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Abstract

This paper focuses on the limitations of marketing as it is currently practised. The author argues that the discipline’s desire for credibility, has led theorists and practitioners to base their thinking around quasi-scientific rationality. This has been valuable in creating credence in the Boardroom, but it is not a very good way of understanding the connections between the organization and its customers and also with its employees. Rather the emphasis should be on people and the nature of relationships. Underpinning the views in this paper is a series of interviews with organizations that place an emphasis on the human. The interviews were conducted during 2000 and 2003 as part of the research for a book (Living the Brand 2001/2003).

Introduction

“What is the meaning of democracy, freedom, human dignity, standard of living, self realization, fulfilment? Is it a matter of goods, or of people? Of course it is a matter of people.”
 

The economist, Ernst Schumacher wrote this in 1974 in a now famous book, Small is Beautiful. His view was that economists are so focused on the abstract and the analytical, that they forget the reality of the people behind the numbers they cite. In a post Enron world his thought seems particularly prescient. This thought is also echoed by Larry Keeley from the strategic consultancy, The Doblin Group,
 who observes that, ‘what they’re managing (executives) in their heads is an abstraction - something they remember from their one day out in the field in 1968. Or an abstract understanding of what they think they want a programme to achieve.’  An idea that is also endorsed by Mintzberg et al
, ‘It has to be realized that every strategy, like every theory, is a simplification that necessarily distorts reality. Strategies and theories are not reality themselves, only representation (or abstractions) of reality in the minds of people.’ The problem with this abstract thinking is it leads companies into dangerous areas.  When the focus is overtly on awareness figures, sales performance, profit margins and share values, companies can easily ignore their larger responsibilities to society
 and their specific responsibility to individuals. As soon as we start seeing numbers, we stop seeing people. We may or may not judge Ken Lay of Enron to be an evil person from what we read in the press, but the negative impact he and his fellow board members have had on individual lives is profound.  Equally Nike’s highly publicised difficulty with labour practices in developing countries is a function of an overt focus on performance. Nelson Farris, employee number eighteen at Nike and in charge of corporate education said in an interview, ‘‘One of the biggest mistakes we made was to think we don’t own the factories, so that’s their problem.  That’s when we recognised we were more powerful than we realised and as a consequence, people expected more of us.  Employees were embarrassed and disenchanted and confused.  The media had sweat shops and child labour in every sentence.’
 

These instances are not surprising when we look at recent research by Gallup (2002) that reveals employees believe that only 66% of company leaders are trying to do what is best for their customers, and even fewer -- only 44% -- believe corporate leaders are trying to do what is best for their employees
. 

Equally, companies can also forget their broader societal role. Research by Tom Brown and Peter Dacin, who conducted three studies into the nature of corporate associations, found that “all three studies demonstrate that negative CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility) associations can have a detrimental effect on overall product evaluations, whereas positive CSR associations can enhance the product evaluations.”
  Similarly research commissioned by BT and The Future Foundation (1998) into ‘The Responsible Organization’ concluded,  “our research among consumers confirms the positive impact good corporate citizenship has on corporate reputation and consumer trust.”

From abstract to cubist thinking

In the USA, state lawyers in Delaware
 have decreed that the sole responsibility of corporate boards of global organisations is to shareholders. In the Anglo-American business model the primacy of shareholders is sacrosanct.  Yet as Enron and Andersen have shown a narrow perspective and an over-reliance on numbers leads to distortion. Companies have to recognise that their very existence is predicated on the trust of all audiences.  By undermining the trust of one audience such as consumers or employees the nature of inter-relationships is such that trustflows are undermined elsewhere – especially as the connectivity of the different audiences allows such linkages to be made. Macrae
 recommends that alongside numerical analysis, the relationships of all audiences should be assessed to determine that a benefit to one audience does not  damage another.  For example if Nike had employed such a methodology then the desire for improved profitability by reducing production costs would have been tempered by the foresight of the likely negative impacts on customer perceptions, employee morale and media coverage.

