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THE MARKETING OF SOCIAL CAUSES: THE NIGERIAN EXPERIENCE 

John I. N. Inyanga 

Abstract 
Marketing is marketing whether in the profit or non-profit organizations 
because the principles and concepts are the same. When it comes to the 
marketing of social causes, the marketer then faces a lot of obstacles and 
challenges because his target has its misconception of what marketing is 
and does not think that there is a relationship between marketing and social 
issues. This write-up clears that doubt and posits that marketing can 
comfortably fit into social causes diffusion in our society, the initial 
difficulties not withstanding. This becomes more important when we 
realize that every business is marketing and nothing happens until 
something is sold to the person that needs it most. 

Introduction 

The essence of marketing is consumer satisfaction. This consumer may be an individual, a group of 

individuals and or the general public. This means that marketing is, involved in determining what the 

consumers (market) want first (through marketing research), planning and producing pricing, promoting and 

distributing these goods and services to the target market or general public satisfactorily and profitably (for 

the profit-oriented organizations) and for the well-being or social benefit of the public (for the non-profit 

organizations or institution). These marketing activities take place in a changing environment which in most 

case are external to and uncontrollable by the firm in question. These marketing activities continue after the 

products have been bought and consumed and this brings in the concept of after sales services. 

A re-look at the above premises of marketing may portray marketing as only a business and profit-

oriented actively that is concerned with product and distribution mainly but this is not the case both profit and 

non-profit organizations apply the marketing concept, techniques and or strategies in solving their corporate 

(business) problems. The concentration of this exercise is the marketing of social causes which is the concern 

of governments and their agencies, public health institutions, public educational institutions, socio-cultural 

organizations, and non-fit oriented organizations. A casual observer in today’s Nigerian socio-economic set 

up may question the rationale behind the much campaigns made by the above organizations towards family 

planning, energy conservation, improved nutrition, anti-smoking, safe driving, prevention of alcohol and drug 

abuse, and general environmental cleanliness, among others. These are the issues involved in social causes 

marketing. 

In application of the marketing concept, techniques, and strategies in social causes; the following 

questions should be properly answered: 

What actually is social marketing and why social marketing? 

What is the difference between social marketing and real marketing and why the emphasis on 

social marketing in the present and future Nigeria? 

What are the situations that may call for social marketing and who are the participants Involved? 

Has social marketing achieved any meaningful purpose in Nigeria? 

What and why are the criticisms and problems of social marketing in Nigeria (if any?), and 

What is the future of social marketing in Nigeria? 

Answers to the these pertinent questions constitute the makeup of this write up. 

What Marketing Is 
Rather than defining marketing from its strict business point of view, marketing is looked at here 

from a broadened perspective, taking into cognizance the premises involved. It is taken as a way of life, and 

orientation towards society’s need/want identification and satisfaction, an exchange process, a business 

transaction, a frame of mind, and a coordinate and integrative function in policy making and a 
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means of transferring title of ownership from one party to the other during the exchange process. In short, 

every business is marketing and the centre piece of marketing is consumer satisfaction. 

The broadened concept of marketing does not suggest that marketing is dearth of definition as there 

exists litany of its definitions. It is proper therefore that five definitions are made here and view points of 

these authorities exposed. Marketing to Stanton (1984:4), is a total system of interacting business activities 

designed to plan, price, promote and distribute want-satisfying products and services to present and potential 

customers. In another view, Pride and Ferrel (1985) look at marketing as consisting of individual and 

organizational activities aimed at facilitating and expediting exchanges within a set of dynamic environment. 

It is the process of exchange between individuals and or organizations which is concluded to the mutual 

benefits and satisfactions of the parties (Baker) and the economic and social process by which society’s need 

are served through exchange within the constraints of available and affordable resources (Busch and Houston, 

1985:12). 

The list is not and cannot be exhausted but certain things are common among these and other 

definitions of marketing. These features that characterize marketing are that marketing is an exchange that 

involves at least two parties with respective goods and services of value to each other; it is a problem solving 

activity among individuals, the society and the organization or institution in question, and continues after the 

product has been bought and consumed in order to solve the problem of consumer dissonance in the market 

place. It is both private and public, profit and non-profit oriented, situational and operates in a dynamic 

environment. 

