
Marketing has changed immensely over the decades. Trends and technology have 
shaped, disrupted, and defined marketing and the techniques used to sell. Most 
agree that modern marketing started when Gutenberg brought us the commercial 
printing press with movable type in 1450. However, even before that, we can 
presume that bartering in ancient markets and ink on papyrus used basic sales and 
marketing fundamentals.

People have and will always need products or services that enhance their personal 
or professional lives. At the core of marketing, it is a valuable method of getting the 
right information, to the right person, at the right time. Arguably, without marketing, 
you may never know about something that could help make your life better. Even if 
you are told about it by a friend, word of mouth is still considered one of the oldest 
and best marketing forms. We trust our friends and family, as typically, their only 
goal is to make our lives better. So, when we have personal, trusted conversations, 
we feel more at ease to purchase. 

Though marketing and sales have gone through many progressions over the years, 
the approaches marketers take can get a bad rap for their persistent inundation and 
seemingly invasive ways. While the sleazy car salesman's caricature is fading, sales 
and marketing teams now face very different ethical dilemmas, that of big data. 
Technology and data hold incredible marketing opportunities, but they also carry a 
wealth of moral responsibility. So how did marketers get here, and what are the next 
steps in the future of marketing?
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Evolution of the Ingenuous Intrusion

Beginning in the twentieth century, marketing advanced quickly as technology evolved and 
expanded; from mail to radio to television to telephone, marketing found a way into our homes 
in new, more intimate, and sometimes intrusive techniques. Lines were beginning to be drawn, 
leaving the industry to consider—what are the appropriate methods to get your message to the 
public? 

Direct mail, radio, and television ads might be easy to ignore, but a ringing phone is usually not, 
especially in the days before caller ID. Telemarketing emerged in the 1950s and quickly found 
success with marketers, as they now had a way to speak with their prospects instantly. Sales 
agents now had an opportunity to chat with a somewhat captive audience, especially if they 
were too friendly to just hang up. Over the next couple of decades, this outbound marketing 
method grew exponentially. 

While these tactics had some sales victories, consumers became frustrated and felt harassed 
by the plethora of nuisance calls and Robo-dials. Scams were popping up left and right, and 
abuse became too common. By the early 2000s, restrictions and laws slowly began to stop 
these unwanted calls. The most famous of these was the DNC, or Do Not Call registry. 
According to the FTC Data Book, at the end of FY 2020, the DNC Registry contained 241.5 
million actively registered phone numbers, up from 239.5 million at the end of FY 2019. 

Meanwhile, computers and mobile phones revitalized old ways of marketing in the 1980s and 
1990s and brought new ways to invade our space along with it. These emerging technologies 
changed the marketing landscape. As email and the web became popular, marketers quickly 
adapted their strategies to include these mediums in their plans. Much like telemarketing, spam 
took over email, and pop-up and banner ads began to ruin a browsing experience. Your mobile 
phone number was no safer than a landline from unwanted calls or texts, and smartphones 
brought all of these problems together in one place.

Ultimately, many of these technologies and tactics become obsolete or forever changed how 
they were used. When was the last time you received a personal email from someone you 
actually knew? We eventually accepted that email's purpose is for marketers to send us deals 
and share information with us. However, we didn't stop reading emails, and we continue to 
sign-up for it. The terms have just changed. What seems to be for the first time, consumers now 
hold the pen to the rule book.

Content, to Share and Share Alike

For the most part, modern marketing's sole purpose has been to convince people to buy their 
product or service, and no one can blame them. A sale does keep a business going. However, 
typical marketing methods were often to talk at customers, a one-way conversation that told 
them to buy their product—end of story. Emerging technologies came not just new ways to send 
and receive messages but also new ways of thinking about those messages and content.
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The second era of content marketing started in the early 2000s. Coupled with consumers' 
ability to access and participate on the web, it brought new life into the consumer mindset. 
People could now express how they felt and post it in their very own blog or create a video 
and post it on this new-fangled thing called You-Tube, and more recently, who doesn't have 
a podcast? Which is the name of my new podcast. 