The failure to recognise connections can also be attributed to the limited horizons that quantitative analysis encourages. Regression analysis can try to define cause and effect but to understand the actions of people we need to understand the way people think. That requires an understanding that we are not wholly rational creatures. This should not be surprising to people with a humanities perspective.  For example, one of the benefits of studying Shakespeare is that he brings to life how people discover their humanity and different ideas of the truth.  The writer Jonathan Bate
 suggests this skill was born out of Shakespeare’s education where the demands of rhetoric required him to argue both sides of an argument.  Both within individual Shakespearean characters and within individual plays we see this aspectuality at work. Characters, such as Hamlet and Macbeth, see both sides of arguments and debate them through their monologues. This questioning and self-discovery is what makes Hamlet and Macbeth authentically human. What is perhaps surprising is that for economists, rational man held sway until the relatively recent work of Kahneman and Tversky (1979)
.  These two psychologists showed in their ‘prospect theory’ that people give irrational weight to some scenarios, such that, for example, people are more influenced by losses than inspired by gains and that they do not have perfect knowledge of markets and as a consequence find it difficult to work out the probability of future events. The revelation of the ‘imperfection’ of people may have been a surprise to economists, but we might believe that marketers have long understood the ‘irrational’ behaviour of individuals.  However, this does not seem to be the case.  First abstraction gets in the way. Conducting market research is not the same as understanding the human. In their paper on William Bratton, W Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne
 cite the example of the New York Transit Police. The managers of this organization convinced themselves that there was little problem with the New York Subway because research showed that serious criminal activity did not occur there.  It was only when a new Chief, William Bratton, forced his managers to confront the reality of petty crime and aggressive begging, by taking away their cars and making them travel by subway, that the scale of the problem was recognized.  As Mintzberg argues, ‘while hard data may inform the intellect, it is largely soft data that builds wisdom.’

The second problem is narcissism. Marketing, in spite of its supposed outward focus is in reality an inward looking, narcissistic process (Mitchell 2002/2003). The argument here is that as marketing becomes less effective, marketers try to do more of it.  This exacerbates the problem of buyer disinterest and doubt. Mitchell (2003) argues that the root cause of this is that marketers concentrate on what comes out of the organisation’s operations not on the value that can be created in the life of the buyer. Mitchell says `the source of marketing ineffectiveness and waste, therefore, lies in its seller-centric preoccupations. Marketers say the acid test of good value is find out what your customer wants and need and give it to them.  When it comes to marketing communications, this is the one thing marketers do not do.  Marketers seem to believe that the only people who not need to practice what marketing preaches is…themselves.’

Third, the desire for proven success formulas leads marketers to consume prescriptive ideas and business books that suggest there is one right way or a set of laws that are somehow immutable. However, if we accept the individuality of people’s behaviour and the dangers of abstraction we should also recognise the dangers of prescription (Boyle 2002).  To extend the artistic analogy – we should stop seeing marketing in the abstract and rather see it as cubist; that there are many perspectives of the same thing, where ‘solid apprehensible reality seems to give way to a world of shifting relationships.’

In search of the human

One of the attributes of humans, that separates us from other animals is our ability to recognise in others feelings that we ourselves have.  We can identify with others, because we can relate past and future events. Only humans have this capacity - what is known as ‘a representational theory of mind’.  Chimpanzees can represent mental ideas based on actual objects, here and now, but it is only humans who can represent non-existent objects and link the past and future.
  Our humanity defines our behaviour as consumers and employees. As buyers of products, we consume bundles of functional and emotional benefits that contribute to who we are as individuals.  It is our ability to link past performance with future expectation that gives branding a transformational quality. Perhaps more profoundly, when we work for an organization we may work partly for basic Maslowian values, but we also do so because we have a desire to experience psychological growth (Herzberg); to achieve self-actualisation (Maslow 1998); to find out the truth about ourselves. Indeed, Maslow sees one of the responsibilities of managers as fulfilling employees’ ‘metaneeds for truth and beauty and goodness and justice and perfection and law.’
 However, the reality is often removed from this. Organizations adopt a language of doing things to employees with the expectation of Pavlovian type responses.  This is in part a leftover of command and control structures and in part a result of the fundamental distrust a company has for its members (Manville and Ober 2003)
.  The ideal language of the organization (reflecting its underlying beliefs) in both its internal and external relationships should be one of cooperation with all stakeholders. In terms of the external, organizations should break down the boundaries between the inside and the outside and espouse transparency and integrity (ed Ind 2003), while internally employees should be active participants in defining and delivering the organizational ideals (Ind 2001).  The guide in this process ought to be the organization’s ideology (Collins & Porras 1998). 

