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The New Marketing
The marketing philosophy gives rise to a simple notion - that business organizations only exist "to get and to serve customers."
"Marketing is not a function; it is a way of doing business.  Marketing is not a new ad campaign or this month's promotion.  Marketing has to be all pervasive, part of everyone's job description from the receptionist to the board of directors."  

Regis McKenna, "Marketing is Everything," Harvard Business Review
Quietly marketing was redefined.  Its transformation was fundamental, powerful and likely to leave some organizations in the dust wondering where their customers went.  A new marketing emerged.  There are several strong undercurrents that define this transformation:

A move from "function" to "philosophy."  Marketing, many of its practitioners will tell you, is the management by marketers of "product, price, place and promotion."  This is a functional perspective.  It views marketing as comprised of specialists who each have the keys to some magic box, inside which lives Creativity!  Innovation!  Customer intimacy!  Market Share!

A new perspective views marketing as a philosophy that ought to permeate and shape the entire organization.  Peter Drucker advocated this view of marketing as the primal force in a business enterprise decades ago.  Harvard professor, Ted Leavitt, advocated a similar perspective when he observed that a business is about only two things - money and customers.  "It takes money to get started, customers to keep going and more money to hold on to existing customers and attract new ones."  The marketing philosophy gives rise to a simple notion - that business organizations only exist "to get and to keep customers."

An interdisciplinary mind.  Today, marketers must understand finance, operations, human resources and information technology.  And not just a little.  Because all of these things can become powerful competitive tools - essential ingredients in strategies to better serve customers through innovation, speed to market and fired up employees.

Harvard professor Kim B. Clark summed it up this way:  "Every product reflects the organization and the development process that created it.  Companies that consistently develop successful products - products with integrity - are themselves coherent and integrated.  Moreover, this coherence is distinguishable, not just at the level of structure and strategy but also more importantly at the level of day to day work and individual understanding."  

The kind of integrity Clark alludes to comes from breaking down the walls and letting everyone enlist in the service of the customer.  It's not enough to serve customers; they have to be served at a profit.  And to do that, there has to be an understanding of every activity that leads to a satisfied customer and to a profit.

An unremitting attentiveness to customer-centered quality.  All the quality improvement models advocated by Deming, Juran and others converge at one fundamental juncture - the customer.  Quality is defined by the customer.  The ultimate objective of quality improvement is greater customer satisfaction.  And, of course, the primary focus of marketing is and always has been customer satisfaction.  

An intensive use of databases.  I recently overheard a woman explaining with delight her experience at a major hotel.  Within a few minutes after her arrival, the front desk called to thank her for using the hotel and noted that she was, according to their records, a "first time" guest of the hotel.  "How did they know that?" she asked.  

Marketers are using databases once focused only to transactions to profile customers and better meet their needs.  While marketers have long invested in external market research, they are only now beginning to unlock the gold mines of information sitting in the organization's computers and putting it to work.  They are building rich dossiers that analyze not only what the customer says she wants but also what she really buys.  The two are often not the same.  And they are using their databases to reach out and touch customers in a way that matters.

A shoulder-to-shoulder partnership with the customer.  As Regis McKenna, consultant to Apple and other high tech companies once suggested, marketing must endeavor "...to integrate the customer into the design of the products and to design a systematic process for interaction [with the customer] that will create substance in the relationship."  What McKenna advocated is making the customer an active partner in the marketing process.  

It's a perspective that requires a view of the customer not as someone to be "sold to" but someone you sit down and design solutions with.  By the time a product emerges, selling should have become superfluous.  Seller, product and customer will be in harmony.  

One of the late W. Edwards Deming's 14 principles supports this notion.  It recommends building a "long term relationship of loyalty and trust" and "ending the practice of awarding business solely on the basis of a price tag."  The lowest price doesn't build customer loyalty.  It only creates a never ending cycle of recurring vulnerability to whoever's willing to under price you next.  A strong customer relationship built from shoulder-to-shoulder pursuit of mutual interests can be almost bulletproof.

A celebration of collaboration.  It's increasingly difficult to go it alone in a complex, resource constrained world.  Marketers are looking for allies to provide some of the ingredients they need to achieve differentiation.  These ingredients include technology, distribution channels, brand awareness or any of a number of other points of competitive advantage.  "Make-buy" decisions are increasingly ending up as "buy" decisions as organizations seek to maximize their flexibility in the face of accelerating change.  Rather than create a new brand or a new distribution channel, the new marketing encourages a search for allies that can supply them ready made.

A social conscience.  Pursuit of market share at any cost is being blunted by other imperatives.  The new marketing has a stronger ethical concern, a growing sense of responsibility for the side effects of too much packaging, too much advertising, too much hyperbole, too much of everything needed to build an edge.  The results have become painfully apparent.  

Disposable diapers are piling up in landfills, fish and birds are choking on plastic, and there's no apparent escape from the barrage of product and lifestyle messages.  In growing numbers, customers have come to recognize that all of these things have a cost that's not reflected in the price tag on the wrapper.  The new marketing recognizes that it has a responsibility to take out its own trash.

A new perspective on global competition.  Competition between nations is clearly economic today.  And the new marketing is the "thunder and lightning" of this global competition.  One of the primary reasons America lost the race with Japan in many industries is because it took a narrow and relatively unenlightened perspective on what marketing is.  American companies are now taking a broader perspective on marketing, viewing it as the sharpened edge of the competitive sword.

