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This paper is grounded on the premise that “the species which survived are neither the smartest nor the stronger; are those 

with great capacity of adaptation to change”.   

In the economic crisis context, companies are forced to learn the survival lesson and to find their own path through downturn. 
Even if two crises are not the same, the experience of previous economic crisis show that each crisis has its winners – that 

companies which grow in stressed times.  Also the experience shows that these winners understand and adapt better to the 

behavior’s change of their customers in downturn context. In our paper we will emphasis the reaction of the consumers in the 

economic crisis context and how their behavior changed taking into account two factors – risk aversion and risk perception. 
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1. Introduction 

The present economic crisis generates volatility, increase uncertainty and panic among consumers. In this context, 
the markets are contracting, and major changes appear in their structure. The consumers change their behavior: they 
change their purchasing habits, they move down the demand curve, postpone major purchasing, switch brands or 
product categories, they focus on inform process. Even if the consumption will not disappear, the average 
consumption was decreased in the markets. 
This evolution in the markets represents major problems for some companies while for others companies represent 
opportunities. Thus, the downturn is seen by some managers as a risk and by other managers as growth 
opportunity. Beginning from two different modalities of perception there are two different organizational responses 
in economic crisis context. 
The first response is developed on the premise that the downturn is a major threat and is adopted by the companies 
which are in an immediately stressful situation. In this situation are those companies which are in the luck of 
financial balance, have a high rate of dept or deal with the incapacity of the major customers. The management of 
these companies is focusing on the cost reduction and tries to reduce looses or to conserve their profits and their 
market position. So many of these companies cut marketing begets and chose to “be silent on the market”. 
The second response is an offensive one and is developed on the premise that the economic crisis is a growth 
opportunity and is adopted by those companies which are not in an immediately stressful situation. The executive 
level of these companies is focusing on growth opportunities and on the costs management effectiveness. For 
instance, Procter&Gamble has the philosophy that “in the stressful time is easier to build the market share. When 

your major competitors spend lees is time to increase your visibility, your notoriety and your market share. So, it is 
easier to be heard in the market when the others are silent and it is easier and cheaper to grow your market share”. 
In January 2009, Ernst&Young interviewed over 300 senior executives from major companies from around the 
word to see how they are being impacted by economic crisis and what they are doing about it. The study was 
focused on understanding how companies are reacting in the downturn and to see if there are opportunities to learn 
from their experience and best practice. The results of the study emphasized that: 
 - 74% companies reported that they focused on “securing the present”; 
 - 40% expected to see a significant increase in protecting their current assets; 
 - 39% were seeking significant performance improvement; 
 - 37% expected to see reshaping of the business to meet new conditions; 
 - 19% expected to see a significant increase in the pursuit of new market  opportunities. 
These results emphasis the fact that only a small number of companies are seeing opportunities in the downturn and 
will adopt an offensive response. That is why any crisis has its winners. 
On the other hand, the results show that a major part of the companies are focusing on “securing the present” and 

on the protecting their current assets. This means that these companies try to reduces looses or to conserve their 
profits and market position. Also the results show that some companies pass through a change process (reshaping 
of business) to meet new conditions. 
From our point of view, the response of the company in the crisis context have to be seen as an adaptation process 
through change and has to be from an “outside – inside” perspective. What we suggest is the fact that, taking into 

account the major changes from the markets, companies have to understand how their customers react in crisis 
context and how their behavior was changed and to develop an response to meet these changes. This doesn’t mean 

that companies have to put the needs and desires of their customers under microscope because this will generate an 
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increase marketing effort and an increase pressure on the marketing budget. We consider that companies have to 
focus on understanding what happened in the mind of their customers; how they react in the new context and how 
their behavior was changed. This will allow to the company to develop a proper response in crisis context. 
 

2. In the mind of consumer  

Growing unemployment, increasing inflation, “freezing” event the decreasing of the wages, the decreasing of the 

purchasing power, bed economic situation are facts that affect the consumers in almost all national markets. As 
long as people are reading more about economic crisis and as long as the press is focusing in reflecting the crisis 
effects, there is a psychological effect whit negative impact on consumers. 
Any way the people are not the same and not all the people have the same perception about a situation with 
negative effects like economic crisis. We analyzed different types of crisis (economic crisis, food crisis, terrorist 
crisis) and we identify that the most important factors which model the consumer’s behavior in such a situation are: 

risk attitude, risk perception and   the way in each these two are interacting.  
Risk attitude reflects consumer’s interpretation concerning to the risk content and how much he or she dislikes the 
content of that risk. For instance, in a global research was shown that the anxiety of loosing the job is higher then 
the anxiety of unemployment situation. Also, it was proofed that people are loss averse. The unhappiness filling is 
higher if the wage is diminishing with $10 then the happiness filling in case of wage increasing with $10.  
Risk perception reflects the interpretation of the consumer of the chance of being exposed to the risk content. For 
instance, the perception of loosing the job is higher in case of an employee from a company that made jobs 
reduction then an employee which is working in a company that didn’t make jobs reduction in crisis context. 
Decomposing the consumer behavior in the two components and analyzing the way in which the two components 
are interacting will allow obtaining a better image of the consumer reaction in crisis context and how its behavior 
was change in this context. What we suggest is the fact that in crisis context using the demographic or 
psychographic segmentation criteria is not the smartest choice because this type of criteria  are loosing the 
relevance in such context. What is important for companies is to understand how their customers react in crisis 
context and how their behavior is change in other words we can say that companies have to understand what is 
happening in the mind of their customers. 
Using the risk attitude and risk perception we identified for segments: 
 

