Marketing as a Communication
Systern: The Marketing
Concept Revisited

BENT STIDSEN A LTHOUGH little more than a decade has
d elapsed since the marketing concept was for-
an mally introduced into the marketing literature, a

past president of the American Marketing Associ-
ation stated that “admitting that one’s company
does not have the marketing concept has become,
in some quarters, like admitting that one doesn’t
have a modern computer . . . it'’s almost un-
American.”® Yet, an increasing call for legisla-
tive consumer “protection” has been accompany-
ing the growing popularity of the marketing con-
The marketing concept has been severely cept. Ironically, consumerists are demanding
criticized by consumerists. However, more and more protection from those whose 0s-

not all of the issues raised by these tensible purpose it is to satisfy consumer needs.

e N : What has gone wrong?
ritics are marketing problems. If socia & 8 .
critics a g p If social The marketing concept originally constituted a

responsibility is |'o be wdmtnbuted, it recognition that the
must proceed from a realistic concept of
the role and function of marketing.

THOMAS F. SCHUTTE

... principal task of the marketing function
... is not so much to be skillful in making
the customer do what suits the interests of
the business as to be skillful in conceiving
and then making the business do what suits
the interests of the customer?
Most marketers, and even most critics of market-
ing, would agree with the spirit of the marketing
concept as stated above and as stated on numer-
ous other occasions during the last decade. The
goal of satisfying consumer interests, subject to
the constraints of resource availability and of
the state of the arts and sciences of production
technology, seems unassailable.

The issue behind the rise of consumerism is
not the spirit of the marketing concept but its
operational application. Specifically, consumerism,
stated in terms of the marketing concept, focuses
on the operational meaning of the phrase: “Con-
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Recently, an attempt has been made to give
operational meaning to this phrase within the
context of consumerism® Yet, it seems that in
the rush to accommodate consumer demands
there has been a loss of perspective, particularly
with respect to the distribution of social respon-
sibility among producers, marketers, and con-
sumers. This loss of perspective becomes evi-
dent in the accusation of consumerists that if
only marketers or producers could be made to
change their behavior, then most consumption
problems would be solved.

This article chall this cc ist view
that consumption problems are marketing'’s re-
sponsibility. The authors attempt to better de-
fine marketing’s social responsibility, suggesting
a redistribution of such responsibility. Specifi-
cally, the perspective assumed is that many of
the problems di d under the heading of con-
sumerism are usually not marketing problems.
Furthermore, attempts to indiscriminately revise
existing roles and functions of marketing serve
to react to consumerism pressure, but they ac-
complish little in the way of a solution.

In the following discussion the basic dimen-
sions of marketing as a communication process
are outlined. Second, some of the contemporary
issues confronting marketers are reexamined in
light of these di i Third, a y defi-
nition of the operational meaning of the market-
ing concept is proposed.

Marketing as a Communication Process:
The Spirit of the Marketing Concept

Marketing’s preoccupation with the scientiza-
tion of the producer-consumer relation has pro-
duced interpretations of marketing as a control
process rather than as a communication process.!
Marketing scientists have been unable to see mar-
ket behavior in terms other than cause and effect;
therefore, they have developed a model that de-
picts marketing as something producers do to
consumers. Customer orientation in this context
is a trivial concept and hardly new. The mere
act of focussing on the customer does not capture
the spirit of the marketing concept. It may even
constitute a subversion of that spirit if the focus
is upon the consumer for the purpose of con-
trolling behavior.

A communication process differs from a control
process in much the same manner as an open
system differs from a closed one. In a control
process the emphasis is on producing specific
outcomes. Thus, if the optimum inventory level

3, Martin L. Bell and C. William Emory, “The Faitering
Marketing Concept,” JOURNAL OF MARKETING, Vol. 35 (Oc-
tober, 1971), pp. 29-30.
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size is known, a control process may be estab-
lished to attain and maintain that optimum level.

In a communication process, however, the em-
phasis is on the process rather than on outcomes.
Thus, if it is not known what is in the interests
of consumers, a process must be developed by
which these interests can be identified. In a free
enterprise system, there is no justification for
arbitrarily deciding what is in a consumer’s in-
terest. Consequently, an operational marketing
concept must be expressed in terms of the dimen-
sions of a particular commmunication process,
rather than as specific outcomes to be produced,
or particular interests to be satisfied.

