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Abstract
Purpose – Limited attention has been given to the study of social marketing at the graduate level. Such a
study not only reveals research interests and trends, but also provides insights into the level of academic
evolution or maturity of the social marketing field. This paper aims to examine social marketing as the subject
of master’s theses.

Design/methodology/approach – A search strategy found 266 social marketing-focused master’s
theses completed from 1971 to 2015. These theses were analysed by host countries, institutions, disciplinary
contexts and degree programmes for which they were submitted.
Findings – Only four theses were submitted from 1971-1980 and eight completed in 1981-1990. The number
of theses increased to 35 in 1991-2000, 118 between 2001 and 2010 and 101 in the past five years (2011-2015).
The USA was the leading producer of social marketing master’s theses, followed by Canada, Sweden, China,
South Africa, the UK and Kenya. A majority of theses were housed in the disciplines of business, health and
communication, and none of themwas submitted for a Master of Social Marketing degree.
Originality/value – This is the first study that investigates master’s theses with an exclusive focus on
social marketing. Implications for the evolution, learning and teaching of social marketing are provided.

Keywords Social marketing, Behaviour change, Discipline, Dissertation, Master’s thesis,
Degree programmes

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
The widespread use of social marketing as an innovative approach to promoting behaviour
change (Andreasen, 2003; Rundle-Thiele, 2015) and the recognition by many governments
(Lefebvre, 2013) that it contributes significantly to improved health and well-being of
individuals and communities have fuelled the growth of social marketing as an academic
field of study (Buyucek et al., 2015). This growth is reflected by the increasing number of
refereed journal articles, academic conferences, the creation of professional membership
associations (e.g. the International Social Marketing Association, the European Social
Marketing Association, the Australian Association of Social Marketing, the Social
Marketing Association of North America and the Finnish Social Marketing Association) and
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the establishment of two scholarly journals that are exclusively dedicated to social
marketing research and practice (i.e. Social Marketing Quarterly and Journal of Social
Marketing) (Beall et al., 2012). Furthermore, increased interest in social marketing is
demonstrated by the fact that many peer-reviewed journals have published special issues
examining various aspects of social marketing (e.g. European Journal of Marketing, Journal
of Macromarketing, Journal of Marketing Management; Dibb and Carrigan, 2013; Kennedy
and Parsons, 2015; Newton et al., 2016).

Perhaps the most significant development during the past years has been the migration
of social marketing from its initial close identification with the promotion of individual-level
change (Andreasen, 2002, 2003) towards a broader conception of its application to engender
changes at the institutional level (i.e. upstream) (Lefebvre, 2013). Theoretical debates in the
field have also led to a line of inquiry that is concerned with the potential efficacy of social
marketing in inducing changes in the broader environment that surrounds the individual,
which has been referred to as “systems-thinking social marketing” (Domegan et al., 2016),
“social macromarketing” (Lefebvre, 2013), or “macro-social marketing” (Kennedy and
Parsons, 2015). Such a systems approach to social marketing is consistent with the
development in other fields to which social marketing is closely related such as health
science (Adam and de Savigny, 2012) andmarketing (Layton, 2007).

In terms of education and training, social marketing has become a subject of
undergraduate degree programmes in many countries. Kelly (2009, 2013) found that a large
majority of social marketing courses are taught in the USA and provided by business,
communications and public health departments. Many universities in the UK, Australia,
Canada, China and Israel are also offering social marketing courses or programmes (Kelly,
2009, 2013). In addition, social marketing has been increasingly chosen as a subject for study
at the graduate level. Truong et al. (2014) identified 93 doctoral-level social marketing
dissertations completed from 1971 to 2013, most of which were undertaken in US and UK
educational institutions and came from the fields of health, education, business
administration, marketing, communications and psychology. Truong (2017) has expanded
this result, finding 209 social marketing-focused doctoral dissertations completed around
the world between 1971 and 2015. However, little attention is given to the study of social
marketing at the master’s level. This is despite early scholars (Andreasen, 2002) having
argued that to be recognised as an academic discipline, social marketing needs, among other
things, to become an accepted area of research study that increases the field’s conceptual
and theoretical bases and makes contributions to other related fields. Andreasen (2002) also
emphasised the need to create a master’s degree programme in social marketing as a means
to train future generations of social marketers. Research into the graduate-level study of
social marketing is important because it helps to inform the academic stature of social
marketing (Andreasen, 2002), reveals research interests and trends (Ysseldyke and
Pickholtz, 1975) and provides insights into the “level of sophistication of research” in the
field (Faulkner et al., 2003, p. 304). Indeed, Ysseldyke and Pickholtz (1975, p. 264) argued that
“perhaps the best indicator of research interests and trends in a particular field is a review of
theses and dissertations”. From an institutional perspective, the number of theses and
dissertations completed at a university, alongside the volume of its published research, often
influences public perception of the quality of its programmes. Such information, while useful
to those in the discipline, may also be of interest to alumni, prospective graduate students,
faculties, industry and accrediting agencies. Furthermore, it helps to inform deans of schools
and/or department heads with respect to curriculum development/change (Truong, 2017).

