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Introduction
Over the years, Philip Kotler has received thou-
sands of questions about marketing from clients,
students, business audiences and journalists. Here
are some that stand out — along with his answers.

The Basics
What is the mission of marketing?
Marketing’s role is to sense people’s unfulfilled
needs and create new and attractive solutions.

Does marketing only meet needs or does it create
needs?
Marketing does not create needs. Needs pre-exist
marketing. Marketing creates wants for specific
products and services that might satisfy those
needs. Nobody was born wanting a Sony Walk-
man, but people do have a need for stimulation —
music and words. Marketing creates the want for a
Sony Walkman as one possible way to satisfy a
more basic need. Furthermore, the buyer isn’t buy-
ing a Sony Walkman — she’s buying the expected
service the product promises to provide.

What are some of the chief misconceptions about
effective marketing that are still operating in
today’s companies?
Marketing is a terribly misunderstood subject in
business circles and in the public’s mind. Compa-

nies think that marketing exists to support manu-
facturing, to get rid of the company’s products. The
truth is the reverse: manufacturing exists to sup-
port marketing. The company can always out-
source manufacturing. What makes a company is
its marketing ideas and offerings. Manufacturing,
purchasing, R&D, finance and the other company
functions exist to help the company achieve its
goal in the consumer marketplace.

Marketing is too often confused with selling.
Selling is only the tip of the marketing iceberg.
What’s unseen is the extensive market investiga-
tion, the research and development of appropriate
products, and the challenge of pricing them right,
of opening up distribution and of letting the market
know about the product. Thus, marketing is a
much more comprehensive process than selling.

What are the most logical telltale signs that you
need to do something about your marketing —
aside from declining sales?
Here are some signs:

1. Sales are flat and the company needs a
growth strategy.

2. Sales pass through high and low seasons
that need to be leveled.

3. Sales are okay but margins are too low.
4. The profits from certain products, customer

segments or distribution channels are too low.
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What are reverse marketing, reverse pricing, reverse
advertising, reverse distribution and reverse design?
Reverse marketing comes from the observation that
customers are taking a more active role in influencing a
company’s product, place, price and promotion. They’re
increasingly participating in designing the product they
want from companies, which is reverse design. Exam-
ples are computers from Dell and jeans from Levi’s.

More customers today are telling suppliers what
price they’ll pay for an air trip, hotel or car. The
priceline.com website is an example of such reverse pric-
ing. Customers are more insistent on advertisers asking
their permission before sending ads, promotions and of-
fers, which is reverse advertising. And customers want a
choice of distribution channels — in the case of a bank,
for example, a teller, an automatic teller machine, a
phone call or home banking, which is reverse distribution.

So reverse marketing describes the buyer taking
more initiative in determining the terms of exchange.

What is experiential marketing?
Marketers need to think more about designing and de-
livering a positive experience for the customer than
about simply selling a product or a service. Starbucks,
for example, markets a “coffee experience” as cus-
tomers sit in its attractive shops and escape from the
hustle and bustle of the busy world. 

REI, a retailer selling climbing equipment, includes
a climbing wall and simulated rainfall in its stores so
customers can test and experience the performance of
its products. Bass Pro Shops, a retailer of fishing
equipment, includes a pool of water with fish so cus-
tomers can try it out. This suggests that marketers
should think through the experience customers have
when they obtain a product or service and see how
they can provide a simulation of the experience.

If you were forming a business and building a sales and
marketing infrastructure, and you had your pick be-
tween a great salesman or a great marketing man —
and you could only afford one — which would you pick?
For short-run results, I’d choose the great salesman.
But for long-run success, I’d choose the great market-
ing man. Sales is all about disposing of the present
products being made by the company. But it doesn’t
answer what products the company should be making
in the first place.

Trends to Watch
What megatrends should we consider for the future?
The economic landscape has been fundamentally al-
tered by technology and globalization. Companies any-
where can now compete anywhere, thanks to the Inter-
net and more free trade.

The major economic force is hypercompetition —
companies are able to produce more goods than can
be sold, putting a lot of pressure on price. That also
drives companies to build in more differentiation. How-
ever, a lot of the differentiation is psychological, not
real. Even then, a company’s current advantage does-
n’t last very long in an economy where any advantage
can be copied rapidly.

Companies must pay attention to the fact that cus-
tomers are getting more educated and have better tools,
such as the Internet, at their disposal and thus can buy
products and services with more discrimination.

What are the main new trends in marketing?
The list includes:

• From make-and-sell marketing to sense-and-re-
spond marketing.

• From owning assets to owning brands.
• From vertical integration to virtual integration

(outsourcing).
• From mass marketing to customized marketing.
• From operating only in the marketplace to also

operating in cyberspace.
• From pursuing market share to pursuing cus-

tomer share.
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• From focusing on customer attraction to focusing
on customer retention.