With the launch of the social age, more and more people began to find out they had a voice, 
a significant voice, and companies began to realize this as well. Consumers began to 
become the story. There was a switch from celebrities making endorsements to making 
your audience part of your brand, which resonated with people everywhere. Emotional 
storytelling took the place of the hard sell, and consumers responded favorably. As Ann 
Handley, Head of Content at MarketingProfs said, "Make your customers the hero of your 
stories."

What content marketing has shown us over the last twenty years is that the art of the sale 
is not to badger people into buying. It is to share relevant and engaging content and let your 
audience decipher and decide their next course of action. With the addition of data, content 
marketing began to bring us to a more personalized way of interacting with those who 
wanted to sell.

Personalization, More Than a Piece of Data 

Data has become the centerpiece of almost every marketing conversation and action. 
These days, most marketers don't make a move without data, so when big data disrupted 
life as we know it, companies went on a gold rush expedition to mine all the data they 
could. 

At the same time, technology opened up more ways in which we could interact and receive 
messages. The wild west came to a head. Suddenly, there were innumerable outlets, 
platforms, mediums, and channels to push content and marketing efforts. Content fatigue 
has become a real problem. In fact, 1.7MB of data is created every second by every person 
during 2020, and in the last two years alone, 90% of the world's data has been created, 
which is—astonishing. 

What has become apparent is that people still want content, but they want the right 
content. They also wanted to be spoken to as people, not as data. Content that addresses 
someone by their name is far more likely to get attention. Consumers want an experience 
where they feel they are being heard and that their unique needs are being addressed. 
Epsilon reports that 80% of consumers are more likely to purchase from a personalized 
marketing experience. And 89% of highly recognized brands, including Coca-Cola, Netflix, 
Sephora, USAA, and Wells Fargo, have invested in digital personalization to meet changing 
customer demands. Nonetheless, a stranger knowing your name can start to feel intrusive 
again. Lines once again must be drawn on how far a marketer can go with data. 
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When Data Goes too Far

At the end of the day, people do not want to feel like they are being watched. The idea of 
big brother does not sit well with most people. While personalization makes people feel 
like they are being understood, targeted ads make people feel violated. Have you ever 
googled jeans and then gone onto a social app seconds later to find ads for jeans? You 
are not imagining anything—those are targeted ads. Behind the scenes, companies are 
mining for your data and quickly pushing their ads to your forefront. One might liken 
targeted ads to telemarketing if the telemarketer was standing outside your house 
watching what you were doing. 

Data and privacy are a constantly fighting duo. Data can make our lives better. We can do 
numerous tasks online that we could not before, thanks to the way we use and store 
data. Yet, data comes with a price. We surrender parts of our privacy every time we fill 
out a form or use SEO. Data has vital advantages; data stored in secure clouds is usually 
a better option than on a piece of paper in a filing cabinet. Data provides us instant 
gratification and the ability to perform tasks from wherever, whenever we want. 
Conversely, data can be compromised easier than ever. If marketers have all of our data, 
doesn't that up the risk of a breach? 

The looming question is how much data should a marketer be able to have, and when do 
they cross a privacy boundary that is not a responsible or appropriate way to conduct 
business?

Humanization, Customers are More Than a Sale 

2020, and all its unexpected nuances, have heightened our need for community, 
self-awareness, and humanization. What it has brought forth from a marketing 
standpoint is that now is the best time to closely look at the way we use data. The 
conversation needs to be had—where do we draw the line at how and when data is used? 

At what point do we sacrifice integrity for a sale? Do we really have to? As we embrace 
and use personalization as part of our everyday marketing repertoire, we must begin to 
think about how we approach prospects. Research has proven that people want to be 
treated as equals and part of the conversation. Those that take the next step to add 
humanity might be more successful than those that use data as a spy to promote their 
agenda. Personalization adds a name, but humanization adds morality.
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