The past decades have witnessed the growing popularity of the master’s thesis, which
often serves as a substitute for the master’s examination that has been criticised for only
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testing students on a “standard” body of knowledge in a particular discipline (Semenza,
2005). At the same time, the shift towards professionalism in the social sciences has led
many universities to require a master’s thesis, which is generally a longer project that can be
viewed as a preparation for writing the dissertation and/or publishing. It has been
acknowledged by many universities that significant improvements to learning and teaching
quality are only possible based on continued research (Denby et al., 2008). On a broader
scale, increased interest in the thesis is driven by many governments’ recognition of
research as a means of building a knowledge economy and shaping a nation’s future
through fostering innovation and critical thinking (Balaban and Wright, 2014). Overall, the
thesis requirement varies substantially from one country/university/academic department/
degree programme to another. In many universities, the thesis involves students working on
a sizeable research project under the close supervision of an advisor or committee, whereas
in others, students are only required to hand in a revised or expanded seminar paper
(Semenza, 2005). In most cases, a thesis is undertaken and authored by a single student.
However, in others a thesis may be co-conducted and thus co-authored by a group of
students (Semenza, 2005).

The master’s thesis has been a subject of research in many fields that are related to social
marketing to a greater or lesser extent. Tindall (1968) examined master’s and doctoral theses
in school psychology with respect to status (complete, incomplete, published) and purpose of
study. Of the 125 programs surveyed, 52 had students involved in masters’ theses, doctoral
dissertations and non-thesis research. With respect to the purpose of study, 22 per cent of
the student research addressed assessment-evaluation, 17 per cent personality, 12 per cent
special education, 11 per cent educational methodology, 10 per cent experimental learning,
10 per cent social-educational issues, 6 per cent developmental, 5 per cent interventions, 4
per cent professional issues and 3 per cent “other” (Tindall, 1968). Tindall’s (1968) work has
inspired subsequent research within psychology and beyond. Many of these are concerned
with the study experience of master’s students and the supervisor–student relationship. For
example, Demb and Funk (1999) interviewed 24 alumni of a higher education/student affairs
program, identifying four areas of growth being attributed to completing a thesis: personal
development, skills development, content expertise and relationship management. Faculty
advisors were identified as critical to the success of the thesis (Dillon and Malott, 1981;
Wohlin and Regnell, 1999; Anderson et al., 2006; Host et al., 2010; de Kleijn et al., 2012). Other
studies investigate examiners’ assessment of the quality of the master’s thesis (Bourke and
Holbrook, 2013), thesis structure (Samraj, 2008), citation patterns (Zipp, 1996; Kushkowski
et al., 2003; Waugh and Ruppel, 2004; Sherriff, 2010; Samraj, 2013), use of research methods
(Dellgran and Hojer, 2001), as well as publication rates (Dhaliwal et al., 2010). In the field of
tourism, Meyer-Arendt (2000) analysed 22 master’s and 66 doctoral theses in tourism
geography over the period 1951-1998, suggesting that the 1990s was the most productive
period of graduate-level research in this field and that Canadian institutions were leaders in
producing master’s graduates in tourism geography. Other studies on postgraduate tourism
research have also been conducted. Hall and Pedrazzini (1989) used a combination of paper-
based and online searches to identify 28 Australian dissertations, most of which (86 per cent)
were produced for master’s degrees.

This article examines the evolution of social marketing as the subject of master’s theses
over 45 years, from 1971 when the social marketing concept was formalised by Kotler and
Zaltman to the end of 2015. Drawing upon Andreasen’s (2002) suggestion of the need to
examine the graduate-level study of social marketing, prior research in the social marketing
field (Kelly, 2009, 2013; Truong et al., 2014), as well as others in cognate disciplines (Tindall,
1968; Meyer-Arendt, 2000), this article seeks to answer four research questions:
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RQ1. How many social marketing master’s theses have been completed in the study
period?

RQ2. What is the distribution of those master’s theses by country and institution?

RQ3. What are the disciplinary contexts of social marketing-focusedmaster’s theses?

RQ4. What are the specific degree programmes for which those theses were submitted?

Method
The past few years have seen an increase in the number of tools for identifying and
cataloguing scholarly material. Particularly, the advent of the internet has allowed for the
blossoming of online databases, making it much easier and quicker to search for theses and
dissertations from most parts of the world. As a result, researchers can conduct faster, more
systematic and therefore more thorough analyses than ever before.

