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Abstract
Purpose – This study aims to mark the 50th anniversary of social marketing as an innovative social change
discipline; this viewpoint reviews “epistemological diversity” within social marketing and calls for its
incorporation in the expansion of the discipline.
Design/methodology/approach – Cognisant of the visible (e.g., (APA 6.29) gender, age, race) and
invisible (e.g., (APA 6.29) epistemology, experience, socioeconomic status) dimensions of diversity, this
viewpoint focuses on one invisible dimension of diversity – epistemology. Using secondary data, an
epistemological review of social marketing is undertaken by selecting five aspects that serve as potential
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indicators: professional associations, global conferences, education and training, research and publication and
practice. Several recommendations are made to expand epistemological diversity in social marketing.
Findings – The epistemological review of diversity within social marketing reveals disparities between the
Global North and South. These disparities are due to varying opportunities for participation in associations,
conferences, education and training, and research and publication. In addition, there exist “hidden” social
change practitioners who implement programmes in the Global South that are consistent with social
marketing practice, but continue to be unchronicled and unheralded.
Originality/value – For many years, social marketing scholars and practitioners have been working to
expand the boundaries of the discipline, with a focus on theory and application. Although the authors
acknowledge that diversity and equity are inherently central to this discipline, epistemological diversity,
specifically as linked to the geographies of the Global South, has been largely overlooked. Our viewpoint
nudges the social marketing community into including epistemological diversity in the ongoing discourse
around broadening and deepening the discipline of social marketing.

Keywords Social marketing, Diversity, Equity, Epistemology, Equality, Global South,
Representation, Social justice, Global North, Social marketing associations, Academic training,
Social marketing history

Paper type Viewpoint

1. Introduction
Since Kotler and Zaltman coined the term social marketing in 1971 (Kotler and Zaltman,
1971), it has grown and evolved into a discipline of social change (Andreasen, 2003; Dibb
and Carrigan, 2013; Hastings, 2009; Peattie and Peattie, 2003). Social marketing is
experiencing good momentum, and there is a pressing call for its expansion to countries that
“do not use it” (Carvalho and Mazzon, 2015; Lee, 2020), predominantly in the Global South.
This push for expansion has become more apparent since the creation of social marketing
associations in “non-Western” continents in the past five years (Kassirer et al., 2019).

The geographically based expansion of social marketing helps address the lack of
diversity with regard to nationality and race/ethnicity in the discipline (Gordon et al., 2016;
Truong, 2014). It is worth noting, however, that expanding social marketing across
continents does not necessarily involve the inclusion of diverse epistemologies, an invisible
dimension of human diversity. Epistemology is defined as ideas and beliefs that frame the
way we regard, interpret and react to the world (Hetherington, 2019). This world is
pluriverse, andmultiple non-western epistemologies exist in the Global South and also in the
Global North to help understand life and social issues (de Sousa Santos, 2016; Rosa, 2014).
Social marketing has constructed its master narratives upon western epistemologies, and
this trend has persisted without any trace of reversal (Gordon et al., 2016). If social
marketing aspires to become “a serious, ethical and representative approach to social good”
(Gordon et al., 2016, p. 1068), then non-western epistemologies should be brought into the
expansion discussion.

Importantly, discussing the epistemological expansion of social marketing intersects
with the asymmetric power relationship that exists between the Global North and South
(Vincent et al., 2020). Global South epistemologies live in a constant struggle for legitimacy
in theory and practice, given that Global North epistemologies have silenced and hidden any
possible alternative thought that threatens its dominance (Escobar, 2019; Rosa, 2014).
Ignoring this reality may lead to a false sense of “victory” about global expansion of social
marketing and put at risk its long-term sustainability. In that sense, the expansion of the
discipline cannot be discussed only as a North–South one-way geographical expansion and
cannot be entirely led by western academics and practitioners or locals coming from the
west.

JSOCM



This viewpoint incorporates the knowledge and experiences of authors from a sample of
Global South countries: Bangladesh, Kuwait, Malaysia, Peru and Zambia. The authors are of
diverse educational and professional backgrounds, namely, social communication, public
health, accounting, environmental sustainability and natural resource conservation and
marketing. In addition, the authors present a diverse demographic mix in terms of age,
gender, ethnicity and race.

To begin with, the term Global South is defined and discussed to establish this
viewpoint’s position on the topic of diversity within the discipline of social marketing. Then,
a conceptualisation of diversity and its dimensions is presented, leading to the review of
epistemological diversity in social marketing. Based on the review, we offer an outlook of
social marketing and make specific recommendations for increasing diversity within the
discipline.

1.1 Defining the term Global South
The term Global South refers to a grouping of countries classed as low- or middle-income by
financial institutions, including the World Bank. Global South groups diverse economic,
social and political experiences and positions into one overarching category (Mahler, 2017) –
an inherently problematic process that is generalistic and often limiting. Critics further
assert that the categorisation of regions is misleading, in that it does not recognise the
diversity of experience within regions; as Mahler (2018) points out, “there are Souths in the
geographic North and Norths in the geographic South” (p. 32).

