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Marketing textbooks often portray the chief 
marketer as the master of the 4 Ps (prod-
uct, price, place and promotion), controlling 

all levers of the marketing mix. However, recent 
research suggests that few companies give mar-
keting a Growth Champion role with line authority 
over virtually all marketing decisions. For most of 
today’s organizations, marketing’s role is narrower, 
focusing primarily on communications (as MarCom 
Leaders) or even just providing support to other 
functions (Service Providers). This raises a critical 
question: How can marketing drive growth and 
champion the consumer when it doesn’t control all 
4 Ps? 

Using insights from in-depth interviews with 16 
senior marketing executives from consumer goods 
and electronics companies (see Box 1), we take a 
closer look at this challenge and identify four key 
themes that show how marketers can excel when 
direct authority is limited. Together, these 
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insights provide a playbook for turning organiza-
tional constraints into opportunities for strategic 
influence, cross-functional partnership and real 
business impact.

Key themes for today’s marketing 
organizations

Our study found four key themes that describe 
how marketing can gain influence in companies 
without having full decision authority and control 
over all classic marketing levers (see Figure 1). 

Hybrid and layered structures navigate global-
local tensions
The prototypical model in which marketing con-
trols all 4 Ps and is strategically central can still be 
found. However, nowadays, this model is more 
often adopted by smaller and more nimble organi-
zations, which may be digital-first. At such compa-
nies, marketing leaders control everything from 
product to packaging to pricing, enabling a rapid 
response to market trends. Marketers at large 
companies may admire Growth Champion models 
but find they are often infeasible at scale due to 
organizational complexity, cross-functional 
dependence and distributed decision rights. Large 
companies are typically only able to employ the 
Growth Champion model in exceptional cases, such 
as digital innovation units, direct-to-consumer 
businesses or rapid-response teams activated 
during crises like COVID-19. In these contexts, orga-
nizations temporarily empower small, agile squads, 
often by combining talent from marketing, prod-
uct and tech to bypass traditional departmental 
silos and enable faster decision-making and 
greater cohesion. 

Most large companies in our sample operate 
with multiple marketing organization types. 
Growth Champion, MarCom Leader and Service Pro-
vider models often coexist across geographies, 
business units or channels. In practice, in many 
companies, local marketers hold authority over 
pricing, promotions and assortment, acting as  
mini general managers accountable for business 

results. In parallel, global brand teams may design 
the overarching brand vision but have limited say 
in local market execution, instead offering guid-
ance, toolkits and innovation roadmaps, more akin 
to MarCom Leaders or Service Providers. 

The key to success lies in balancing global consis-
tency with local flexibility. Leading companies 
address this by establishing joint planning pro-
cesses, shared KPIs and clear escalation paths, 
enabling local teams to adapt to global strategies 
while maintaining alignment and brand integrity. 

Such complexity also has implications for talent 
development. Rotation between global and local 
roles is a potential strategy for broadening mar-
keters’ perspectives, building empathy and devel-
oping leaders who can bridge strategy and execu-
tion. Institutionalizing such rotations and 
cross-functional assignments creates more versa-
tile talent and embeds a culture of collaboration 
and mutual understanding. This is essential for 
navigating the complexities of hybrid and layered 
marketing organizations.

Culture trumps structure in determining 
marketing power
Companies’ formal organizational charts often fail 
to capture the true distribution of power. Instead, 
the cultural attitude toward marketing, which 
determines whether it is seen as a strategic part-
ner or an executional helper, determines how much 
influence it has.

A company’s approach to marketing goes 
beyond formal reporting lines, relying instead on 
widely shared beliefs and routines as well as infor-
mal norms that give marketing a natural seat at 
the strategy table. Such a pro-marketing culture is 
visible through shared language, such as “customer 
centricity” or “brand guardianship”; regular 
cross-functional rituals, such as joint planning ses-
sions, consumer immersion days or shared KPI 
reviews; and ingrained processes that bring mar-
keting into early-stage product or innovation deci-
sions. In this context, culture should not be under-
estimated. While organizational charts determine 
authority, it is culture that shapes access, credibil-

We sought to understand how 
marketing leaders operate and 
collaborate in organizations where 
they lack full control over the 
traditional 4 Ps of marketing.

