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The recession may have ended and bank earnings have started 

to recover, but fi nancial institutions, like their customers, contin-

ue to keep a close eye on spending—and marketers are being 

asked to do more with less money.

In this new environment, the bank marketer needs to work 

harder to make up income lost due to regulation or low loan 

demand, to better differentiate the bank, to deliver value to cus-

tomers in new ways and to regain the trust of a wary populace. 

This atmosphere, while presenting challenges, is also full of 

opportunities for marketers to innovate and to do things better, 

faster and more effi ciently—ultimately driving more revenues 

to the bank and improving its bottom line. The bank marketer is 

therefore more important than ever.

So, practically speaking, how does one take advantage of these 

opportunities with fewer full-time employees and fewer dollars at 

one’s disposal?

Start with a blank slate

“The fi rst thing you should do is throw everything out,” says Eric 

Lucero, vice president and director of marketing for the Market-

ing Solutions Group at Umpqua Bank, Roseburg, Ore. (assets: 

$9.3 billion). “This helps to get rid of ‘sacred cows’,” items that 

are in the budget simply because they have always been in the 

budget. For example, Umpqua no longer purchases ads in the 

Yellow Pages. With more and more customers moving to Web-

based searches to fi nd a bank (or anything else, for that matter), 

the money previously spent on the Yellow Pages can now best 

be used to help customers fi nd Umpqua online. 

Umpqua makes good use of paid search advertising instead. 

This is both more relevant to its customers and more effi cient 

for the bank. Umpqua can be much more specifi c with regards 

to where it advertises online versus in print. This helps to ensure 

that ads are seen by those most likely to fi nd its value proposi-

tion appealing, thereby increasing customer response rates. 

In addition, the bank stopped printing its annual report three 

years ago, based on careful consideration of what its sharehold-

ers really needed—an easy way to access fi nancial informa-

tion, not a glossy report. With a few exceptions, all information 

regarding the company’s year-end fi nancials and status is 

provided electronically. 

The delivery of information via online chan-

nels is helping Umpqua to improve service 

and be more responsive to its customers and 

shareholders—and to be more effi cient with 

its marketing dollars. 

Marketers at institutions of all sizes should look at what is most 

important to their bank’s target audiences and work to identify 

the most effective and effi cient manner in which to provide 

this information. These little changes can add up fast, creating 

space in the budget for other items.

Those other items should be only those things that most closely 

align with the bank’s strategic priorities. The same basic prin-

ciples that govern the decision to scrap a particular budget item 

should guide decisions about what to keep: Is this item neces-

sary to build/maintain brand awareness? To generate revenue 

and/or meet other strategic goals? To meet key customer and/

or shareholder needs? 

Carefully aligning spending initiatives and investments with 

the bank’s overall strategic goals is an important consideration 

at all times, but becomes especially important when budgets 

are tight. This alignment can help bank marketers to maintain 

investments that will contribute to strategic growth in the long 

term despite high upfront cost—positioning their institutions for 

success during the eventual recovery.

Use analytics to prioritize investments

At Astoria Financial Savings and Loan Association (assets: 

$22.2 billion), New Hyde Park, N.Y., Brian Edwards, senior 

vice president and director of marketing, works to ensure that 

everything his department does either strengthens the thrift’s 

brand or generates revenue (or both). To determine just what 

will generate the most revenue among a myriad of options, 

Astoria—like many institutions—looks to customer analytics.

Edwards recommends using basic, straightforward metrics, 

beginning by developing a better understanding of what drives 

core customer retention and profi tability. For example, in 2005, 

the thrift encountered increasing competition for its key prod-

ucts: residential mortgages and checking accounts. Astoria 

used its existing customer data to identify the customers that 

it least wanted to lose and put in place several initiatives—im-

proved service delivery, and more frequent and more targeted 

communications—designed specifi cally to 

keep those customers. These cross-busi-

ness-line efforts helped to increase reten-

tion among the targeted group of tenured 

customers, improve retention and satisfac-

tion among new customers with similar 
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attributes, and increase the bank’s return on its marketing 

spending.

Even before the recession hit, analytics—especially custom-

er analytics—helped to identify where to devote marketing 

dollars, particularly at larger institutions. These analytics do 

not, however, have to take the form of advanced statistical 

models and algorithms, and therefore this method of devel-

oping and prioritizing spending initiatives should be explored 

by institutions of all sizes.

In her former role as chief marketing offi cer at Associated 

Bank N.A. (assets: $22.5 billion), Green Bay, Wisc., Nancy 

Maas used a straightforward analysis of branch-level market 

potential (primarily based on external data) to determine 

how to distribute marketing dollars across the branch 

network. Maas (who is now an independent consultant) 

looked not only at the potential of each branch, but also the 

competitor environment to gauge opportunities to gain share 

in her markets. Branches that either represented good 

growth potential, a chance to gain share from weakened or 

distracted competitors, or both, were targeted to receive the 

greatest share of marketing spend and the most attractive 



offers. To ensure success, Maas then also visited many 

of the high potential branches. This helped identify other 

necessary investments in physical appearance, staffi ng, and 

training, which were then coordinated with the head of retail 

banking.

