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Abstract 

The world of marketing and mass media is a rapidly changing 

one.  Today, television is still king when it comes to spreading a 

message.  However, that kingdom is dwindling.  New 

technologies are changing the way people consume and, now, 

produce media.  Those changes are also affecting the way people 

interact with each other and with organizations.  As these 

changes continue to shape our lives and markets, organizations 

will no longer be able to rely on a one-way stream of information 

going to their stakeholders with a carefully crafted message.  

The future of media is, instead, a back and forth between 

participants in a massive, public conversation.  Using tools and 

concepts from the environmental sustainability movement, this 

paper looks at the ways that new media and social technologies 

can be embraced by organizations to perform their marketing 

and public relations in a sustainable manner. 
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My Story 

When I decided to return to school to finish the bachelor's 

degree I had begun over a decade ago, the course catalog at my 

local community college didn't exactly excite me.  As I browsed 

over the accounting, business, and sociology classes available to 

me, I decided to give a class called "Digital Storytelling" a try.  I 

had no idea what the title meant, but it sounded more 

interesting to me than the economics class I was being required 

to take.  Ironically, I had no idea that it would be a combination 

of that class and economic theory that would lead me to the 

work in the following pages.   

 

It was in that class on digital storytelling that I was introduced to 

podcasting and new media.  My spirit was captured by the 

possibility that I could produce and publish anything from radio-

style programs to my own television show--not to mention reach 

an audience all over the world--with tools that were readily 

available, easy to use, and often free.  While I struggled for 

quite some time to connect the correct terminology with what I 

was feeling, I immediately knew that these tools would be 

powerful ones in the world of marketing and public relations. 

 Thus, I did the most logical thing one can do when one finds a 
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new passion--I quit my job and started my own business offering 

new media production and consulting services to organizations. 

 My fledgling company was successful in quickly landing a couple 

of clients.  However, most organizations that I pitched my ideas 

to looked at me as if I were from Mars.  Why on earth would 

they invest in what appeared to them to be amateur marketing?  

While I was long on passion, I lacked a theoretical foundation to 

support my new ideas about media and marketing.  However, 

this void would soon be filled.    

 

As this passion for the promises of new media was growing in 

me, I was also reading what I thought to be an unrelated book 

on economics.  Bill McKibben's Deep Economy presented to me 

an option for thinking about economic systems that I had 

previously thought impossible.  McKibben's challenges to the 

economic status quo helped me to realize that what was being 

taught as unchangeable economic facts of life in those 

community college classes were anything but unchangeable.  I 

also quickly realized that, not only was the same dynamism 

possible for communications and media as in economics, but that 

the two systems, if left unchanged, were both on the verge of a 
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collision with the same changing world for some of the same 

reasons. 

 

As if a cartoon compact fluorescent light bulb turned on above 

my head, I instantly began to relate McKibben’s arguments 

against the idea of unlimited economic growth, in support of 

local economies, and suggesting a more sustainable approach to 

economics to the world of mass media and mass marketing.1  As 

McKibben talked about the pending environmental peril that our 

economic policies and practices were causing, I began to see 

that the way businesses and organizations have applied those 

free market economics principles to their production and 

manufacturing processes are the same ways they have applied 

them to their media and marketing processes.  Furthermore, I 

began to realize that, as is the case with physical pollution, our 

media environment was becoming polluted.  It became clearer 

and clearer to me that businesses and organizations were taking 

                                                
1 Bill McKibben, Deep Economy: The Wealth of Communities and the Durable 
Future (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2007), 5-45. The crux of 
McKibben’s argument throughout the book is that an economic system based 
upon unlimited growth not only contributes to the degradation of both society and 
the environment, but is ultimately unsustainable.  By highlighting localized 
economies that seem to contradict traditional, capitalist notions of economic 
success through growth, McKibben argues that an economy that seeks not 
unlimited growth, but improved quality of life offers what he refers to in the title 
as a more “durable” solution to the organization of economic activity. 
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more and more extreme measures to demand my attention for 

their products and messages.  Those extreme measures, 

whether they be a television spokesperson that shouts at me 

about the next, greatest miracle cleaner2 or highly sexualized 

images of naked bodies that are designed to sell me, of all 

things, clothing3, were not only interrupting my daily life, but, 

over time, were reducing my quality of life.  These marketing 

messages began to feel much like polluted air or dirty drinking 

water – like pollutants that hindered my quality of life.   

 

This led me to examine the world of marketing and public 

relations in light of environmental sustainability.  What would it 

mean to marketing and public relations if some of the same 

principals that are being applied to the idea of environmental 

sustainability were applied to marketing?  What role could new 

media and social technologies play in marketing sustainability?  

Are new technologies offering organizations a new way to 

communicate with the public that is more sustainable?  As for 

our environmental crises, we may still be a long way from 

reversing our harmful actions toward a sustainable future.  In 

                                                
2 For an example of this type of advertising, see 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-dvzgLXa-dI&feature=related 
3 For an example of this type of advertising, see 
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/03/12/business/media/12adco.html?ref=health 
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the world of marketing and public relations, on the other hand, 

advances in technology are helping me see signs of a turn-

around.  

 

The Polar Ice Caps Are Melting and 

I No Longer Watch TV 

It’s hard to deny that we live in a world of rapid changes.  Some 

of those changes are exciting and some terrifying.  Some 

changes we can hopefully avoid, and others are coming no 

matter what.   

 

Climate change is definitely one of the changes that is on most 

people’s mind these days.  The threat of catastrophic climate 

change is one that is both terrifying and, hopefully, avoidable.  

The current frequency of and urgency surrounding the discussion 

of sustainability is largely a reaction to the very real threat 

global warming poses to our planet.  As citizens of the world, 

organizations have joined in this discussion of sustainability.  

Because they now realize that their long-term viability is linked 

to the health of the planet, more and more organizations of all 

types are working to find ways of operating and being that are 

more sustainable.  This, of course, means a lot of changes for 
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organizations that were previously only concerned with lowering 

costs and maximizing efficiency. 

 

On a more exciting note, our world is going through other 

changes that some have likened to the changes that occurred 

during the industrial revolution.  The worlds of mass media and 

mass markets are, if not disappearing, quickly losing their 

monopoly on how people receive and share their information and 

do business.  It may be hard for organizations to recognize at 

this moment in history, but mass media’s loss of monopoly over 

people’s attention signals a dramatic shift in the marketing 

environment.4   

 

Newspapers are a good example of the diminishing effectiveness 

of mass media in America.  While there is certainly room for 

debate as to the many complex causes of newspapers’ struggles, 

it is easy to imagine that, from the Chicago Tribune to my own 

                                                
4 Yochai Benkler, The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms 
Markets and Freedom (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2006), 361. 
Regarding a Stanford Institute for the Quantitative Study of Society report on 
internet and society, Benkler cited the report as describing changes in television 
consumption among internet users as follows: “Forty-seven percent of those 
surveyed said that they watched less television than they used to, and that number 
reached 65 percent for heavy users and 27 percent for light users.”  In light of the 
increasing ubiquity of the internet, these numbers indicate a serious decline in 
television’s market share for the public’s attention. 
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town’s Seattle Post-Intelligencer, this bastion of mass media 

might very well be the “canary in the coal mine of 

communications.”  No matter how complex the problems facing 

mass media are, what is clear is that they no longer have a 

monopoly on how people get their news and entertainment.  