To identify master’s theses that focused on social marketing, this study made use of the
Proquest Dissertations and Theses database which is a major source of master’s theses and
doctoral dissertations and has been utilised by previous studies in social marketing
(Truong, 2017) and cognate fields (Ysseldyke and Pickholtz, 1975; Adams and White, 1994).
However, as not all theses are archived in Proquest, an additional 30 databases (Table AI)
were mined to ensure that relevant theses were not overlooked. In each of these databases, a
wide variety of English-language keywords identified from previous studies (Buyucek et al.,
2015; Truong, 2016, 2017) were combined (and their plural forms where applicable). These
included, but were not limited to, “social marketing”, “master’s thesis”, “dissertation”,
“behaviour change”, “public health”, “promotion”, “communication”, “physical activity”,
“obesity”, “sanitation”, “HIV/AIDS”, “healthy eating”, “sustainability” and “environment”.
This search strategy resulted in 758master’s theses.

The titles and abstracts of the identified theses were examined to determine their social
marketing focus. A thesis was deemed to focus on social marketing if it involved the design,
implementation and/or evaluation of one (or more) social marketing programmes, sought to
advance the theoretical aspects of social marketing or used social marketing as (part of) a
conceptual framework (Truong, 2017). In a majority of cases, this focus was clear. In other
cases, the table of content and even the full text were read to determine if a particular thesis
had a social marketing focus. Although judging the focus of a thesis by its title and abstract
may not be complete, this approach has been used in previous studies in other fields of
research (Onrust et al., 2016) and is seen as a rigorous and established method of assessing
the nature of dissertation research in a particular field of study (Adams andWhite, 1994).

The 266 theses that met the specified inclusion criteria were added into a Microsoft Office
Excel 2010 database. This data set included author’s name, year of graduation, thesis title,
institution, country, disciplinary context and degree programme for which a thesis was
submitted. “Institution” refers to the university where a thesis was undertaken, and
“disciplinary context” means the academic school, department or faculty that housed a
particular thesis. Results are tabulated and summarised using descriptive statistics.

Results
The results are a representation of 266 master’s theses and are organised into four main
sections:

(1) number of social marketing master’s theses;
(2) distribution of theses by country and institution;
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(3) disciplines that housed social marketing master’s theses; and
(4) degree programmes for which the theses were submitted.

Number of social marketing-focused master’s theses
Up to the end of October 2016, 758 master’s theses were found, wherein 266 met the specified
inclusion criteria. Theses were excluded if they were completed after 2015 or were not social
marketing programs (e.g. “social media marketing” in their keywords or only provided some
implications for social marketing while largely focusing on other fields such as public
health). Those written in other languages than English were also excluded. A full list of the
266 social marketing-focused theses is provided in Table AII. These theses vary greatly in
length (from around 50 pages to more than 200 pages) and were submitted either in
fulfilment or partial fulfilment of a master’s degree programme. In most cases, a thesis was
undertaken by a single student. In some other cases, a thesis was co-authored by a group of
students, which wasmarked with a (*) in Table AII.

Of the identified theses, four (1.5 per cent) were submitted in the period 1971-1980, all of
which were undertaken in US educational institutions. The first thesis was completed at
California State University in 1973, two years after the social marketing concept was
introduced (Kotler and Zaltman, 1971), and the first social marketing doctoral dissertation
was completed (Kaufman, 1971). Two of the four theses completed in this period focused on
smoking prevention. This may be explained by the counter-culture movement of the 1960s
that coincided with the US involvement in the VietnamWar and where young adults sought
to reject the cultural standards and norms of behaviours of their parents. Nearly half of US
adults reportedly smoked (Caplow et al., 1994), and it was at that time when several agencies
and interest groups such as the American Cancer Society and the National Institute on Drug
Abuse started sponsoring mass media anti-smoking campaigns and university research
(Caplow et al., 1994).

