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Calls for marketing to have greater individual life-changing rel-
evance and social impact proliferate (Grönroos, 2023; Voola et al., 
2022). Marketing practitioners have been challenged to address 
how does a utilitarian brand become an emotional powerhouse, a 
source of individual life changing and social impact for everyday 
life, a meaningful brand-for-life? For Google, this meaningfulness-
driven journey has started from the award-wining campaign ‘Dear 
Sophie’, evolving the brand into a personal diary with Google 
Chrome, a daily assistant with Google Home and ‘helping oth-
ers to help’, creating a connected world (Gordon & Perrey, 2015; 
McKinsey Quarterly, 2015). Google is one of various emerging 
meaningfulness-driven brands, which prioritise and align their 
value offerings with customers’ motivated pursuit of meaningful-
ness such as Unilever’s ‘making sustainable living commonplace’ 
or Pearson’s ‘to help people make progress in their lives through 
learning’ (Deloitte, 2017). Does meaningfulness reconcile with the 
existing definition of marketing1?

There is continuing interest2 in marketing’s relevance and impact 
in both academic business disciplines and the real world (Grönroos, 
2023). Attempts have been made over the last few decades on 
expanding marketing academia and practitioners’ horizontal vision 
(Brown et al., 2005) by moving marketing to an era of imagination 
(Zaltman, 2016), having a better weave between marketing practice 
and scholarship (Deighton et al., 2021), renewing the marketing dis-
cipline in Era V (Hunt et al., 2022) and transforming marketing in 
the era of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (Bolton, 2022).

More recently, a remarkable attention has been given to the 
pursuit of meaningfulness, though still in its incipient stages, from 
both academic (Mead & Williams, 2023; Rudd et al., 2019) and 
practice (Deloitte, 2017) points of view. Meaningfulness refers 
to ‘the sense that one’s life has significance, purpose, and con-
nections beyond one’s present self’ (Mead & Williams, 2023, p. 
742). Meaningfulness can significantly augment the legitimacy of 
marketing in two important ways. First, meaningfulness-driven 
brands drive their attention towards inspiring a customer’s sense of 

importance (e.g. P&G’s Lead with love), sense of striving towards 
purposeful aspirations (e.g. Nike’s Dream Crazy) and sense of self-
transcendence connecting to external worlds (e.g. IKEA’s Climate 
action starts at home). These practices empower practitioners to 
expand their horizontal vision combating temporal and spatial 
myopia to notice latent problems, opportunities and threats (Bansal 
et al., 2018) and ‘to see what others do not see and to make leaps 
of connectivity and creativity’ (Barry, 2004, p. 60). Thus, adopt-
ing marketing-as-meaningfulness approach enables practitioners 
to elevate temporal and spatial scale of the marketing processes 
for creating, communicating, delivering and exchanging offerings 
(Bansal et al., 2018).

Meaningfulness as we construe it herein would seem to conflict 
with notions of human behaviour followed in economic thought and 
practice. Self-interest is a guiding motivation in economic think-
ing that has led to different consequences for individual and group 
behaviour and outcomes ensuing thereof (Egashira et al., 2021). 
Adam Smith has often been credited with linking individual and 
group behaviour and outcomes to the so-called invisible hand, 
where individual self-interest is believed to lead to positive soci-
etal outcomes in a nonpurposive way. But it might also be argued 
that self-interest in individual consumers and managers leads to 
exploitation and defilement of the natural environment, unhealthy 
climate change, physical, psychological and social injury to work-
ers, unsafe products and inefficient markets, among other negative 
consequences. Even feelings and values of excessive greed have 
been attributed to economic education (Wang et al., 2011).
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A one-sided emphasis on self-interest can be seen in Nobel 
Prize winner Milton Friedman’s assertion that ‘the social responsi-
bility of business is to increase its profits’ (Friedman, 2007), where 
he denies that corporations should be concerned with responsibil-
ity to such stakeholders as consumers, suppliers, competitors and 
the like, other than their own profitability. Likewise, Nobel Prize 
winner Williamson (1993, p. 97) said, the driving force and con-
duct of most economic behaviour should be based on ‘self-interest 
seeking with guile’, where guile can be interpreted as ‘incomplete 
or distorted disclosure of information, [and] especially to calcu-
lated efforts to mislead, distort, disguise, obfuscate, or otherwise 
confuse’. Emphasis on self-interest seeking with guile would seem 
to be based on misleading, if not wrong-headed, models of human 
behaviour. We might take a nuanced view of Adam Smith’s notion 
of sympathy, which today we would term, empathy. Research in 
psychology, sociology, political science and anthropology would 
seem to support a world view of human behaviour consisting 
of both putting oneself in the shoes of others and feeling empa-
thetic concern and compassion for others. While people may be 
self-interested at times, they also are often other-interested in the 
empathetic sense, which seems to argue well for a life of personal 
and social meaningfulness for people as consumers and marketers.

Second, marketing-as-meaningfulness helps balancing firm-
interest versus customer-interest and answering a critical question 
of why firms exist beyond making profits. Unilever report shows 
that purpose-driven brands are profitable such as Hellman’s may-
onnaise brand, supported by the global purpose-driven campaign 
‘Turn nothing into something’, recorded impressive doubled-digit 
growth in the first half of 2022 (Axling, 2022). Overall, purpose-
driven companies surpass the stock market by 120% (Interbrand, 
2017), achieve more than twice the brand value growth of profit-
driven brands (McKinsey, 2020), outperform competitors in market 
share and gain triple the average growth rate compared to rivals 
(Deloitte, 2020).

Thus, marketing is the reimaginative processes that make an 
organisation as provider and facilitator of value offerings, which 
are relevant, distinctive and meaningful (i.e. significant, purposeful 
and connected) to the life journey of current and potential customers 
in both commercial and non-commercial contexts. Specific topics 
that are deserved to be addressed include the following:

•• How does integrating meaningfulness into marketing 
strategies (e.g. market-driven and market-driving) enable 
processes for creating, communicating, delivering and 
exchanging offerings that are relevant, distinctive and mean-
ingful for stakeholders?

•• How do firms balance meaningfulness and profit in their 
marketing strategies and what impact does this have on 
firms’ market competitiveness?

•• To what extent do marketing-as-meaningfulness strategies 
enhance firms’ brand value?

•• How does marketing-as-meaningfulness enable the develop-
ment of memorable, meaningful, and likable brand elements 
that significantly contribute to brand equity?

•• How does marketing-as-meaningfulness shape customer 
attitude towards a brand across various touch points in the 
customer decision journey?

•• How does marketing-as-meaningfulness enable brands to 
transform into sustainable living brands for life?

In closing, we believe that marketing if cultivated right would 
have potentials to make significant impact on and transcend individu-
als, firms and societies for a better world. Integrating meaningfulness 
into marketing strategies and practices is necessary to elevate these 
potentials.
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Notes

1. ‘Marketing is the activity, set of institutions, and processes for 
creating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings 
that have value for customers, clients, partners, and society at 
large.’ (American Marketing Association, 2023).

2. See details in Grönroos (2023).
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