reach retail e-commerce sales 
worldwide of $729.8 billion in 2022—up 18.8% 
year-over-year. Among traditional brick-and-
mortar retailers, Kroger, the country’s largest 
supermarket operator, was a pioneer here, 
launching its Kroger Precision Media in 2017. 
Other well-established mass retailer networks 
include Walmart Connect RMN, which was the 
main driver of the $2.1 billion in worldwide ad 
revenue the company announced in early 2022—
and Target’s rebranded Roundel (formerly 
known as the Target Media Network), which has 
topped $1 billion. 

And the list just keeps growing: Lowe’s, Best 
Buy, Walgreens, CVS and beauty chain Ulta all 
have expanded the focus on their media net-
works. Other consumer goods chains have also 

At Amazon Fresh stores, customers scan to enter, shop with their 
Alexa shopping list and checkout via mobile app.
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joined the fray, including Dick’s Sporting Goods 
and Home Depot.

One of the big benefits for retailers—
and their brand partners—has been the 
development of robust first-party data sets, 
which have become even more valuable to 
marketers as the deprecation of third-party 
cookies approaches its inevitable conclusion. 

The retail renaissance
Puterbaugh and other experts agree that 
developments in the past three years have 
tilted the traditional balance of power toward 
retailers, not brands. For those retailers, it’s an 
opportunity to make the most of the moment, 
according to Eric Ashworth, executive VP, 
product and market strategy and president of 
agency solutions at Quad.

Years after many predicted the death 
of brick-and-mortar retail, Walmart, the 
biggest big-box store of them all, has struck 
back against its rival Amazon by embracing 
merchandising and marketing innovations 
that have helped the brand become a favorite 
among Gen Z. 

“A spirit of innovation and entrepreneur-
ship has been part of Walmart’s DNA since the 
days of Sam Walton,” William White, U.S. chief 
marketing officer of Walmart, told Ad Age’s 
Jack Neff. “I think our role as marketers is to 
help build upon the trust that we’ve built up as 
a retailer and further strengthen that connec-
tion by meeting customers where they are. 
That often happens through innovation.”

“One of the few upsides to the pandemic is 

that, coming out of it, retailers are being given 
the chance to reinvent themselves, and rethink 
engagement for consumers eager for the expe-
riential after overdoing the virtual for two-plus 
years,” Ashworth said. “But to do that—to 
spark a new retail renaissance—offline retailers 
have to radically rethink their approaches to 
marketing. 

“Consumers don’t silo their in-real-life 
experiences and digital lives separately, and 
marketers shouldn’t either. How, when and 
where you message your customers’ needs to 
work together seamlessly and on a very specific 
timeline. And to optimize that timeline, you 
have to use relevant, actionable data to evaluate 
every facet of your messaging.”

“One of the few upsides 
to the pandemic is that 
retailers are being given 
the chance to reinvent 
themselves. But to spark 
a new retail renaissance, 
offline retailers have 
to radically rethink 
their approaches to 
marketing.”
Eric Ashworth, executive VP, product and market strategy and 
president, agency solutions, Quad
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Walmart created two immersive experiences in Roblox: Walmart Land and Walmart’s Universe of Play.
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https://adage.com/article/marketing-news-strategy/walmart-enters-metaverse-roblox-activations/2433451
http://
https://adage.com/article/marketing-news-strategy/walmart-enters-metaverse-roblox-activations/2433451
https://adage.com/article/marketing-news-strategy/walmart-enters-metaverse-roblox-activations/2433451
https://adage.com/article/marketing-news-strategy/walmart-enters-metaverse-roblox-activations/2433451
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Clockwise from left: Nike’s Mind Sets content series addresses society’s growing focus on mental health. Molson Coors’ “Almost Miller Time” 
T-shirts are missing one sleeve to make inoculation easier. Grand Theft Auto urged players to get vaxxed both in game and in real life.  

The pandemic made health and wellness 
priority No. 1, generating a wave of develop-
ments—some having to do with nothing less 
than life and death—in a space already known 
for innovation. 

If COVID-19 dominated the stage, the star 
player (other than Dr. Fauci) was Big Pharma. 
Giants including Pfizer, Moderna and Johnson 
& Johnson worked overtime to get vaccines to 
market, while drugstore chains like CVS and 
Walgreens stepped up to administer the vac-
cines, and a host of companies from Abbott to 
Labcorp to Siemens put home-testing kits in the 
hands of consumers. 

It’s no surprise that in 2020, the year that 
cases of the coronavirus first appeared in the 
U.S., health care emerged as the fastest- 
growing category for agencies. The industry’s 
11.7% growth in 2020 was followed by yet 
another year of double-digit growth in 2021, 
according to Ad Age Datacenter. 

Meanwhile, telemedicine became standard 
operating procedure, enabling patients to 

see their doctors from their own homes 
thanks to the power of Zoom and other video 
conferencing apps.

“COVID was a forcing function to try dif-
ferent, preferentially remote models across all 
industries,” said Sean Duffy, co-founder and 
CEO of Omada Health, a health care consul-
tancy. “This was especially true in health care, 
where hundreds of millions of Americans had 
to ask themselves at once if they could get 
this care from afar.” Similarly, the economic 
uncertainty now facing everyone will help drive 
innovation around delivering health care with 
economic efficiency, he added.  

Although the race to develop vaccines 
dominated the category, many consumer 
brands outside the health and wellness field 
experienced a halo effect while doing their 
part to stop the spread of the virus. Anheuser-
Busch InBev and Sam Adams offered each 
customer who got vaccinated a free beer, while 
Molson Coors’ Miller Lite gave away specially 
designed T-shirts with one sleeve missing 

Health and wellness

https://adage.com/article/creativity-news/nike-focuses-mental-health-mind-sets-program/2380941
https://adage.com/article/digital-marketing-ad-tech-news/grand-theft-auto-roleplay-players-vaccinated-pfizer-brazil-push/2382781
https://adage.com/article/cmo-strategy/free-budweisers-vaccinated-and-vax-tee-miller-lite-trending/2329186
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for easy inoculation. Action-adventure game 
Grand Theft Auto also got in on the action 
with a promotion that urged players to get 
vaccinated against the COVID-19 virus both 
in-game and in real life. 