Similarly, Dados and Connell (2012) contend “the term Global South functions as more
than a metaphor for underdevelopment. It references an entire history of colonialism, neo-
imperialism, and differential economic and social change through which large inequalities in
living standard, life expectancy, and access to resources are maintained” (p. 13). Conversely,
scholars such as Bhabha (1994), who support the use of the term, argue that it provides
critical space for the examination of power processes, struggles and exclusion at
transnational levels.

For the purposes of this viewpoint, the term Global South is used to refer to countries and
populations that are generally underrepresented in the social marketing field of study and
practice, mirroring categorisations established by the United Nations (Said, 1978). Although
this terminology is flawed (Haug, 2020; Said, 1978), there is a commonality in the experience
of exclusion that particular regions of the world share, and so this terminology provides
utility in this case.

2. Conceptualising diversity and the dimensions of diversity
Diversity is defined as “a range of different things or people, but also different ideas or
opinions about something” (Cambridge, 2021). Human diversity expresses itself through
multiple dimensions that can be both visible (i.e., observable) and invisible (i.e., non-
observable). The more easily observable dimensions of diversity include racial or ethnic
background, nationality, age and gender, while less visible forms of diversity are related to
one’s education, personal and professional experience, disabilities, wealth, income, class,
sexual orientation and epistemology.

In social marketing, the study of diversity remains limited, although existing
publications about this topic follow a similar pattern as other disciplines. Some critical
voices advocate for more representation of women, Global South academics and
practitioners and non-western ideas in social marketing (Gordon, 2013; Gordon et al., 2016).
Other authors study human diversity by focusing on two targeted groups: ethnically diverse
populations (e.g., migrants and refugees) and the need for culturally sensitive social
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marketing interventions that account for diversity (Sabogal and Cordingley-Klein, 1999;
Milat et al., 2005) and wider society and the best strategies for reducing discriminatory
behaviours towards diverse populations, e.g., gay men (Hull et al., 2013) and university
students with different cultural backgrounds (Brauer, et al., 2021).

Figure 1 presents several key dimensions of diversity according to their visibility;
Table 1 provides definitions of these dimensions, compiled from various sources. It is
important to note, however, that while some dimensions of diversity can be easily classified
as visible or invisible, the boundaries between dimensions may be blurred. Therefore, this
organisational scheme should be considered neither exhaustive nor rigid.

3. An epistemological examination of diversity in social marketing
Cognisant of the visible and invisible dimensions of diversity, a framework (Figure 2) is
presented to demonstrate how this viewpoint situates epistemological diversity within the
broader discourse of diversity in the social marketing theory and practice. The focus is on
epistemological diversity, as it links to the geographies of the Global North and South. A review
of the discipline of social marketing through this geographic lens can serve as a proxy for
epistemological diversity. This can also be used for demographic dimensions, as they are often
interconnected and overlapping. For the purpose of this viewpoint, which focuses on
epistemology, five aspects of the discipline are reviewed, namely, professional associations,
global conferences, education and training, research and publication, and practice. These aspects
of the discipline have been selected because of their important role in creating and disseminating
knowledge and fortifying and harnessing expertise within the discipline of social marketing.

Reviewing these aspects of the discipline offers another means of examining the status of
social marketing as it marks its golden milestone of fifty years years. This viewpoint
maintains that diversity is not a snapshot in time, but rather a trend which demands
monitoring. Critical examination of the discipline is necessary to ensure that it thrives; this
undertaking is important because past behaviour is often considered the best predictor of
future behaviour (Andreasen, 2002). Therefore, we have examined the social marketing
professional associations, global conferences, education and training, research and
publication, and practice landscape – both currently and historically – to identify patterns
and trends from across the globe.

Figure 1.
Dimensions of
diversity
characterised by the
degree of visibility
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Table 1.
Definitions of key

dimensions of
diversity

Diversity dimension
by the degree of visibility Definition

Visible Age Age can be defined by someone’s date of birth. Age can
be categorised into different groups, including children,
youth, adult; adult can be categorised by younger,
middle-aged and older (Hummert et al., 1994)

Gender Gender is a social construct referring to relationships and
phenomena linked to the roles, attributes and
opportunities of males and females (Aya Pastrana,
Somerville, et al., 2020; Clark and Horton, 2019;
Manandhar et al., 2018)

Race Skin colours and facial features are commonly used to
identify someone’s race precisely (Gans, 2005)

Either or both Disability Different types of physical, mental or neurological
impairments, which may or may not be physically
apparent or easily noticeable (Gill, 1987)

Indigenous “Indigenous peoples are the original inhabitants of an
area, the descendants of the original inhabitants who are
colonised, and those who live in an Indigenous way and
are accepted by the Indigenous community” (Montenegro
and Stephens, 2006, p. 1859); also used to refer to first
people or native people to a particular place (Durie, 2005)

Nationality Nationality is the status for someone of belonging to a
particular nation. Nationality can be identified through
birthplace, residence, accent and ancestry (McCrone and
Bechhofer, 2008)

