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Abstract
A lack of effective marketing strategies to stay profitable in the digital age is a concern
for small and medium-sized business leaders because it can lead to early business failure,
lost revenue, and reduced long-term sustainability. Grounded in relationship management
theory and Kotter’s (1996) 8-step change model, this qualitative pragmatic inquiry was
conducted to explore effective marketing strategies business leaders use to remain
profitable and sustainable beyond 5 years in the digital age. Participants were six business
leaders located in the Southeastern United States who had successfully sustained their
companies for over 5 years and were directly responsible for marketing strategies. Data
were collected through semistructured interviews and thematically analyzed using Braun
and Clarke’s thematic analysis process. Six major themes emerged: (a) agile digital
adaptation, (b) data-driven decision-making, (c) authentic customer relationships, (d)
integration of emerging technology and artificial intelligence for efficiency, (e) organic
growth approaches, and (f) leadership for testing and learning. The primary
recommendation for marketing professionals, entrepreneurs, and organizational leaders is
to foster inclusive, adaptive cultures that encourage innovation and continuous learning to
sustain profitability in the digital age. The implications for positive social change include
marketing professionals and business leaders implementing ethical and authentic
marketing practices to strengthen community ties, promote inclusivity, and empower
consumers and employees. By leading with transparency and prioritizing relationship-
building, strategic digital marketing leaders can drive economic success while creating

more equitable, socially responsible business cultures.
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Section 1: Foundation of the Project
Background of the Problem

Some business leaders find it challenging to remain competitive and sustainable
in an increasingly digital and rapidly evolving business environment. Since the COVID-
19 pandemic, over 60% of marketers report that the importance of marketing has grown
(Olson et al., 2021; Riley & Nicewicz-Scott, 2025). Despite this heightened awareness,
some leaders have difficulty implementing digital changes for organizational
sustainability (Herden et al., 2021). Tarabasz (2024) noted that this lack of preparedness
manifests in various ways, including outdated business models, resistance to change, and
insufficient investment in digital skills and technologies. This project explored the
successful marketing strategies employed by business leaders to address these challenges
and how to remain profitable beyond 5 years in the digital age. By investigating these
strategies, the project provides valuable insights that can guide businesses toward more
sustainable practices in the rapidly evolving digital environment.

Business Problem Focus and Project Purpose

The specific business problem is that some business leaders lack effective
marketing strategies to remain profitable and sustainable beyond 5 years in the digital
age. Therefore, the purpose of this proposed qualitative pragmatic inquiry project was to
explore the effective marketing strategies that some business leaders use to remain
profitable and sustainable beyond 5 years in the digital age. The specific population for
this project consisted of successful marketing leaders from small to medium-sized

businesses (SMEs) across multiple industries. The sampling method was purposeful,
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targeting leaders who have successfully led profitable businesses for at least 5 years. The
sample included at least six participants located in the southeastern region of the United
States, and the data were collected through semistructured interviews involving business-
related low-risk topics, public documents, and related artifacts. The interviews followed
Walden’s IRB protocols and ensured consistency in addressing the research question and
the project’s purpose. The composite conceptual framework includes the theories of
Morgan and Hunt’s (1994) relationship management theory (RMT) and Kotter’s (1996)
8-step change model.
Research Question

What effective marketing strategies do business leaders use to remain profitable

and sustainable beyond 5 years in the digital age?
Assumptions and Limitations

Assumptions

Assumptions refer to facts or conditions accepted as true but cannot be directly
verified (Bentalha & Alla, 2024). For this project, one key assumption was that the
participants had implemented marketing strategies that had contributed to the long-term
sustainability of their organizations. Additionally, it was assumed that the strategies
shared by participants were applicable and relevant to businesses across various
industries. A third assumption was that interviewees would provide accurate information.
Limitations

Limitations refer to aspects of the research that are beyond the researcher’s

control and may affect the project’s outcomes (Ahmed, 2024). A potential limitation of
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this project was the availability of public data and the availability of qualified participants
who met the eligibility criteria and were willing to participate in interviews. Additionally,
the project was limited by its sample size, which may not fully represent the entire
population of business leaders in diverse industries. Another limitation was the potential
for bias in participant responses, as individuals may present their strategies, highlighting
their successes while overlooking challenges they faced.
Transition

In Section 1, I introduced my topic and outlined the business problem, project
purpose, and significance. I expand on this foundation in the next three sections by
reviewing the professional and academic literature in Section 2, describing the data
collection and analysis procedures in Section 3, and in Section 4, I address the findings

derived from participants’ lived experiences.