The number of theses remained modest in the next period: only eight (3 per cent) were
identified. This is somewhat understandable given the slow growth of the social marketing
field in the USA at this time, when marketing academics shifted their social focus to what
was called “the dark side of the marketplace”: issues of consumer exploitation,
discrimination against disadvantaged customers, and environmental pollution (Andreasen,
2003, p. 295). At the same time, it took time for the social marketing concept to be picked up
by researchers outside the USA. However, from 1991 onwards master’s level social
marketing theses increased remarkably, numbering 35 (13.2 per cent) in the period 1991-
2000 and 118 (44.4 per cent) between 2001 and 2010. In particular, the past five years (2011-
2015) alone account for about 1/3 (101 theses; 38 per cent) of the identified theses. This can
be explained in several ways. Theoretically, since the 1990s, the nature of social marketing
has been recognised as being about changing behaviours instead of ideas (Andreasen, 2003).
A growing evidence base also showed the efficacy of social marketing as a behaviour
change approach which has been demonstrated in various fields other than health and its
potential continues to be explored in different disciplines and contexts. In addition, more
governments have recognised that many critical social problems, such as climate change,
are caused by human behaviours and thus could be ameliorated by behaviour change
(Takahashi, 2007). Furthermore, in recent years social marketing has been accepted as a
subject for study at the undergraduate (Kelly, 2009, 2013) and graduate (Truong et al., 2015)
levels in many universities, allowing interested students to conduct research on social
marketing.
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Social marketing master’s theses by country and institution
Table I indicates that nearly 60 per cent of the identified theses were conducted in North
America, where the USA was the leading producer of master’s level social marketing theses
(129 theses; 48.5 per cent). Canada was the second most productive country with 27 theses
that accounted for 10.2 per cent. Sweden and China came third, each contributing 14 theses or
5.3 per cent. This finding is not surprising, given that the social marketing concept was first
introduced in the USA. The first social marketing publication outlet, i.e. Social Marketing
Quarterly, was also founded (1994) in the USA. In addition, the US government has attached
importance to the role of social marketing in improving public health. For example, the US
Department of Health and Human Services’Healthy People 2020 document set out to increase
social marketing in health promotion and disease prevention (Lefebvre, 2013). Furthermore,
more social marketing courses are taught in the USA than any other countries as noted
above. Likewise, the Canadian government has recognised the role of social marketing since
the 1970s, sponsoring the ParticipACTION campaign in 1971 with the goal of increasing

Table I.
Social marketing

master’s theses by
country

Country No. of theses Percentage of theses overall

North America
USA 129 48.5
Canada 27 10.2

Europe
Sweden 14 5.3
UK 12 4.5
The Netherlands 6 2.3
Denmark 5 1.9
Finland 2 0.8
Germany 2 0.8
Switzerland 2 0.8
Belgium 1 0.4
Cyprus 1 0.4
Ireland 1 0.4
Lithuania 1 0.4
Slovenia 1 0.4

Africa
South Africa 13 4.9
Kenya 12 4.5
Ghana 2 0.8
Tanzania 1 0.4

Asia
Chinaa 14 5.3
India 3 1.1
Thailand 3 1.1
Lebanon 2 0.8
Japan 1 0.4

Oceania
Australia 6 2.3
New Zealand 5 1.9
Total 266 100

Note: aIncluding Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macau
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Canadians’ participation in physical activities. In 1974, it published the New Perspective on
the Health of Canadians report which stressed that a healthy public health policy also
embraces human biology, lifestyle and the socio-economic environment in addition to a
quality health-care system. This report opened door to the idea that governments should also
be involved inmodifying behaviours andmarketing social change (Lagarde, 2015).

South Africa was the fourth leading producer of social marketing master’s theses (13
theses; 4.9 per cent), followed by the UK and Kenya, each of which contributed 12 theses or
4.5 per cent. This may be explained by the fact that African countries, along with their
Asian counterparts, were among the first recipients of funding from international
development agencies and non-profit organisations, such as USAID, to implement social
marketing campaigns preventing HIV/AIDS and malaria and promoting family planning
(Truong et al., 2015). Another possible explanation is that African countries are facing many
health and social issues that can be ameliorated by behaviour change such as physical
activity (Evans et al., 2009; Draper et al., 2010), sanitation (Makutsa et al., 2001) and
environmental protection (Herbig and Warchol, 2011). Meanwhile, the UK is known for
having used social marketing to solve social and health-related issues for years, where the
government has given substantial attention to social marketing (French, 2009) and academic
institutions have contributed significantly to shaping the social marketing body of
knowledge (Truong, 2014).

Significantly, only a small number of theses were completed in Australian (6; 2.3 per cent)
and New Zealand (5; 1.9 per cent) educational institutions although high research interest in
social marketing has been observed in these countries. A potential explanation for this is
that a large number of theses were conducted at the Honours and doctoral thesis level. For
example, till the time of writing this article a total of 20 social marketing-focused Honours
theses were completed at the Social Marketing @ Griffith Research Centre alone. Although
the term “Honours degree/thesis” has different meanings in the context of different degree
programmes and/or education systems, in this study it is not considered a master’s degree/
thesis.

Table II lists 19 universities that produced the greatest number of theses over the study
period. Universities that have multiple campuses are reported as one institution. Of these,
seven are in the USA, three in Canada, two in Sweden, one in Kenya, one in China, one in
Denmark, one in The Netherlands, one in Thailand, one in the UK and the other in South
Africa.