Less visible/invisible Education Level of formal education (such as degrees obtained) and/
or professional development training

Epistemology Epistemology is defined as a collection of theses and
beliefs used to “regard, interpret and react to the world,
hoping to understand the world in a special way”
(Hetherington, 2019, p. 12)

Ethnicity Ethnicity can be defined based on biological or genetic
perspectives (Montalvo and Reynal-Querol, 2005). Some
scholars also define ethnicity based on religious belief
(Montalvo and Reynal-Querol, 2005)

Experience Personal and professional lived experiences linked to
one’s background and context (Kang et al., 2007)

Sexual orientation Sexual orientation is conceptualised as a demographic
variable (Sell, 2007); examples include the LGBTQIþ
spectrum

Socioeconomic status Linked to wealth, income and class

Figure 2.
Epistemological

expansion framework
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3.1 Professional associations
Professional associations play a large role in supporting and advancing emerging
disciplines and also serve as an indicator of the discipline’s status. Indeed, the development
of associations is one of several key elements linked to the professionalisation of a field,
including training opportunities and creating a common code of ethics and a licensing or
certification process (Kassirer et al., 2019; Wilensky, 1964). Since 2009, with the
establishment of the Australian Association of Social Marketing, four other regional social
marketing associations have been formed: European Social Marketing Association in 2011,
Pacific Northwest Social Marketing Association in 2014, Social Marketing Association of
North America in 2016 and the Latin American Social Marketing Association in 2017
(Alonso-V�azquez and Aya Pastrana, 2021). The African Social Marketing Association
(AfSMA) and Asian Social Marketing Association (ASMA) (Pang et al., 2021) are currently
being incorporated. Other regional networks at a more local scale exist in New Zealand and
Japan. The International Social Marketing Association (iSMA) was established in 2010 as a
worldwide association combining all the regional associations. iSMA recently adopted a
federation model of governance, aimed at empowering the regional associations. By
elevating the regional associations, this model fosters greater overall diversity across
dimensions.

The composition of the regional and international associations’ membership and
leadership can be used to assess the extent of diversity in the discipline. For example, we
examined diversity as it relates to the number of elected seats on the iSMA board won by
representatives from the Global North and South. The iSMA board has a total of 15 elected
seats. During the 2021 iSMA board elections, one out of the four candidates from the Global
South was elected, while none was elected in 2019. Prior to this, iSMA board members were
appointed rather than elected by members, which allowed several individuals from Global
South countries (Brazil, Peru, South Africa andMorocco) to serve on the board and represent
some form of diversity within the iSMA leadership. Though each of the regional
associations has a representative seat on the iSMA board (i.e., nominated members), the
overall leadership structure is dominated by Global North representation. In terms of
geographic representation within iSMA’s general membership, we were unable to obtain
information instructive to this viewpoint. However, the overall expansion of the regional
associations as noted above can be considered a positive trend for the discipline.

3.2 Global conferences
The importance of global conferences to a field’s growth and development cannot be
overstated. In general, establishing and coordinating international conferences on a regular
basis allows for an exchange of ideas at a scale that cannot occur any other way (Martam,
2016; Veríssimo, 2020). Therefore, an examination of past global social marketing
conferences is another useful approach to assessing the discipline’s diversity. Several
aspects related to these conferences can serve as a proxy for the state of the discipline, with
the assumption that attendees are considered informed and engaged members of the
discipline.

While social marketing has been developing as a discipline since the 1960s (French, 2015;
Gordon et al., 2016; Lefebvre, 2011), and regional conferences have been held since the early
1990s (such as the Social Marketing Conference hosted by the University of South Florida,
USA), it took until 2008 – with the first World Social Marketing Conference (WSMC) in
Brighton, UK – for social marketing conferences to become international in scope. Since
then, global conferences have been held in Dublin (2011), Toronto (2013), Sydney (2015),
Washington, DC (2017) and Edinburgh (2019). The International Social Marketing
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Conference, hosted biannually since 2010 by the Australian Association of Social Marketing,
could also be considered global in scope, though it is coordinated specifically for the Asia-
Pacific region. It is notable that these locations are all in Global North countries. The Latin
American Social Marketing Association proposed Cali, Colombia, as the location for the next
WSMC. However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the date was postponed to Fall 2022, and
the venue was changed to Brighton, UK.

Social marketing is a practice-oriented discipline (Dahl, 2010; Truong, 2014), which
continues to be reflected through a balanced mix of academics and practitioners who
routinely attend conferences. Attendees represent multiple disciplines, with public health
typically being the dominant focus. However, the 2019 conference saw a notable increase
from previous years, specifically in environmentally focused themes (Veríssimo, 2020).
Fostering disciplinary diversity within the field of social marketing is increasingly
important due to the complexity of social and environmental challenges. Indeed, the wicked
problems (Churchman, 1967) of today require a multidisciplinary approach into tomorrow.