From online newspapers, to blogs, podcasts, Wikipedia, and so 

on, the landscape of information and communications is rapidly 

changing.   

 

These new media outlets that are emerging online are providing 

people with more than just news and entertainment.  More and 

more, new technologies are emerging online that allow people 

to, not only receive information, but connect with each other in 

ways that have never been imagined.5  People are using those 

new tools to do everything from research the next car they plan 

to purchase to share pictures of their Labrador retriever to 

organize political movements.  While the ways people are using 

these new tools vary widely, the common thread is that people 

                                                
5 Clay Shirky, Here Comes Everybody: The Power of Organizing Without 
Organizations (New York: Penguin Press, 2008), 171. When describing the 
power inherent in the sudden ability the internet provides ordinary people to 
publish their ideas, thoughts, etc., Shirky says, “To speak online is to publish, and 
to publish online is to connect with others. With the arrival of globally accessible 
publishing, freedom of speech is now freedom of the press, and freedom of the 
press is freedom of assembly.”  
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are using them to connect with each other.  The fact that people 

are increasingly mixing their personal online pursuits (chatting, 

finding dates, watching videos, etc.) with their business lives 

(purchasing goods, researching purchases, spreading good and 

bad word-of-mouth, etc.) is forming what the authors of The 

Cluetrain Manifesto call the “networked market.”6 

 

So, You Make Your Own Videos…So What? 

“New media” and “social technologies” seem to be the buzzwords 

of the moment when it comes to marketing.  Everyone from 

corporations to non-profits want to create “viral” videos or 

“leverage the power of social networks.”  In the majority of 

instances, the forays into the world of new media and social 

technologies by the folks in traditional marketing seem to treat 

these new tools simply as new vehicles for old messages or 

opportunities to manipulate ordinary people into spreading their 

message.  These marketers are missing the point and their 

results are showing it. 

 

                                                
6 Rick Levine, Christopher Locke, Doc Searls, and David Wineberger, The 
Cluetrain Manifesto: The End of Business as Usual (New York: De Capo Press, 
2001) 82-84.  Throughout the book, the authors refer to “networked markets” in 
reference to the way the internet acts as both a connector between and a place for 
all types of human interaction, including economic interaction.  This idea of 
internet-as-place is key in distinguishing from the idea of internet-as-tool. 
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Recently, an opinion piece ran on the Wall Street Journal’s 

website called “Marketing in the World of the Web”.  In it, the 

authors not only point out the way companies are clamoring to 

take advantage of the new social technology sphere, but they 

rightly point out that those companies haven’t a clue about how 

to effectively operate in that space.  They say that to properly 

reach people in the social network space, “A very different set of 

tools, concepts and practices is needed.”7  In order to develop those 

tools, a better, more elemental understanding of new media and 

social technologies is necessary. 

 

It is probably best to go no further until I have defined what I mean by 

“new media” and “social technologies”.  As overused as these two 

terms are at the moment, they lack a really solid definition.  Different 

people use them to mean many different things.  Some people use 

them interchangeably and others, as Joseph Jaffe points out in Join 

the Conversation, use a hybrid of the terms in order to combine 

them – “social media”.8  

                                                
7 Tom Hayes and Michael S. Malone, “Marketing in the World of the Web,” Wall 
Street Journal, November 29, 2008, 
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB12279231006045901.html (accessed January 17, 
2009). 
8 Joseph Jaffe, Join the Conversation: How to Engage Marketing-Weary 
Consumers with the Power of Community, Dialogue, and Partnership (Hoboken, 
NJ:  John Wiley & Sons, 2007) 7. 
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When I use the terms “social technologies” and “new media”, I treat 

them as separate phenomena.  In my use, the term “new media” 

refers to any form of expression created and distributed digitally over 

the internet.  New media can be blogs, podcasts, online video, 

mashups, remixes, etc.   

 

I use the term “social technology” to refer to any internet-based 

technology that facilitates group formation, conversation, and sharing 

of ideas, information and media.  Examples of social technologies 

can include social networks like MySpace and Facebook, blogs that 

allow comments, microblogs such as Twitter and Plurk, online 

discussion forums, social bookmarking sites such as Digg.com and 

Reddit.com, online video conferencing services like ooVoo, and so 

on.   

 

Unlike those that use the term “social media” to describe both new 

media and social technologies, I find this use of the combined term 

to be highly problematic.  I don’t believe media can be social in 

nature.  Media, especially in the context of the internet, refers to the 

content produced (blog, website, podcast, etc.) not what that 

content does.  Technologies, on the other hand, can be social.  

Technologies become social when their architecture facilitates social 
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interaction between people.  The confusion often lies in the fact that 

most social technologies are centered around new media.  Often 

times, the two seem intertwined.  For example, I consider a blog 

post to be new media.  However, the architecture of the webiste 

hosting that blog that allows for readers to post comments onto the 

site is a social technology.  

 

While there is certainly room for discussion as to the quality of the 

social interactions online, the validity of classifying certain types of 

websites as “social”, or what makes for “real” community, what I am 

concerned about here is just that people are using these new tools.  

And those people are not just kids.  As data collected by Forrester 

Research shows, in 2008, the number of internet users between the 

ages of 45-54 who were reading blogs, listening to podcasts, etc. 

rose to 68%.9  In Josh Bernoff of Forrester Research’s own words, 

“social technology is about to become a universal phenomenon.”10 

  

There is nothing intrinsically magical or mystical about the ability 

of ordinary people to create their own content online that would 

                                                
9 Josh Bernoff, “New 2008 Technographics data reveals rapid growth in 
adoption.” Forrester Research Groundswell Blog, entry posted October 20, 2008, 
http://blogs.forrester.com/groundswell/2008/10/new-2008-social.html (accessed 
November 28, 2008). 
10 Ibid. 
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necessarily render traditional mass marketing techniques 

obsolete or even make for good marketing copy.  Ordinary 

people have been creating content since time began.  So why 

should mass media, and thus mass marketing, fear losing 

precious market share to new media?  One of the main reasons 

is that, as opposed to traditional, mass media, new media serves 

to connect people with each other.  Joseph Jaffe says it best 

when he says, “There is a world of difference between media and 

new media.  Whereas the former continue to push the 

boundaries of solitary confinement, the latter shrink and flatten 

the world and make it a global village inhabited by myriad i-

individuals who function as a coherent and like-minded 

community.11”  It is for this reason that sites like Facebook and 

MySpace have become so popular. 

 

The current, internet-savvy generation, however, didn’t invent 

new media.  Cave paintings were probably the first type of new 

media followed by every innovation in creativity until the printing 

press separated the act of publishing from the act of creation.   

The invention of the printing press introduced the world to mass 

media.  Suddenly, books were able to be produced and 

                                                
11 Ibid., 36. 
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reproduced at unheard of rates.  Ultimately, this new technology 

served to increase literacy throughout the world.  However, it 

also served to create two new classes of media producer—the 

professional and the amateur.12   

 

Before, if a person had the proper skills to write a book or a 

pamphlet, that person was just as able to produce and distribute 

that work as anyone else.  After Gutenberg’s invention, however, 

literary skill was no longer the only barrier to entry to the 

publishing world.  Instead, if one wished to publish a manuscript 

and properly distribute it, one suddenly needed access to a 

printing press.  Of course, this new professional class of creators 

didn’t fully develop and become a separate class overnight.  