Mental health takes center stage
At one point early in the pandemic, a Global 
Web Index poll found that more people were 
concerned about the pandemic’s impact on 
their mental health (31%) than they were about 
access to a vaccine (29%). Meanwhile, the 
pandemic further destigmatized mental health 
care, opening opportunities for marketers in 
the space.

Nike launched a mental health content 
series, named Mind Sets, that lived within its 
apps and clubs. Hotel chain Kimpton provided 
therapy for guests via the counseling app 
Talkspace. And companies including Walmart 
and MTV Entertainment threw their support 
behind Mental Health Awareness Month, pro-
moted each May.

A range of brands including Alma Health, 
LifeStance Health and Octave stepped in 
to offer mental health support amid the 
coronavirus crisis, either through therapy and 
other health care services such as cognitive 
behavior exercises or connections to medical 
professionals.

“As we’ve seen this rising conversation 
about people being more open about seeking 
therapy, more services are coming forward 
explaining what they can do,” said Laurie 
Dewan, VP of brand, insights and communica-
tions at the health information site Healthline. 
“That’s addressing a real underlying need.”

Along the way, behavioral health has gone 
from something that was often left undiscussed 
to one of the buzziest topics around—not to 
mention a potent marketing category. “As it’s 
become less taboo to discuss mental health, 
there’s less of a line between physical health 
and mental health; there is one health,” said Jeff 
Ruby, founder and CEO of Newtopia, a health 
care management platform. 

Interest in mental health in both business- 
to-consumer and business-to-business 
marketing has been exploding, encompassing 
brands, health care companies, telehealth 

services, app makers and streaming services. 
Direct-to-consumer ads for everything from 
meditation apps to psychotropic drugs 
flourished during the pandemic, while a 
wellspring of new tech platforms centered on 
mental health focused on marketing to health 
care practitioners and insurance providers.

And mental health benefits became the 
latest perk for employees, with companies 
adding subscriptions to therapy apps, medita-
tion rooms and mental health holidays to their 
health policies. 

“Mental health has now become a 
requirement and not an option,” said Kelly 
Reedy, CEO of the Denver advertising agency 
Common Good, which has done work with 
brands in the health and wellness space 
including CorePower Yoga, GoodBelly and 
Friday Health Plans.

Reedy singled out innovations like the 
mobile app Lumenate, which promises to take 
users into an altered state of consciousness 
from their smartphones, for pushing the 
boundaries of what’s possible. 

Work from home, work out at home
For much of the pandemic, home fitness 
made for a booming business, notably for 
companies such as Peloton, as well as athletic 
wear retailer Lululemon Athletica, which 
acquired Mirror, a marketer of home fitness 
equipment, for $500 million in mid-2020. 
But then, as COVID-19 began to wane and 
health clubs started reopening, the fortunes 
of many home fitness brands turned. Peloton 
in particular symbolized the boom-and-bust, 
later becoming a case study for the big wins 
and steep losses any brand potentially faces 
during times of uncertainty.

As COVID-19 showed, innovation in the 
health and wellness space is often driven by 
the unknowns. 

As Reedy put it, “Sometimes, if you are 
tasked to do more with less, it can lead to 
radical ideas that would never have been born 
without that circumstance. Who knows, maybe 
a recession will actually help us find better, 
faster, more interesting solutions.”
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From the rise of remote work and the mobile 
economy to the explosive growth of alternative 
currencies, streaming video and e-commerce—
not to mention the promises of the metaverse—
the age of COVID-19 is inextricably linked 
with the latest, most buzzworthy advances in 
technology.

Innovation in the technology space will 
continue—even in a challenging economic 
climate—since the demands of consumers, 
publishers and brands dictate it. “While there 
is certainly turbulence in the market today, we 
believe in the long-term promise of technology 
and believe that those who invest and stay the 
course will benefit five to 10 years from now,” 
said Jacob Salamon, VP of business develop-
ment at Trusted Media Brands. 

At the heart of tech’s evolution is the 
somewhat nebulous concept of Web3, which 
has been called the next iteration of the inter-
net—not to mention a virtual synonym for the 
metaverse—encompassing such elements as 
blockchain and token-based transactions. (For 
the record, there’s continued debate about the 
very definition of the metaverse. Some suggest, 

for instance, that wildly popular game platform 
Roblox is part of the metaverse—but others 
argue it’s more of an “on-ramp to the open 
metaverse,” as Ad Age’s Asa Hiken reported.) 

Economic versus virtual reality
Odds are many people were barely aware of 
the term metaverse when Mark Zuckerberg 
announced in October 2021 that he was chang-
ing the name of Facebook to Meta Platforms to 
signal the company’s new direction. Since then, 
most of the moves in and around this nascent 
channel have been via virtual gaming platforms 
such as Decentraland and Roblox, which have 
struck deals with brands ranging from Samsung 
to NASCAR in the past year. Meanwhile, The 
Sandbox has attracted fashion brands, movie 
studios and financial firms. Last year, more 
than $500 million worth of virtual real estate 
was sold in a marketplace dominated by The 
Sandbox.

While the concept may have lost some of its 
luster as economic dark clouds gather, “mar-
keters will continue to embrace the metaverse 
if they understand Gen Z’s purchasing power 
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Marketers are intrigued by the metaverse, 
even if they can’t quite define what it is.
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and the strength behind it,” said Stephanie 
Algranti, director of broadcast media services 
at Quad. “These are the people who are going to 
be spending the most money 10 years down the 
road, so that’s who you want to be grooming to 
be your customer.”

The outlook for non-fungible tokens (NFTs), 
which have been embraced by brands like 
Starbucks, Macy’s and the NBA, has not been 
quite as sunny lately. On the heels of headlines 
like “NFT Market in Shambles,” “NFTs Hit 
12-Month Low After Crypto Crash” and “Are 
NFTs Dead?” came the news that FTX, one of 
the biggest players in the cryptocurrency space, 
had collapsed. 

But while we are in the midst of the so-called 
“crypto winter,” NFTs will continue to be a 
meaningful, privacy-centric asset class, regard-
less of their trading value at any given time. 

NFTs are “still going to be important for 
brands because the utility, in terms of what 
they represent on the blockchain and Web3, will 
continue to be there and be useful,” said Shawn 
McCort, executive director of media services 
at Quad. “What they look like will be a little 
bit different from the hot start and a little bit 
more how they can be used to actually engage 
consumers with brands.” 