Every marketing activity is concerned with what is to be offered to the market for acceptance, 

consumption and satisfaction. This is the product which may be physical good (tangible) or services 

(intangibles) or ideas. The product is made up of layers - the core, augmented and symbol. Every product is 

concerned with the services to be rendered, the quality consumers may desire, packaging, trade mark, brand, 

colour, size, guarantee and warranty, etc. The price or value attached to the product should not be neglected 

nor how awareness should be created for the consuming public who will equally be persuaded and reminded 

of the product’s existence and purchase (and re-purchase and further use) through the combined effort of the 

firm’s promotional tools (advertising, personal selling, sales promotional tools (advertising, personal selling, 

sales promotion, publicity and public relations) neglected. The role of marketing channels or intermediaries 

should not be forgotten or the physical distribution variables mismanaged. The other Ps of marketing 

(packaging, persons and process) should equally be at work for efficient marketing. 

An organization that wishes to succeed in the market-place should take into consideration the 

strengths and weaknesses of its external environment. This is made up of the state of the economy and its 

components, technological changes, degree of competition in the market ad industry, demographic and other 

social forces, culture and subculture that exist in the society, group and its dynamics, the people’s legal 

system and government regulations and their regulatory agencies, among others. The management of these 

macro-environmental forces lies in the firm adapting itself to them where and when necessary as it could do 

absolutely nothing to change them, the wealth or financial and human resources available to the organization 

notwithstanding. 

The marketing interest or our concern here is the marketing concept which calls for customer 

services (here the societal well-being satisfaction), integration of the firm’s marketing resources and 

coordination of those of the marketing unit with other units in the organization and profitable (social welfare 

benefits of the public) and not sales increase for itself. 

Social Marketing: What It Is And Is Not 

It is a truism, that no man is an island to himself but prefers to live in groups, belongs to socially 

accepted classes and likes being a member of the larger society rather than existing as an independent and 

separable creature. This is where the term ’’social” come in; social in the sense that the issues involved do 

affect the other members of the society directly or indirectly. Social causes can therefore be marketed. 

Marketing from its social terms is a philosophy that restores consumer sovereignty in the determination of the 

society’s product mix and the use of national resources. Realizing that marketing 
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concept and principles can be adopted and applied in both profit and non-profit issues, social marketing then 
may mean the use of marketing concepts and techniques to win adoption of socially beneficial ideas. It is 
from this view point that Kotler and Zaltman (1971:5) defined 

social marketing as the design, implementation, and control of 
programmes calculated to influence the acceptability of social ideas and 
involves considerations of product planning, pricing, communications and 
marketing research... 

The import of the above definition is that social marketing is the explicit use of marketing skills to 

help translate present social action efforts into more effectively designed and communicated programmes that 

elicit desired audience response. In other words marketing techniques are the bridging mechanisms between 

the simple possession of knowledge and the socially useful implementation of what knowledge allows. It is 

synonymous with ‘social cause marketing’, ‘social idea marketing; or ‘public issue marketing’and 

or’nonprofit organization marketing’. 

In an effort to make the differences clearer; Karen and Lotler (1980:24) criticized the idea of Lazer 

and Kelley (1973) on their view of social marketing perspectives and viewpoints which include articles on 

marketing’s social responsibilities and social impacts, as well as the marketing of social ideas, under the term 

social marketing. In a similar situation, the confusion of social marketing with nonprofit organizations 

marketing of political candidates and urban police departments as examples of social marketing by Laszniak, 

Lusch, and Murphy (9179) was equally condemned by Karen et al (1980:25). In social marketing Nwosu 

(1994) noted that the target audience or recipients of development or other organizational projects, ideas, 

services or products of these marketers, represent those that are usually known as consumers or customers in 

orthodox product or service marketing. At the same time, the desired changes or ideas being sold by these 

development projects represent the product or services in commercial or cash-profit oriented marketing. 

As stated earlier, social marketing is different from societal marketing concept and nonprofit 

marketing. Following the views of Shiffman and Kanuk (1995:663), the societal marketing concept suggests 

that marketers adhere to principles of social responsibility in the marketing of their goods and services, that 

is, they must endeavour to satisfy the needs and wants of their target markets in ways that pressure and 

enhance the well-being of consumers and society as a whole. Non-Profit Marketing is the use of marketing 

concept and techniques by not-for-profit organizations to impart information, ideas, or attitudes to various 

segments of the public. 