In addition to examining the conferences’ locations, attendance and presentations at
these conferences are further important aspects of diversity. A review of conference
abstracts provides valuable insights into attendees and presenters. For example, after the
2015 conference, Gordon et al. (2016) noted that keynote presentations at social marketing
conferences were “invariably offered by white, middle-aged males from countries and/or
regions such as the UK, Europe, the US, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand” (p. 1068),
though they acknowledged changes were starting to become evident. While diversity
initiatives implemented within the subsequent global conferences have supported more
Global South attendees and speakers, Veríssimo’s (2020) thematic analysis of accepted
papers from the 2019 WSMC revealed a western geographic focus in terms of both
presenters and content. The same analysis (Veríssimo, 2020) highlighted the fact that two of
the seven papers published in theWMSC19 special issue of Social Marketing Quarterlywere
from Global South countries (Jordan and South Africa).

3.3 Education and training
Formal academic coursework and degree programmes are an important indicator of the
status of a discipline (Kelly, 2009, 2013; Truong et al., 2014; White, 2018). For any given field
of study, being taught regularly at major accredited universities is one means of conferring
legitimacy (Andreasen, 2002; Lee, 2020). Beyond university settings, ongoing professional
development opportunities must also be available to bolster a field and support
practitioners.

Further, the availability of specialised social marketing education and training can serve
as another proxy for epistemological diversity within the discipline. While formal academic
coursework and professional development opportunities in social marketing have been
available for decades now, these offerings are not distributed equally across the world
(Kelly, 2009, 2013), limiting individuals’ exposure to the discipline. Hence, the need to
explicitly considerwhere and how social marketing is taught.

Formal academic training in social marketing is offered at institutions throughout the
world. Previous research (Kelly, 2009, 2013) examined worldwide academic course offerings
and found that there did not appear to be significant growth between 2009 and 2013 in terms
of the number of universities offering social marketing courses (defined as including at least
50% of the content specifically focused on social marketing). However, follow-up research
(Foote, 2022; Foote and Kelly, 2022) has provided new insights as to the current state of
social marketing education and training. A comprehensive listing has been developed
(iSMA, n.d.) that includes:
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� academic courses that focus primarily upon social marketing;
� academic courses that include social marketing as a component; and
� professional development training opportunities, such as single- or multi-day

workshops.

Table 2 provides a summary of the geographic distribution of educational institutions
housing formal academic courses (a), as well as entities that offer professional development
training (b).

Table 2 reveals a trend of social marketing academic programming and professional
development opportunities increasing from 2012–2022 (Foote, 2022; Foote and Kelly, 2022).
However, opportunities to study social marketing are still very limited in Global South
countries. This reveals a striking disparity between North and South, and has far-reaching
consequences for the field of social marketing, as this barrier to access formal academic
training undoubtedly limits the diversity of the field. Indeed, many individuals from the
Global South wishing to study social marketing in a university setting find themselves
having to relocate to Global North countries.

Advances are nevertheless occurring in this area, as opportunities for professional
training have expanded in recent years, particularly within online settings. This positive
trend was already underway, but has accelerated due to the COVID-19 pandemic. In 2020,
iSMA developed an annual 12-week online course, “Introduction to Social Marketing”, which
offers a professional certificate of completion. A limitation of this course is that it is available
only in English. The Pan American Health Organisation (PAHO), however, debuted an
online course in 2021 that is presented in English but includes a Spanish language
translation. The Latin American Social Marketing Association (LAMSO) is developing its
own online training, to be offered entirely in Spanish, as opposed to being translated from
English. Such professional development online offerings are undeniably a step in the right
direction towards making social marketing training more accessible to individuals in Global
South countries.

3.4 Research and publications
Examining the current landscape of social marketing, scholarly research provides another
indicator of the field’s diversity. Table 2 also presents a geographically organised summary
of social marketing research published in academic journals (c and d) and carried out by
degree-seeking graduate students (e and f). However, this does not represent an exhaustive
summary of research to date but is based on a review of research (Truong, 2014) and
comprehensive reviews of social marketing master’s (Truong and Dietrich, 2018) and
doctoral degrees (Truong et al., 2014).

First, we look at social marketing research conducted between 1998 and 2012, as
presented in Truong’s (2014) systematic review, and reorganise it by location of the primary
author and by the academic institution (adapted from Truong’s Tables 1 and 2,
respectively), using an overarching Global North and South categorisation scheme. As a
shorthand, “Global North” countries include those in North America, Europe and several
from the Asia and Pacific region (Australia, Azerbaijan, Japan, Kazakhstan, Republic of
Korea, New Zealand, Singapore and Taiwan). “Global South” countries include the
remainder from the Asia and Pacific region, and those from Africa, Latin America and the
Middle East. These designations derive from the International Telecommunications Union’s
(ITC) regional classification in partnership with the United Nations (ITC, n.d.). The resulting
summaries (Table 2, entry d) show a skewed geographic distribution, with the entirety of
publications arising from Global North institutions: 83.2% from North America and the
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Global North Global South

Social marketing research
and education context Region % worldwide Region % worldwide

a. Academic institutions
offering social marketing
coursework (Foote and
Kelly, 2022)

North America
(n = 37)