However, you need only to look our current culture of 

professional popular musicians to see this separation in its fullest 

form.   

 

Until recently, we, in the United States at least, have tended to 

see only those musicians with recording contracts from record 

labels as true professionals.  For the most part, those are the 

only musicians we hear when we turn on the radio.  In this case, 

                                                
12 Clay Shirky, Here Comes Everybody: The Power of Organizing Without 
Organizations (New York: Penguin Press, 2008), 77-78. 
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the printing press has been replaced by the recording studio as 

the technological barrier to entry.  However, in both cases, the 

same separation exists between the act of creation and the act 

of publishing.  Anyone can write and sing a song, but only those 

with proper access to the publishing channels can be heard on 

the radio. 

 

Mass media is certainly not dependent upon a barrier to entry 

such as a technological or financial barrier for its identity.  What 

defines mass media is its unidirectional nature.  With all mass 

media, whether print, radio, television, speeches, etc., the 

messages only travel one way.  What those barriers to entry 

have accomplished is, up until recently, increased efficiency of 

mass media in reaching greater numbers of people while 

maintaining that unidirectional flow of communication.  One way 

to think of this is by realizing that the Ford Motor Company can 

run an advertisement for a gigantic SUV on television, but no 

matter how much I scream that I want a compact hybrid car at 

the TV, Ford can’t hear me.  It is the isolating effect that the 

barrier to publishing has on communications that characterizes 
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and separates mass media from new media. New digital 

technologies, however, are now changing this dynamic.13 

 

While we generally refer to mass media like television and print 

as professional endeavors and new media as amateur, media 

production, in this day and age, requires no professional skill.  

Anyone with a relatively new computer and a minimal amount of 

computer proficiency can publish their own blog or podcast in a 

matter of minutes.  Mass media, up until now, has derived its 

power, not necessarily from the quality of the messaging or the 

production value of the media, though those assets usually help, 

but from its power to reach.  Think of the number of television 

commercials you see on any given weeknight that seem to rely 

more on grabbing your attention than on providing useful 

information.  Marketers have gone to such depths to interrupt 

our lives as to produce commercials with abnormally high audio 

levels or employ spokespeople that yell at us. 

 

The cave paintings that primitive men and women scratched 

onto ancient walls had a reach that equaled any other form of 

available media.  However, in 1986 an ordinary individual could 

                                                
13 Ibid., 86-90. 
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painstakingly video tape her child’s basketball game, but be 

completely incapable of distributing that footage past the family 

and friends that were too nice to decline watching.  However, on 

that same day, millions of people would watch the television 

show Perfect Strangers – a show with only slightly more 

redeeming entertainment value than the home movie of the 

basketball game.  What fundamentally separated the mother 

from Cousin Balky was not necessarily production quality or even 

creativity, but the ability to publish.14 

 

It is through the combination of the creative power of new media 

and the group-forming, sharing nature of social technologies that 

individuals have the ability to create and publish on a scale that 

rivals that of television.  This power is what led Kelly Mooney 

and Dr. Nita Rollins to coin the term “web made world” to 

describe the impact these technologies are having upon our 

lives.  Whether “web made” or “networked” as the authors of the 

Cluetrain Manifesto call it, there is little doubt as to the massive 

power that individuals suddenly have in the world of media.15 

                                                
14 Ibid., 90. 
15 Kelly Mooney and Dr. Nita Rollins, The Open Brand: When Push Comes to 
Pull in a Web-Made World (Berkeley, CA: New Riders, 2008) 16; Rick Levine, 
Christopher Locke, Doc Seals, and David Wineberger, The Cluetrain Manifesto: 
The End of Business as Usual (New York: De Capo Press, 2001) 82. 
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What does this mean for organizations?  Just because individuals 

have the ability to publish on the scale of television doesn’t 

mean they necessarily do, right?  Maybe not yet, but a report 

published by Forrester Research shows that, since last year, the 

percentage of online Americans that read blogs, consume 

podcasts, and watch online videos rose from 48% in 2007 to 

69% in 2008.16  Furthermore, the report shows that the number 

of online Americans that remain “untouched by social 

technologies” dropped from 44% in 2007 to 25% in 2008.17  This 

is quite the growth curve for new media and social technologies.  

This is especially telling when the average age for television 

viewers in America is steadily increasing to the highest recorded 

levels recorded.18  

 

In order to remain relevant in a world of networked markets, 

organizations will need to change how they perform their 

                                                
16 Josh Bernoff, “New 2008 Technographics data reveals rapid growth in 
adoption.” Forrester Research Groundswell Blog, entry posted October 20, 2008, 
http://blogs.forrester.com/groundswell/2008/10/new-2008-social.html (accessed 
November 28, 2008). 
17 Ibid. 
18 Michael Schneider, “TV viewers’ average age hits 50,” Variety.com, June 29, 
2008, 
http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117988273.html?categoryid=1275&cs=1 
(accessed November 24, 2008). 
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marketing and public relations.  As these new networked 

markets grow, stakeholders and customers will have more and 

more access to information and other people.  New media is 

allowing people to create their own content, and social 

technologies give them the ability to share it with the world.  No 

longer are people looking solely to organizations to provide them 

with entertainment, messages, or even information about the 

organizations themselves.  People are finding they can get the 

information they want – often faster and more accurately – from 

each other instead of from organizations.   

 

In my own life, I have noticed a distinct shift in both the way I 

consume media and the types of media I consume.  In less than 

a year, my media consumption has shifted from almost entirely 

television based to getting nearly 100% of my news, 

entertainment, and communications via the internet.  As far as 

entertainment goes, the majority of the media I consume is 

produced by what the mainstream mass media would consider 

amateurs.  Whether it is comedy videos that consist of nothing 

more than a guy in a ninja suit answer stupid questions or news-

style shows about the latest gadgets, I am consistently surprised 

at the ability of these so-called amateurs to create content that, 
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in my opinion, is as good, if not better than, what is on network 

television.   

 

Beyond the entertainment available through new media, the 

ability to get real information about products, organizations, and 

services online is mind boggling.  If you want to know the 

downsides of that new car you are thinking about buying, if the 

customer service for Company A is as good as they claim, or 

what’s the best children’s charity to support, do a Google search 

and you will not only get your recommendations, but you will 

most likely find venues where you can join in a conversation with 

other people about the topic.  In the days where word-of-mouth 

was limited by geography and unidirectional mass media made it 

hard for consumers to make their voice heard, organizations 

could exercise a good bit of control over their image and 

message.  However, the explosion of these social technologies 

has made message and image control a thing of the past.  

Conversation is the new control.   

 

Conversation is Great, but Is it Sustainable? 