As Table II illustrates, the University of Nairobi and University of Texas topped the
list with each producing 11 theses (4.1 per cent). The University of Washington was the
second most productive with ten theses accounting for 3.8 per cent, followed by Colorado
State University and National Sun Yat-sen University, each of which contributed seven
theses (2.6 per cent). Many universities on this list are known for their high-ranked school
of public health that provides quality graduate programmes, such as the University of
Texas, University of Washington and Ohio State University (US News andWorld Report,
2015).

Disciplinary contexts of social marketing master’s theses
Table III indicates that the identified master’s theses on social marketing were housed in a
wide range of disciplinary contexts, with business being engaged in the largest number of
theses (66 theses; 24.8 per cent). The discipline of health provided the study context for 44
theses (16.5 per cent), followed by communication (36 theses; 13.5 per cent) and agricultural
sciences (25 theses; 9.4 per cent). The disciplines of education and humanities housed an
equal number of master’s theses over the study period (11 theses or 4.1 per cent each),
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whereas economics was the study context for eight theses (3 per cent). This finding confirms
that business, health and communication are the predominant study contexts for social
marketing at both undergraduate (Kelly, 2013) and graduate levels. Furthermore, it may
suggest that there remains a perception of social marketing being a tool of promoting health
behaviours (communication only). As a result, very few theses were housed and explored the
potential of social marketing in other disciplines such as geography, psychology and
anthropology.

Table II.
Social marketing

master’s theses by
institution

Name of educational institution Country No. of theses Percentage of theses overall

University of Nairobi Kenya 11 4.1
University of Texas USA 11 4.1
University of Washington USA 10 3.8
Colorado State University USA 7 2.6
National Sun Yat-sen University China 7 2.6
Massachusetts Institute of Technology USA 6 2.3
Ohio State University USA 5 1.9
Imperial College London UK 4 1.5
University of British Columbia Canada 4 1.5
Aarhus University Denmark 3 1.1
Blekinge Institute of Technology Sweden 3 1.1
California State University USA 3 1.1
Erasmus University Netherlands 3 1.1
Lund University Sweden 3 1.1
Mahidol University Thailand 3 1.1
University of Calgary Canada 3 1.1
University of Cape Town South Africa 3 1.1
University of Lethbridge Canada 3 1.1
University of Wisconsin USA 3 1.1
Top 19 institutions – 95 35.7

Table III.
Disciplinary contexts
of social marketing

master’s theses

Discipline No. of theses Percentage of theses overall

Business 66 24.8
Health 44 16.5
Communication 36 13.5
Agricultural Sciences 25 9.4
Education 11 4.1
Humanities 11 4.1
Economics 8 3.0
Biological Sciences 7 2.6
Earth and Ocean Sciences 5 1.9
Engineering 5 1.9
Geography 4 1.5
Psychology 4 1.5
Political Science 2 0.8
Other 38 14.3
Total 266 100
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Degree programmes for which social marketing master’s theses were submitted
This section examines the specific degree programmes for which the identified theses were
submitted over the study period. Table IV indicates that the identified 266 theses were
submitted to a wide range of degree programmes, with the Master of Business
Administration being the most popular (37 theses; 13.9 per cent). This is followed by the
Master of Environmental Science/Studies and Master of Urban/City/Community Studies/
Planning degree programmes (18 theses or 6.8 per cent each). The Master of Public Health
degree programmewas the third most popular, with 17 theses submitted (6.4 per cent). In all,
12 theses were completed for the Master of Marketing degree programme, accounting for 4.5
per cent. Table IV also indicates that none of the identified theses was submitted for a
Master of Social Marketing degree.

Table IV does not seek to distinguish the types of the master’s degrees (e.g. Master of
Arts, Master of Science or Master of Philosophy) for which the identified theses were
submitted. Rather, it analyses the titles of the degree programmes for which the identified
theses were submitted. Therefore, the Degree Programme column uses the short form of
“Master of [. . .]” followed by a discipline or profession, instead of the full (and formal) form
of “Master of Arts/Science/Philosophy in [. . .].”. Also, the disciplinary context (Table III) and
the degree programme (Table IV) of a thesis may not be the same. For example, Zhang’s
(2009) thesis was housed in the Imperial College London Business School (thus “business” as
the disciplinary context in Table III) but the specific degree programme for which it was
submitted was the Master of International Health Management (thus the degree programme
was in the “heath” category in Table IV).

Discussion
While some prior research has examined the extent to which social marketing is taught at
the undergraduate level (Kelly, 2009, 2013), limited attention is given to the study of social
marketing at the graduate level. To fill this gap in knowledge, this article has examined
master’s theses that focused on social marketing. Regarding RQ1, this study has identified
266 social marketing-focusedmaster’s theses completed around the world from 1971 to 2015,
a number which is comparable to that of social marketing-focused doctoral dissertations
(Truong, 2017). Of these, only four theses were completed in the period 1971-1980, eight
between 1981 and 1990, 35 from 1991 to 2000 and 118 in the period 2001-2010. It is predicted
that the number of social marketing master’s theses will continue to increase considerably in
the years to come, given that the past five years (2011-2015) alone have produced 101 theses
that account for nearly 40 per cent of the total number of theses identified.