Climate change: a glass half-full?
One of the unfortunate side effects of the 
myriad disruptions of recent years: People 
have taken their eyes off the changing climate. 
(Some call this “crisis fatigue.”) Although 
business leaders in recent years have embraced 
environmental, social and governance (ESG) 
goals, economic worries have put the brakes on 
some corporate commitments, at least for the 
time being.

As KPMG found in a recent survey, about 
half of CEOs said they planned to put ESG pro-
grams on pause, while roughly one-third have 
already done so. “As CEOs take steps to insulate 
their businesses from an upcoming recession, 
ESG efforts are coming under increasing finan-
cial pressure,” said Jane Lawrie, KPMG’s global 
head of corporate affairs.

Yet when it comes to the development of 
climate tech, the opposite is true, as investors 
remain bullish about the “E” segment of that 

acronym. A recent Bloomberg report titled 
“This Climate Tech Boom Is Recession-Proof” 
tells the story: While investors typically shy 
away from the riskier domain of startups during 
a downturn, R&D in emerging climate tech has 
been remarkably immune to market gyrations, 
with 2022 turning out to be a boom year for cli-
mate investing, Mark Cupta, managing director 
of Prelude Ventures, told Bloomberg. “There’s 
still a very robust, potentially recession-proof 
segment within climate tech for people who 
are trying to solve really hard problems,” he 
explained.

Sustainability certainly remains a core issue 
for marketers. For one, Ad Net Zero, formed 
at Cannes in June 2022, aims to eliminate the 
industry’s net output of greenhouse gasses. 
Reckitt Global Media Director Craig Fryer was 
enlisted to lead discussions among marketers, 
media companies and ad agencies about estab-
lishing a global media carbon measurement 
framework.

The pressure is on marketers to do better. In 
January 2022, more than 450 scientists signed 
a letter calling on advertising and PR agencies 
to stop working with fossil fuel companies as 
clients. The letter was sent to Edelman, the 
holding companies WPP and the Interpublic 
Group of Cos. and major advertisers including 
Unilever, Amazon and Microsoft. A new study, 
The Wall Street Journal reported in November, 
demonstrated a correlation between quality 
publishers and ad spend; lower-quality publish-
ers with relatively high carbon emissions gener-
ated lower ROI for advertisers. 

Meanwhile, at the October ANA “Masters 
of Marketing” conference, Cannes Lions CEO 
Simon Cook announced that the festival’s award 
entries from now on will be required to address 
the impact of agencies’ work on factors such 
as the environment, as well as growth and 
diversity. 

“We’re in a position to be able to provide the 
platform to set the industry agenda,” Cook said.

Privacy, complaints and lawsuits
The gathering and protecting of consumer 
data is a hot-button issue that shows no sign 
of cooling. Among major developments lately, 
the ad tech industry was hit with the double 

https://adage.com/article/digital-marketing-ad-tech-news/why-ftxs-crypto-implosion-poses-major-marketing-concerns/2450346
https://adage.com/article/agency-news/scientists-letter-ad-agencies-drop-your-fossil-fuel-clients/2393636
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Apple’s consumer privacy-driven decision to remove IDFA on iOS 14.5 
upended the mobile advertising industry. 

whammy of Apple killing the IDFA (Identifier 
for Advertisers) on its recent iOS updates, and 
Google planning to scuttle third-party cookies 
on Chrome. There has been a race to replace the 
cookie with alternatives, including The Trade 
Desk’s Unified ID 2.0, a next-generation identity 
product for programmatic advertisers. 

Meta has complained to federal regulators 
about Apple’s control of the mobile app eco-
system. In return, Meta is facing two proposed 
class-action lawsuits that allege the com-
pany built a secret workaround to safeguards 
that Apple launched to protect iPhone users 
from having their internet activity tracked. 
Meanwhile, the Federal Trade Commission has 
sued ad tech firm Kochava, alleging it sold loca-
tion data that could expose sensitive informa-
tion about consumers, including whether they 
had visited an abortion clinic.

“First-party data and how it is collected 
is going to be the currency that helps offset 
what’s going to be lost with cookies—a 
currency that had its own flaws—going away,” 
said Quad’s McCort. Gathering first-party 
data through the likes of loyalty programs 
will continue to benefit advertisers, he added, 
“because it enables them to speak to their 
audiences or aggregate look-alike audiences 
with more specificity.” 

The strength of such first-party data pro-
grams lies ultimately in their service to and 
honesty with consumers, as McCort sees it.

“Brands that don’t move away from who 
they are, but rather adapt to their audiences’ 
sensitivities and how they’re perceiving the 
value of a product or brand, will really come out 
ahead,” he said. 

“Marketers will continue to embrace the 
metaverse if they understand Gen Z’s 
purchasing power. That’s who you want to be 
grooming to be your customer.”
Stephanie Algranti, director of broadcast media services, Quad
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Auto dealers are a pragmatic sort. When 
compelled to temporarily shut their doors in 
early 2020, dealerships focused with laser-like 
intensity on one question: How can we continue 
to sell and service cars?

Dealers who had previously dragged their 
heels about doing business online rapidly 
adopted all sorts of advanced ideas: Video 
conferencing with shoppers. E-contracting. 
Home test drives. Remote delivery. Valet pickup 
and delivery for service appointments. Video 
“walkarounds.” Mobile service visits. Digital 
appraisals of trade-ins. 30-day return policies.

Some of these ideas weren’t completely new 
to the industry, but together they took off as the 
pandemic provided the impetus for real, wide-
spread innovation in an industry whose sales 
model hadn’t changed much in a century.

“The industry was heading toward a more 
digital experience anyway, but COVID-19 accel-
erated both the technology and the integra-
tion of that technology—and also the dealers’ 
willingness to accept it,” said Chris Sutton, VP 
of automotive retail for J.D. Power. “Without 
that willingness, the technology was nothing.” 
Now, post-pandemic, 80% of dealers tell Cox 
Automotive that e-commerce will be widely 
offered in the industry within three years.

Edmunds VP of Product Innovation Nick 
Gorton calls it the “Amazonification” of the 
auto industry.