The Strategic Di ions of a Fully Functioni
Marketing Process

The spirit and ultimate purpose of the market-
ing concept is to facilitate a dialogue between
producers and consumers. This contrasts with
the prevailing representation of marketing as a
well-directed and efficiently implemented mono-
logue, The strategic dimensions of the marketing
communication process are:

1. The boundaries of marketing concern and
responsibility, such as size and dimension-
ality of the marketing “scene.”

2. The set of potential outcomes of a particular

marketing effort or of marketing in general

given the producers and consumers involved.

The set of available and potentially available

methods of communication between pro-

ducers and consumers.

4. The division of tasks among various market-
ing agents (including producers and con-
sumers), and the relative degree of control
available to each agent or group of agents.

Any given marketing operation explicitly and
implicitly embodies a set of decisions with respect
to these four di ions. If it were possible to
give a universally valid definition of the form
that each of these dimensions should take, it
would be possible to reduce marketing to a con-
trol process designed to accomplish the specified
outcomes. Since it is neither possible nor de-
sirable to develop such universally valid defini-
tions, strictly normative statements must be con-
fined to specifying the relations among these four
strategic dimensions.

One basic requirement for a set of decisions
concerning the strategic dimensions of a market-
ing operation is that they must be consistent
relative to each other. This is a requirement
which many criticisms of marketing and mar-
keters-fail-to-meet.For example, some maintain
that marketers should concern themselves with
the long-run ecological effects of the mass distri-
bution and use of particular products (boundary
decision). But, marketers may not have that

w
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choice. For the most part, marketers possess
neither the competencies and necessary data nor
the methods to control or even persuade pro-
ducers and consumers to concern themselves with
broad issues of ecological protection and social
development, However, even if marketers did
have the necessary methods, no definitive decision
rules are available by which to decide what is
good for ecology or society and what is not.

The point here is not that concern with eco-
logical effects as such is misplaced. It clearly is
not. Rather, if marketers are to assume respon-
sibility for these effects they would have to have
the marketing methods to control them, and these
they do not have. In addition, any viable concept
of a marketing system must rest on internally
consistent definitions of the set of strategic char-
acteristics outlined above.

In the following sections a more explicit per-
spective of marketing as a viable and fully func-
tioning communication process is developed
around the four strategic dimensions outlined
above. The point of view or basic premise under-
lying the following discussion is that marketing
is a process facilitating consumer and producer
decision making.

1. The Boundaries of Marketing Concern

Discussions of the social responsibility of mar-
keters often fail to take into account the limita-
tions of marketing methods. It is always tempt-
ing, particularly in view of specific examples of
faulty products or disadvantageous consequences
of mass consumption, to define the social respon-
sibility of marketers in terms of a set of “socially
desirable” outcomes of the marketing process.
But the “socially desirable” usually goes far be-
yond the “socially attainable.” The “socially de-
sirable” merely depends upon one's imagination;
the “socially attainable” depends upon every-
body's resources. Any specification of the boun-
daries of marketing concern in terms of particu-
lar “socially desirable” outcomes (e.g., highway
safety, health, nonaddiction) ultimately presumes
that marketers control both producer and con-
sumer behavior. Marketers neither possess such
control, nor is it clear how they could attain it
in an essentially free market.

Consistent with the limitations of marketing
methods, the area of concern must be confined
to the marketing process itself. That is, the area
of marketing concern cannot, in the context of
existing marketing means, encompass the respon-
sibility for production and consumption manage-
ment as such. One of marketing's responsibilities
is to enable consumers to effectively influence the
decisions of producers. Furthermore, enabling

. producers to effectively influence consumer deci-
' sions is also a marketing responsibility.
ibility to
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decide whether detergents should or should not
contain phosphates, and whether children’s toys
should or should not be made to last for genera-
tions. The durability of toys, the safety of auto-
mobiles, and the abrasiveness of toothpaste are
not as such marketing problems, and they can-
not be resolved by marketing means. These are
partly production issues and partly problems of
consumption t. Some cc s may
(and do) want toys with a limited life, automo-
biles that are built to be driven rather than
crashed, and toothpaste that effectively cleans
teeth. Whether they should or should not want
these or other product characteristics is not a
marketing issue.