RQ2 involves the distribution of social marketing master’s theses by country and
institution. Prior research has suggested that substantial proportions of social marketing
journal articles and doctoral dissertations (Truong et al., 2014) were produced in North
American countries. Similarly, this study found that nearly 50 per cent of the identified
master’s theses were undertaken in US educational institutions (Table I), whereas 27 theses
(10.2 per cent) were produced by Canadian educational institutions over the study period. In
addition, this study has found that thesis research on social marketing has also been
undertaken in other countries in Europe, Asia and Africa. A number of European, Asian and
African educational institutions are leading producers of social marketing-focused master’s
theses (Table II). If this trend continues, the social marketing field should benefit a great deal
given that the potential of social marketing will be explored in different contexts and from
new perspectives. This is particularly important because it will highlight additional
international contributions to the development of social marketing instead of social
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Field of degreea Degree programmea No. of theses Percentage of theses overall

Business Master of Business Administration 37 13.9
Master of Marketing 12 4.5
Master of Management 5 1.9
Master of Marketing Management 4 1.5
Master of Leadership 3 1.1
Master of (International) Business
Communication

2 0.8

Master of Business Science 2 0.8
Master of International Marketing 2 0.8
Other 5 1.9

Health Master of Public Health 17 6.4
Master of Kinesiology/Exercise
Science

7 2.6

Master of Health Science 5 1.9
Master of Dietetics 3 1.1
Master of Health Promotion 3 1.1
Master of International Health
Management

3 1.1

Master of Public Health
Management

3 1.1

Master of Health Education 2 0.8
Other 4 1.5

Communication Master of Communication 8 3.0
Master of Mass Communication 7 2.6
Master of Communication Studies/
Science

6 2.3

Master of Advertising 5 1.9
Master of Public Relations 4 1.5
Master of Journalism 2 0.8
Other 3 1.1

Agricultural
Sciences

Master of Environmental Studies/
Science

18 6.8

Master of Food/Food Science 5 1.9
Master of Water/Water
Management

2 0.8

Other 5 1.9
Education Master of Education 5 1.9

Other 6 2.3
Humanities Master of Graphic Design/Visual

Communication
4 1.5

Master of Fine Arts (General) 2 0.8
Master of English Studies 1 0.4
Master of International
Humanitarian Assistance

1 0.4

Master of International Studies 1 0.4
Master of Latin American Studies 1 0.4
Master of Middle Eastern Studies 1 0.4

Biological
Sciences

Master of Nutrition/Nutritional
Science

8 3.0

Master of International Nutrition 1 0.4
Psychology Master of Psychology (General) 4 1.5

Master of Health Psychology 1 0.4

(continued )

Table IV.
Degree programmes

for which social
marketing master’s

theses were
submitted
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marketing as having been primarily investigated in developed country contexts (Lefebvre,
2013; French, 2015).

RQ3 concerns the disciplinary contexts of social marketing master’s theses. This study has
found that the disciplines of business, health and communication provided the study context
for a large majority of the identified master’s theses on social marketing (Table III). This
finding is somewhat understandable because more social marketing courses have been taught
in these disciplines than in any others (Kelly, 2009, 2013). These disciplines have also housed a
majority of doctoral dissertations on social marketing (Truong et al., 2014). In contrast to
Truong et al. (2014) who indicated that the disciplines of education and psychology were the
study context for a considerable number of doctoral-level social marketing dissertations, the
present study has found only a limited number of master’s level social marketing theses housed
in these disciplines (Table III). Overall, the identified master’s level social marketing theses
were housed in a wide range of disciplines. On the one hand, this finding confirms that social
marketing has now been an accepted subject for study at the graduate level in many different
disciplines. On the other, it indicates that there is a lack of a clear “academic home” for master’s

Field of degreea Degree programmea No. of theses Percentage of theses overall

Engineering Master of Construction
Management

2 0.8

Master of Electrical Energy
Engineering

1 0.4

Master of Environmental
Technology

1 0.4

Economics Master of Economics 3 1.1
Earth and Ocean
Sciences

Master of Marine Science/Affairs 2 0.8

Political Science Master of International Affairs and
Governance

2 0.8

Geography Master of Geography 1 0.4
Other Master of Urban/City/Community

Studies/Planning
18 6.8

Master of Landscape Architecture 3 1.1
Master of Human Nutrition 2 0.8
Master of Consumer Science 1 0.4
Master of Culture, Communication
and Globalisation