Car shoppers like it. Customer satisfaction 
with the car-buying process hit new highs in 
2021, J.D. Power reported, as shoppers spent 
less time at the dealership, and as more of the 
onerous finance process went digital. Some 
70% of consumers said they preferred shop-
ping online rather than going into a dealership, 
the Cox Automotive Car Buyer Journey study 
reported in 2021 and 2022, and nearly a quarter 
of car buyers said they didn’t even test drive 
their vehicle at the dealership.

The expansion of a digital shopping process 
has gone hand in hand with more transparency 
from dealerships on pricing and financing. 
Future car purchases will include less haggling 
and more of a “streamlined, one-price expe-
rience,” said Brian Moody, executive editor of 
Kelley Blue Book.

Matching production to sales
As dealerships were pivoting in order to keep 
selling cars in 2020, a second crisis—a shortage 
of semiconductor chips—hit the industry, forc-
ing automakers to remove 10.5 million vehicles 
from 2021 production schedules. The chip crisis 

Automotive

The shortage of 
new cars created 
demand for used 
cars via channels 
like CarMax (far 
left) and Vroom 
(bottom). Ford’s 
F-150 Lightning 
electric pickup 
truck (left).

IS
T

O
C

K

C
A

R
M

X
; F

O
R

D
; F

R
O

O
M



14

How economic uncertainty leads to innovation and opportunity

The Business of Brands Ad Age December 2022

had a cascading effect on new car sales and used 
car availability, but again opened the door to 
rethinking how vehicles are marketed and sold. 

Typically, the auto industry operated with 
about two months of inventory on hand. But 
suddenly, with most manufacturers forced to 
operate with less than a 20-day supply, shop-
pers who wanted a specific car were no longer 
looking at dozens of options on a dealer lot, but 
instead were ordering in advance and online. 
In mid-2021, Ford Motor Co. shifted its models 
to a pre-order system to manage demand—for 
instance, asking customers to reserve an F-150 
Lightning EV truck or a Maverick in advance. 

Although consumers weren’t happy about 
having to wait for their new cars, the upside 
was the feeling that the vehicle they received 
was produced and customized just for them.

The experience has left automakers and 
dealers exploring the potential of a just-in-time 
inventory system. Building vehicles based on 
customer orders means less stock and carry-
ing costs for dealers (and maybe ultimately a 
smaller physical footprint for dealerships), and 
less of a need for promotions and incentives for 
automakers. Some dealers have jumped on the 
trend, setting up pre-order systems on their 
own websites.

“It only takes one or two brands to say 
they’re trying to better match production to 
sales to start tilting the industry that way in 
the hope of gaining market share,” J.D. Power’s 
Sutton said.

The U.S. franchise dealer system is large and 
powerful, but the future may hold more of these 
direct-to-consumer sales that automakers 
like GM and Ford have been tinkering with for 
years, albeit with limited success. 

Secondhand but first choice
Meanwhile, the shortage of new cars also 
intensified the spotlight on used cars. Shoppers 
who didn’t want to pay the high cost of a new 
vehicle, or weren’t able to wait for one to be 
available, turned to used cars and an increas-
ing number of user-friendly channels in which 
to buy them, including CarMax, Carvana, 
Shift, Vroom and Autotrader. The acceler-
ating demand for used cars left automakers 
like Honda working to pre-certify even older 

models—those up to 10 years old. And some 
dealers explored novel ways to acquire used 
cars to re-sell, like an Ohio dealer group that set 
up centers where consumers could drive up and 
get cash for their vehicles.

Which of these approaches will stick? While 
the jury is out, consider that many of the ideas 
now considered part of the industry’s standard 
playbook—including vehicle service contracts, 
pre-certified pre-owned cars, MPG stickers, 
subsidized car loans and even the fundamental 
idea of systematically selling used cars—came 
to life in the Great Depression or the recessions 
of the later 20th century. 

Today, there are more new competitors 
in the auto marketplace than there have 
been in a long time, partly because of the 
industry’s push for electrification. One of the 
high watermarks for that push can be traced 
back to the Great Recession: Tesla Motors 
was founded in 2003, but in 2008—the same 
year PayPal co-founder Elon Musk became 
CEO—the EV maker actually produced its first 
electric car. A year later, Tesla was named one 
of America’s Hottest Brands by Ad Age.

In July 2020, Tesla overtook Toyota Motor 
Corp. to become the world’s most valuable 
automaker based on stock value. (It’s worth 
noting that Tesla’s market cap declined con-
siderably in the wake of Musk’s controversial 
purchase of Twitter, so stay tuned—especially 
since Toyota has its own aggressive EV plans.) 
Rivian, named 2022 Truck of the Year by 
Motor Trend, is one of a group of influential EV 
competitors that, like Tesla, have alternative 
ideas about how vehicles should be designed, 
maintained and sold. 

“Historically, the way model changes work, 
every couple of years a brand might do some 
light exterior changes—different wheels or 
headlamps—then a bigger redesign every five 
to seven years,” J.D. Power’s Sutton said. “But 
with EV brands more focused on the software, 
you can do dramatic changes through software 
upgrades. If the customer also is more inter-
ested in the software updates, as a brand I have 
to ask, Do I need to be making these exterior 
changes? I think the EV is going to cause a lot 
of rethinking about many things, including the 
cadence around product development.”
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Financial services

The pandemic heightened an already chronic 
economic divide between older generations 
and the millennials and older Gen Zers who 
now make up the majority of the workforce. 
Finance brands began connecting with 
anyone undergoing economic hardship, but 
particularly with the more tech-savvy younger 
generations, by acknowledging finance- 
and health-related anxiety and existing 
dissatisfaction with career prospects. 

Buy now, pay later
Perhaps the biggest finance-related growth 
story was the rise of deferred payment brands. 
Called “buy now, pay later” (BNPL), these 
companies—including Afterpay, Zip, Affirm and 
Klarna—allow consumers to spread payments 
out over interest-free installments (in some 
cases as many as 24), rather than pay the full 
amount upfront. During a period of financial 
uncertainty, when the crunch of lost or reduced 
income ran up against the very real need 
to buy essentials, the prospect of obtaining 

micro-loans seamlessly at checkout gave this 
industry a tremendous boost. 