The organizations that were interviewed for ‘Living the Brand’ (Baxter International, Patagonia, Unicef UK, Unipart and H&M ) are powerful exponents of this values led approach, because their values encourage the ‘right’ behaviour for all audiences. Although these organizations are diverse in terms of size and activity, the unifying factor in their make up is that they have human centric philosophies. Equally, while the values themselves were defined at different times in these organizations’ evolution they clearly mean something to managers and employees and resonate strongly with both – guiding strategy setting and decision making (Ind 2001). This is because the processes of definition and execution are highly participatory. For example, in the case of the parts supplier Unipart, any employee can solve a challenge that faces them in the workplace by setting up a quality circle.  The individual can choose the people they feel appropriate to the success of the circle and can set their own agenda.  Once the project is complete the findings are shared with others.  At any one time, approximately a third of the company’s workforce is involved in quality circles. While in the case of Unicef UK, the values have come to define an explicit management philosophy, to steer strategic planning for the organization as a whole and to help focus departmental strategies.  For example, each departmental operational plan includes specific questions on how it will reflect the brand values in its work and how it will use each value in its decision-making. Some 18 months after launch, 83% of employees understood what the strategic plan is trying to achieve and 89% of employees agreed that they understood how to incorporate the brand values into their work. 

A further benefit of a clear values definition is that it allows organizations to give employees considerable freedom. The values provide the boundaries of behaviour so that employees know how to react in different circumstances. In some organizations, such as the outdoor clothing company, Patagonia, healthcare company Baxter and retailer H&M, this belief in freedom was very pronounced. For example, the Marketing Director of H&M argued, ‘we give people a lot of freedom. We’re not run by manuals, that limit what what you can do. But you have to give people something to guide their decisions by. That’s the role of the values; they’re something that people can hold on to.’
 While Gretchen Winter, VP of Business Practices of Baxter International said, ‘the main benefit of our values is it gives us a common language and framework for 55,000 employees.  We use the values to build the company.’

The goal should be to engage employees as much as possible on a journey of self-discovery both for themselves as individuals and as members of a system.  There should be dialogue and discussion.  When Baxter International defined its values the process took two years (from 1991 to 1993).  The company adopted a bottom up process that involved employees from all parts of the organization, in discussing and defining a set of values that were authentic and usable.  The benefit of this participative approach was that it led to a very rapid buy-in from employees.  Research in the mid 1990s found that over 90% of employees knew and understood the values. Gretchen Winter, says, ‘the values were not a new thing. They reflected what people already believed. As a result they resonate with people.  They are real; true.  People see them reflected by management and in the decisions that are made.  It goes beyond a theme.  The two year period it took to define the values was critical to the process.’ 

Collins & Porras argue that the chosen values are not important in themselves. Rather it is the strength of commitment to them that creates superior performance.  This research suggests this is partly true. Every organization of significance has a stated set of values, but it seems that only a few generate real commitment. Partly this is an issue of culture, but partly it is because of the credibility of the values.  All of the organizations interviewed clearly related their values back to long held principles and talked about them in terms of their truth to the organization. Further when questioned about the values, the tendency of the interviewee was to justify them through organizational stories that demonstrated the values in action. The values driven behaviour of these organizations can also be matched to the philosopher, Peter Koestenbaum’s dimensions of leadership
. Koestenbaum argues that leaders must balance vision, reality, ethics and courage.  These organizations seem to be very effective at balancing these dimensions. For example Patagonia has a truly inspirational quality but it is also business focused.  It recognises that it has influence beyond on its size, but it also understands its limitations. It has a very strong ethical dimension in terms of its environmental stance – its Purpose statement proclaims: To use business to inspire and implement solutions to the environmental crisis. And it is truly courageous in its willingness to confront others.

A different future

Every organization of size has a stated mission, vision and values, but the real value of such defining ideologies, is not their abstract existence, but the degree to which they are lived by the people within the organization (Collins and Porras 1998). This is not something that can be willed into existence (Ind 2001). Rather it has to be something that employees willingly engage with in a positive way (ed Whetten & Godfrey 1998). This suggests that the values not only need to be clearly defined,
 but also have an appeal through their balance of vision, reality, ethics and courage (Koestenbaum 2001). If properly lived values are important, then Europe has an advantage – the management style is much more consensus based, although variations exist (Hofstede 1980) and less top down than the Anglo-American model. This creates better conditions for dialogue and self-discovery. With well articulated and delivered ideologies, organizations can allow for greater employee freedom (Schumacher 1974) and the development of those human qualities, such as creativity, empathy and integrity that organizations so desperately need can be nurtured (Scarborough & Elias 2002).
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