Social marketing is also not social advertising as social advertising is a subset of social marketing 

even though the former (social advertising) is used by many organizations and institutions to promote their 

social ideas, goods and services. This view conforms with the earlier expression to Sandage (1960:223) who 

suggested that even though advertising (communications) can be used largely to inform and persuade people 

in-respect to such social issues as cleaning up community crime, the “logic of atheism, the needs for better 

educational facilities, the tactics of given law and enforcement officers, or any other sentiment held by any 

individual who wishes to present such sentiment to the public, social marketing remains much larger than 

social advertising and even social communications. 

Some of the social issues in our present day Nigeria that may call for the application of marketing 

concept, techniques, strategies and management are drug abuse or addiction, drunken driving, AIDs, failure to 

wear seat belts, teenage crime, adolescent pregnancy, homelessness, and environmental pollution, among 

others. 

Marketing of Social Causes: The Marketing Mix Perspectives 

Social marketing can be approached from the perspectives of the organizational marketing mix 

elements (the product, price, place, promotion, persons, process and packaging). As Karen et at (1980:25) put 

it, social marketing involves coordinating product, price, place and promotion factors to maximally motivate 

and facilitate desired forms of behaviour. Furthermore, it calls for marketing research and for preparation of a 

full marketing plan, strategy, and budget to get initial ‘sales’ and to reinforce the new behaviour over time. 

These elements of social marketing are diagrammatically represented in Figure I. 
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i) Marketing Research 

The essence of marketing research is to objectively and rationally gather data, process them, 

analyse and interpret them for proper decision making. It is a fact finding exercise that aids the researcher to 

know what has happened, is happening now, and may happen in the future and build up strategies on how to 

handle it when eventually it occurs. It is therefore, not enough for the social marketer to employ the services 

of social advertisers or communicators in a campaign against tobacco smoking, environmental pollution, 

AIDS, teenage prostitution, etc. without first identifying the causes of these social vices, knowing the size 

of the market that constitutes these markets or target groups, the major market segments, their behavioural 

characteristics, and suggesting alternative behaviour for them when they finally quit their already built 

habits. It is only when relatively enough information has been got of any of these cases‘that the social 

crusader can now plan, coordinate, organize, implement, and control his social campaign strategies and 

programmes on how to reach them and solve the social problems existing or may exist in such target 

market. 

ii) Product Development 

A product is what is offered to the market for acceptance, consumption and satisfaction. It includes 
the place of production, purchase and consumption and other components of it: the core element (the 
services), augmented elements (packaging, size, colour, quality, design, brand, trade mark, guarantee 
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and warranty), and the symbolic elements (credit offered, delivery services, organizational reputation etc), it 

could be tangible (physical goods), intangible (services) or idea (orientations). 
In marketing social causes, the marketer should study the needs and wants of its target market and 

design such social goods and services in such a way that they are easily acceptable, affordable and 
purchasable by the target market they are made for. The social marketer should give the public what the 
society wants and not what the marketer wants or feels like giving. Realizing that social marketing is aimed at 
changing the society’s behaviour (from its past and present position to something better in the future), the 

social marketer should define the change sought, which may be a change in values, beliefs, affects, behaviour 
or their combination. The change agent (product) should be properly packaged in such a way that it is 
motivating, affordable and acceptable by the target audience it is made for. It should posses all the attributes 
of a good product otherwise it is a waste. 

i) Price 

To a buyer price is the value placed on what is exchanged. As Pride and Ferrel (1982:253) 

suggested, buyer’s concern for and interest in price is related to their expectations about satisfaction or utility 

associated with a product. Since buyers have limited resources, they must allocate their purchasing power to 

obtain the most desired products. Buyers must decide whether the utility in an exchange is worth the 

purchasing power satisfied. Almost everything of value-ideas, services, rights, and goods- can be assessed by 

a price because in our society the financial price is the measurement of value commonly used in exchanges. 

The import of this view is that price represents the costs that the buyer must accept in order to obtain the 

product. 

