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LONG after marketing graduates have forgotten what the fourth P in the marketing mix - product, price, place and promotion – stands for (except when they look at the advertising agency’s invoice and think it is profligacy), they remember Theodore Levitt.

Levitt changed marketing with his 1960 essay Marketing Myopia, which argued companies grow when they look beyond the products and services they sell to consider what the market needs.

But marketing academic Peter November, from Victoria University of Wellington, says no journal would accept it now: "It is a persuasive piece of writing but it’s not a quantitative study." Hence, the title of November’s 2004 essay, Seven Reasons Why Marketing Practitioners Should Ignore Marketing Academic Research.

Mark Gabbott, executive dean of the business faculty at Macquarie University, believes November is "too polemical and too extreme". But if peers disown November’s adamant approach, there is a sense that scholars are slaves to the theory that dominates the journals.

Just about everybody the HES interviewed for this story was aware, and often alarmed, about the way research methodology had come to shape marketing research. And most agree with November’s point that work nobody understands is not much help for practitioners.

It goes to the heart of a dichotomy in the discipline. Academics who teach undergraduates and coursework masters programs accept, albeit with qualifications, that their students expect to learn skills that they can sell in the marketplace.

When it comes to research, however, scholars often publish for their peers, producing papers less abstruse than arcane, research that working marketers struggle to understand, let alone utilise.

"Lots of researchers see their audience as other academics," says the prolific professor Jordan Louviere from the University of Technology, Sydney. He is said to be the world’s most widely cited marketing academic and enjoys an audience in economics as well as in his own discipline.

Peter Danaher, professor at the Melbourne Business School, agrees: "Business disciplines have academic credibility but their credibility with business has suffered."

As far as undergraduates are concerned, marketing is a collection of practical skills they need to get a job. "Most undergraduates - not all, but most - are not concerned with what they learn. `Is that going to be in the exam?’ they ask," says Raechel Johns, an assistant professor at the University of Canberra.

The content of undergraduate programs has its own difficulties.

Louviere says: "Most of the curriculum here and in the US and Europe offers too many choices for students. Consequently, large numbers of courses don’t teach basic principles.

"Students should learn the four Ps but many don’t study the principles in depth. For lots of areas a three-year undergraduate curriculum does not allow this."

And when it comes to research, few scholars appear to put themselves in the position of marketing practitioners. Instead they focus on theory supported by quantification, and lots of it.

November traces this back to the 1960s, "when marketing became an academic rather than an applied skill".

According to British researcher Alan Tapp, it was the result of "physics envy", which took hold throughout the social sciences as scholars in new university disciplines sought to establish their intellectual credentials.

They tried to turn academic marketing into a science, heavy on mathematical rigour used to test abstract concepts.

"The type of research that is viewed by academics as being of the highest quality is the type of research that is viewed by managers as being of the least interest," warns Ross Brennan, a professor at London’s Middlesex University.

Gabbott says this is because marketing has been colonised by academics from disciplines where jobs are scarce. "Mathematicians, statisticians and economic modellers moved into marketing because it was an open discipline dealing with real-world issues where they could make a significant contribution quickly," he says.

And their approach has taken over the journals, pretty much without anybody noticing. "I have never heard anybody say they want more theory. There was not a deliberate decision, it just became the new norm in a slow creep over five or so years," says Danaher, who sits on the boards of three of the top marketing journals.

But however it happened, it shapes what academics value.

And as research funding is based on publishing articles in journals that other academics cite, sensible scholars, especially ambitious ones, conform to the established order.

"Rewards go to people who can write highly esoteric papers, which may or may not have much to do with what happens in reality," says Louviere.

November says: "What I say to PhD students is: don’t rock the boat, comply with the paradigm. You will not get through if you try to be different."

Gabbott makes no apologies for an emphasis on quantitative research: "An evidentiary approach based on hard data is what business wants." 

But he admits it can go beyond what the market can use. "Three years ago a top journal had an issue that was all pure maths. Most marketers would not have understood any of it."

It can’t go on, all agree. "There is a groundswell of concern in the US that there is so much theory that businesspeople cannot understand, but it will be a slow turnaround," Danaher says. As long as it takes the journals to broaden their publishing criteria.

Meanwhile, not all research papers involve algebra or puzzle practitioners. Nor is qualitative research always used in the service of abstractions. Research that shapes public policy or corporate strategy inevitably involves complex models and requires high-level quantitative skills.

Louviere’s Centre for the Study of Choice works on methodologies to model choice and applies them to practical problems, in areas from consumer choice in health through to environmental economics and on to investigations of the way people pick products as diverse as wine and superannuation.

"Most of the stuff we do has enormous applications potential," he says, pointing to companies he and his colleagues work with, including Motorola, Pepsico and Pacific Equity.

"We say it is very important to have a real-world lab to ground work in. I don’t know why academics will not talk to business," Louviere adds.

Danaher also argues that quantitative methods are important to applied problems across society as a whole: "Marketing is about more than business, it’s about what is going through people’s heads when they make decisions."

But looking at conference papers or what appears in the super-specialist journals, it is easy to wonder whether many academics are interested only in the plaudits of their peers, in contributing to the corpus of marketing theory, regardless of whether anybody else ever reads their work.

Or whether what they produce is all that good.

Danaher puts it bluntly: "The training PhD students get here in management is not to the US standard. There is no coursework and not much supervision of theses. In a nutshell, people are not getting published because their work is not good enough."

And Louviere is fiercely frank, suggesting there are enough "globally significant marketers to populate one department but we have 32 [departments]".

"If we really claim to be globally relevant we should be placing students in the best departments on the planet. But no more than one Australian PhD has won [such] a competitive US job."

So what is to be done? Gabbott says universities "must think about ways to incentivise practitioner-relevant research".

Citations in top-rated journals may drive government research funding, but they do not reflect the influence of research.

"We have to look at what practitioners read," he says.

Johns is obviously game to have a go with a doctoral dissertation that will appeal to an audience outside the academy. Called Are You Being Self-Served?, it examines business banking and is based on qualitative research.

"To get the customer perspective I needed to talk to people rather than have them tick a box," she says.

A gallant stand for common sense or a sign the times are changing?

Keep an eye on the journals to find out.
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