Conversations about products, companies, and organizations, 

whether organizations like it or not, are happening in the 
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networked markets, and the organizations have no control over 

them.  Thus far, organizations have, with a few exceptions, dealt 

with these conversations by either ignoring them or trying to 

shut them down.  If organizations are going to remain relevant 

(i.e. be sustainable), they will have to jettison the idea of control 

and learn to join them.19 

 

Sustainability, quite simply defined, is “development that meets 

the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs.”20 This definition 

was developed by the World Commission on Environment and 

Development in 1987.  This is certainly a broad definition and is 

given to wide interpretation.21 However, using this definition, we 

can easily see that, for an organization, becoming irrelevant 

would most certainly compromise the ability of that organization 

to meet its needs in the future.  In other words, it is in the 

organization’s best interest to change the way it does its 

marketing and public relations if not doing so would alienate it 

                                                
19 Doc Searls and David Wineberger, The Cluetrain Manifesto: The End of 
Business as Usual (New York: De Capo Press, 2001) xxii-xxviii. 
20 “Sustainability”, The Dictionary of Sustainable Management, 

http://www.sustainabilitydictionary.com (accessed June 8, 2008). 
21 Ibid. 
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from its customers or stakeholders.  Not doing so is simply 

unsustainable.   

 

This concept seems simple enough, but the fact that the 

fundamental nature of the entire system that the marketing and 

public relations machines are built upon is being challenged 

means that organizations can no longer just change the 

message.  In the world dominated by new media and social 

technologies, to be sustainable, these organizations will have to 

change everything -- right down to the way they think about 

marketing.   

 

Systemic changes, no matter how simple, never come easy, and 

organizations aren’t prone to making major shifts in strategy and 

structure based solely upon the popularity of new technological 

developments.  So, why would organizations give up the idea of 

controlling their message and image in favor of participating in 

real conversations?  To intentionally mangle a quote from former 

President Bill Clinton, “It’s the economics, stupid.” 

 

 

The Web-Made World and Free Market Economies 
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So far, in the relatively brief history of free market economies22, 

the idea that all actors acting in their own self-interest ultimately 

benefits all involved has gone without serious practical 

challenge.  After all, capitalism’s only real competitor, Marxist 

communism, has, at this point, all but disappeared.  In the 

western world, at least, it is widely assumed that the principals 

laid forth by free market economic theory, more or less, guide 

human economic interaction.  In Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith 

describes basic economic interaction by saying, “It is not from 

the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker, that 

we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own 

interest.”23  

 

In other words, free market economies are based on the idea 

that when firms concern themselves only with making money 

and consumers concern themselves only with getting the most 

utility for the least cost, everyone comes out a winner.  

                                                
22 I use the word “relative” to point out that the economic theory behind free 
market economics is rather young in relation to the history of human 
development.  Adam Smith published what is considered to be the seminal work 
in free market economic theory, Wealth of Nations, in 1776.  
23 Adam Smith, Wealth of Nations, (Library of Economics and Liberty), under 
Book I, chapter 2, paragraph 2, 
http://www.econlib.org/library/Smith/smWN1.html#I.2.2 (accessed January 14, 
2008). 
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This basic premise drives free market economics, but it is based 

on overly simple assumptions that, as the market place becomes 

more and more complex, are beginning to fall apart.  As law 

professor, author, and renowned speaker Lawrence Lessig points 

out in his book Remix: Making Art and Commerce Thrive in the 

Hybrid Economy, people value more than just money.24  While 

these non-monetary based values are nothing new, the rise of 

social technologies have given people the power to insert and 

insist upon those values in what, otherwise, would remain a 

commercial economy.25   As you can imagine, these new ideas of 

what constitutes value are making the market place more and 

more complex.  This complexity, in turn, is making it harder and 

harder to discern, for firms and consumers alike, what is truly 

self-interest.26  

 

                                                
24 Lawrence Lessig, Remix: Making Art and Commerce Thrive in the Hybrid 
Economy, (New York: Penguin Press, 2008)143-154. 
25 Ibid., 155-224. This section of Lessig’s book provides an in-depth explanation 
of how “sharing economies” and commercial economies are interacting online 
and forming what the author refers to as “hybrid economies” that extends beyond 
the scale of this paper.  For the purposes of this work, however, it is only 
necessary to acknowledge the complexity that these “sharing economies” bring to 
the market place. 
26 Michael Watts, “What Is a Market Economy?”, United States Department of 
State’s Bureau of International Information Programs, 
http://usinfo.state.gov/products/pubs/market/homepage.htm (accessed November 
20, 2008). 
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To illustrate this growing complexity and its effect upon markets, 

I will use a simple illustration.  Imagine, instead of a literal 

market like a store, a city block where a firm sits on one end of 

the block and the consumer sits at the other.  On either side of 

the block is a one-way street leading from one party to the 

other.  In the simplest form, goods and services travel down the 

one-way street from the firm to the consumer.  In exchange, 

money then travels up the other one-way street from the 

consumer to the firm.  As long as each party continues to 

participate in generating the correct traffic traveling in the 

correct direction, the system continues working. (fig. 1)    

 

Figure 1. Goods and services (car traffic) flow from firms to consumers 
while money (bicycle traffic) flows from consumers to firms. 
 

However, in market economies, markets are inherently 

decentralized.  This means that more and more firms are free to 
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enter the market.  As markets become more crowded, 

competition increases.  This increase in competition has been 

one of the few factors that has complicated markets to this 

point.  Since the ability to lower costs and prices is, for the most 

part, finite, market complexity has stemmed from roughly 

identical firms offering roughly identical goods and services at 

roughly the same price.  As a solution to the problem this 

complication raises, firms have turned to the practice of 

marketing to help them entice consumers to buy their product 

instead of the product being offered by their competition.  When 

viewed as our city block illustration, this means that the one-way 

street that runs from the firms to the consumers now needs a 

second lane.  In this lane, marketing communications travel 

along side goods and services from the firm to the consumers. 

(fig. 2)    
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Figure 2. Goods and services along with marketing communications (car 
traffic) flow from firms to consumers.  Money (bicycle traffic) flows from 
consumers to firms. 
 
Firms soon realized that, not only were markets becoming more 

complex, but consumers themselves were becoming more 

complex.  Consumers displayed their growing complexity by 

demonstrating their need to communicate with the firms.  No 

longer was it acceptable for consumers to simply communicate 

through the vote of their purchase.  Recognizing this, firms 

added another lane to the one-way street from the consumers to 

the firms.  Down this street flowed the concerns, complaints, 

joys, etc., of the consumers.  These communications terminated 

in the customer service mechanisms of the firms.  (fig. 3) 

However, the one-way nature of this traffic flow frustrated the 

consumers.  As an example, recall the last experience you had 

with a customer service hotline.  Did you really believe the 

recording that told you that "your call is very important to us"? 

 I've worked in customer service, and, believe me, your call is 

anything but important to the poor soul about to answer it.    
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Figure 3. Goods and services along with marketing communications (car 
traffic) flow from firms to consumers.  Money along with customer service 
communications (bicycle traffic) flow from consumers to firms. 

 

 

As frustrated as consumers had become, what recourse did they 

have?  It's not like consumers could just build another road in 

our city block illustration.  Or could they?  This is where social 

technologies and the internet are making markets significantly 

more complex than they have ever been before.  Up until this 

point, the firms have more or less been in control of which 

direction the traffic on the streets flowed and how many lanes 

were available for that traffic.  Under this model of one-way 

communication, it has been easy for firms to identify their best 

interests and pursue them.  The emergence of social 

technologies, though, has given consumers the tools to not only 
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build their own roads, but to take over the roads built by the 

firms. (fig. 4)  Now, whether firms like it or not, the one-way 

roads that they once dominated are now two-way streets filled 

with traffic that isn't obeying their laws.  Moreover, not only 

does this new traffic that is on the streets ignore the old traffic 

laws, but insists that the traffic from the firms adhere to its ideas 

of what makes for proper traffic regulation.  Needless to say, 

without new rules of the road, all traffic under this model will 

come to a grinding halt--and gridlocked traffic benefits no one.    