A flexible, future-oriented imagination.  The new marketing leads the customer instead of simply responding.  Imagination is critical.  It's no longer enough to just explore with the customer how his or her needs might be better served.  It's now necessary to "imagine" what the customer will want three or four years from now.  How, for example, would most customers have defined their need for a VCR?  FAX machine?  Microwave?  An ATM?  These innovations involved a great deal of foresight and no small amount of risk taking.  The objective is no longer to simply "take" markets - it is to "make" new markets and then lead them.

So it becomes critical to keep the innovations flowing so that when the time comes, the pool is rich with possibilities.  Of all the many opponents a new idea faces, the most difficult, sadly, are the people in the marketing department who are locked into a perspective of the customer built off market research cross tabs.  Even the most recent market research is yesterday's news.

A slippery market. The object of marketing's concern - customers and competitors will be ever more slippery in the future.  The consumer market is becoming so fragmented that it's better to think of it as "particles" instead of "segments."  It increasingly looks like something sprayed out of an atomizer instead of something made with a cookie cutter.    

An article in American Demographics provided insight into just how slippery customers have gotten.  "Back in 1960, we had mass media.  There were only three television networks and at 8:00 p.m. every Sunday night, as much as 87 percent of the viewing audience tuned into Ed Sullivan.  We had mass products.  With the exception of the Corvette, Detroit only made a gas-guzzling family car.  And we had mass distribution systems - national retail chains like Sears, located in large regional shopping centers.  So it didn't really matter if consumers were a mass because marketers could profit by treating them as if they were.

“Consumers certainly looked, walked and talked like a mass.  Almost all of us were in families, we were fervently middle class, white men ruled just about every roost, and the youth culture dominated.  Women's hemlines went up and down with the dictates of fashion designers and we all ate plain American food or kept quiet about it if we didn't.

“Over the last three decades, both mass markets and mass marketing have fragmented.  Consumers became more diverse; so did marketing.  We have fragmented media now - fifty plus TV channels and the 1990 Super bowl audience hit a twenty-year low.  We have fragmented products like diet raspberry ginger ale.  We have fragmented distribution.  Specialty shops are out-pulling department stores in most shopping centers, and catalogs are a world unto themselves."

How should organizations and their marketing executives prepare for the new marketing? 

Articulate a philosophy of marketing that has a role for everybody in the organization.  Cede marketing responsibility to as many people as are willing to pick it up.  That means that somewhere in the marketing budget there should be an expense item labeled "teaching."  The new marketing requires teachers as much as it does copywriters.

Spend as much time with the people who make the product as with the people who buy it.  Integrity means connected and whole.  Product integrity demands organizational integrity.  And organizational integrity demands communication.  Marketers need to spend more time out on the floors with the nurses and less time with their advertising agencies and market research vendors.

Get their hands around the basic tenets of quality improvement and apply them in their work.  Marketers must fight their way to the "quality table" so they can play an active role in the transformation of their organizations to "customer centered, quality driven."  They won't be able to participate in the discussions unless they can speak the language and the new language includes words like "run charts," "Taguchi loss function," and "common causes," words not found in most marketing texts.

Get friendly with their computers and with the people who own the organization's transaction data.  They need to look as hard at what people really do, how they really buy as they look at how people say they're going to buy.  And they need to put that data to work on the job of satisfying customers.  Every patient that uses a hospital's services or the services of an affiliated physician should be "thanked."  Today's technology makes it possible to communicate with customers in a way that's targeted, timely and personal.

Bring consumers, physicians and employers right into the product development process.  Marketers have to push the notion of attacking opportunities together.  They have to learn to say "we" and recognize that customers are remarkably prone to buy things they help create.  A customer borne of collaborative partnership is a much more loyal customer than one delivered with a discount.

Look outside their own organizations to find some of what they need to create a sustainable competitive advantage.  Today, health systems are forging alliances with companies like IBM and GE not only for clinical technologies but also to gain access to "management technologies" like quality improvement and "lean production."

Recognize that some of what they do has some real ethical implications.  They need to evaluate their advertising claims.  Also worth consideration are the ethical underpinnings of hospital and physician rankings.  (Often more purchased than earned.)

View their organizations within the broader context of an industry that, despite its many shortcomings, is still the largest and most vital in the nation.  And take some personal responsibility for protecting the reputation and continued vitality of the institution and physicians they are marketing.

Create "new markets," not just take "old markets."  "Consumer-directed self care" is a new market in the making.  Marketers can serve the customer and their organization by helping define and create a market even at the cost of destroying old markets.  Hospitals often create departments around specialties and technologies then never get rid of them, even after the market has rendered them largely irrelevant.

Engender organizational flexibility and quickness that facilitates a fluid responsiveness to markets.  Markets are always changing, often at blinding speed.

Get some help at the top.  No marketer can do all they need to do without the visible and active support of the CEO.  A critical first step in achieving CEO involvement is "handing over the marketing keys."  The CEO needs to be deeply involved in marketing for any organization to effectively compete.  Unfortunately, in too many health care organizations, CEOs have delegated their marketing responsibility away.  But marketing is fundamental.  Without it, any CEO is only half an executive, impotent, in the long run, to sustain a competitive advantage.

The organizations that cross the finish line first will be those that view marketing as something bigger and more powerful than a department on the organization chart.
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