2. The Output or Producr of Marketing

The issue of whether marketing is to be re-
garded as a cost or a value to “society” has never
been satisfactorily resolved. The resolution of
that issue depends upon the general model of
economic processes that one adopts. If the ideal
economic process is viewed as one in which con-
sumers and producers possess perfect knowledge
of the needs of each other as well as product
offerings, then marketing is a cost. Under this
assumption, expenditures on marketing activities
measure the degree to which the real departs
from the ideal world.

On the other hand, if one views the interaction
of producers and consumers as constituting the
technology utilization strategy of a free enterprise
society then marketing is a value. In this case,
marketing expenditures measure the resources
members of a society devote to the management
of their technological progress.

Viewed in the latter sense as a communication
process, marketing facilitates decisions. That is,
marketing provides inputs to decisions concern-
ing the production and use of products in par-
ticular ways by producers and consumers. In-
herent in these specific decisions are also the
more general decisions pertaining to the overall
direction and implications of technology develop-
ment and utilization.

However, marketing is responsible for the par-
ticular and general consequences of the pro-
duction and consumption decisions made only
insofar as they result from an inadequate com-
munication system. It is not a marketing problem
if consumers or producers are incompetent de-
cision makers. If, given the evidence that a
particular product may be harmful under certain
conditions (e.g., drugs, motorcycles, cigarettes),
consumers still buy and use it (whether because
they want that product or because no alternative
exists), then the ensuing consequences are neither
outputs of the marketing process, nor are they
marketing problems.

But if the marketing process is inadequate and

must their ion be-

However, it is not marketing’s resp
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havior with less than the available and usable
data concerning what products are available and
why, then a marketing problem exists. Similarly
it is a marketing problem if producers must man-
age production with less than the available and
usable data on the consumer’s interest. The cru-
cial distinction here is between data availability
and decisi pet The c of
any consumption decision is the responsibility
of the decision maker (i.e., the consumer or pro-
ducer). But to the extent that any given con-
sumption decision is less well informing than it
could have been, allowing for the decision-making

e of the cc involved, there is a
marketing problem. Similarly, if producers have
only the data marketers think they should have
(whether due to limitations in research methodol-
ogy or a particular conception of what should be
in the consumer’s interest) rather than the data
they could have and use, producer decisions will
to that extent not be based on actual consumer
interests.

Many consumption and production decisions
are probably not as informed as they could be.
Thus, the spirit of the marketing concept is being
violated. On the other hand, many production
and consumption decisions are probably as well
informed as they can be within the constraints
of the decision-making competencies of the in-
dividuals involved. The outcomes of these deci-
sions are, therefore, in no sense marketing issues.

3. The Methods of Producer-Consumer
Communication

The most significant method by which con-
sumers communicate with producers is decisions
to buy or to not buy their products. Yet, sales
and profits are very inadequate indicators for
cor ication in that s may decide to
buy or to not buy a product for many reasons.
In the first instance, then, profit (or sales) fails
as a method of consumer-producer communica-
tion for the same reason that it succeeds as a
summary measure of corporate success. It is a
general and neutral measure from the standpoint
of the product mix of any enterprise.

Market research is the primary activity used
to augment the feedback provided by sales and
profit information. It is important to note, how-
ever, that market research has developed largely
as a feedback device rather than as a means for
consumers to effectively influence producer de-
cisions. There is an important difference between
a hod of ion and a feedback de-
vice. A method of communication (e.g., a tele-
phone call from a consumer to a producer) allows
the consumer strategic control of the content

king

Consequently, insofar as market research has de-
veloped as a feedback device, the information it
provides is likely to emphasize consumer opinions
on the issues that matter to producers, rather
than consumer opinions regarding the issues of
concern to themselves. That such a bias does
oceur is indicated by the fact that firms which
do a great deal of market research have been
surprised by some of the issues raised by con-
sumer spokesmen.

The communication issues are not, however,
limited to message transfer and relative control
of message content, although these are important
problems. Effective communication also involves
the availability of suitable media for a consumer-
producer dialogue. The emergence of organized
consumer groups has been helpful in this respect.
The blishment of direct teleph lines to
some corporate customer service departments
and the “we-listen-better” campaign launched by
Ford Motor Company, have at least the appear-
ance of exemplifying a communication model of
the marketing process. But these are very limited
examples of what could have been accomplished
to implement the spirit of the marketing concept
through the development of effective communi-
cation channels from consumers to corporate de-
cision centers.