 

Figure 4. This demonstrates the chaos that can occur when consumers 
infiltrate and begin to utilize what were once one-way flows of goods, 
services and information in order to communicate with firms. 

 

 

A real life example of this form of traffic interruption can be 

found in the Critical Mass movement among bicyclists.  All over 
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the world, on the last Friday of every month, bicyclists take to 

the streets in huge numbers, intentionally disrupting traffic 

patterns and ignoring the laws of the road.  They do this to 

protest the way cyclists are marginalized as members of traffic, 

promote the use of bicycles as transportation, increase the 

visibility of bicyclists to drivers, protest the use of fossil-fuel 

burning transportation, etc.  The reasons that individuals take 

part in Critical Mass rides varies on almost an individual-by-

individual basis, and the particular tone and flavor of Critical 

Mass rides vary from city to city.  What is central and important 

is that is a self-organized social movement with no formal 

leadership.      

 

If the ability of Critical Mass to exist and operate isn't based 

upon formal organization, what makes it possible for such 

groups of people to disrupt the normal flow of traffic in cities all 

over the world.  As the name of the movement suggests, what 

allows these bicycling activists to take over the oft-unfriendly 

streets is the safety offered by the sheer number of cyclists 

taking part.  A similar "critical mass" is happening in the world of 

communications and media.  While the internet as a technology 

has, for some time now, offered individuals the ability to publish 
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and disseminate information with the same efficiency and 

effectiveness as the firms that once controlled the means of 

production and publishing, the sudden rise of adoption of these 

social technologies has offered the individual 

producer/consumer, or "prosumer", the protection of being one 

among many.  It is this safety in numbers that, just like the 

inability of street laws to control the bicyclists participating in 

Critical Mass, prohibits the firms from silencing or controlling the 

consumers or channeling their voice into a customer service 

channel.    

 

When firms are no longer able to control communications in the 

market place, new "rules of the road" are needed in our city 

block illustration.  If new rules aren't developed, traffic will be 

terminally gridlocked.  Unlike the old rules of the road, the new 

rules will not be shaped by the firms, and, in fact, the prosumers 

have already adopted them.  The existence of these new rules is 

the cornerstone of the "web-made world."  The new rules are 

really less about control ("who can do what" and "what you can't 

do") and more about what is expected by all parties and from all 

parties--conversation and value. The web-made world is one in 

which firms and consumers and organizations and stakeholders 
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all must exist and communicate in the same space. In this 

space, traffic flows both ways on both sides of our city block 

illustration. (fig. 5)  

 

Figure 5. This demonstrates how firms might once again facilitate an easy 
flow of “traffic” by adhering to the “new rules of the road” in the web-made 
world. 

 

Consumers, in the web-made world are not just consumers, but 

producers as well. Organizations, likewise, are expected to 

communicate as humans. Above all, for traffic to flow on these 

streets, there has to be a recognition from all parties that our 

own-self interests are bound to the interests of everyone else.  

Once this is recognized, organizations can truly pursue a 

sustainable way of marketing.  
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Translating Sustainability for the Marketing 

Crowd 

So, what does sustainability look like for marketing?  Should 

organizations start sending out their mass mailings on recycled 

paper?  Better yet, should companies use commercials on 

television to tell the world how sustainable they are?  

Unfortunately, most all of the sustainability discussions that I’ve 

come across when it comes to marketing have been centered 

around the previous questions.  Without fail, any mention of 

sustainable marketing ends in either a discussion about carbon 

footprint or how to market sustainability. 

 

While sustainability in marketing has little to do with our physical 

environment, the organizational processes required to become 

more sustainable in marketing, on the other hand, are 

remarkably similar to what it means for organizations to become 

more physically sustainable.  In both cases, true sustainability is 

hinged on the realization that value lies in more places than just 

the immediate bottom line.  Since most of the work around the 

concept of sustainability has been done in the arena of 

environmental sustainability, it is beneficial to chart a course 

toward marketing sustainability for organizations by drawing 
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from those concepts used by organizations that are trying to 

become more environmentally sustainable. 

 

In the book, Leading Change Toward Sustainability, Bob Doppelt 

lays out a guide to help organizations navigate the many 

changes that they will face as they move toward sustainability.  

At the core of Doppelt’s argument is a list of natural resources 

that organizations must seek to protect if they wish to be 

sustainable.  I will take that list and apply the principles to the 

world of marketing and public relations in the new networked 

marketplace as laid out in leading books on social media like The 

Cluetrain Manifesto and Join the Conversation. 

 

Protecting our options 

According to Doppelt, sustainability is about “protecting our 

options.27”  He lays out those options that must be protected as 

a list he calls the “stocks of natural capital.28” 

Stocks of Natural Capital 

• Productive, uncontaminated topsoil 

• Clean water 

                                                
27 Bob Doppelt, Leading Change Toward Sustainability: A Change-Management 
Guide for Business, Government and Civil Society (Sheffield, UK: Greenleaf, 
2003) 40. 
28 Ibid., 41. 



  37 

• Clean Air 

• A predictable climate 

• Intact ozone layers 

• Fertile forests 

• Healthy estuaries and oceans 

• An abundant array of biological diversity including fish, 

wildlife, macro-organisms and plant species29 

Those stocks of natural capital are the resources and systems 

that work together to make life on earth possible, or at least 

livable.  Without things like clean water, clean air, fertile forests, 

etc., not only will individuals suffer, but so will organizations of 

all types.  Ultimately, the degradation of the environment will be 

catastrophic to everyone from the good-natured hippie to the 

hardcore capitalist.   

 

In a similar way, there are options that must be protected in 

order for marketing and communications to be sustainable in the 

web-made world.  I call those the stocks of relational capital.  

The translation of Doppelt’s “stocks of natural capital” to the 

stocks of relational capital are as follows: 

• Productive, uncontaminated topsoil = production or 

                                                
29 Ibid., 40. 
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organizational processes that are themselves physically 

sustainable 

• Clean water = communicators within the organization that 

understand the necessity of social sustainability in 

marketing and public relations  

• Clean air = an open and honest environment within the 

organization in regards to communications  

• A predictable climate = customers or constituents who are 

not averse to being communicated with   

• Intact ozone layers = organizational leadership that is not 

prone to blindly following the latest trends in marketing 

and public relations, but is committed to the concept of 

sustainability   

• Fertile forests = products or services that meet a real need 

of or provide real value to customers  

• Healthy estuaries and oceans = a marketplace in which 

others are also practicing socially sustainable marketing 

and public relations practices   

• An abundant array of biological diversity including fish, 

wildlife, macro-organisms and plant species = a vibrant, 

diverse marketplace into which the organization fills a 

niche 
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These stocks of relational capital work together to form an 

organizational climate where socially sustainable marketing 

practices can grow and flourish. In other words, for an 

organization to truly be socially sustainable, it must not leave 

that concern to the marketing department. Sustainability, both 

physical and social, must be at the core of the organization’s 

ethos.  Similarly to the importance that the stocks of natural 

capital hold for organizations, these stocks of relational capital 

are necessary to ensure that organizations continue to be able to 

communicate with the public.  Without openness and honesty, 

products or services that meet real needs, healthy marketplaces, 

etc., organizations run the risk of being able to reach no one – 

particularly in the world of social technologies. 

