
Social marketing 
faces an uncertain 
future. Although 
the Government has 
embraced the goal of 
behavioural change, 
it isn’t sold on social 

marketing as the means of fulfilling 
this goal. 

At first glance, this situation 
may seem strange. After all, social 
marketing is all about creating 
“behaviour change interventions”, 
according to the National Social 
Marketing Centre. And there is 
certainly government appetite for such 
interventions. For example, the Cabinet 
Office recently set up a behavioural 
insight team, which explicitly aims to 
harness new knowledge about what 
influences our actions. The Secretary of 
State for Health, meanwhile, recently 
argued that “behaviour change is the 
great challenge for public health”.

The problem for social 
marketing is that it is often seen 
as just a sophisticated form of 
communications. This perception is 
problematic for three main reasons. 
First, social marketing may be seen as 
an unaffordable luxury, especially in 
a context where the Central Office of 

Information’s budget has been slashed 
by 40%. Second, it suggests that social 
marketing is a legitimate target in the 
Coalition’s drive against ‘nannying’ 
by government. Third, the Coalition 
Government appears to believe that 
marketing is something properly 
done by the private, not public sector. 
Indeed, it is striking how positively 
the Government welcomes social 
marketing by the private sector, seeing 
it as a key element in the fight against 
obesity, for example.

We all know that behavioural 
economics has captured the 
imagination of policy makers recently. 
And, through the popularity of 
Richard Thaler’s and Cass Sunstein’s 
book, Nudge, the Government has 
caught the bug as well. There’s an 
opportunity for social marketing to 
tap into this popularity. Currently, 
though, the perception that social 
marketing is communications suggests 
it is based on ‘telling people what 
to do’, rather than nudging them in 
certain directions. Yet the best (but 
not all) social marketing uses much 
of the same theory as nudging; it 

just packages it in a different way. 
A change of packaging might do 
wonders here.

There is also an important link 
between social marketing and the 
decentralisation agenda. Nationwide 
social marketing campaigns are often 
the most high profile (for example, the 
Department of Health’s Change4Life 
programme). Yet many of the most 
effective campaigns take place at 
a local level (Knowsley Primary 
Care Trust’s Pitstop programme 
produced impressive reductions in 
death rate inequalities). So there 
is a need to show social marketing 
goes with the grain of current 
changes in government structures. 
One obvious way is to show how 
central government can just act as 
the repository of evidence and advice 
on the best techniques of social 
marketing. Local campaigns can then 
draw on this central advice, and feed 
back evidence of their results. 

There is also a role for social 
marketing in helping to achieve the 
Big Society.  Of course, the Coalition is 
not just concerned with empowering 
local government, but also non-state 
actors, such as community groups. 
Indeed, helping non-state actors use 
social marketing techniques can be 
seen as a crucial step to achieving 
the Big Society as a whole – which, of 
course, itself requires significant and 
widespread changes in behaviour. 
But perhaps the most immediate gain 
from embracing the Big Society is 
that it moves social marketing away 
from perceptions of nannying. Rather 
than solely being something that is 
‘done’ to people by the Government, 
social marketing becomes a skill 
that government can help others to 
develop and use – for the good of all.

In the immediate future, though, 
one argument may override all 
others: social marketing can save the 
Government money by preventing 
future demands on its services. 
Otherwise, the costs cut now may be 
far outweighed by new ones further 
down the line.  
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A time to change?
Public sector social marketing has a role in cutting costs, 
decentralisation and creation of the Big Society,  
says Michael Hallsworth.

Above: The Department of Health’s 
Change4Life TV ad campaign.
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