In social marketing, price includes money costs, opportunity costs, energy costs, and psychic costs 

(Kotler and Zactman, 1971:10). The cost to persons asked to appear for immunization shots includes any 

possible money charge,,any opportunities foregone, the expenditure of energy, and the psychological 

concerns caused by inoculation. The cost of giving up smoking is largely psychological, since there is. 

actually a financial saving in breaking the habit. The cost of using seatbelts is the charge for buying them, the 

effort to lock and unlock them, and the psychological cost of not being completely sure one is better off in an 

accident wearing them or not wearing them. At the same time, the price of keeping the refuse bins if provided 

by the government to the public, the energy cost of one leaving his premises in search of a central/public 

refuse bin to dispose the refuse, and the psychological cost of one conforming to established norms and 

values of society rather than behaving as he likes any time and anywhere. 

To a man who wants total freedom, one who wishes to avoid being teleguided by a constituted 

authority, and one wiio likes to keep off social regulations, it is better to pay more for the services he desires 

than paying less at his detriment (feeling inferior because he is subjected to certain interrogaitons by the 

concerned authority). It is the need for this freedom in thought and behaviour that many patients prefer paying 

highe bills at private hospitals and clinics or even patronizing quacks (unlicensed medical practitioners) to 

going to the hospitals where they could receive medical treatments free of charge but with much 

interrogations and expenditure on time, energy and psychological abuse. 

Members of the public always do cost -benefit analysis in terms of their acceptance or rejection of 

social issues that affect them. 

Iv Promotion 

The essence of promotion is to change the behaviour of the consumer from where he is to where the 
marketer wants him to be. It involves the utilization of such promotional elements of adverting, personal 
selling, sales promotion, publicity and public relations, among others. Among the roles of promotion are to 
inform (create^awareness of the institution and its offers to the public), persuade and convince (to change and 
accept what is offered), and remind consumers to buy more in the future. Promotion is tlerefore the 

communication-persuasion strategy and tactics that will make the product familiar, acceptable, and even 
desirable to the audience. It is a means of creating oneness, understanding and comn onness between the 
sender and receiver of a message through the available and affordable 
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Channels in such a way that the noise nuisance is reduced if not totally eliminated in order to achieve the 

desired result. 
Each of these promotional elements has its impacts in the marketing of social causes in our society 

and it is the much role attached to promotion and social communications that many people do use social 
marketing and social communication and advertising interchangeably (but this is fallacious). One of these 
tools is discussed here. 

Advertising of Social Causes 

As one of the major elements of promotion, advertising plays significant roles in the marketing of 

social causes. Among these are stimulating primary and selective demand, off-setting competitor’s 

advertising, making salespeople more effective, increasing the use of the product, and reminding and 

reinforcing customers in terms of future needs, purchasing and consumption. Others are awareness and 

comprehensive building, lead generation, legitimation and reassurance. 

To be successful in playing these social roles, meeting the social target goods, and changing the 

public behaviour, the advertising campaign should be effective, meaningful, trustful and acceptable to the 

members.of the public. The product, services and ideas advertised should be sold in its name (brand name). 

The products should be unique, have beneficial differentiation frrm the consumer and the price of the 

campaign should be right. All these mean saying the right thing, at the right time, through the right medium, 

under the right conditions of circumstances or environments, at the right costs and to the right target audience. 

This becomes necessary when we realize that an inferior good, idea or service, an overpriced product, or a 

product with inadequate distribution will make even the finest advertising campaign a failure (Russell and 

Verrill, 1986:22). 

In the promotion of social causes through advertising, the source and its credibility (in terms of 

expertise, trustworthiness and likability), the message or appeal (such as sex, psychological, emotional, and 

rational-economic) and its content (what to say), structure (how to say it logically), and format (how to say it 

symbolically), and the media or channels (nature, costs, time reach, frequency) should be taken into 

consideration. 