52.9 Africa (n = 2) 2.9

Asia Pacific,
North (n = 8)

11.4 Asia Pacific,
South (n = 0)

0.0

Europe (n = 18) 25.7 Middle East
(n = 2)

2.9

Latin America
and the
Caribbean (n = 3)

4.3

Total percentage,
worldwide:

90.0 10.0

b. Entities offering
professional development
opportunities* (Foote, 2022)

North America
(n = 18)

62.1 Africa (n = 1) 3.4

Asia Pacific,
North (Australia)
(n = 1)

3.4 Asia Pacific,
South (n = 0)

0.0

Europe (n = 7) 24.1 Middle East
(n = 0)

0.0

Latin America
and the
Caribbean (n = 2)

6.9

Total percentage,
worldwide:

89.7 10.3

c. Social marketing research
contributions by geographic
location of primary author,
1998–2012 (Truong, 2014)

North America
(n = 2,049)

62.0 Africa (n = 313) 9.5

Asia Pacific,
North (Australia
and New
Zealand)
(n = 125)**

6.5 Asia Pacific,
South (India and
China) (n = 70)**

2.2

Europe (n = 538) 16.3 Middle East 0.0
Latin America
and the
Caribbean

0.0

Total percentage,
worldwide:

84.8 11.7

d. Social marketing
research contributions by
location of academic
institutions (of those
contributing at least 10
research instances), 1998–
2012 (adapted from Table 2,
Truong, 2014)

North America
(n = 252)

83.2 Africa 0.0

Asia Pacific,
North

0.0 Asia Pacific,
South

0.0

Europe (n = 51) 16.8 Middle East 0.0
Latin America
and the
Caribbean

0.0

Total percentage,
worldwide:

100.0 0.0
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remaining 16.8% from Europe, and the vast majority of those having been carried out by
researchers from the Global North (62% from the USA and Canada and 16.3% from
Europe).

A similar pattern emerges when examining the distribution of academic institutions that
have supported graduate work focused on social marketing. A review of master’s theses
completed between 1971 and 2015 yielded a total of 266 theses, with 60% originating from
North American academic institutions (Truong and Dietrich, 2018). While academic
institutions from eight Global South countries (South Africa, Kenya, Ghana, Tanzania,
China, India, Thailand and Lebanon) produced master’s theses on social marketing topics,
these collectively represent only 17.8% of the total. The situation for doctoral research in
social marketing is even more stark: 93 doctoral dissertations were produced between 1971
and 2013; no dissertations originating from Global South academic institutions were found
during this timeframe (Truong et al., 2014).

Global North Global South

Social marketing research
and education context Region % worldwide Region % worldwide

e. Master’s theses by
academic institution
location, 1971–2015
(adapted from Table 1,
Truong and Dietrich, 2018)

North America
(n = 156)

58.6 Africa (n = 28) 10.5

Asia Pacific,
North (Japan,
Aus, NZ) (n = 12)

4.5 Asia Pacific,
South (China,
India, Thailand,
Lebanon) (n = 22)

8.3

Europe (n = 48) 18.0 Middle East 0.0
Latin America
and the
Caribbean

0.0

Total percentage,
worldwide:

81.2 18.8

f. Doctoral dissertations by
academic institution
location, 1971–2013
(adapted from Table 1,
Truong et al., 2014)

North America
(n = 61)

65.6 Africa 0.0

Asia Pacific,
North (Australia)
(n = 5)

5.4 Asia Pacific,
South

0.0

Europe (n = 27) 29.0 Middle East 0.0
Latin America
and the
Caribbean

0.0

Total percentage,
worldwide:

100.0 0.0

Notes: This table describes the geographic characterisation of social marketing research, publications,
education and training, adapted from Tables 1 and 2 in Truong (2014), Table 1 in Truong and Dietrich
(2018) and new research (Foote, 2022; Foote and Kelly, 2022) updating and expanding (Kelly, 2013). *Many
of the entities included in this summary offer online programming available worldwide. Geographic location was
determined by the entity’s physical headquarters; two additional entities (iSMA and WSMC) have been excluded
from the numeric calculation because they are not associated with a particular geographic region. **The remaining
3.5 of the Asia-Pacific worldwide total were not classifiable as North or SouthTable 2.
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Taken at face value, these patterns would suggest that the discipline of social marketing
is dominated by Anglo-Saxon and western institutions and individuals from the Global
North. However, this may be an artifact of the western-oriented and English-language
publication bias that exists in academia (Gordon et al., 2016), which perpetuates the “false
perception that social marketing practice is less prevalent in the non-Western world”
(Deshpande, 2019, p. 236). Further, the academic publishing landscape in general features
fewer publications by practitioners, who face their own set of challenges inhibiting
publication (Akbar et al., 2021a; Deshpande, 2019; Mlinari�c et al., 2017), regardless of
location. Finally, many of the factors linked to these publication biases are also bound up in
systemic issues tied to global inequities such as access to resources and training (Davies
et al., 2021).

3.5 Social marketing in practice: who, what and where?
If a tree falls in a forest and no one is there to hear it, does it make a sound?