 
The panicked consumers are those who have a high risk attitude and a high risk perception. This kind of consumers 
is in an immediately stressful situation. They are high risk averse and will try to avoid the risk. These consumers 
tend to over react in crisis context. Any way it is expected that panicked consumers to drastically cut their 
spending, to reduce consumption and to move down to the demand curve switching brands even product categories. 
They will eliminate major purchasing and will be focused on looking for best price. Thus, they are not loyal to any 
brand; they are loyal only to the best price.  
The prudent consumers are those who have high risk attitude and low risk perception. Even if these consumers are 
risk averse they consider that are not in an immediately stressful situation because they are not high risk exposed. 
Thus, these consumers are very prudent and plan carefully their spending, postpone major purchasing, in some 
cases move down on demand curve switching brands, are very well informed in the purchasing process.  
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The concerned consumers are those who have low risk attitude and high risk perception. Even if these consumers 
consider that they are high exposed to the risk content they are not risk averse and usually they assume risks. So 
their behavior is determined first by the risk perception. Anyway, this type of consumers will plan their spending 
but it is not necessary to move down on the curve demand. This could happen only in case of risk perception 
increasing. Also, this category will continue to do major purchasing but only if they make a “good deal”.  If risk 

perception is increasing they will tend to postpone major purchasing. They tend to remain loyal to the brands but in 
some cases they move down to the demand curve so, in these cases companies could introduce a lower version of 
the premium or middle brand in their portfolio to retain them. Also is interesting that this type of consumers is 
ready to try new products and innovative products and is those that will try first the innovative product in spite of 
the hard times. 
The rational consumers are those that have low risk attitude and low risk perception. So they are not risk adverse 
and consider that are not exposed to the risk content. They avoid the information concerning to the crisis effects 
and generally they maintain their “usual behavior”. It is expected that this consumers not to reduce their spending, 

to continue to buy their favorite brands, to try the innovative products. 
Taking into account the four segments, we consider that the majority of the consumers are concentrated in panicked 
and prudent segments. 
Such segmentation provides a better image about consumers and a better start up for planning the organizational 
response in crisis context. This means the adoption of the marketing strategies and tactics for responding to the new 
context.  
As we mention, in some cases developing the brands portfolio introducing a lower version of the premium brand is 
a proper strategy to retain the customers.   
The prices are an important toll but have to be correlated with others marketing mix polices. Price reduction has to 
be planed carefully because can generate a prices war in the market and on the other hand could affect brad 
perception and the price increase in the recovery period. 
The communication is also an important tool in such hard times. The message has to create empathy with the 
customers. Massages like: “together we will pass through these times” will create the idea of the partnership with 
the customers. 
The   philosophy of partnership with value chain system is very important in these stressful times. The 
Ernst&Young study emphasized two opposed strategies applied by companies: 
 - 46% narrowed their suppliers’ base to obtain more favorable terms; 
 - 42% had acted to broaden their supplier base to “reduce the impact of the failure  of an individual 
supplier. 
We consider that companies have to focus on strong relationship with their suppliers and distributors. They have to 
establish risk evaluation standards for their suppliers and distributors and on these bases to apply financing from 
and towards value chain members for sustaining the entire chain. After all the competitively of a member of a value 
chain depend on the competitively of the entire chain. And the entire chain creates, communicates and delivers 
superior value for the customers.   
 

Conclusions: 

The current economic crisis is an unprecedented one and generates high panic among consumers and put many 
companies in an immediately stressful situation. 
In this context the consumer behavior was change in same ways radically and in some cases permanently. Thus, 
consumers tend to save more and spend lees. So the consumption decreased and important changes appeared in the 
markets. The structure of the markets was change because of the mutation of the consumers down on demand 
curve. An increase trend is switching the brand even the product category and the elimination or the postponing of 
the major purchasing. Another trend is the focusing of the consumer on information in purchasing process. 
These changes don’t have the same intensity in all national markets and for all consumers. That is why for 

companies is very import to understand the behavior change of their customers as a first step in planning the 
response to pass the crisis. 
Focusing on gathering the information about the needs and desired of the customers will represent an important 
marketing effort and a pressure on marketing budget. What is important for companies in these times is to focus on 
understanding what happened in the mind of their customers; how they react in crisis context and how their 
consumers changes their behavior. 
Analyzing different types of crisis (economic crisis, food crisis, terrorist crisis) we come up with the conclusion 
that in such situations the most important factors that model the consumer behavior are: risk attitude and risk 
perception. Thus, using the two factors we identify for segments of consumers, each segments having different 
attitude and perception about crisis and having different behaviors 
We consider that this segmentation provides a better image about consumer behavior in crisis context and a start up 
for planning the organizational response in the downturn period. 
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Also, we suggest that an effective response have to be planed having in mind the outside – inside perspective. The 
lack of understanding of the markets in this period is, in our point of view, a mistake that could put in danger the 
survival of the company.  
Even if the company is in an imminently stressful situation and is focusing on cost reduction we consider that the 
consumer perspective is important in planning the response. 
On the other hand focusing on market implies monitoring the response of major competitors in crisis context that 
could provide some opportunities of growth. As we mention, many companies adopted costs cut tactics and 
reduced marketing budget choosing to be “silent” in this period. This is an effective growth opportunity for that 

companies which could and choose to invest in downturn period. 
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