The advertiser should equally consider the audience in the campaign programme, and try to monitor 

the effectiveness or not of his campaign through the feedback loop. 

ii) Place 

The essence of place in marketing is utility creation. These utility may be form, time, place and or 

possession utilities. A product, service or idea is not what it is or ought to be when it is needed in a rural 

community in Awka but it is a Abuja at the same time. This means absence of place and time utilities. A 

product that is faked or adulterated as it moves from the source to the consumer is no longer a quality one as 

the form utility is dead. A good social idea is not what it is when the target audience cannot be in possession 

of it, the intensity of promotion not withstanding. All these boil down to one conclusion: the social marketer 

should make his goods, services and ideas available to the target market where, when and how they are 

needed and position them properly too. 

The place optional strategies available to the social marketer are either reaching the audience directly 

or indirectly. Each of these strategies has its roles, merits and demerits but the choice of each of their 

combination should depend on the social cause to be sold, the cost of its distribution, the product 

characteristics, the position or the market (whether concentrated or dispersed), agents, availability and the 

willingness and capabilities oTthe middlemen to sell the social product, etc. The logistics variables of 

customer services, order processing, materials handling, transportation, inventory management and control, 

communication, storage and warehousing, packaging, and containerization decisions should not be neglected. 

The social marketer should be mindful of the existence of channel conflicts in his marketing 

programmes. The existence of many non-governmental organizations (NGOS) in Nigeria of today should be 

watched with keen interest. This is because as Kotler and Zaltman (1971:10) earlier put it, using the case of 

pollution problem in America, the so many ad hoc organizations working without coordination 
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and at times with cross-purposes was frustrating that at times the average person had to “tune out” from 

further messages. The saturation campaigns unaccompanied by the provision of adequate response channels 
may result in interest overkill. Place in social marketing therefore means arranging for accessible outlets 
when deciding on their number, average size, and locations, and giving them proper motivation to perform 
their part of the job. 

The Evaluation, Criticisms And Problems Of Social Causes Marketing In Nigeria. 

Social marketing is wide in scope and can be used to solve many problems of developing nations 

like those of the developed countries. The principles and concepts are the same but the available 

infrastructure that could make them work and succeed, the differences in the people’s attitude, orientation, 

awareness on social issues and available social crusaders in the society are determining factors toward their 

success or failure. The existence and effectiveness of social movement organisations (Consumerists and 

environmentalists), support of the government and the legal frame work (administrative regulations) on social 

issues are added considerations. 

Some of the social causes that may warrant social marketing have been identified by Karen et al 

(1980:26) as: . 

Convincing people to boil their water and keep the water supply covered. 

Encouraging people to build and use latrines and keep their environments clean regularly (this is the 

case of our monthly environmental sanitation exercise (Explaining to mothers the advantages of 

continuing to breastfeed their babies instead of switching them to less nourishing food at an early age 

(this is the case of exclusive breast feeding). 

Encouraging people to buy and use iodized salt to prevent goiter. 

Showing parents a simple way to treat infant diarrhea at home (this is the case of our Oral 

Dehydration Therapy - ORT practised at home, health centres and hospital and demonstrated in 

televisions, radio and newspapers). 

The others are immunizations against polio-melitis, cancer detection and treatment, good dieting 

among infants and pregnant women, family support programme, child trust, and poverty alleviation 

programmes in Nigeria. 

The list may go indefinitely but what is important is the practical aspects of these social issues and 

how their purposes have been achieved through marketing. This becomes more difficult when it is realised 

that because social marketing has been carried out without experimental control it is difficult to know whether 

behavioural changes were due to social marketing efforts generally, social advertising or social 

communication or other factors within the institution concerned or its external environment. Equally to note is 

that these social marketing activities have their carry over effects that it is difficult to attribute the change in 

behavour of the members of the society to the current or past marketing programmes of the institution on the 

issue at sake. 

How can one measure the effectiveness of marketing family planning programme of a firm, 

government or the social campaigner: is it by looking at sales data of the contraceptive or condoms sold, their 

distribution systems, changes in knowledge among the members of the society on birth control, change in 

their attitude from many to few children, the cost-effectiveness relationship, changes in fertility and birth 

rates or what? In the case of environmental cleanliness campaign, can the effectiveness of such a programme 

be measured by the public mass participation in environmental sanitation when specific or because they are, 

in addition to the appeal to that, forced to do in that they have imbibed the habit and culture of keeping their 

environments unthreatened by external forces etc? 