1 0.4

Master of Energy Studies 1 0.4
Master of Interdisciplinary Studies 1 0.4
Master of International
Development Studies

1 0.4

Master of Public Affairs 1 0.4
Master of Recreation 1 0.4
Master of Recreation and Sport
Management

1 0.4

Master of Social Studies 1 0.4
Master of Social Work 1 0.4
Master of Sustainable
Development

1 0.4

Total 266 100

Source: aAdapted from the US National Science Foundation’s (2016) classification of fields of studyTable IV.
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students to conduct social marketing research. This is despite a number of social marketing
centres and institutes having been established in universities in the USA (e.g. University of
South Florida Centre for Social Marketing), the UK (e.g. University of Stirling Institute for
Social Marketing, University of the West of England Bristol Social Marketing Centre), and
Australia (e.g. Social Marketing @ Griffith; Centre for Health and Social Research), among
others (Andreasen, 2003; Lefebvre, 2013).

The lack of a clear “academic home” where social marketing research can be undertaken
perhaps helps to explain for the fact that none of the identified master’s theses was
submitted for a Master of Social Marketing degree. Rather, they were submitted for other
degree programmes, notably Master of Business Administration, Master of Public Health,
Master of Urban/City/Community Studies/Planning and Master of Marketing (Table IV;
RQ4). In other words, a formal master’s degree in social marketing was not granted by any
of the institutions identified in this study, a situation that remains unchanged since
Andreasen’s (2002) observation. This is despite some universities having created a graduate
certificate in social marketing (University of South Florida, 2016). If social marketing is to
continue developing as an academic discipline, it is important that more academic
programmes are created at the undergraduate and graduate levels so that future social
marketers can be trained. However, because such programmes are not available now, there
is a need for the establishment of a curriculum that could lead to a master’s degree in social
marketing and for the creation of scholarships for students to pursuit social marketing
research. An important research avenue would thus be exploration of the perceptions and
perspectives of university heads of schools and/or departments regarding the possibility of
creating such programmes and the challenges that may be encountered. Given that the
number of graduate students interested in social marketing appears to be increasing, as
demonstrated by the growing number of social marketing theses analysed, heads of schools
and/or departments may need to consider offering a master’s programme in social
marketing because it would bring about benefits not only to the institution (e.g. through
student enrolments) and school/department (e.g. through expansion of faculty expertise) but
also to the social marketing discipline (e.g. training of future generations of social marketers)
and society at large (given that social marketing seeks to engender social good).

Like any other fields of study, the provision of future generations of social marketers
needs to meet the demand of the marketplace. It would thus also be interesting to
understand what leaders of private sector and non-profit organisations may think about the
master’s degree in social marketing, the extent to which it is relevant to their work and the
professional knowledge and skills set that may be needed. Such information would be useful
to heads of universities, schools and departments interested in offering a master’s degree in
social marketing programme with respect to development and preparation of curricula and
faculty members. Given that master’s students interested in social marketing may come
from a great diversity of disciplines as this study has suggested, a potential challenge that
may face heads of schools and/or departments is the diverse professional knowledge and
expertise that their faculty members may need to supervise prospective master’s students.

Further research is warranted. For example, examination of why the authors of the 266
identified master’s theses chose to study social marketing, where they come from, what they
studied at the undergraduate level, the type of funding they obtained for their master’s
thesis research, what they have done since graduation, the extent to which social marketing
is relevant to or needed for their work and what they may think about the future
development of social marketing, as well as the professional knowledge and skills set they
would require. Another potential research avenue would be the supervisor-student
relationship that has been extensively studied in other fields as discussed earlier. In
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addition, the perspectives and experiences of master’s graduates who conducted their social
marketing theses in other languages than English would also play an important role in
informing the establishment of the master’s degree programme in social marketing as well
as the learning and teaching of social marketing overall.

There are several limitations associated with the study methods. First, although a range
of databases were mined it is possible that not all social marketing master’s theses are listed
in the relevant theses database. In particular, recent theses may be missed because they
have not been uploaded online. Second, despite the range of keywords that were used some
theses could still have been omitted from the database if none of the keywords was ascribed
to them. Third, the selection of keywords, which is largely a decision of the authors of the
thesis, may not accurately reflect the thesis itself, or may not necessarily indicate a social
marketing-focused thesis (e.g. some theses may include “social marketing” in their
keywords, whereas the thesis content is actually about public health or promotion only).
Fourth, some theses that were listed in the mined databases may not provide all the sought
information (e.g. academic school or department). In such cases, the respective university
(electronic) library was used to fill gaps in the data set. Fifth, the search process was limited
to English master’s theses. Finally, although in many cases the full text of the identified
theses was examined, the present study only seeks to answer the four stated research
questions and thus does not aim to investigate whether each of the theses focused on specific
aspects of social marketing such as formative research, segmentation or evaluation. Such an
analysis would require a different research design in its own right.