“Buy now, pay later is resonating, and I 
think at this point, these products have the 
momentum to continue their growth with the 
consumer base,” said Todd Parola, VP of GTM 
agency solutions at Quad. “Immediate grati-
fication is so appealing to the contemporary 
base, especially if a purchase of $1,000 seems 
attainable and achievable with four payments 
of $250.” 

The success of third-party purchasing apps 
prompted major credit card companies like 
Discover, Capital One and Citi to adopt simi-
lar BNPL programs. In December 2020, Bank 
of America found that consumers were using 
BNPL as a budgeting tool and predicted the 
market for these apps would grow 10 to 15 times 
by 2025 and would eventually process $650 
billion to $1 trillion in transactions.

For some major credit cards, the path 
into BNPL meant partnering with a financing 
app with lower share in the market—such as 

Buy now, pay later services like Klarna are resonating as many consumers value the ability to obtain micro-loans seamlessly at checkout.
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Discover with Sezzle—in order to offer the 
installment payment platform as an option 
through selected merchants within its own 
network. Others, like Mastercard (Mastercard 
Installments) and Capital One (Flex Pay), 
created their own in-house versions.

‘BofA’ (Bank of Apple)
Apple launched its own credit card in 2019 
backed by Goldman Sachs, but its contactless 
payment option became a major advantage 
during the pandemic. According to Apple, 
roughly half of iPhone users had activated Apple 
Pay pre-pandemic; by 2022, it was at 75%. Of 
the 45.4 million Americans with active Apple 
Pay accounts, three-quarters of Gen Z users 
had used their Apple Wallet for an in-store 
purchase, compared with more than half of 
millennials and Gen Xers and 43% of boomers.

With its market share quickly expanding, 
Apple announced in June 2022 that it would 
include a BNPL option called Apple Pay Later 
with its iOS 16 update, though that release 
was delayed until at least 2023. Google has not 
yet made the move into BNPL, beyond special 
interest-free financing for purchases within its 
own Google Store.

“I’ve been working with the financial ser-
vices companies for 10 or 15 years on a regular 
basis,” said Mark Redshaw, VP of marketing 
solutions at Quad. “One of the movements that 
scares the pants off of most of my clients is 
when they did surveys that said, ‘Hey, if Apple 
or Amazon or Google came out with a banking 
service, would you be interested?’ And the 
adoption rate was through the roof. Those are 
trusted resources, and I think that evolution is 
yet to come in full force.”

While everyone’s pockets were hit 
differently during the pandemic, one thing 
seemed clear: Consumers wanted greater 
knowledge and autonomy over their finances. 
According to a February 2021 study conducted 
by Charles Schwab, 53% of respondents said 
they’d been financially impacted in the first 
pandemic year, with 26% reporting having 
their salary cut or hours reduced and 20% 
being laid off or furloughed.

Based on this impact, financial services 
evolved to meet the new economically 

challenged reality. Personal finance planning 
brand NerdWallet found that consumers wanted 
more control over their money, and to spend and 
save smarter. In early 2021, NerdWallet launched 
a marketing campaign aimed at helping users 
with their “New Money Goals.” The following 
year, as mental health continued to be a top 
concern and anxiety felt like an ever-present 
cloud, NerdWallet found that 80% of Americans 
were putting off financial decisions. The brand 
responded with ads aimed at easing that anxiety. 
It also focused partnering efforts on platforms 
like Twitch, TikTok, YouTube and Meta where 
their consumer base was congregating. 

Larger, mostly brick-and-mortar banking 
institutions have been working for years to 
maintain their positions as digital banking grew 
more popular, but the pandemic supercharged 
the trend toward digital-only banking. In 
2020, amid temporary and permanent branch 
closures, mobile banking adoption grew 66%. By 
May 2021, mobile banking penetration had hit 
95% of Gen Zers, 91% of millennials, 85% of Gen 
Xers and 60% of baby boomers.

Generation Alpha
Financial marketing efforts aimed at millennials 
can now hit them from a couple of angles: They 
need to invest more heavily for themselves, and 
they need to make sure their children are more 
financially literate than perhaps their boomer 
parents raised them to be. 

Tap to Pay on iPhone enables businesses to seamlessly and securely 
accept Apple Pay, contactless credit and debit cards and other digital 
wallets without needing an additional piece of hardware. 
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Kids’ banking app Greenlight has that POV 
behind its appeal. Millennials are the first 
generation to accumulate less wealth than 
their parents, and popular straw men like 
expenditures on avocado toast and oat milk 
lattes aren’t to blame. Cost-of-living increases 
have outpaced wages. Staggering student 
loans are an enormous burden to this highly 
educated generation. And many—particularly 
those in the “geriatric” set—have already 
weathered two recessions before turning 40. 
As MassMutual helpfully pointed out in its 
series of recent ads, no generation should 
be counting on their kids to support them in 
retirement.

Perhaps because of this, nearly twice as 
many (46%) millennials discuss money with 
their children than boomer parents (24%) did. 
Greenlight leans into this mindset, positioning 
it as a means to empower parents to discuss 
money management and investing with their 
children. The brand’s splashy 2022 Super Bowl 
ad—featuring beloved network sitcom dad Ty 
Burrell—was intended to “take advantage of 
the unique reach of parents and kids watching 
the Super Bowl together,” Greenlight CMO 
Rachel Hamilton told Ad Age.

Crypto as social currency
While the “crypto winter” has made the  
deluge of crypto commercials at the last  
Super Bowl seem like dotcom-hysteria-level 
hype, there are ways to use cryptocurrency 
beyond e-commerce, and social platform 
Reddit was one of the first to jump aboard. 
Users of crypto-specific subreddits are able  
to earn or distribute Reddit coins or tokens  
for actions such as posting a comment or 
replying with helpful information. 

Meanwhile, in April 2022, brokerage 
firm Fidelity launched The Fidelity Stack, 
a metaverse activation aimed at teaching 
consumers about investing, stocks and other 
financial topics. Quad’s Parola sees this sort 
of push toward educating consumers as a 
necessary step to move crypto beyond its 
investment status.

“I think we need more education to continue 
to make crypto a form of payment, which is 
really what it was created to do originally,” he 
said. “I don’t believe we’re using it as a form of 
payment nearly like the way we’re using it as 
an investment vehicle.”

