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Do marketers struggle for credibility and how did we get here? 

 

Kerry Grigg, Charles Sturt University 

Abstract  

Early predictions during the emergence of the large consumer good firms in the U.S that 

marketing management was destined to assume ultimate influence and control and become 

the dominant organisational function appear to have been unfounded.  Since that time the role 

and influence of the marketing function has ebbed and flowed in line with the competitive 

strategy being employed by the organisation. However, it is now widely reported that 

marketing is in a state of decline in terms of both role and influence, partly due to its image 

and credibility problems. This paper briefly examines the evolution of competitive strategy 

over the past five decades and suggests implications for the marketing function and future 

research directions.  

Introduction 

It is widely reported that marketing as a business function is facing an uncertain future, but 

how did we get here? Faced with a rapidly changing business environment due to the effects 

of globalisation, deregulation of industries, increased competition, dramatic changes in 

consumer behaviour, the exponential rate of change in information technology and the re-

configuration of organisational structures (Pitt and Morris, 1995; Varadarajan and 

Jayachandran, 1999); conditions are now ideal for marketers to be at the forefront of 

competitive strategy development and implementation. However it has been widely reported 

that the marketing function is facing a serious challenge to its credibility (Shaw, 2003) and a 

loss of role and influence within the organisation (Brown, 2005; Hulbert, 1998; Kerin, 2005; 

Piercy, 1998; Sheth and Sisodia, 2005; Webster 2005). This paper provides a brief 

evolutionary overview of competitive strategy and the role of the marketing function and 

suggests a range of future research directions. 

Literature Review 

A traditional view of the role of the marketer  

In the 1960s large U.S consumer packaged goods companies with brand management and mass 

marketing systems pioneered the early professional marketing departments. Functional specialists in 

sales, advertising and promotion, distribution and marketing research formed part of the marketing 

department in these large, divisionalised, hierarchical organisations (Webster, 1992, 1997).  

 

During the late 1960s and early 1970s, companies and indeed whole industries were hit by the 

magnitude and speed of change in the business environment when markets matured and consumer 

demand slowed (Walker and Ruekert, 1987; Webster, 1992). During that time corporate pioneers 

created conglomerates based on the theory that a diversity of operations would counter business 

cycles by stabilising earnings growth (Davis, 1985). In response to the competitive threats from 



Japan’s reindustrialisation U.S companies lead the way in critically evaluating each strategic business 

unit (SBU) under the corporate umbrella and hence the emergence of the strategic planning era and 

hierarchical organisational structures (Cravens et al., 1998). As strategic planning gained in 

popularity, formal strategic planning departments ascended to pre-eminent positions in the 

corporate hierarchy. Strategic planning and marketing became distinct and separate management 

functions and departments within the organisations (Webster, 1997, p. 47). During that time many 

of the best marketing practitioners moved out of marketing departments and into strategic planning 

departments and as a result, the role and influence of marketers at a strategic level was significantly 

diminished (Webster, 1981).  

 

The mid to late 1970s were a difficult time for many industries in the United States and Europe. In 

the early 1980’s, doubts were expressed about the effectiveness of the competitive strategies 

flowing from the strategic planning process and many U.S companies eliminated their strategic 

planning departments (Cravens et al., 1998; Mintzberg, 1994; Walker and Ruekert, 1987). The 

consequences of the loss of strategic focus on the customer were evident in many diverse industries 

including airlines, computers, financial services and retailing (Slywotzky, 1996).  

 

The adoption of the total quality management (TQM) philosophy, management processes, and 

techniques in the late 1980s and early 1990s stimulated the emergence of the improving operations 

era (Cravens et al., 1998). The emphasis on continuous quality improvement however was not to last 

and in a bid to reduce costs and improve quality, divesting, downsizing, reengineering, and business 

process redesign represented a new direction for competitive strategy (Cravens et al., 1998). 