It is also important to note that several prior studies (Adams and White, 1994) have
ambitiously assessed the quality, characteristics and methods of dissertation research in a
particular field and compared them against those in cognate fields although they only drew
upon a single database (e.g. Dissertation Abstracts International) and covered a short period
of time (e.g. one year). In comparison to Adams and White’s (1994) study, this research uses
a much wider range of online databases (Table AI) but uses a narrower set of measures and
methods. The present study only seeks to examine social marketing master’s theses with
respect to number of theses, distribution of theses by country and institution, disciplinary
contexts and degree programmes, whereas Adams andWhite’s (1994) research used a larger
set of indicators to assess the quality of their identified theses that include the existence of a
framework of some kind to guide the thesis, obvious flaws in the research, relevance of the
findings to theory or practice, importance of the topic and an overall indicator of quality. It
would be important to judge the quality of the identified social marketing master’s theses
using similar indicators to the ones proposed by Adams and White (1994). Alternatively,
quality could be assessed based on the theses application of social marketing benchmark
criteria (NSMC, 2006).

Conclusion
This study attempted to examine the evolution of social marketing as a subject of master’s theses.
A search strategy identified 266 master’s level social marketing theses completed around the
world from 1971 to the end of 2015. Nearly 60 per cent of these theses were produced in North
American countries, whereas the rest was undertaken in educational institutions in Europe, Asia
and Africa. The disciplines of business, health and communication were the predominant study
contexts for the identified theses, followed by agricultural sciences, education and humanities.
This study has also indicated that no formal master’s degree in social marketing was granted
over the study period. This study not only reveals how interests and trends have changed in the
graduate-level study of social marketing but also contributes to enriching the historical
documentation of social marketing research.
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Appendix

Table AI.
Databases mined to
identify social
marketing-focused
master’s theses

Country/Region Database Website

Australia Trove http://trove.nla.gov.au
Bangladesh Digital Archive on Agricultural Theses www.daatj.net
Belgium Common Repository of E-theses of the

Universities of French Community of
Belgium

www.bictel.be

Brazil Biblioteca Digital Brasileira de Teses e
Dissertações

http://bdtd.ibict.br/

Canada Theses Canada www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/
China China Doctoral Dissertations Full-Text

Database
http://oversea.cnki.net/

Europe DART-Europe www.dart-europe.eu
France Theses France www.theses.fr
Germany Deutsche Nationalbibliothek www.dnb.de/EN/
Hong Kong HKU Theses Online (HKUTO) http://hub.hku.hk/

Hong Kong Institutional Repositories
Thesis Search

http://hkir.ust.hk/hkir/

India Shodhganga http://shodhganga.inflibnet.ac.in
International Global ETD Search http://union.ndltd.org/
International Open Access Theses & Dissertations

(OATD)
http://oatd.org

International Worldcat www.worldcat.org
Japan Japanese Institutional Repositories Online

(JAIRO)
http://jairo.nii.ac.jp/en/

CiNii Dissertations http://ci.nii.ac.jp/d/?l=en
Latin America Network of OA Repositories http://lareferencia.redclara.net/rfr/
Lithuania eLABa ETD https://aleph.library.lt/
Netherlands NARCIS www.narcis.nl
New Zealand New Zealand Research www.nzresearch.org.nz
North America ProQuest Dissertations and Theses www.proquest.com/

PQDT Open http://pqdtopen.proquest.com/
Pakistan Pakistan Research Repository www.hec.gov.pk
Portugal RCAAP - Repositório Científico de Acesso

Aberto de Portugal
www.rcaap.pt

Scandinavia DiVA www.diva-portal.org/
South Africa ETD Portal www.netd.ac.za
Switzerland Helveticat www.helveticat.ch/
Taiwan National Digital Library of Theses &

Dissertations in Taiwan
http://ndltd.ncl.edu.tw/

United Kingdom EThOS http://ethos.bl.uk/Home.do
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at
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d
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ra
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d
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ac
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ra
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ra
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at
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at
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at
io
n
of
th
e
so
ci
al
m
ar
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.
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ra
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at
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at
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at
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itm
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ra
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ra
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at
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c
pa
rt
ic
ip
at
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os
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m
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ad
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m
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m
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re
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at
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at
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pa
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m
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at
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th
e
pu

bl
ic

pa
rt
ic
ip
at
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m
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at
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ra
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at
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m
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ra
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at
io
n
po
lic
y
of

th
e
ed
uc
at
io
n
sy
st
em

?

O
hi
o
St
at
e
U
ni
ve
rs
ity

52
Je
w
el
l,
K
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at
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