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Downturns reveal a company’s 
weaknesses. When times are good, 
a company has a built-in buffer for 
errors in decision-making, budget 
allocation, leadership, and strategy.  
In a form of business-karma, these 
errors come back in a big way when 
times are tough.  

No wonder the majority of busi-
nesses are marketing reactively, 
says Johnny Chan. They never 
planned for the downturn, they 
don’t plan while in the downturn, 
and they won’t be ready for the 

upturn. Sound like a recipe for failure?  It 
is. Companies that fail to get it together 
will fail altogether. And cutting costs in 
marketing isn’t always the answer.  

Applying Hugh Courtney’s four-part 
framework for strategic decisions, Chan 
explains in a recent interview how com-
panies can catch up and get ahead. 

An interview with 

eBoost Consulting’s 

Johnny Chan.

About Johnny Chan

Johnny Chan is the Chief Mar-
keting Officer of eBoost Consult-
ing, a digital marketing consult-
ing and training firm located in 
San Diego. He works largely on 
Social Media Marketing (SMM), 
online PR, and the growth and 
strategic vision of eBoost Con-

sulting. Outside of work, Johnny 
spends a great deal of time with 
non-profits. He is President of 
the Board of CCC Kids, a social 
program for kids with autism, 
and a volunteer and coach for 
the Special Olympics.
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Johnny Chan: Reactive and 
fearful. It goes hand-in-hand, actually. 
CMOs are fearful.  Fearful of spend-
ing too much.  Fearful of being a 
scapegoat for decreased corporate 
performance. Fearful of losing their 

SevenOneTwoFive: 
How would you 
characterize the level of 
corporate marketing today?

The simplest way to understand your 
position is to understand which level of 
uncertainty you company faces. Hugh 
Courtney’s book 20/20 Foresight: 
Crafting Strategy in an Uncertain World 
describes four levels of uncertainty. In 
level one, there’s a single future. In level 
two, there are alternate futures that 
could occur. In level three uncertainty, a 
range of possible futures present itself. 
And in level four, there are a limitless 
range of possible outcomes.  

The majority of businesses today are 
level three and level four, it’s a no-brain-
er. However, knowing which level your 
business situation falls under is vital; 
level three and level four strategies are 
very different.  

SevenOneTwoFive:  
How can a reactive  
CMO turn proactive? 

SevenOneTwoFive: 
What does the marketing 
function need to do to 
succeed in level three and 
level four? Cutting costs 
seems reasonable across 
the board. 

Johnny Chan: Yes and no.  Your 
strategic posture depends on which 
level of uncertainty that your company 
is facing in the downturn. If a range of 
futures face your company, then you’re 
in level 3 uncertainty. In those cases, 
yes, cutting costs in marketing could 
be intelligent. We advise our clients 
who face level 3 uncertainty to reallo-
cate marketing portfolio to be conver-
sion-heavy. Load up on initiatives such 
as email marketing, PPC, conversion 
optimization, et al.  

Paradoxically, if your company is facing 
level 4 uncertainty, then we usually 
advise clients to take a shaper posture. 
In other words, this would be the time 
to drive the vision of the industry struc-
ture and maneuver itself into a market 
leader. This is when marketing efforts 
are coordinated to set the standard 
for its industry. These don’t have to be 
enormous bets, mind you. But the ef-
forts should be fully integrated.  Reserv-
ing the right to be play, an intelligent 
play in level 3 uncertainty, could be 
potentially dangerous in level 4 circum-
stances.  Executives sometimes forget 
that a downturn in the business cycle 
is followed by an upturn.  Companies 
that reserve the right to play in level 4 
instances will be too far back during the 
upturn to recover.

Johnny Chan: Understand your 
position. It’s like chess. If you counter 
every move your opposition makes, 
then you’ll never be in position to cap-
ture the victory. But if you understand 
the positioning of your assets, then you 
can play to win.  

jobs. CMOs are operating from fear 
and when that tone is set, it’s difficult for 
him/her to lead the marketing function 
to do what it needs to do to succeed.  

It’s a sad place to be. What’s even 
more sad is when you realize that it’s 
easier to be proactive than reactive.  

Hugh Courtney’s 4-Part Framework for Strategic Decisions
Level One: One future  Level Two: Alternate Futures  Level Three: A range of possible futures Level Four: A Limitless Range of Possible Futures 

are operating
“CMO’s

from
fear”[ ]
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SevenOneTwoFive: 
Marketing isn’t as cut and 
dry as it seems.   

Johnny Chan: Exactly. Which is 
why our company hasn’t ever come 
out with a rulebook for marketing in the 
downturn.  Cookie-cutter programs 
are as good as blanket email blasts – 
they’re more detrimental than helpful!  

The only commonality is that market-
ing spending should—in the least—be 
maintained. John Quelch (Professor 
of Business Administration at Harvard 
Business School) put it perfectly.  To 
paraphrase, brands that increase ad-
vertising during a recession when com-
petitors are cutting back, can improve 
market share and return on investment 
at lower cost than during good eco-
nomic times.  Consumers are shaken 
as much as companies are about the 
economic climate; these consumers 
need reassurance that the brands they 
support aren’t going away.  That’s true 

whether you’re B2B or B2C.   

SevenOneTwoFive: 
What pieces of advice 
would you give to a CMO 
and/or a CEO today?     

Johnny Chan: For starters, 
stop looking for a one-stop strategy. 
Throughout my business career, I’ve 
been in think tanks with brilliant strate-
gists of Fortune 500 and FSB 100 
companies. I carefully observed how 
they think.  Every one of them con-
ducted rigorous strategic planning. 
None of them looked at the resulting 
work and said, “this is end-all-be-all.” 
Rather, they all looked at the work and 
said, “this is our starting point.”  There’s 
an inherent superficiality in conventional 
approaches to strategy. This distinction 

is subtle but meaningful.  

SevenOneTwoFive: 
What if you’ve done the 
due diligence of scenario 
planning and you still 
have to cut marketing 
spending? 

Johnny Chan: Then be conversion-
focused. I’d also encourage them to 
maintain the frequency of exposure.  
Don’t underestimate the value of brand 

reassurance in times like this.  

SevenOneTwoFive: 
Final thoughts?      

Johnny Chan: The business cycle 
is a cycle. An upturn follows a downturn. 
Prepare yourselves and you’ll be position 

to capitalize in a big way.   

SevenOneTwoFive: 
Thanks Johnny.       

SevenOneTwoFive is about  
“being.” Being more than meets 
the eye. Being fearless. Being 
the tomorrow we live to create.  
Being who we are. We publish 
a quarterly print magazine and 
create a hub for bleeding edge 
digital marketing topics. 

Undoubtedly, SevenOneTwoFive 
is more than a magazine, more 
than an online presence. It is 
an evolving conversation, an 
ongoing experiment. Currently, 
SevenOneTwoFive features 
imaginative, intriguing content 
about business and marketing 
as-unusual.  We produce media, 
engage thought-provokers,  
feature editorials, and nurture  
an interactive social network.   
The eclectic content is a defin-
ing reflection of us as individu-
als. The singularity that binds the 
content is the defining showcase 
of our team. We solely focus on 
elements that move us. 

7125 El Cajon Blvd, San Diego 
houses our team. You can find 
us there. SevenOneTwoFive 
houses our soul. You can find 
what we love here. 
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