• From transaction marketing to relationship mar-
keting.

• From marketer monologue to customer dialogue.
• From single-channel marketing to multi-channel

marketing.
• From product-centric marketing to customer-

centric marketing.
• From the marketing department doing the mar-

keting to everyone doing the marketing.
• From exploiting suppliers and distributors to part-

nering with them.
These trends will affect different industries and

companies at different times. Each company should
monitor these trends and make sure their business
model is aligned with them.

What are your major disappointments about the state
of marketing?
The continuing high rate of new product failure is ap-
palling. Something like 80% of new consumer packaged
goods fail and 30% of new business-to-business offer-
ings fail. This in spite of having great theory about the
new product development process and the questions
that should be answered at each step before allowing a
product under development to move to the next stage.

It’s also embarrassing when direct marketers ac-
cept a 1% or 2% sales response rate, which means
most of the communications were wasted. 

Finally, marketers haven’t yet developed sufficient
tools for measuring marketing ROI or marketing’s con-
tribution to shareholder value. 

Brands and Branding
What are the reasons for the branding hype during
the last decade?
Brands provide a major defense against price competi-
tion. Companies are realizing that brands are their only
hope of gaining attention and respect in the increasing-
ly competitive marketplace. 

Do you believe that honing a strong brand image is
enough to sell a product?
Normally not. Those who favor image believe a strong
brand image can create preferences in the absence of
other differences. How can you explain Marlboro’s suc-

cess except through the cowboy image? Others think
images are converging and losing their power to com-
mand high brand premiums.

The key need is to develop a distinctive offering,
not simply a distinctive image. The offering can be dis-
tinctive in features, styling, services, service support,
guarantees and a host of other factors that will make
one value proposition superior to another in the eye of
the beholder. You need to build a superior value propo-
sition, not just massage an image.

What makes a strong brand?
There are five dimensions to a strong brand: 

• First, a brand should bring to mind certain attrib-
utes, such as the product’s features, style and so on. 

• Second, the brand should strongly suggest one
or more key benefits. For example, Volvo connotes
safety and Apple connotes user-friendliness.

• Third, we should be able to visualize the brand’s
characteristics, as if the brand were a person: Apple
would be in his 20s and IBM in his 60s. 

• Fourth, the brand should suggest something
about the company’s values: is the company innova-
tive, customer-responsive or socially conscious?

• Finally, a strong brand suggests a picture of the
brand’s users: are they young and enthusiastic or older
and more established? 

Brand marketers must develop all five factors to
make a brand robust. Great brands conjure up images,
expectations and promises of performance. They have
a personality. Consider the many associations that
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come to mind when we mention McDonald’s, Apple,
Club Med, Swatch and Harley-Davidson.

What should you never do with a brand?
Never stop improving the brand. Your competitors will
always be adding new features and services to make in-
roads on your brand. Your company must be the leader
in enhancing the brand and introducing the brand to new
users, and even entering the brand into new categories.
As Andy Grove said, “Only the paranoid survive.”

Unfortunately, many brands are only supported
with reminder communications and stale ads. This is
largely a waste of money.

The Service Component
In markets today there are very few pure products,
and everything is a combination of products and
services. What is the role of the service component?
Actually, the service component of an offering is likely to
make a bigger difference than the product component
because so many products are similar. Services are
more difficult to copy and execute well by competitors.

A smart marketer can create a “service surround”
to the product that’s unique and difficult to imitate. Yet
many companies are product-fixated and, unfortunate-
ly, regard services as an afterthought in the design of
their offering. They worry too much about the cost of
smart service and pay too little attention to its impact.

Are the Internet and e-commerce going to reduce the
need for personal service?
Customers vary greatly in their appetite for personal
service. Many customers simply want to transact busi-
ness in the easiest way with a minimum of chitchat.
Other customers want handholding. 

It’s interesting that some of the most admired com-
panies do all, or most, of their business by phone or In-
ternet. Consider USAA Insurance, L.L. Bean, Dell or
Schwab, which conduct most of their business over a
phone or on the Internet. And customers say that their
service is extraordinary.

Conclusion
In conclusion, what’s the most important idea or per-
son that has influenced your thinking on business?
Businesses are finally grasping the idea that winning
companies choose segments and make them central

to their strategy and operations. Customer focus is crit-
ical in a world that’s no longer plagued by a shortage of
goods but faces a shortage of customers.

I’ve been deeply influenced by Peter Drucker, who
observed decades ago that “marketing ... is the whole
business seen from the point of view of its final result,
that is, from the customer’s point of view.” He added,
“A business has two — and only two — basic func-
tions: marketing and innovation. Marketing and innova-
tion produce results; all the rest are costs.” e
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