 

Production or organizational processes that are 

themselves physically sustainable. 

In the natural world, plants grow best in productive, 

uncontaminated topsoil.  When discussing sustainability, 

organizations are the soil from which sustainability must grow.  

In order for an organization to conduct its marketing and public 

relations in a sustainable manner, there must first exist a culture 

of sustainability throughout the organization.  In other words, 



  40 

the marketing department can’t be the only ones in the 

organization concerned with sustainability.  This certainly does 

not mean, however, that organizations must achieve some sort 

of ecological sainthood before their marketing and public 

relations can start to move in the direction of sustainability.  

What it does mean is that sustainable marketing and public 

relations practices can not be expected to grow out of an 

organization that doesn’t take sustainability seriously in all facets 

of its operations.  In the networked world, stakeholders will 

consider this green washing or, at best, disingenuous, and as a 

result will publicly take the organization to task.   

 

A great example of the power and willingness of customers to 

point out an organization’s shortcomings when it comes to 

sustainability can be found in a number of parody ads that have 

been created featuring Chevrolet’s flagship SUV, the Tahoe.  It 

seems that General Motors had the great idea of trying to tap 

into the phenomenon of social media and user-generated 

content by allowing people to make their own Tahoe 

commercials online at http://www.chevyapprentice.com.  Many 

environmentally concerned people used this opportunity to point 

out the SUV’s negative impact on the environment and its 
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conspicuous gas consumption.  In reaction to the parodies that 

were made on its own website, Chevrolet’s general manager, Ed 

Peper, posted an entry on the company’s blog that celebrated 

Chevrolet’s “openness and transparency” along with the Tahoe’s 

fuel efficient nature.  In the blog entry, Peper deemed the social 

media campaign “one of the most creative and successful 

programs” the company has done.(Peper)  Ironically, General 

Motors has since taken down the site and the content that was 

generated, but some examples can still be found on the online 

video site YouTube by searching “Tahoe parody” or “make your 

own Tahoe commercial30.”31 

 

A culture of conversational communication and 

empowerment within the organization. 

Just as clean water is essential to a healthy environment, 

conversation is one of the key substances that makes life inside 

and outside the organization sustainable.  An organization that 

doesn’t foster such a culture from within will most certainly find 

it difficult to participate in real conversations on the other side of 

                                                
30 To view one of my favorite examples, go to http://youtube.com/watch?v=ai-
RMD39aos 
31 Joseph Jaffe, Join the Conversation: How to Engage Marketing-Weary 
Consumers with the Power of Community, Dialogue, and Partnership (Hoboken, 
NJ:  John Wiley & Sons, 2007) 39-40. 
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the company firewall.  In order for an organization to expect its 

employees or partners to engage in conversation in a real and 

human way with stakeholders or customers, it must first learn to 

value conversation within its own structure.   

 

To get a good picture of how this relates to sustainability, think 

about the stereotype of the miserable corporate middle manager 

who feels like her job is trivial and meaningless and that the 

organization doesn’t listen to or value her.  That is not an 

employee that will be able to engage in conversation with 

stakeholders in a positive way.  Furthermore, this is not just a 

stereotype.  As someone who has spent time working for large 

organizations and Fortune 500 companies, I can attest to the 

validity of the Dilbert-esque image of the worker who has as 

little investment in the organization as the organization has in 

him.  I also know first hand that that lack of investment shows 

up in those employees’ relationships with customers or 

stakeholders.  In order for the employees of an organization to 

be able to engage stakeholders in honest communication, those 

employees must know that they are truly vital members of the 

organization and that the same conversation channels they are 

opening to stakeholders are open to them. 
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Undoubtedly, this will be a rather difficult change for most 

organizations, especially those of larger size.  Most organizations 

are used to a culture where the message comes from the top of 

the food chain and is passed down as needed throughout the 

institution’s structure.  Change, for these organizations, can 

come in the form of employee empowerment initiatives that 

allow employees to have more say in the day to day operations 

of the organization.  Creating a culture of conversation and 

empowerment will require courage and trust in its mission and 

employees. 

 

An open and honest, conversational voice with which the 

organization speaks to its stakeholders/customers. 

Along with clean water, another element that is critical to 

sustaining life on earth is clean air.  In the networked world, the 

equivalent to clean air is conversation.  Like air, conversation 

flows between people and organizations alike and cannot be 

controlled.  Like air, once polluted, conversation is polluted for 

all involved.   
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When discussing environmental sustainability, sustainable 

organizations must work to ensure that the byproducts that they 

emit into the air do not degrade air quality.  Likewise, 

organizations that wish to be more sustainable in their marketing 

and public relations practices must be mindful of what they are 

emitting into the conversation channels.  In the networked 

world, the traditional broadcast methods of command and 

control communication is seen as a pollutant.   

 

No longer will people willingly consume whatever message or 

image the organization broadcasts.  Whereas the broadcast 

model of communication delivered a unidirectional, top-down 

message from an organization to stakeholders, the new tools of 

social media place stakeholders/customers on a level, 

conversational playing field with the organization.  It is the two-

way nature of this media that, in the mind of stakeholders and 

customers, relegates the uni-directional nature of the old model 

to the status of pollutant.  The way to avoid being a polluter, in 

this case, is for the organization to listen as much as it talks, be 

transparent in its participation, and to not attempt to control the 

conversation.  In short, as the authors of the Cluetrain Manifesto 

suggest, organizations must “speak in a human voice” that will 
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be recognizable by human beings as being human.32  If this 

human voice is not present, the people the organizations is 

trying to reach will not listen.33 

  

Conversations must be sought and empowered. 

Much like the importance of climate to environmental 

sustainability, sustainability in marketing and public relations 

depends upon a hospitable climate of conversational 

communication.  As also is the case with environmental 

sustainability, both individuals and organizations must work to 

make sure that the climate around communications is healthy. 34 

 

Organizations can contribute to and encourage a hospitable 

communications climate in different ways.  First, organizations 

can seek out and participate in the conversations that are 

already going on in the networked world.  It is now relatively 

easy to find out what conversations are going on concerning an 

                                                
32 Rick Levine, Christopher Locke, Doc Searls and David Wineberger, The 
Cluetrain Manifesto: The End of Business as Usual (New York: De Capo Press, 
2001) xxii-xxviii.  While organizations would certainly appreciate a definition of 
what it means to “speak in a human voice”, the authors argue that what defines 
the human voice is the ability of other humans to recognize it as so.  In other 
words, there is no programmatic formula for guaranteed results.    

 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
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organization.  By doing a simple blog search on Google, I was 

able to find a rather negative conversation about Goddard 

College’s master’s program in consciousness studies.  What 

seemed to be missing from the conversation was a voice from 

the Goddard College community.35  I do realize that this 

particular conversation may not be one that Goddard College 

would wish to participate in.  However, I use this as an example 

that conversations are happening, whether or not organizations 

are participating.   