Borrowing from this familiar thought experiment, one may ask, if someone is carrying
out social marketing, but does not attend the global conference or publish their work, will they
be “seen”? Most probably, the answer is a resounding “no”. Therefore, the fifth aspect of
social marketing that we examine using the epistemological diversity lens is how social
marketing is practiced and by whom.

The preceding sections reveal that the academic publishing environment is skewed
towards the Global North and is overrepresented in professional association membership as
well as conference attendance and presentations. There is also a significant proportion of
non-publishing social marketing practitioners (Deshpande, 2019), many of whom work and
reside in the Global South (White, 2018), a trend reaffirming that social marketing in practice
emerged in the 1960s in the Global South. This is associated with the family planning
initiatives in India, followed by other public health initiatives in Africa and Southeast Asia
(French, 2015; Gordon et al., 2016; Lefebvre, 2011).

Applications of social marketing in the Global South can be considered one of “two
independent tracks” (Lefebvre, 2011, p. 54) in the history of the discipline, recognising that social
marketing is conceptualised and practiced differently in different places (Mazzon and Carvalho,
2017; White, 2018). This is fundamental to the call for expanding social marketing using
epistemological diversity. This approach will acknowledge individuals and organisations whose
stories have been overlooked by many of the dominant narratives, and elevate and amplify their
worldviews and value systems as equally valid andmost appropriate in their own contexts.

There are two ways in which social marketing occurs in the Global South: first, in the form
of initiatives that originate in Global North countries that are funded by large international
agencies such as US Agency for International Development (USAID) and the World Bank
(Basil et al., 2019; White, 2018). These are the efforts that are typically shared in the peer-
reviewed literature, at conferences and as case studies in textbooks. They are also the efforts
most subject to criticisms related to power dynamics and audience orientation (Deshpande,
2019), with lingering accounts of external funding agencies and foreign social change agents
pushing agendas that represent their own interests and priorities rather than those of the
beneficiary communities (Aya Pastrana et al., 2022). Further, while participatory approaches
and co-design methodologies have been increasingly championed and implemented in recent
years (Bowie et al., 2020; Caballero et al., 2010; Knox et al., 2020; McKercher, 2020; Rundle-
Thiele et al., 2021; Sherring, 2021), in many instances, social marketing in the Global South is
still carried out in a top-down, colonial manner, as is the case with many other disciplines
(Armenteras, 2021; de Vos, 2020), and in some circumstances, has even been called “pseudo-
participatory” (Cooke andKothari, 2001; Tadajewski et al., 2014).
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The other form of social marketing occurring in Global South countries originates
directly in the regions themselves, “created by local talent with little control or aid from
Western experts” (Smith, 2009, p. 322). These efforts are rarely documented or
published or are documented or published in languages other than English. As a result,
they are less known beyond their settings. Additionally, it is clear that many social
change initiatives have not been formally labelled as social marketing, despite meeting
criteria consistent with social marketing frameworks, theories and models (Aya
Pastrana et al., 2020). Finally, public–private partnerships (PPPs) are more common in
social marketing efforts originating in the Global South, which has further driven
innovation. An example of this partnership is the growing interest of corporate social
responsibility departments of national and multinational companies to develop social
projects in collaboration with governmental bodies.

4. Looking ahead: social marketing’s next 50years
In this viewpoint, we elevated the status of epistemological diversity in social
marketing by examining five elements that serve as potential indicators: professional
associations, global conferences, education and training opportunities, research
and publications, and practice. Our desk review demonstrates that Global South ideas
and individuals are underrepresented in social marketing. Nonetheless, efforts to
increase diversity over time have been made, especially in the availability of
training opportunities and participation in international conferences. Additionally,
underrepresentation of gender and geographical diversity in the authorship of
publications, the composition of editorial boards and conference attendance is not
exclusive to social marketing. Other disciplines, particularly those which social
marketing interrelate with, such as global health (Clark and Horton, 2019; Dimitris
et al., 2021), conservation (Bennett, 2018; Bennett et al., 2021; Mammides et al., 2016),
climate science (Tandon, 2021) and STEM (Cech and Waidzunas, 2021), are dominated
by Global North voices. Previous studies indicate that underrepresentation of Global
South researchers is associated with lack of research skills, language barriers for non-
English speakers and limitations to access to international research networks, funds
and travel grants (Amarante et al., 2021). From our experience, these barriers are also
present in social marketing.

We acknowledge that embracing southern epistemologies in mainstream social
marketing can be problematic and challenging (Raciti, 2021). Epistemologies of the south
often have a political nature that expresses political struggles against capitalism and the
defence of lands in indigenous contexts (Escobar, 2018; Rosa, 2014). These ideas may not be
compatible with social marketing, given that the discipline tends to suppress the discussion
around “power and how it is wielded” (Gordon, 2019; p. 91). Thus, it is not a surprise that
some Southern scholars and practitioners – particularly in Latin America – have remained
hesitant to adopt social marketing over time; they see the discipline as an imported
framework disseminating messages to persuade, not to educate and empower (Gumucio-
Dragon, 2011).

