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Marketing Strategy Begins
With Audience, Not Channels

Community banks have more
communication options available today
than at any point in history. Social media
platforms, email campaigns, digital
advertising, direct mail, community
events, local media, podcasts, websites,
sponsorships, and business development
activities all provide opportunities to
connect with customers and prospects.
Yet despite this abundance of options,
many community banks have increasingly
concentrated their marketing efforts on a
single channel: social media.

This was reinforced last fall at the ICBA
Marketing Institute, where we asked the
participating bankers which media they
use for most of their communications.
More than three-quarters identified social
media as their primary channel. Newspaper
advertising ranked a distant second,
followed by radio and direct mail.

The popularity of social media is easy to
understand. It is relatively inexpensive, easy
to use, highly visible, and allows messages
to be distributed quickly. But community
bank leaders should ask an important
question: Are we selecting communication
channels because they are effective, or
because they are convenient?

The answer matters because marketing
success is rarely determined by how often

CROSS

FINANCIAL

402 441.3131

a bank communicates. Success is determined
by how effectively the bank connects the right
message with the right audience through the
right channel.

Start With Strategy, Not the Channel

One of the most common marketing mistakes is
beginning with a communication channel rather
than a business objective.

A bank decides it needs more checking
accounts and immediately creates a social
media campaign. Another bank wants to
expand treasury management relationships and
responds by increasing its posting frequency on
Facebook or LinkedIn. In both cases, the bank
has selected a communication method before
fully defining its target audience and desired
outcome.

A more effective approach is to begin with four
strategic questions:

* Who are we trying to reach?

* What action do we want them to take?

* Which communication channels are most
likely to reach them?

e How will we measure success?

When community banks answer these questions
first, the appropriate marketing channel often
becomes much clearer.
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Different Goals Require Different Channels

Not every communication channel is equally
effective for every objective.

A campaign designed to attract low-cost
consumer deposits may benefit from direct mail,
email marketing, local media, branch promotions,
or targeted digital advertising. A campaign
focused on acquiring treasury management
customers can deliver stronger results through
business development, referral networks,
educational events, and direct outreach to
prospects. Efforts to build brand awareness
may rely heavily on community involvement,
sponsorships, public relations, and social media.

The most successful banks recognize that
channel selection should be driven by audience
behavior and campaign objectives—not by habit.

Social media remains an important component
of most marketing plans. It can be highly
effective for community engagement, brand
visibility, customer education, event promotion,
and reinforcing the bank’s culture. However,
social media should rarely be the sole solution to
every marketing challenge.

Visibility Does Not Equal Effectiveness

Many community bank leaders can easily recall
recent social media posts from their institution.
Board members, employees, and customers
often comment on them. The visibility of social
media creates a perception that communication
is occurring effectively.

But visibility and effectiveness are not the same
thing.

The real question is whether the intended
audience is seeing the message and taking
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action as a result. A marketing campaign
that generates new accounts, loan
inquiries, treasury management referrals,
or meaningful customer engagement is
delivering value. A campaign that produces
impressions, likes, and shares without
influencing customer behavior may be
creating activity without generating results.

Marketing leaders should be careful not
to confuse communication volume with
communication effectiveness.

Measure Outcomes, Not Activity

An effective marketing strategy requires
meaningful measurement.

While metrics such as followers, impressions,
views, and engagement rates can provide
useful insights, they should not become the
primary definition of success. Community
banks should also evaluate outcomes
that directly support strategic objectives,
including:

 New accounts opened

* Deposit growth

e Loan inquiries and applications

e Treasury management referrals

* Website conversions

e Event attendance

e Customer retention and engagement

* New business relationships

The most successful marketing programs
measure what matters most to the
organization.
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A Leadership Responsibility

Marketing strategy should not be delegated entirely to the marketing department. Senior leaders
play a critical role in ensuring that marketing resources are aligned with business priorities and
growth opportunities.

Before approving any major marketing initiative, executives and directors should ask:

These questions encourage strategic thinking and help prevent marketing plans from becoming
driven by convenience rather than effectiveness.

Focus on What Works

Community banks operate in increasingly competitive markets where every marketing dollar
matters. The institutions that achieve the strongest results will not necessarily be those that post
the most content or maintain the largest social media presence. They consistently deliver the right
message to the right audience through the most effective channel.

Social media deserves a place in nearly every community bank’s marketing strategy. However,

it should be viewed as one tool within a much larger toolbox. The goal is not to create more
posts. The goal is to create more meaningful connections, stronger relationships, and measurable
business results.
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