 

Choosing to participate in these conversations can be a great 

way to encourage a hospitable communications climate, but only 

if done in a conversational, human voice.  If Goddard College did 

choose to engage the conversation going on concerning the 

program in consciousness studies, it would not be beneficial for 

the school to issue a statement from the institution as a 

comment.  This would, most likely, only result in further ridicule 

from the participants.  A better approach might be for a faculty 

member to enter into the conversation with a listening ear and a 

sense of humor.  While those currently ridiculing the school 

                                                
35 “Some Higher Consciousness,” online forum, Fark.com, June 3, 2008, 
http://forums.fark.com/cgi/fark/comments.pl?IDLink=3645595 (accessed June 8, 
2008). 
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would probably not be swayed in their opinions, a potential 

student who stumbled up on the conversation online might be 

able to see the openness and transparency of an organization 

that is willing to engage in such conversation as an attractive 

thing.  It is important to note that participation in real 

conversations can be a messy endeavor, and the organization 

will have to be able to takes its lumps with humility. 

 

A second way that organizations might encourage a hospitable 

communications climate would be through creating 

conversational channels through which new conversations can 

emerge.  The ways in which this can be done are many.  

Whether it is by creating social networks online, creating blogs, 

or by hosting town hall style meetings about a topic, the form 

that the conversation channels take is largely unimportant.  

What is important is that the organization participate as an equal 

participant that does not seek to control the conversation.  

 

Mechanisms must be in place to ensure that conversations 

can occur in a safe environment. 

Our ozone layer helps to protect us from exposure to harmful UV 

rays that would, if left unchecked, make it nearly impossible to 
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be outside without extreme protection.  In order for an 

organization to sustainably participate in and facilitate 

conversation in the networked world, a similar layer of protection 

must be in place that protects conversation participants from 

undue harm.  In most cases, it is up to the organization to make 

sure such protections are in place. 

 

While I maintain that it is paramount that an organization not 

attempt to control conversation, it is important to recognize that 

there are those individuals who use the open nature of social 

media to abuse others.  When an organization takes steps to 

create conversation channels with its stakeholders, it must also 

include some ground rules that will help make sure that, while 

the conversation is allowed to develop freely, abusers are 

removed from the conversation immediately.  This protection 

can come in the form of an enforceable “terms of service 

agreement” or “community use agreement.”  Whatever it is 

called, the important thing is for the organization to be proactive 

about protecting not only its stakeholders and employees, but 

also its detractors from online abuse. 
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Products or services being marketed meet a real need of 

or provide real value to customers. 

Times are changing.  The days when loggers could clear cut 

entire forests without thought to the long range environmental 

consequences are over.  Similarly, times are changing when it 

comes to media and marketing.  Just like sustainable 

organizations cannot over exploit natural resources like forests, 

sustainable organizations can no longer, through their marketing 

and public relations channels, exploit their number one resource-

-people.  Marketers can no longer rely on slick advertisements or 

mass marketing campaigns to reach people.  Contrary to famed 

communications theorist Marshall McLuhan’s assertions, the 

medium is no longer the “massage.”   

 

In his 1967 work entitled The Medium is the Massage: An 

Inventory of Effects, McLuhan argued that media is inherently 

influential upon the lives of people independent of the message 

that is being transmitted across that medium.36  This insight into 

the nature and power of mass media is staggeringly accurate, 

and advertisers and marketers ran with it.  However, with the 

rise of the social technologies and the networked market, the 

                                                
36 Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore, The Medium is the Massage: An 
Inventory of Effects, (San Franciso: HardWired, 1996) 26. 
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mass market and mass media is rapidly disappearing.  

Disappearing along with mass media will be the distinctions 

between forms of media that we are used to.  There are not 

many adults today that find it odd that the television only 

transmits information in one direction.  However, technologies 

are evolving at such a rapid rate that we are probably no more 

than one generation away from omni-directional social media 

being the norm and uni-directional mass media being virtually 

nonexistent.  This is probably best illustrated by a story that 

author and adjunct professor at New York University Clay Shirky 

told at Web 2.0 Expo about his friend’s four year old daughter 

examining the back of his friend’s new television.  When the 

father asked her what she was doing, she replied that she was 

“looking for the mouse.”37 

 

What this means for marketing and PR is that, in order to 

operate in this world, and i.e. remain relevant, organizations 

must rely on meeting real needs and providing real value.  

Stakeholders and customers in the networked world are no 

longer content to accept what they have been given from 

                                                
37 Clay Shirky, “Clay Shirky Keynote at Web 2.0 Expo,” Google Video, April 24, 
2008, http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=-
2708219489770693816&q=clay+shirky&ei=gnFMSO77B5Og4AKeiIGbDA 
(accessed June 8, 2008). 
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organizations.  People in the networked world have the ability to 

direct their attention, and dollars, elsewhere at the drop of a hat, 

and they see through hollow attempts at marketing sub-par 

products and efforts.  That is why marketing guru and author 

Joseph Jaffe says “production is the new consumption.38  If you 

are a non-profit organization that is less than effective at your 

mission in the eyes of your stakeholders, they will quickly find an 

organization that is effective...or start one themselves. 

 

A marketplace in which others are also practicing 

sustainable marketing and public relations practices. 

Healthy estuaries and oceans are vital to the sustainability of the 

planet.  If you want to understand the interdependence of all life 

on earth, look to the oceans.  A similar dynamic can be found in 

the new networked marketplace as it relates to organizational 

communication.   

 

Traditional free-market capitalism has pitted firm versus firm 

and organization against organization in a competition for our 

attention and our dollars.  In this world, one organization’s 

                                                
38 Joseph Jaffe, Join the Conversation: How to Engage Marketing-Weary 
Consumers with the Power of Community, Dialogue, and Partnership (Hoboken, 
NJ:  John Wiley & Sons, 2007) 165. 
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marketing message or one firm’s advertisement can only really 

be successful if another’s fails.  The networked marketplace is 

different.  In order to create a space in which sustainable, 

conversational communication can flourish, organizations need 

other organizations to practice sustainable marketing and public 

relations.  The way to promote this is through brave, transparent 

example.   

 

A vibrant, diverse marketplace into which the 

organization fills a niche. 

Competition most certainly exists in nature.  However, to think 

that the competition that goes on in the natural world is like that 

of the winner-take-all model of capitalism that we have grown 

accustomed to in the mass market world would be foolish.  

Nature could not function in this way--at least not for long.  In 

order for life on earth to flourish, biodiversity is essential.  The 

networked market is no different.   

 

According to the authors of The Cluetrain Manifesto, markets are 

nothing more than conversations.39  Conversations cannot 

                                                
39 Rick Levine, Christopher Locke, Doc Searls and David Wineberger, The 
Cluetrain Manifesto: The End of Business as Usual (New York: De Capo Press, 
2001) 82-85. 
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happen in a vacuum.  What is happening in the networked world 

is that people are discovering that conversations are richer and 

more rewarding when more participants become involved.  Of 

course, if your organization’s mission is to further a cause 

through selling a widget and the organization next door’s mission 

is to further the same cause by selling a similar widget, 

competition will occur.  However, an organization who fills a 

niche in the vibrant, diverse marketplace is in a much more able 

position to perform its marketing in a sustainable, conversational 

manner.  Competition, as we have come to know it through 

hyper-capitalism, is unsustainable in the networked marketplace.   