The lack of readily available data, along with the overlapping and invisible nature of the
dimensions of diversity considered in this viewpoint, shows that it is challenging to
exhaustively characterise diversity in any discipline, including social marketing.
Nonetheless, this examination of the selected aspects of epistemological diversity reveals
useful regional (North and South) distinctions. While addressing epistemological diversity
in the global expansion of social marketing is complex, the proposed framework offers a
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Social marketing
context Strategies and solutions

Associations When forming new associations, ensure that local needs and sensitivities are centred and
prioritised

Continue to offer reduced membership fees for people in low- and middle-income countries
(Kassirer et al., 2019)

Foster the creation of new regional associations while allowing for strategic, measured and
locally driven approaches to ensure appropriate structures and governance mechanisms

Create open access resource libraries for association members

Expand the scope and focus of the current mentorship program to prioritise diversity
dimensions and include skill-building (such as academic publishing and conference
presentations)

“Build capacity in non-Western contexts by empowering people to run events, fund
projects, and canvass and share their ideas” (Gordon et al., 2016, p. 1069)

Where appropriate, consider establishing flexible, autonomous membership structures (e.g., the
existing examples in Japan and New Zealand) to supplement the federationmodel and ensure
that geopolitical sensitivities do not replicate north-south power and resource disparities at
regional and local levels

Foster cross-regional collaborations (e.g., this viewpoint resulted from several of the co-
authors meeting at the 2019 WMSC)

Communications committees can feature and amplify diverse voices through newsletters,
opinion pieces, translations of regionally developed materials and ensure that the listserve
is more visible and accessible

Conferences Reduce the ethnocentric appearance of the discipline (Gordon et al., 2016) by offering more
conferences in Global South countries and ensuring that presentation content is not
overrepresented by Anglo-Saxon and western authors (Veríssimo, 2020)

Generate agreements with organisers and sponsors to provide registration and travel
scholarships for participants from the Global South; support JEDI (Justice, Equity,
Diversity and Inclusion) scholarships to incorporate multiple dimensions of diversity

Maintain the opportunity for virtual participation that emerged from the COVID-19
pandemic (Veríssimo, 2020); embrace a “hybrid”model to allow for both in-person and live-
streaming of conference proceedings

Ensure representation of multiple dimensions of diversity in all forms of presentations and
“feature a broader range of keynote speakers – including non-white, non-male and non-
Western speakers” (Gordon et al., 2016, p. 1069)

Continue to incorporate free academic writing workshops at conferences (Gordon et al.,
2016; Zainuddin and Jones, 2016); expand these to occur before the global conference and
include support of presentation and abstract development, particularly for practitioners
and non-western, non-native English speakers

Replicate and contextualise learnings and experiences acquired in international
conferences to local academics and practitioners who had no opportunity to travel abroad,
especially those who live in the Global South, through face-to-face or remote meetings

Create more opportunities at theWSMC to highlight and amplify the work and perspectives of
Global South participants (such as dedicated panels, sessions, plenaries, etc.)

Education and
training

Increase formal academic coursework (Akbar et al., 2021b; Foote and Kelly, 2022; Kassirer
et al., 2019; Lee, 2020) and other professional development opportunities available in Global
South countries
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Social marketing
context Strategies and solutions

Provide scholarships and/or fee waivers for iSMA’s professional development courses for
Global South scholars and practitioners

Increase natively developed training opportunities available in multiple languages; foster
transcreation (versus simply translation) of existing educational and curricular materials

Elevate a focus on pedagogy to consider how social marketing is taught (White, 2018);
develop context-specific and culturally relevant training programs and materials for
Global South countries that integrate global social justice themes (Sultana, 2019)

Foster collaborations between formally trained social marketers in the Global North and
experienced social marketers in Global South countries, and facilitate two-way knowledge
exchanges and recognise learnings from colleagues in the Global South

Postgraduate students from the Global South: after completing formal academic studies,
bring the knowledge back and contextualise it appropriately for the country of origin.
Knowledge acquired in the Global North can be replicated with locals using their native
languages while also sharing knowledge systems from the Global South with those in the
Global North

Incorporate interculturality (Parncutt and Koegeler-Abdi, 2013) and cultural safety
(Mkandawire-Valhmu, 2018) in the repertory of theoretical approaches of social marketers
working with audiences with culturally diverse background, including Indigenous peoples,
immigrants, and refugees

Research and
publication

Establish academic networks to create support systems across institutions (e.g., “New
Zealand Academics in Social Marketing” is a collective formed in 2017 that can serve as a
model)

Journal editorial boards: Encourage submission of practitioner publications and case
studies; consider open-access fee waivers for practitioners and others with fewer
institutional resources

Improve and reform academic reward systems by promoting inclusive metrics of success
and impact (Davies et al., 2021)

Conduct primary research in Global South settings to gain an understanding of the
magnitude and complexity of “social marketing” practice in contexts

Engage in and support cross-border research collaborations to promote the
internationalisation of social marketing research (Truong et al., 2015)