Academics and business commentators raised concerns about the preoccupation with restructuring 

and reengineering and the potential for such a focus to divert the company’s attention away from 

the competitive realities of the marketplace and identification of opportunities for future growth 

(Cravens et al., 1998; Hamel and Prahalad, 1994).  

Market orientation and the current role of marketing 

Since the 1980s the global marketplace has been characterised by increasing uncertainty and 

instability bought about by the rampant rate of new product development, technological 

advancements, new market entrants, strategic initiatives by incumbents, and constantly evolving 

market boundaries (Hulbert, 1998; Varadarajan and Jayachandran, 1999). It is the response rate to 

these changes in the marketplace by individual organisations that will provide competitive 

advantage, and not just the ability to improve operations or identify and develop core competencies. 

To improve response rates and achieve market leadership, although maybe only temporarily, 

companies need to be more market oriented to pre-empt and create market opportunities (Day, 

1994). 

 

In response to this, the 1990s signalled the emergence of a market orientation as the key to 

competitive advantage. As a concept, it encapsulates many of the elements from the previous 



evolutionary phases including a return to the marketing concept and recognition of the pivotal 

importance of customers in strategy design and implementation (Cravens et al., 1998). The degree 

to which the organisation implements a market orientation is based on its desired level of 

organisational-wide concern and responsiveness to customer needs and competitive actions (Kohli 

and Jaworski, 1990). A market-oriented strategy relies on a shared responsibility for customers 

across the organisation and this has resulted in the considerable integration of business functions 

(Jarratt and Fayed, 2001; Pitt and Morris, 1995; Webster, 1992, 1997). Organisations are being 

transformed into flat structures with the pervasive break down of functional boundaries across the 

organisation (Piercy, 1998). Other organisational consequences include managing processes rather 

than functional specialisation and the building of relationship strategies between different 

organisations including extensive outsourcing of non-critical activities and the emergence of network 

relationships with other organisations (Cravens et al., 1998; Hulbert, 1998; Kotler, 2004; Piercy, 

1998; Webster, 1992, 1997). These new network organisational structures are characterised by 

flexibility, specialisation, and an emphasis on relationships that rely on collaborating throughout the 

supply chain to allow a company to focus on its core competencies (Webster, 1992; Craven et al., 

1998).  

 

Building relationships between different members of a network organisation and across different 

functions within the organisation presents a new set of challenges for the marketer, organisational 

strategists and top-level management responsible for ensuring the corporate culture is conducive to 

these new relationship requirements (Snow, 1997; Webster, 1997). Throughout the evolution of 

competitive strategy, marketing strategy and the marketing function have been directed towards 

and responsible for customer relationships. During the 1990s, the act of putting the customer at the 

top of the organisation chart and at the centre of company planning and programs led to a much 

broader understanding of and knowledge about marketing on the part of non-marketing personnel. 

Referred to as ‘migrated marketing’ (Greyser, 1997, p. 13) or the emergence of the ‘part time 

marketer’ (Gummesson, 1991, p. 120), this by-product of the market oriented era has led to the 

simultaneous upgrading of marketing as an orientation and downsizing as a formal function within 

the organisation (Hulbert, 1998) as marketing becomes ‘everybody’s business’ (Webster, 1997, p. 

62). 

 

During the late 1990s and in the aftermath of the emergence of market orientation the role of 

marketing has received considerable attention from the academic community in the United States, 

Europe and Australia. The literature identified a change in emphasis for the marketing function. 

Some researchers reported marketing managers were being elevated from functional specialists to 

play an important role in the formulation and implementation of competitive strategy (Cravens et 

al., 1998; Gummesson, 1998; Jarratt and Fayed, 2001; Pitt and Morris, 1995). 