We employed qualitative, 
semi-structured in-depth inter-
views about 60 minutes long, which 
focused on decision authority, 
cross-functional collaboration and 
organizational dynamics to capture 
marketing leaders’ day-to-day  
realities. The interviews were 
conducted between March and May 
2025.

We sampled 16 marketing  
professionals (directors, VPs and 
senior marketing managers)  
from consumer goods and 
electronics companies in North 
America and Europe, representing 
both traditional and digital-native 
organizations.

Research study overview
B O X  1

Motivation Method Sample
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ity and timing. Even the most sophisticated struc-
tures fail if a company’s cultural norms do not sup-
port marketing’s strategic role.

When a company has a pro-marketing culture, 
marketing is not just consulted for campaigns; it 
becomes the guardian of meaning across the orga-
nization, influencing product formulation, digital 
UX and even HR-led culture initiatives.

For management, shaping such a culture means 
more than restructuring. It involves systematically 
promoting consumer insight as a driver of deci-

sions, celebrating marketing-led successes, invest-
ing in marketing training across functions and cre-
ating platforms where marketing’s perspective is 
routinely heard and valued.

Collaboration is a core competency in low-
authority environments
In MarCom Leader and Service Provider marketing 
organizations, marketing rarely controls strategic 
decisions. Leading effectively depends on how well 
marketers collaborate across boundaries – that is, 
their ability to influence laterally, which requires 
strong collaboration, negotiation and emotional 
intelligence. 

Marketers in these settings are judged by how 
well they enable other teams, not by their ability to 
enforce direction. Their success hinges on soft 
skills: listening, influencing and strategically man-
aging stakeholder dynamics without top-down 
authority. The best marketers position themselves 
as integrators, helping R&D, finance, creative and 
regional teams align around shared outcomes.

Informal trust becomes key for marketers. In 
Service Provider models, formal authority may be 
absent, but marketers who are reliable, prepared 
and insight-driven earn the right to shape direc-
tion. Such teams often rely more on coalition-build-
ing than on command chains, influencing decisions 
not through hierarchy but by consistently being 
the most informed and strategically valuable voice 
in the room, earning their place at the deci-
sion-making table through credibility.

Job shadowing and cross-functional rotation are 
recommended to build mutual understanding 

Four key themes for today’s marketing organizations
F I G U R E  1

„

The cultural attitude 
toward marketing, which 

determines whether it 
is seen as a strategic 

partner or an executional 
helper, determines how 

much influence it has.

“

Theme 1 Theme 2 Theme 3 Theme 4

allow the coexistence of 
different types of 

marketing organizations 
in the same company.

HYBRID 
STRUCTURES

is more powerful than 
structure in determining 

decision authority.

CULTURE

is a core capability in 
non-Growth Champion 

organizations.

COLLABORATION 

are reshaping 
marketing’s role but 
amplify ambiguity in 

decision authority.

DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION 

AND AI
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and credibility. A marketing leader in our sample, 
for example, explicitly recommended that market-
ers rotate through sales, product and custom-
er-facing roles. This rotation builds mutual under-
standing, breaks silos and helps marketers gain 
credibility by learning to speak the operational 
language of other teams. 

Digital transformation and the rise of AI are 
reshaping marketing’s role but amplifying 
ambiguity
The widespread adoption of digital platforms and 
AI tools is changing how marketing operates. 
Although these technologies enhance data acces-
sibility and accelerate analytical capabilities, they 
simultaneously create new tensions around 
responsibility and decision-making authority. Mar-
keting relies on digital technologies but doesn’t 
own them; in many companies, AI and MarTech 
platforms for handling customer relationships, 
customer data or campaign tools are managed by 
IT or analytics, leaving marketing with less control, 
although they are expected to use these tools to 
drive outcomes (such as growth or engagement). 

This scenario creates dependency without con-
trol: Marketing departments are expected to act 
quickly and personalize at scale, but they are reli-
ant on others for tool access or workflow design. 
For example, interviewees reported that market-
ing could use AI to generate content or segment 
consumers, but IT departments set the boundaries 
of what was allowed, limiting both creativity and 
speed. This separation can also create skills gaps: 

Marketing may lack the technical fluency to fully 
exploit available data, while IT may not grasp the 
nuances of brand strategy or customer experience. 