Greenlight’s Super Bowl 2022 ad (left, top and bottom), featuring Ty Burrell, highlighted the growth 
of kids’ banking apps. The Fidelity Stack in Decentraland (right) teaches investing in the metaverse.
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The streaming age
When the COVID lockdown began, millions of 
Americans—at least those who didn’t take up 
baking sourdough bread or learning to play gui-
tar—were suddenly milling about their homes 
with only their myriad screens for entertain-
ment or distraction. Nielsen’s analysis of that 
timeframe confirmed what we all felt: In March 
2020, when the lockdown began, Americans 
streamed 400 billion minutes of television, up 
85% year-over-year—not including mobile or 
computer viewings. Premium subscription- 
based video on demand (SVOD) services like 
Netflix, Amazon Prime Video and Disney+ saw 
new subscriber numbers skyrocket. 

But two-plus years on, the landscape has 
shifted. All those services are now offering 
ad-supported tiers. What’s more, ad-supported 
video on demand (AVOD) and free ad-supported 
streaming television (FAST) channels have 
gained popularity with viewers, especially 

younger audiences who don’t have the dispos-
able income to pay for numerous SVODs. The 
various streaming platforms have also gained 
favor with the advertisers who want to reach 
their audiences.

During the last recession, who would have 
guessed that the number of streaming TV chan-
nels would soon rival those of basic cable? Or 
that, as of July 2022, streaming’s viewing hours 
would finally surpass cable’s? For many market-
ers, this has meant realigning budgets and find-
ing new ways to target potential customers. For 
others, it has meant having to figure out where 
key demographics are spending their time. 

“Our biggest strategic priority when we’re 
working with brands on their media plans is, 
‘Where is your audience?’” said Natalie Scherer, 
senior VP of marketing at Rise Interactive. 
“Knowing those places where your audience is 
can result in the confidence that you’re going to 
be able to reach them appropriately.”
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As the streaming competition heats up, the 
various platforms are increasingly shifting 
their content—and ad pricing—into tiers.

“The more premium platforms and tiers 
are testing super high barriers to entry, with 
very big minimum [ad] spends required, and it 
means that’s for just really large brands,” said 
Howard Diamond, chief strategy officer at Rise 
Interactive. “For brands within automotive and 
CPG [consumer packaged goods], and maybe 
the big insurance companies, it’s premium, 
exclusive inventory. That has value.”

Thus far, the CPG sector has led the way 
with streaming and connected TV; in 2021, 
CTV accounted for more than half of all CPG 
digital video impressions. But small- and 
medium-sized businesses want ad space too, 
prompting Roku to announce an agency part-
nership with Camelot Strategic Marketing and 
Media to facilitate better relationships with 
smaller advertisers.

Not content to let the broadcast and cable 
channels handle the biggest games, Amazon 
began streaming the NFL’s “Thursday Night 
Football,” while Apple TV+ bought the rights to 
stream “Friday Night Baseball.” In 2023, HBO 
Max will begin an eight-year, $200 million deal 
to exclusively stream the U.S. women’s and 
men’s soccer teams.

And in July 2022, the NFL launched its own 
direct-to-consumer app called NFL+. It has a 
two-tier subscription model and offers access to 
all in-market games, which users can stream on 
tablets or mobile devices.

Influencers and athletes surge
Influencer/creator marketing continues to 
grow, with spend in the category estimated to 
hit $5 billion in 2023. Some 93% of marketers 
have worked with influencers to some extent, 
but until 2022, there were no set measurement 
standards across the various social platforms. 
After the ANA announced its guidelines and 
standard definitions for the marketing commu-
nity, it cited eight major platforms (Facebook, 
Instagram, LinkedIn, Pinterest, Snapchat, 
TikTok, Twitter and YouTube) and how they 
define types of engagement.

On the campus front, it wasn’t until 
2021 that collegiate amateur athletes could IS
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“Our biggest strategic 
priority when we’re 
working with brands 
on their media plans is, 
‘Where is your audience?’ 
Knowing where your 
audience is gives you the 
confidence that you’re 
going to be able to reach 
them appropriately.”
Natalie Scherer, senior VP, marketing, Rise Interactive

seek paid opportunities to profit from their 
personal branding. The “NIL era” (short for 
“name, image, likeness”) has seen mostly 
college football and basketball stars pull in 
over $900 million in relatively small branding 
deals so far. For small- and medium-sized 
businesses, as well as regional chains with 
strong community ties, this kind of feel-good 
marketing is a game changer.

Does the long arc of DE&I in media bend 
toward justice?
The social justice movement received a jolt in 
the wake of the police killings and shootings of 
Black Americans in 2020. Beyond the nation- 
and worldwide protest marches, a heightened 
awareness of inequity and lack of diversity and 
inclusion focused a spotlight on the advertising, 
marketing and media industries.

“Since the murder of George Floyd, thou-
sands of brands have committed billions of 
dollars to Black and diverse-owned media,” 
Verizon Senior VP of Marketing Tony Wells said 
at the ANA’s “Masters of Marketing” confer-
ence in October. “The question is, are we as 
committed now as we were?” He asserted that 
the answer for Verizon was yes, as he outlined a 
number of internal and external efforts, includ-
ing a new programmatic deal with Black-owned 
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Reset Digital to use its Neuroprogrammatic 
Advertising platform to find diverse audiences 
it missed with prior targeting efforts.

In June 2021, 20 clients of GroupM—
including General Mills, Target, WW, L’Oréal 
and Nestlé—publicly committed at least 
2% of their annual media budgets to Black-
owned media, while IPG Mediabrands clients 
committed at least 5% by 2023. Retail leader 
Target immediately began walking the walk. In 
November 2022, it announced a 30% boost in 
its support of Black and Latino-owned media.

Like many brands, Target’s efforts include 
not only media spend but also increasing its 
engagement with Black and minority con-
tent creators, and featuring more Black- and 
minority-owned products in its stores and 
advertising campaigns. To that end, Black-
owned media collective Group Black and 
influencer marketing company Influential 
partnered in 2022 to help bring Black creatives 
to the forefront of their campaigns. 