 

However not all academics shared in the optimism for the increasing role of the marketer in the 

market-oriented organisation. Piercy observed the ongoing debate between academics and business 

executives on the role and relevance of marketing in the future. ‘Some forecast a declining role, 



while others see new opportunities as the market is increasingly recognised as the starting point in 

strategy formulation’ (Piercy, 1998, p. 237). Gummesson had no illusions about the important role 

marketing would play and challenged many of the observations made by Piercy, ‘…what Piercy calls 

the weakening of marketing is a revival and strengthening of marketing’ (Gummesson, 1998, p. 243). 

 

The Journal of Marketing (Ed. Lusch, 1999), the Australasian Marketing Journal (Eds. Alpert and 

Johnson, 1998) and the Marketing Science Institute (Eds. Lehmann and Jocz, 1997) dedicated 

separate publications to consider the future of marketing. While the terminology varied across all 

three publications, a consistent message was that the contribution and status of marketing as a 

function within the organisation and as a discipline will be determined by its ability to contribute to 

the direction, integration and outcomes of core business processes (e.g. Achrol and Kotler, 1999; 

Day, 1997; Moorman and Rust, 1999; Srivastava, Shervani and Fahey, 1999; Webster, 1997). 

Srivastava and collaborators suggest it is the role of marketing to infuse a marketing capability into 

core business processes such as NPD, customer relationship management and supply chain 

management. Infusing a marketing capability requires the marketing function to fulfil the role of the 

‘primary generator and integrator of market or customer inputs in core business processes’ 

(Srivastava, Shervani and Fahey, 1999, p. 168).  

 

Since the late 1990s some discussion has focussed on the need for the marketing profession to 

develop ways to measure marketing productivity and therefore the value of the marketing 

department in terms meaningful to Chief Executive Officers (CEOs), Chief Financial Officers (CFOs) 

and in the age of increasing concern for shareholder value, their investors (Webster, Malter & 

Ganesan 2003; Webster 2005). The Australian Marketing Institute (AMI) argues that it is in the 

interests of better business performance as well as in the interests of marketers, for marketing 

metrics to be adopted at all levels of business and across all sectors (James 2004). In response to this 

the AMI has undertaken an ambitious development project to establish an agreed set of marketing 

metrics for Australian enterprises. Since that time the importance of measurement and 

accountability of marketing are recurring themes in the business press (e.g. Knudsen 2007; James 

2007). Although it appears to be widely accepted that while most marketing academics and 

practitioners understand the importance of the concept, many businesses still fail to adopt genuine 

marketing metrics to discover their return on investment in marketing (James 2007; Seggie, Cavusgil 

and Phelan 2007). 

 

In 2005, eleven distinguished marketing academics published invited essays in the prestigious 

Journal of Marketing reflecting on the ‘Marketing Renaissance: Opportunities and imperatives for 

improving marketing thought, practice, and infrastructure’ (Ed. Bolton, 2005). A recurring theme in 

the selection of essays was the diminishing role of marketing and its loss of influence in the firm 

(Brown, 2005; Kerin, 2005; Sheth and Sisodia, 2005; Staelin, 2005; Webster, 2005) and the inability 

of the marketing academic community in its present form to stem the loss of influence and value 

within the organisation (Brown, 2005; MacInnis, 2005; Raju, 2005; Staelin, 2005; Webster, 2005). 

Marketing’s loss of influence and role definition was attributed to a range of factors including: 



 

a. marketing’s image and credibility problems (Sheth and Sisodia, 2005), this view was expressed 
earlier by Vivienne Shaw in her professorial address in 2003; 

b. the lack of professional certification required for marketers (Ellis 1999; Sheth and Sisodia, 
2005); 

c. the downsizing or elimination of marketing as a corporate function (Webster, 2005) due to the 
strategic planning era; many strategically important aspects of marketing (e.g. pricing, 
advertising budgeting, new product decisions) are being taken away from marketing and given 
to other functions (Webster, 2005); 

d. marketing’s role is making promises to customers and generating new business while the 
keeping of promises and building customer loyalty is considered the responsibility of others in 
the enterprise (Brown, 2005); and 

e. a lack of measures to determine the financial impact of marketing expenditures.  
 