Analysis of internal data must also be placed within an ap-

propriate external context. Umpqua, which has a footprint 

that stretches across four states with very different rates of 

macroeconomic recovery, supplements its customer analyt-

ics with a simple picture of the local economy. To meet the 

bank’s strategic goal of business loan growth in all markets, 

the marketing department fi rst identifi ed prospects by look-

ing for businesses that were most like its current group of 

best business customers. Umpqua then varied its advertise-

ments and offers to these businesses by market, stressing 

SBA loans (or other federal programs) in recovering markets 

and standard commercial loans in markets that have recov-

ered (or nearly done so).

These one-off analyses must be also accompanied by a 

set of regular analytics designed to monitor the bank’s cur-

rent position. Maintaining ongoing research on the bank’s 

key customers, key market (or markets), key competitors, 

brand awareness, customer perception, etc., can help bank 

marketers to spot new high priority items and opportunities 

as they develop. 

Be prepared to defend every decision

All of the types of analytics discussed above serve two pur-

poses: They help bank marketing directors determine where 

they would like to spend their dollars, and they also help to 

justify that expenditure to CFOs, CEOs, and/or the board 

of directors. The ability to point to a downward dip in, say, 

prospective customers’ likelihood to consider your institution 

relative to the previous year (or even previous quarter), can 

provide greater justifi cation for initiatives to improve aware-

ness than simply saying that you “need to invest” in the 

brand. 

Each spending initiative or proposed investment should 

come complete with a well-documented business case that 

summarizes the analysis used to develop it, demonstrates 

how it ties back to the bank’s overall strategic priorities or 

goals, and puts a stake in the ground in terms of projected 

return on investment. Tracking the performance of spend-

ing initiatives against original goals can also be helpful as it 

allows you to easily demonstrate when something worked—

and hopefully get the funds necessary for either a continua-

tion of that project or similar projects as a result.

In addition, bank marketers should take care to communi-

cate as well and as carefully with senior management as 

they do with customers. All three of the marketers inter-

viewed for this article recommended proactively seeking 

out senior management to provide them with insights and 

updates on the bank’s key marketing initiatives. “Try to 

schedule a one-hour monthly update,” recommends Nancy 

Maas, “and use that time to talk about what is going on 

behind the scenes.” In Maas’ experience, senior manage-

ment enjoys learning more about the “inner workings” of 

the marketing process. When the c-suite understands the 

process, these individuals are more likely to support invest-

ments in improved capabilities or strategic investments that 

may take some time to realize results. Brian Edwards also 

recommends that marketing directors “communicate often 

and proactively” with all individuals with whom they work, 

both those to whom they report directly and the frontline 

staff. Whether something has turned out as expected or not, 

being the fi rst to communicate these results—and to provide 

insight as to why a particular initiative worked or didn’t 

work—can help to build credibility.

Make better use of existing employees

Of course, oftentimes the diffi culty is not thinking up initia-

tives to grow the bottom line or analyses that would help to 

make your marketing more targeted, but fi nding the time in 

which to perform these tasks. 

This has become a key consideration at Umpqua Bank, 

an institution that in the past year has taken over, with FDIC 

assistance, three fi nancially troubled fi nancial institutions 

and expanded its commercial and wealth management lines 

of business. 

The Umpqua marketing group has not undergone similar 

levels of growth in full-time employees during this time. To 

address the new marketing needs of a growing institution, 

this department has instead changed its staffi ng model. 

Employees are now expected to act more as project manag-

ers and to outsource day-to-day work efforts to third-party 

partners (vendors and so forth) wherever possible.

Banks who do not plan on adding full-time marketing em-

ployees over the next year (and, let’s face it, 99 percent of 

institutions probably fall into this category) should consider 

how they can make changes to their own staffi ng model 

and expectations to get the most out of existing employees. 

This may mean looking for ways, as Umpqua did, to best 

leverage the third-party partners that they already have, 

as Umpqua did. Get the vendors themselves to help you 

understand how you can get the most out of their products 

and leverage experience that they may have from other 

industries. 

It may also mean fully leveraging or developing the capa-

bilities of your own full-time employees. Conduct a perfor-

mance review—not to determine whether or not to eliminate 

staff, but to fi gure out if you have the right people in the right 

jobs. Figure out where staff can improve and push them to 

do so. Ask them to invest their time in the same way that the 

bank is trying to invest its advertising and other dollars—in 

the manner that most closely aligns with strategic priorities. 

“I tell everyone that works with me the same thing,” says 

Brian Edwards. “Tell me how you are adding value…. 

When you get people to think that way, it sharpens their 

focus and truly energizes the right people.”

Begin by developing a better understanding of what 
drives core customer retention and profi tability



Looking ahead 

In many parts of the United States, local economies are be-

ginning to recover. But we are not out of the woods yet, and 

economic experiences will likely continue to vary across dif-

ferent regions. What is certain is that a leaner, meaner bank 

marketing department will be a necessity. Leveraging online 

communications, improving analytical capabilities, engag-

ing in more proactive analyses of results and communica-

tion with senior management, better leveraging of outside 

partners, and investments in people to deepen marketing 

and project management skills are just some of the many 

activities that bank marketers should engage in regardless 

of budget status. When we reach the other side of this slow 

economic recovery, the banks that will end up being the 

most successful are the ones that recognize the strategic 

value of marketing—and work to increase the impact that 

this department has.
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