Not all brands have been so diligent about 
increasing their DE&I efforts, though, and 
some minority-owned media companies 
are proactively taking them to court over it. 
Entertainment Studios CEO Byron Allen has 
sued both McDonald’s and Nielsen, alleging 
inflated investment dollars or inaccurate 
performance figures, and he plans on filing 
more suits. 

“My guess is that we’ll have to sue about 
another 20 or 30 corporations,” Allen told 
Ad Age, “and then the market will correct itself.” 
His strategy  has already prompted change: In 
early 2022, Nielsen launched a Diverse Media 
Equity program to bridge measurement gaps.

Social: young person’s game—or fool’s errand?
What a difference two years makes. At the 
beginning of the pandemic, Facebook had 
already become so synonymous with older 
users that its motto might as well have been 
“OK boomer,” but the company—then and 
now the No. 1 social media network—was flush 
with cash, mostly from its mobile advertising 
business. Then, after Apple removed the 
IDFA from its iOS updates in 2021, the 
company, now called Meta, announced that 
it had lost $10 billion in revenue as a result 

of that data-privacy change. And as for the 
name change, in late October 2022 it was 
reported that Meta had lost $67 billion since 
it had rebranded and changed its focus to the 
metaverse. 

On Nov. 9, Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg 
announced that the company was cutting more 
than 11,000 jobs in the first major round of 
layoffs in the social media giant’s history. In 
addition to reductions, equal to about 13% of 
the workforce, Meta extended its hiring freeze 
through the first quarter of 2023.

In a statement sent to Meta employees and 
posted on the company’s website, Zuckerberg 
said that he’d anticipated that the surge in 
e-commerce and web traffic from the begin-
ning of the COVID-19 lockdowns would be part 
of a permanent acceleration. “But the macro-
economic downturn, increased competition 
and ads signal loss have caused our revenue 
to be much lower than expected,” Zuckerberg 
said in the statement. “I got this wrong.”

Meanwhile, Meta’s Instagram is getting 
attacked on two fronts by a couple of rising 
competitors: TikTok and BeReal. Although it 
still outperforms TikTok in reach, Instagram 
launched the short-form video feature Reels 
in reaction to increasing pressure from TikTok 
and an industry perception that the Chinese-
owned firm was eating its lunch, particularly 
among Gen Z. (Beloved millennial brand 
Madewell, for one, recently shifted more 
of its ad spend budget toward TikTok cam-
paigns.) Meanwhile, the new French BeReal 
social media app has positioned itself as “the 
anti-Instagram.”  

Additionally, in a bid to attract younger 
users, Meta reconfigured its mobile Facebook 
app to look more like its competitor TikTok 
by incorporating “home” and “feeds” tabs, 
and prominently showing off Instagram’s 
Reels. Meta also put major funding behind its 
messaging platform WhatsApp, branding it as 
the primary global communication tool and 
launching a WhatsApp-sponsored cinematic 
short film featuring NBA All-Star Giannis 
Antetokounmpo.

BeReal’s appeal is to push hard against 
some of the norms of established social 
media. The platform, launched in 2020, makes 
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a point of billing itself as “not another social 
network” and boasts that it “won’t make you 
famous.” But that doesn’t mean marketers 
shouldn’t pay attention.

“It’s important to come up with a much 
more precise method of reaching different 
customer segments with the products and the 
services that are most interesting to them, 
and really cater to their needs,” said Rise 
Interactive’s Diamond. “It becomes more about 
being smart with your dollars and making sure 
you create a great experience.”

Twitter and the world’s second-richest man
Elon Musk’s tortuous (and torturous) pursuit 
of Twitter spanned much of 2022. After the 
deal closed on Oct. 28, Musk tried to reassure 
the advertising community that the social 
platform would not become “a free-for-all 
hellscape,” but with each passing day since 
the takeover, it appears to have become 
exactly that for many users, employees (and 
ex-employees) and, especially, advertisers. 

On Nov. 1, Ad Age reported that IPG’s 
Mediabrands was recommending that brands 
pause all of their ads on Twitter until concerns 
around brand safety can be assessed in the 
wake of Musk taking over the company. 

Musk responded by flying to New York for a 
listening tour with advertisers. The reaction 
was mixed at best: Although critics like 
Lou Paskalis, president and chief operating 
officer of MMA Global, called on Musk to step 
down and “install a seasoned CEO with an 
understanding of how advertising works and 
experience running a global enterprise,” some 
brand execs such as Linda Yaccarino, chairman 
of global advertising sales partnerships at 
NBCUniversal, affirmed their commitment to 
staying on the platform. 

“There is no surrogate for Twitter,” 
Yaccarino said at the Ad Age Next: Streaming 
conference on Nov. 10. “Twitter is the single, 
No. 1 biggest content partner, content distribu-
tion partner, for NBCUniversal.”

But after the layoff of 3,750 Twitter 
employees—half the company—Musk’s plans 
to generate subscriber revenue via an $8 fee 
for user verification resulted in trolls imper-
sonating prominent people and brands alike. 
The day after one troll impersonating Eli Lilly 
tweeted “We are excited to announce insulin 
is free now,” the pharmaceutical giant’s stock 
price plunged.

Soon afterward, Musk found himself 
immersed in ongoing controversies involving 

After initially courting advertisers, “Chief Twit” Elon Musk focused instead on relaxing Twitter’s 
content standards, often joining in the fray as  the chief troll.
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Donald Trump and Ye (aka. Kanye West) and 
such ad-unfriendly issues as anti-semitism, 
neo-Nazism, white supremacy and election 
denial. And this was just during the earliest 
days of Musk’s tenure. How the story ulti-
mately plays out remains to be seen, but for 
now it’s a textbook case of Brand Safety 101. 

Make ads, not just TikToks
Among the myriad metaphorical grenades 
Musk threw at Twitter was insisting that all 
employees return to office work immediately. 
On a much lower profile, Snap also raised 
the hackles of its staff in November when it 
announced that the company’s remote-first 
policy was being rescinded in February 2023 
in favor of a work week of four days in office, 
one remotely. In August, Snap announced it 
was laying off 20% of its staff, and in October 
the company had its slowest-ever sales growth 
as advertising spending declined. The news 
capped off a disappointing year for the social 
video platform that not long ago was seen as 
the killer app for Gen Z and brands. 