Perhaps the basic reason for the paucity of
[ -producer cc i k Is is
that marketing is still viewed as selling, the rhe-
toric of the marketing concept notwithstanding.
The necessary technology clearly exists (e.g., tele-
phones, two-way cables, and electronic processing
equipment), but the economic rationale for and
commitment to giving the consumer a voice in
producer decisions is clearly lacking.

Even with respect to producer-consumer com-
munication through existing channels there are
many ways in which the communicative qualities
of advertising could be improved to enhance its
value to consumers and for producers. A series
of isolated and unconnected messages (such as
a string of unrelated television commercials) do
not go very far toward cnabling communication
with cc s. The ¢ ication value of
such messages might be greatly enhanced if they
were ordered or grouped into related categories
along, say, functional lines. Foods, kitchen imple-
ments, home-decorating materials, personal care
products, and leisure products are just some
examples of such categories. Integration of

ges repr ing c tary products
shown in suitable and appropriate contexts is
another means by which this might be accom-
plished.,

In any case, the potential for facilitating com-

ication between producers and consumers

(even if not of the ) of the
feedback device (e.g., a survey of consumer opin-
jon) at best allows the consumer tactical control.

has only begun to be realized by marketers and
marketing scientists. Yet, the creation and imple-
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mentation of methods to realize this potential is
an important marketing concern.
4. The Division of Marketing Tasks

The division of tasks pertains not only to the
position of marketers within a corporate struc-
ture, but also to the division of tasks within the
marketing process itself. Whereas dimension 3
is concerned with the form and method of com-
munication, this strategic dimension is focused
on the agencies and institutions responsible for
the performance of communication-related activi-
ties. The spirit of the marketing concept demands
a separation of marketing communication func-
tions from producer interests. Without such in-
dependence, the marketing communication proc-
ess too easily degenerates into a control process
where consumer interests are considered pri-
marily as means for the satisfaction of producer
interests. A separation of marketing communica-
tions functions from producer interests could
manifest itself in a greater independence between
advertising and marketing research agencies, or
in a gradual replacement of these institutions by
consumer and government-sponsored information
acquisition and dissemination agencies. Since
such agencies would not be committed to the per-
petuation of any particular producing enterprise,
they would, at least in this regard, be more likely
to facilitate unbiased communication.

For example, while the performance of physical
distribution activities is facilitated by the exist-
ence of independent middlemen, marketing com-
munication operates largely without the benefit
of such a structure. It would seem that argu-
ments similar to those favoring the existing in-
dependent agency structure for the physical dis-
tribution process could be advanced for a data
distribution structure. In addition, the independ-
ent middlemen who presently do serve the mar-
keting communication process (e.g., food editors,
consumer’s union, specialty magazines, and tele-
vision features) are rarely viewed as part of the
marketing process. Yet, it would seem that those
independent “middlemen” serve as a source of
marketing information for consumers that is at
least as important as producer-sponsored adver-
tising.

In any case, the issue is not what specific com-
munication agencies should or will develop.
Rather, there exists a crucial imbalance in the
way in which the marketing communication proc-
ess is presently studied and implemented because
this activity is designed, for the most part, ac-
cording to producer needs rather than those of
the consumer. The correction of this imbalance
must begin with a broader conceptualization of
the total marketing communication process than
currently prevails.

Journal of Marketing, October, 1972

The Ultimate Purpose of Marketing

The marketing concept is clearly and unequivo-
cally based on the faith in the viability of a free
enterprise market system. This free enterprise
system is the fundamental reason for the need to
separate producer, marketer, and consumer re-
sponsibilities. In a free enterprise system, the
quality of a production or a consumption decision
is a responsibility separate from that of market-
ing. Consequently, the ultimate purpose of mar-
keting is to enable producers and consumers to
make the best production and consumption deci-
sions that they can and will make.