Consider alternative ways to ask for participant informed consent when investigating in
contexts with cultural diversity. For example, gaining genuine consent from Indigenous
participants may involve culturally appropriate protocols/methods for consent (Frisancho
Hidalgo et al., 2015)

Conduct literature and systematic reviews that lead to understanding the current status of
social marketing in the Global South, considering publications and journals in native
languages spoken in Africa, Asia and Latin America

Support ethical publishing models (Veríssimo et al., 2020), e.g., ensuring reasonable and
transparent publication fees and promoting open access

Adopt equity-based “authorship”models for research publications (Cooke et al., 2021;
Liboiron et al., 2017; McNutt et al., 2018) as well as supporting the shift from “authorship”
to “contributions” via the CrediT model (Allen et al., 2019)

Practice Foster genuine participatory and co-design practices (Bowie et al., 2020; Kubacki et al.,
2020; McKercher, 2020; Rundle-Thiele et al., 2021; Sherring, 2021)

(continued )Table 3.
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structure for addressing some of the barriers that impede the discipline’s growth beyond
visible dimensions of diversity.

As we look ahead to the future of social marketing, we identify a number of concrete
recommendations to foster diversity across multiple dimensions of diversity, building upon
past and present scholarship. Table 3 outlines our recommendations, summarised by the
specific social marketing contexts focused on in this viewpoint (associations, conferences,
education and training, research and publication, and practice). These recommendations are
designed for a wide range of audiences from academics to practitioners, at all career stages
and levels of leadership, and in varying professional settings (organisations, agencies, firms,
funders, etc.). The proposed strategies and solutions broadly align with multiple rationales
for addressing and increasing diversity, proposing changes in attitudes, approaches,
structures and systems. Finally, we recognise that some of our recommendations are more

Social marketing
context Strategies and solutions

Acknowledge the role of politics, religion and external forces that disproportionately affect
social marketing practice in the Global South and influence how “social change” is defined

Increase visibility of “hidden” social marketing efforts through academic–practitioner
partnerships and the chronicling and publication of successes (White, 2018) as well as
“failures” (Akbar et al., 2021; Cook et al., 2020, 2021)

Increase the use of the label “social marketing” to describe efforts that meet the criteria for social
marketing practice (Deshpande, 2019; Kassirer et al., 2019; Lee, 2020) as outlined by iSMA
(International Social Marketing Association, 2017)

Continue to “widen the tent” through the inclusion of multiple disciplines (health,
environment, etc.) as well as adjacent and overlapping social change sub-disciplines (social
psychology, design thinking, health communication, behavioural economics, intervention
science, community-based health, etc.)

“Decolonise” Global North-oriented funding models and practices that perpetuate an
imbalance of power and resources between Global North and South countries; address
structural factors that promote inequity; and involve in-country scientists and researchers
in decisions around funding that affects their region (Erondu et al., 2021)

Actively discourage “parachute science”, the practice where researchers from Global North
countries conduct research within Global South countries while failing to sufficiently
engage and involve individuals and organisations from those countries, and then complete
the research process in their home countries without communicating with representatives
of the countries where the research was carried out (Stefanoudis et al., 2021)

If conducting research or social marketing interventions in a country with a different
language, take steps to learn the local language before engaging with stakeholders and
partners or visiting the location

Encourage the use of ethnography in formative research to gain a deep understanding of
behaviour (Brennan et al., 2015; Kariippanon et al., 2020) and continue to develop and adopt
novel research methods (e.g., customer journey mapping, Cateriano-Arévalo et al., 2021)

Widen the repertory of social marketing approaches, techniques and tools in the Global
North by incorporating those from the Global South

Continue testing theory and practice of “traditional” social marketing approaches that have
been proven to be effective in some Global South contexts, such as the 4Ps (Schmidtke
et al., 2021), macro-marketing (Bastos et al., 2021), socio-cultural approaches (Martam,
2016) and others, while explicitly identifying where such approaches may need to be
adapted or deemed inappropriate for the specific context (Nyundo et al., 2021) Table 3.
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easily actualised than others, and we propose that future efforts examine and address the
many barriers associated with these specific strategies.

5. Conclusion
The social marketing community has made significant efforts to address and advocate for
many of the issues raised and discussed in this viewpoint. A framework for analysing
epistemological diversity in the discipline of social marketing is presented. Using this
framework, we highlight significant disparities in five key aspects of the social marketing
discipline: professional associations, global conferences, education and training
opportunities, research and publication, and practice.

Many of these inequities are systemic in nature, and certainly not unique to social
marketing. Social marketing, by its very definition, is a socially conscious discipline and
community of practice, and we are proud to consider ourselves part of it. As academics and
practitioners of social marketing, we have an inherent responsibility to push the boundaries
of this discipline to ensure that it is accessible and equitable. Any discussions around
“inclusivity” should recognise the diverse ways in which social marketing is already being
practiced around the world. We hope that by sharing these thoughts and recommendations,
we can advance and broaden the discussion around social marketing’s ongoing expansion
as a discipline well poised to tackle the complex social challenges that lie ahead.
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