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Businesses are dogged by ''short-termism.''


As the effects of this downturn ripple through the business world, the shock waves will be felt for some time.

Consumers have recalibrated the way they spend. The value of every purchase is being reconsidered: the gym membership, afternoon latte, workday lunch, summer vacation, even how often one gets a haircut. Consumption patterns are in the process of being irreversibly reordered, and business must respond. 

Marketers are left with tough choices and many questions. Where do you put your focus? You should begin by reaffirming what it is that made you great in the first place, but this alone is unlikely to be sufficient in the new reality.

The single most effective approach I have is very simple: start with the answer. Ask where you want to be and then work backwards. If you're from Silicon Valley, reverse engineering is a fancier name for it. My "answer" is that we want to be sustainable and harmonious as a society, as a business, as a family.

If we put the economic downturn through the lens of sustainability and harmony, we arrive at reframing consumer value rather than slashing prices, which businesses would struggle mightily to recover from. Here are five ways to reframe value: 

1. Surprise with the obvious. 

The simplest idea is often the most profound and far-reaching. The button-start ignition on Toyota's ( TM - news - people ) Prius. Apple ( AAPL - news - people ) making technology ... beautiful. Netflix ( NFLX - news - people ) delivering videos to your door. Tide offering premium performance at manageable prices ... in single sachets. Do something simple--and obvious--with your product and you could end up surprising everyone. When everyone has less, give them more. Exceed their expectations. 

2. Offset true value from false economy. 

People are taking control of value for themselves, distinguishing between true value and false economies. Emotional connections matter even more in tough times. What is most important is never sacrificed. I've used Crest toothpaste since I was a child. I would never dream of switching--and not just because Procter & Gamble ( PG - news - people ) is one of my agency's clients.

Ask a sample of consumers whether marketers understand them and the vast majority will say "no" or "sometimes." The recent highly publicized package change by Tropicana disrupted the sacred morning experience of its legions of loyal customers. That value was timeless and classic--and it was quickly restored to the brand's credit.

Understanding and then delivering meaningful value will lend your brand priceless competitive advantage.

3. Remix the value comparison. 

Starting with the answer shows that value is an elastic point of view. Companies can change the game by changing the way consumers benchmark your product against the competition. 

P&G challenged consumers to compare their new product Tide Total Care with dry cleaning, not with competing washing products. MillerCoors did this by placing lower-priced Coors Light right next to its Blue Moon premium beer in stores. Blue Moon drinkers tempted to economize would stay within the brand. 

4. Showcase your own values. 

Working backwards from the answer makes a straight line to the company itself. Your values strongly influence what consumers get out of a product--your vision, purpose, beliefs and even your dream. 

When I'm in Westerly, R.I., I shop at Sandy's Fine Foods. They have the answer printed on their grocery bags: "We are family, and our customers always sit at the head of the table." 

A crisis is when true values can point the way, starting with an open, honest assessment of the facts. I learned this important lesson from turnaround situations, particularly from my time at Kayser-Roth and Saatchi & Saatchi parent Cordiant Plc. With the current state of the economy, we are all in a turnaround situation.

What is your inspirational dream? Saatchi & Saatchi, where I am chairman, has had a dream for over a decade "to be revered as a hothouse for world-changing ideas that create sustainable growth for clients." Walt Disney ( DIS - news - people ) said: "We don't make movies to make money. We make money to make more movies." These are dreams that speak to priceless value.

5. Take the long view. 

The long view means continuing to launch products and invest in strong brand building and marketing activities. Irrespective of the current state of the market, for the last 20 years Toyota has had consistent growth where no one else has, in the North America automotive market. Toyota recently introduced the Venza and for the launch of its third-generation Prius, they have outspent the marketing of the previous Prius generation. 

Business has become dominated by the tremors of short-termism at the expense of the long view. Obsession with daily sales equally needs our imaginations and emotional faculties to be working overtime on ways to create consumer value. "Loyalty Beyond Recession" is about what is stored in consumers' hearts, not just in their wallets.
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