Many of the issues raised by consumerists are
indeed marketing issues. They pertain to inade-
quate opportunities for s 10 CC i
cate with producers (e.g., issues concerning con-
sumer communication, reliability of advertising,
packaging, and pricing). By the same token, some
issues raised by consumerists are clearly not mar-
keting problems (e.g., littering of the landscape
with disposable containers, excessive drug con-
sumption, cigarette smoking, highway deaths,
household “accidents,” alcoholism, obesity, and
other forms of over consumption). Some of these
are problems resulting from poor production man-
agement, but most of them result from poor con-
sumption management. They are issues that were
not created through marketing, nor can they be
resolved by marketing.

Toward an Operational Statement of the
Spirit of the Marketing Concept
An attempt has been made to outline the stra-
tegic dimensions of a fully functioning marketing
process within the spirit of the marketing con-
cept. Briefly summarized, these dimensions are:

1. The boundaries of marketing concern are
made up by the interests and decisions of
producers on one side, and by the interests
and decisions of consumers on the other
side. The identification and evaluation of
these interests are marketing responsibili-
ties. The degree to which they are satisfied
or not satisfied is not a marketing respon-
sibility.

2. The output or product of marketing is the
facilitation of producer and consumer deci-
sions regarding both the specific and the
general aspects of technology development
and utilization. The outcomes of these de-
cisions to make or to use particular prod-
ucts are not marketing responsibilities, How-
ever, the quality of the data on which these
decisions are based relative to the data po-
tentially available and usable by producers
and consumers is'a marketing concern.

3. The hods of prod;
nication are those devices and techniques
of organizing data through which producers
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and consumers may establish communica-
tion with each other, Much remains to be
done in this context with respect to opera-
tionalizing the spirit of the marketing con-
cept. Consumers are still all but entirely
barred from effectively influencing producer
decisions except through the indirect feed-
back channel provided by market research.
Although it would appear that the necessary
technology exists, the economic rationale
and the commitment to the realization o
-producer ¢ ication cl 1

seems as yet to be lacking.

The division of marketing tasks concerns the
relative roles of various marketing agencies.
It would appear that scholars and marketing
practitioners have devoted a disproportion-
ate amount of attention to producer-spon-
sored agencies. Therefore, a broader per-
spective of the marketing communication
process is required.

>

The ultimate purpose of marketing is to enable
producers and consumers to make the best deci-
sions they can and will make. The value of mar-
keting, thus, inheres in the degree to which it
enables producers and consumers to engage in
dialogues regarding both the specific and the stra-
tegic issues of technology development and utili-
zation.

The following statement of the spirit and opera-

A New Poverty of Time . . .

tional implications of the marketing concept is
proposed:

The marketing task is that of creating and
maintaining a fully functioning producer-con-
sumer communication system. The output of
marketing efforts is the facilitation of producer
and consumer decisions pertaining to the de-
velopment and utilization of technology to ends
determined in the interaction of producers and
consumers. The quality of the actual data that
are the basis for producer and consumer deci-
sions, relative to the potential quality of such
data, is a measure of the degree to which mar-
keters succeed or fail at fulfilling their social
responsibility.

Many aspects of the existing marketing system
violate the spirit of the marketing concept. How-
ever, there are many problems regarding technol-
ogy development and utilization being discussed
in the marketing literature which are simply not
marketing problems.

In a free enterprise society the social responsi-
bility of marketers must be defined in terms of
the marketing process rather than in terms of
socially defined oufcones, no matter how desir-
able one may think certain outcomes. The ideal
marketing process is a functioning dialogue in-
volving a communication system which enables
consumers and producers to significantly influ-
ence each others’ goal attainment.

MARKETING MEMOQ=—=——————————

The major constraint on consumption in the 1970s may be shifting from money
to time. Time will become a more signifieant factor in product seleetion and use.
Paradoxically, increasing afffuence will result in less rather than more free or
uncommitted time. There will be more alternatives competing for the con-
sumer’s time. This does not mean increasing leisure for consumers in the sense
that they will do nothing, rather it means greater amounts of diseretionary time
—time they need not spend supporting themselves, Hours of work will not
deerease greatly if at all. Indeed, where shorter work hours have occurred in
the past, so has moonlighting.

—William Lazer, John . Smallwood
and others, ‘‘Consumer Environments
and Life Styles of the Seventies,”
MSU  Business Topics, Vol. 20
(Spring, 1972), pp. 5-17, at p. 15.
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