The clear winner of the past year in 
the social media space was TikTok, which 
is dictating the pace not just among its 
competitors but the ad community as well. “In 
the early days, we were saying, ‘Don’t make 
ads, make TikToks,’” Sofia Hernandez, TikTok’s 
global head of business marketing, told Ad 
Age’s Erika Wheless. “We’ve evolved from that. 
Now it’s about the ‘how.’ How to make good 
creative that will make people stop, how to 
build a full-funnel strategy that has an impact 
on business.”

TikTok’s global net ad revenue is pro-
jected to hit nearly $10 billion this year, up 
from $3.8 billion in 2021, according to Insider 

Intelligence, and in contrast with its compet-
itors, the company is reportedly planning to 
double its staff to 2,000 people. TikTok seems 
primed for even more stratospheric success. 

But data-security concerns related to 
TikTok’s Chinese ownership are muddying 
the picture. FBI Director Chris Wray warned 
that China could use TikTok to collect data 
for use in espionage operations. By year’s 
end, at least seven states made it illegal for 
state employees to download the app onto 
government-owned devices. In December, 
even as the company continued to negotiate 
a deal to address data issues with the 
Committee on Foreign Investment in the 
United States, a bipartisan group from the 
U.S. Senate and House introduced a bill that 
would ban TikTok completely.

Recession forecast: To spend or not to spend?
In response to reduced ad spending and in 
anticipation of a recession, media giants 
including Warner Bros. Discovery, Paramount 
Global, CNN, NBCUniversal and AMC Networks 
announced or are expected to announce job 
cuts. Despite the looming recession, and the 
historical precedent for reduced ad spending in 
each of the four recessions dating back to 1991, 
advertising forecasters predict U.S. ad spend-
ing will keep growing, according to Ad Age 
Datacenter’s Bradley Johnson. 

“Want good news? Let’s talk about last 
year,” Johnson wrote in Datacenter’s Leading 
National Advertisers 2022 report in June. “As 
the economy and ad market emerged from the 
COVID-19 lockdown, ad spending for the 100 
Leading National Advertisers in 2021 grew at 
its fastest pace since 1976, when the nation 
was climbing out of a deep recession. The 

“This is a year when ad people can be the heroes. There 
is plenty of economic strength and too much talent, 
inventiveness and enthusiasm to be defeated.” 

“1982—For Advertising People, the Opportunity to Be Heroes,”  
Ad Age editorial, Dec. 28, 1981
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Leading National Advertisers in 2021 scored 
the second-biggest spending gain on record, an 
extraordinary turnaround from the pandemic 
plunge in 2020.” 

In the coming months, you will read scads 
of articles on subjects like “Why Increasing 
Marketing Spend Is Even More Important 
During a Recession,” in between countless news 
reports that fill you with enough dread to make 
you want to turn tail and do exactly the oppo-
site. On the opposite side of the spectrum, in 
December, The Washington Post reported that 
after a year of runaway inflation, prices were 
finally starting to drop on everything from rents 
and car prices to gasoline and chicken wings.

“The worst of the inflation is behind us,” 
Steven Blitz, chief U.S. economist for TS 
Lombard, told the Post. “The question is where 
does inflation settle?”

What is a marketer to do given such con-
fusing signals? Before you make any rash 

decisions, remember your history. As an Ad Age 
editorial from December 1981 titled “1982—For 
Advertising People, the Opportunity to Be 
Heroes,” noted:

“We are in a period of vast structural 
change, as industry adjusts to new technology 
and fierce new competition in world markets. 
While 1981 was a year of unusual uncertainty 
for advertising and media, it is particularly 
noteworthy that this was not translated into 
curtailed advertising.

“It is not going to be easy to do business, or 
stay in business, or grow. But this is a year when 
advertising people can be the heroes. There is 
plenty of economic strength out there to build 
on, and too much talent, inventiveness and 
enthusiasm to be defeated. Optimism is among 
the distinctive contributions advertising people 
bring to the management team. If not miracles, 
at least wonders. In 1982, advertising people 
can provide the spark.”

U.S. advertising forecast
From GroupM. Advertising revenue. WPP’s media agency group expects 2023 U.S. ad revenue to 
increase 5.5% excluding political advertising.

Ad revenue (dollars in billions) Year-to-year percent change

2023 2022 2021 2023 vs. 
2022

2022 vs. 
2021

2021 vs. 
2020

Digital pure play $211.8 $194.0 $175.2 9.2% 10.7% 41.0%

TV/video 67.7 67.6 67.0 0.1 1.0 13.1

Audio 15.1 15.0 14.6 0.9 2.9 21.8

Magazine 10.1 10.8 11.4 -6.6 -5.5 5.8

Outdoor 8.4 8.2 6.8 2.6 19.9 21.0

Newspaper 8.2 8.9 9.6 -7.8 -7.3 5.9

Cinema 0.5 0.5 0.2 2.1 156.8 23.8

Media total (excluding 
political advertising) $321.9 $305.0 $284.9 5.5% 7.1% 28.8%

Political advertising 2.7 12.6 2.4 -78.8 414.4 -79.6

Total $324.5 $317.6 $287.3 2.2% 10.5% 23.2%

source: WPP’s GroupM (This Year Next Year, December 2022). More info: groupm.com. Numbers rounded. Figures for traditional media (for example, TV 
and magazine) include their digital extensions. Digital pure play includes only pure-play digital media (for example, Facebook and Google). Direct mail and 
directories not included in this table.



Ad Age Studio 30
Ad Age Studio 30 helps your brand 
connect with an influential audience 
actively seeking new partners, solutions 
and products. Through original custom 
articles, thought-leadership content, 
events, research, webcasts, white papers, 
infographics and more, our end-to-end 
solutions help your content reach and 
resonate.
Studio30@adage.com
 
Staff
Writers Erika Berlin, Tony Case, John 
Dioso, Julie Liesse
Design Director Jennifer Chiu
Senior Designer Natalie Skopelja
Editor Christopher Hosford
Copy Editor Brian Moran

Contact us 
James Palma
General Manager, Revenue 
and Client Partnerships  
jpalma@adage.com

John Dioso
Editor, Studio 30  
jdioso@adage.com

Deana M. Lykos
Associate Director, Activations 
deana.lykos@adage.com

About Quad
Quad (NYSE: QUAD) is a global marketing 
experience company that helps brands 
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