 

Flows of Relational Capital 

After laying out the stocks of natural capital that must be 

protected in order to achieve environmental sustainability, 

Doppelt described how those stocks work together.  “The 

interactions between the stocks of natural capital generate a flow 

of ecological processes that clean the air and water, produce 

healthy soils and forests, and in general provide the ecological 
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basis for the production of healthy stocks of natural capital.”40  

He described this as the “flows of natural capital.”41  

 

In much the same way as the flows of natural capital work, 

protecting and nurturing the stocks of relational capital I 

described above will work together to create an atmosphere 

where, not only will sustainable marketing and public relations 

practices be possible, but organizations who are able to embrace 

sustainable, conversational marketing and public relations will 

have an advantage.  Borrowing inspiration from Doppelt’s 

language and style, I describe the flows of relational capital as 

follows: 

The interaction between the stocks of relational capital generate 

a flow of social processes that result in constructive 

conversational communication between people and 

organizations, provide for increased accountability in the 

marketplace, and in general provide the social basis for the 

production of healthy stocks of relational capital.42 

                                                
40 Bob Doppelt, Leading Change Toward Sustainability: A Change-Management 
Guide for Business, Government and Civil Society (Sheffield, UK: Greenleaf, 
2003) 41. 

 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
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Returning to the city block illustration of how firms relate to 

consumers, these flows of relational capital work as the “new 

rules of the road.”  These new rules form the basis for how 

organizations and stakeholders can together productively and 

sustainably navigate the complex nature of the new networked 

marketplace. 

 

After All of That, Why Don’t I Just Show You? 

I could think of no better way to explain how new media and 

social technologies might provide a more sustainable marketing 

vessel than by a demonstration.  For this demonstration, I set 

out to produce a video podcast called Bikeable Planet.  The 

podcast can be viewed at http://bikeableplanet.com.   

 

The Concept 

The concept for the podcast was to produce a weekly television 

style show about bicycle commuting and urban cycling.  I would 

act as host for the show and would solicit instruction, tips, and 

other content form bicycling experts, shops, and advocacy 

agencies.  In theory, by providing content for the show, those 

shops and agencies would be getting positive, sustainable 

marketing in return.  Furthermore, due to the show's focus of 
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promoting bicycle commuting, the organizations supporting the 

show, having a vested interest in increased bicycle commuting, 

would also be supporting themselves through creating more and 

more stakeholders. 

 

Sustainability 

While instruction and advocacy were definitely the main focus of 

the show, I attempted to make the show as entertaining as 

possible.  For the show to truly provide sustainable marketing for 

the organizations involved, the show had to add value to the 

lives of those who watched it.  In other words, the audience had 

to want to watch the podcast.  To maintain the integrity of the 

show, I never tried to sell any products, but I also never tried to 

hide the fact of who was sponsoring the show.  In order to 

embody the spirit of social technologies, I allowed for and 

encouraged people to rate and comment on each episode.  As a 

policy, no comments are deleted from the website unless they 

are abusive or offensive and all comment were responded to in 

public.  Along with allowing comments, I also included a weekly 

poll question with each episode in hopes of furthering 

conversation about bicycle commuting.    
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Equipment 

While I made every effort in my power to produce a show that 

was of professional quality, the equipment that I used is 

equipment that is not professional quality.  Aside from computer, 

the episodes were shot on equipment that could be purchased 

for less than $2500.  In all reality, lesser expensive equipment 

could have been used.  No part of producing the episodes 

required professional experience or equipment.   

 

Results 

At the time of writing this, after only 5 episodes, the Bikeable 

Planet website has received almost 12,000 hits and been 

featured as a “New and Notable” podcast in the Apple iTunes 

store.  Due to the newness of the podcast, it is impossible to 

accurately measure the effectiveness of the show as a marketing 

tool for either of the sponsors involved with the show.  However, 

as an example of what is possible, Bikeable Planet has been 

successful in creating conversation around new media and 

sustainable marketing with the sponsors that might not have 

otherwise occurred.  
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Conclusion 

 

I read a t-shirt the other day that said “The Revolution Will Not 

Be Televised.”  I’m not sure how aware the t-shirt’s owner was 

of how profound that statement really is.  Not only will the 

revolution not be televised, but, it, most likely, will not be 

sponsored either.  Traditional marketing practices and strategies 

are becoming irrelevant in the age of social technologies and 

new media.  They are being replaced by genuine conversation 

and engagement. 

 

In light of the changing nature of media and people’s 

engagement with media and technology, organizational 

sustainability is about more than just reducing the negative 

effects of production on the physical environment.  

Sustainability, as is related to our physical world, marketing, or 

otherwise, is about making sure both you and your organization 

will be around and be relevant in the future.  Whether it is global 

warming or the threat of being ignored, extinction is not the 

desired future of any organization. 

 

I believe it was Ghandi that said, “Be the change you want to 
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see in the world.”  The phrase for the new media revolution will 

most likely be, “Be the show you want to watch on the web.”   

Individuals are suddenly finding themselves with an increasing 

amount of media power.  As television networks struggle to keep 

audiences, amateur web producers are finding larger audiences 

than they could have ever dreamed.     

 

In such a topsy-turvy media world, marketers are finding 

themselves scrambling to figure out how to reach people with 

their messages when they are no longer in control of the delivery 

mechanism.  What once was a one-way street of information 

flow controlled by the organizations is now a two-way flow of 

conversation where the consumer sets the rules of the road.  In 

such a world where all the parties are dependent upon the same 

environment for livelihood, what can organizations do?  By 

taking a cue from the environmental movement and trying to 

perform their marketing more sustainably, organizations will find 

that all is not lost.  Organizations will find that, if they are willing 

to rethink the way they perform marketing, this new world might 

just be as profitable as, if not more than the old one. 
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Appendix – Glossary of Terms 

blog – short for “web log”.  Blogs are websites that allow the 

site owner to easily post content that can be subscribe to by 

other people via technologies such as RSS (Really Simple 

Syndication).  Blog content is up to the site owner and varies 

widely from blog to blog.  Blogs usually allow for readers to post 

comments on the entries. 

market – the space, real or virtual, in which humans interact 

with firms to buy and sell goods and services. 

market economy – system of trade in which the prices of 

goods and services are determined by supply and demand. 

mashup – either a digital audio or video piece that is comprised 

of content, in whole or modified, from other works to create a 

derivative work.  

microblog – a form of blogging that allows users to post limited 

amounts of text (usually 140 characters).  

new media – any media that is able to be produced digitally 

and shared via the internet.  New media consists of but is not 

limited to: blogs, podcasts, mashups, microblogs, online video, 

etc. 

podcast – a series of audio or video files that can be shared via 

the internet and consumed on personal computers or personal 
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media players.  Podcasts are syndicated, and thus, can be 

subscribed to utitilizing technologies such as RSS (Really Simple 

Syndication). 

prosumer – a combination of the words “producer” and 

“consumer” used to define the new class on online citizen that 

not only consumes information, but also produces content via 

activities such as blogging, podcasting, etc. 

social network – website that facilitates the creation of online 

communities.  Social networks generally allow users to create 

personalized profiles and interact with other users via “friending” 

mechanisms built into the architecture of the website. 

viral – the phenomenon of a piece of information, most often 

video, increasing in popularity at a rapid rate via internet 

sharing. 
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