The questions have recurring decimals but we should state here that the facts of marketing social 
causes could be evaluated. One of such methods is comparing what has been before the social campaign with 
what happens after that (that is, change in social behaivour among the members of the public which constitute 
the institution’s target market). Social advertising, for instance, can be measured by increase in sales of the 

products advertised (but we should realise that sales increase of a product is not a function of 
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What is important to note is that social marketing effects can be measured even though the 
measurement may be subjective rather than objective in most cases. 

Social marketing is a new marketing concept in Nigeria and as such it will not run away from much 
criticisms, resentments or resistance. Like marketing efficiency that has some constraints in Nigeria because 

the social infrastructure that could support it are limited in the society, social marketing is criticized on the 
following basis: 

1. That social marketing is manipulating. 

2. That social marketing is not real marketing. 

3. That social marketing is self-serving. 

4. That social marketing will damage thereputation of marketing. 

5. That social marketing creates “promotional noise”. 

6. That social marketing adds costs to social issues. 

In addition to these criticisms, there are still other problems facing the marketing of social issues in 

Nigeria and these are as follows: 

(a) Difficulty in analyzing the market. 

(b) Difficulty in formulating product strategies. 

(c) The fewer opportunities to use pricing as an instrument of social change by social marketers. 

(d) Difficulty in choosing the target market. 

(e) Difficulty in utilizing and controlling channels. 

(f) Marketing and management inefficiencies among the social causes organizations 

(g) Difficulty in evaluating the results of social marketing efforts in the society 

(h) Existing concept of vicious cycle of poverty prevailing in the society. 

(i) The difficulty in countering most of the campaign of some commercial ventures on products 

that are anti-social. 

Recommendations and The Future Of Social Marketing In Nigeria 

S o c i a l  m a r k e t i n g ,  a s  w e  e a r l i e r  d e f i n e d ,  i s  t h e  

d e s i g n ,  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n ,  a n d  c o n t r o l  o f  p r o g r a m s  calculated to 

influence the acceptability of social issues and ideas and involving considerations of product planning, 

pricing, promotion, distribution, and marketing research. The need for after sales services should not be 

neglected also. It should be a marketing concept in theory and practice, people’s way of life in body and in 

spirit as the issues that may call for social marketing in Nigeria are many and will continue to arise in the 

future. This means that the role of social marketing in changing the social behaviour of the members of the 

society should not be neglected by all the parties concerned. 

To succeed in our society, social marketing should no longer be misconstrued as social advertising or 

communication but that the latter is a subset of the former. All the marketing mix elements of the social 

crusader should be integrated, cooperative and effective at the same time. This means a proper development 

of the organization’s product, price, promotion and place considerations. The market should be properly 

defined and all the constraints mentioned above revisited and solutions found on them. 

The Nigerian society should train more social marketers than simply advertisers. This means 

incorporating social marketing as a programme in the higher institutions of learning rather than treating it as a 

topic in business-oriented courses. It should also be incorporated into the Nigerian constitution for public 

understanding and consumption. It should be a specialised file for social marketers as well. 

The socio-cultural differences among the members of our society should be reconsidered in the 

marketing of social causes in order to reduce or avoid conflicts among the target groups and the crusader. 

Any organisation that is willing to succeed in its social cause campaign should be willing to spend 

much, not minding the financial benefits, which may be difficult to quantify or evaluate. 
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Organizations concerned should try to build their own in-house social marketers rather than using the services 

of eternal consultants or groups to do this important job for them. Employing educators, public health 

specialists, policy analysts and communication experts may do wonders for such interested organizations. 

Lastly, since we know that social marketing is just emerging in our society, those concerned should 

be encouraged to monitor it closely in the same dispassionate spirit that business marketers have in their 

marketing practices. All will be well for a willing person. 

The future for social marketing is bright for the social marketers and the goal will be achieved if all 

the parties concerned should cooperate. Social marketing is real marketing, it is not manipulative, it is not a 

noisy marketing programme, it is not self-serving, it does not damage the image of marketing but promotes it, 

not does it add costs to marketing practices. It should be welcomed fully into our society, cherished, 

encouraged and practised by the government, non-governmental organizations, the society members 

themselves and the business group. All should therefore begin from the sunny side of life for social marketing 

to succeed in our society. 
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