However, some organizations overcome these 
barriers through cross-functional digital integra-
tion. An interviewee from a global premium beauty 
company provided a strong example. In their com-
pany, marketers are embedded alongside product 
and IT specialists, share responsibility for MarTech 
platforms and are cross-trained in digital tools. 
This collaborative approach enables rapid adapta-
tion and data-driven decision-making while also 

How companies can foster marketing as a growth engine
B O X  2

Visible support from top management 
is essential. When CEOs and board 
members champion marketing as a 
strategic function, marketing gains both 
legitimacy and early involvement in key 
decisions.

Senior sponsorship

Strategic influence depends on the ability 
to generate and share actionable consumer 
insights continuously. Organizations should 
invest in tools, processes and talent that allow 
marketing to act as a real-time interpreter of 
customer needs. 

Robust insight infrastructure

Organizational reward systems must 
encourage collaboration rather than 
reinforce silos. Shared KPIs, integrated 
planning processes and dual reporting 
structures all foster a culture where mar-
keting’s influence is amplified through 
partnership.

Cross-functional incentives

To remain credible partners, marketers must 
invest in expanding both their business acu-
men and technical fluency, especially in areas 
such as analytics, AI and digital tools. Programs 
that support job rotation, cross-training and 
interdisciplinary learning are vital for building 
the integrative skill sets required.

Continuous skills development

„

The best marketers 
position themselves 

as integrators, helping 
R&D, finance, creative 

and regional teams align 
around shared outcomes.

“
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reducing friction between teams. As a result, mar-
keting regains strategic relevance, as it can deliver 
on digital transformation goals more effectively 
and ensure that AI is thoroughly integrated into 
processes rather than being used merely as an 
add-on. This approach can serve as a model for 
other organizations seeking to maximize market-
ing’s impact in a technology-driven environment.

Don’t mourn limited authority – 
Act as a silo-breaker 

Today’s marketing organizations are structured 
differently than in the past, but they are by no 
means powerless. This study demonstrates that 
even when marketing lacks formal control over all 
elements of the classic 4 Ps, it can play a decisive 
role in driving growth if it excels in influence, inte-
gration and value creation across the organization.

For marketing to thrive under constraint, orga-
nizations must go beyond structural tweaks. They 
should actively shape a culture that values con-
sumer insight, invests in cross-functional collabo-
ration and empowers marketers to act as orches-
trators of value creation, even in the absence of 
formal authority. Box 2 shows the critical organiza-

tional support this approach requires, and Box 3 
offers clear guidance for marketing leaders.

For marketing leaders, the takeaway is clear: 
Success in today’s environment isn’t about con-
trolling every lever but about orchestrating collec-
tive momentum toward growth. By moving beyond 
the 4 Ps and focusing instead on decision influence 
and collaboration, marketing leaders can trans-
form even limited formal authority into outsized 
strategic impact. 
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Practical takeaways for marketing leaders
B O X  3

Accept structural limitations and focus on shaping 
decisions through evidence, stakeholder management 
and persuasive communication. Influence,  
when consistently anchored in insight and trust,  
can outperform formal power.

Invest in upskilling marketing teams in analytics  
and digital platforms and work with leadership to 
secure access to key MarTech and data infrastructure. 
Initiatives can include cross-training marketers  
in digital tools and ensuring that marketing co-owns 
digital platforms with IT. 

Demonstrate marketing’s strategic value by  
systematically sharing deep, data-driven consumer 
insights with peers and leadership. This helps  
build trust, shape cross-functional alignment and 
elevate marketing’s voice as a critical interpreter  
of consumer reality.

Build cultural legitimacy1

Embrace influence over 
ownership2

Leverage digital tools for 
strategic impact3

Institutionalize marketing’s role in 
decision-making by creating cross-func-
tional steering groups or task forces. 
In these groups, marketing can share 
insights and ownership of key decisions, 
agree on KPIs, clarify roles and resolve 
global–local tensions.

Physical or virtual proximity  
to decision-makers throughout the 
organization fosters early invol- 
vement and smoother collaboration.

Create visibility through 
structured forums5

Integrate marketers 
into cross-functional 
teams or dual-
reporting structures 
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