The preceding discussion has briefly charted the evolution of competitive strategy over the past five 

decades and identified the implications for the marketing function. Early predictions during the 

emergence of the large consumer good firms that marketing management was destined to assume 

ultimate influence and control over the U.S Corporation and become the dominant function (Keith 

1960) appear to have been unfounded.  The strategic planning era of competitive strategy had a 

devastating impact on the role and influence of marketing in the 1970s. In the intervening years 

there was optimism among marketing observers that the emergence of the market oriented era of 

competitive strategy in the 1980s and 1990s and use of cross functional business processes would 

reinvigorate the marketing function (Srivastava, Shervani & Fahey 1999; Webster 2005b). However, 

it is widely acknowledged that marketing is now in a state of decline in terms of both role and 

influence (Brown 2005; Hulbert 1998; Kotler 2004; MacInnis 2005; Piercy 1998; Raju 2005; Staelin 

2005; Webster 2005). Merlo, Whitwell and Lucas call for empirical research to ‘… discern the extent 

to which marketing is the victim of mere academic hypochondria, or whether the symptoms of 

marketing’s malaise are acute or perhaps even chronic’ (2003, p. 8). 

Discussion and Future Research Directions 

If the dire prediction of some of marketing’s most pre-eminent academics are to be believed one 

must ask ‘where did it all go wrong’. The emergence of the market oriented era of competitive 

strategy provided a watershed opportunity for the marketing profession to flex its functional muscle. 

While the list of factors explaining the reported loss of influence and role definition outlined in the 

literature review do provide a valuable starting point for research into this important issue, further 

research is required to determine the exact extent of the problem in the modern organisation. The 

emerging body of literature on the declining role and influence of marketers is mostly conceptual by 

nature and empirical research across a range of industry contexts is required to heed Merlo, 

Whitwell and Lucas’ (2003) call to properly diagnose the extent of the problem. The following 

section reveals a range of future research directions emanating from three of the previously 

mentioned factors identified by the disciplines top academics in recent years. 

 



Qualitative and quantitative research into the image and credibility of marketers from the 

perspective of colleagues from other functional backgrounds would provide rich insights into the 

inter-functional interactions marketers engage in on a daily basis. In the case of new product 

development (NPD) marketers often assume a leadership role, particularly in consumer goods 

companies, but their ability to guide this process to ensure it is infused with a marketing capability 

will depend on the perceived credibility of the marketer in question. The proposed research raises 

the question of how a marketer that lacked credibility would have actually managed a NPD Project 

and beyond that, the affect the general reputation of the Marketing Division (or department) has on 

the effectiveness of marketers when dealing with colleagues from other departments.  

 

The continued emergence of the internal marketing field of research may uncover the complexities 

of the role marketing plays in making promises to customers and then communicating those 

promises to the rest of the organisation to ensure delivery of the key promises as part of the modus 

operandi of the market oriented organisation. Research focussed on examining the role and 

influence of marketers in the internal marketing process may uncover the impact of the ‘part time 

marketer’ on the reported loss of influence of marketers.  

 

Finally, extensive research into the issue of marketing metrics is required to determine if recent 

initiatives by both the Australian Marketing Institute and American Marketing Academy to promote 

the use of marketing metrics is having a positive impact on the influence of marketers. A more 

fundamental question to be researched is the impact of the lack of financial accountability of the 

reported majority of marketing initiatives and marketers. While the introduction of marketing 

metrics ‘toolkits’ is admirable, do marketers have the financial literacy to genuinely answer 

questions relating to the financial return on marketing expenditures.  While this brief list of future 

research directions is far from exhaustive, it is hoped it will stimulate further research to bridge the 

gap between the normative literature debating the current role, influence and reputation of 

marketers and the practical realities facing marketers in the modern organisation.  
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