Section 2: The Literature Review
A Review of the Professional and Academic Literature
The integrative review comprised a critical analysis and synthesis of sources and
articles relevant to my project, which were found in various academic databases at
Walden University Library and Google Scholar. Databases used for the literature review
included ProQuest, Emerald, SAGE, ScienceDirect, and Business Source Complete
(EBSCO). I used keywords and phrases such as marketing, digital age, digital disruption,
social media, sustainability, artificial intelligence, machine learning, technology,
effective business strategies, customer relationship management, Kotter’s change model,
and relationship management theory (RMT) to find relevant articles from the databases.
The literature review provided a critical analysis and synthesis of existing research
related to the conceptual framework, key themes, and phenomena. It included
comparisons and contrasts of differing perspectives and highlighted how this project
relates to and builds upon previous studies and findings. Eighty-six percent of referenced
sources were published within 5 years of the project’s expected completion date, and
86% were peer-reviewed.
This literature review draws on Morgan and Hunt’s (1994) RMT and Kotter’s
(1996) 8-step change model to examine how businesses can achieve long-term success
through customer engagement and organizational adaptability. RMT emphasizes trust and
commitment as key to building lasting customer relationships, especially in the digital
age where personalized, data-driven marketing enhances loyalty and profitability

(Hennig-Thurau & Ognibeni, 2022; Putit et al., 2021). Digital tools like social media, Al,



and analytics enable deeper engagement (Tarabasz, 2024), while loyalty programs and
online communities support retention and brand advocacy (Appio et al., 2021; S. Kumar
et al., 2022).

Kotter’s (1996) change model complements RMT by offering a structured process
for implementing change, from creating urgency to embedding new practices into
company culture (Mouazen et al., 2024). This is essential as businesses respond to rapid
technological shifts and changing consumer expectations (Hanelt et al., 2021). Digital
marketing strategies—such as search engine optimization (SEO), content marketing, and
personalization—help companies stay competitive and meet evolving demands (Alam et
al., 2021; Das, 2021). Artificial intelligence (Al) and machine learning (ML) further
enhance marketing by improving customer segmentation, campaign targeting, and
predictive analytics (Aljeeran & Al Mubarak, 2025; Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2022).
These tools drive efficiency and personalization, which are critical for sustaining growth
in competitive markets. Overall, integrating RMT, Kotter’s change model, and digital
strategies provides a strong foundation for business profitability and sustainability
beyond 5 years in the digital age.

Conceptual Framework

The composite conceptual framework grounding this project are Morgan and
Hunt’s (1994) RMT and Kotter’s (1996) 8-step change model. Together, they offer a
comprehensive lens for understanding how businesses can cultivate long-term customer
engagement while remaining agile in an increasingly digital, data-driven, and competitive

marketplace.



Relationship Management Theory

RMT provides a foundational framework for understanding how organizations
build and maintain long-term, mutually beneficial relationships with key stakeholders,
particularly customers. Developed in response to the limitations of transactional
marketing approaches, RMT emphasizes ongoing interactions characterized by trust,
commitment, shared goals, and communication (Ivens et al., 2024). One of the most
influential contributions to this field comes from Morgan and Hunt (1994), who noted
that trust and commitment are the two most essential elements for sustaining successful
relational exchanges. Morgan and Hunt marked a paradigmatic shift in marketing
strategy, proposing that relationship-building, rather than short-term sales transactions,
should be the central focus of organizational efforts. Since then, RMT has been widely
used in marketing, public relations, and strategic communication literature, and continues
to guide research in areas such as customer loyalty, brand advocacy, and emotional
engagement (Guerola-Navarro et al., 2024; Hennig-Thurau & Ognibeni, 2022).

RMT has evolved to address the challenges and opportunities of the digital era.
Researchers are applying RMT to modern marketing contexts, particularly those
involving data analytics, Al, and customer experience management (Deb et al., 2025).
Central to the theory is the belief that organizations must foster enduring emotional
connections with their audiences to achieve long-term success. Guerola-Navarro et al.
(2024) noted that in this view, relationships are not simply transactional exchanges but
ongoing interactions that build mutual value, trust, and loyalty. These relational bonds

serve as strategic assets, capable of enhancing brand equity, increasing customer



retention, and insulating organizations from reputational risks during periods of crisis
(Pressgrove et al., 2024).

In the context of data-driven marketing, RMT is especially relevant because it
highlights the strategic imperative for businesses to prioritize customer engagement and
loyalty (Deb et al., 2025; Guerola-Navarro et al., 2024). Rather than focusing solely on
product sales, businesses must manage ongoing relationships that foster trust and
commitment (Hennig-Thurau & Ognibeni, 2022). This relationship-building approach
gains even greater significance as digital tools enable more personalized and dynamic
customer interactions in a rapidly evolving marketplace.

A fundamental shift in effective marketing strategies during the digital era
involves moving away from traditional transactional models toward relationship-building
practices that enhance customer retention and drive profitability. Digital marketing
channels, including social media, email, and personalized websites, offer organizations
valuable opportunities to engage customers across multiple touchpoints (Bui et al., 2022),
creating tailored experiences that resonate deeply with their preferences (Verhoef et al.,
2021). Verhoef et al. (2021) emphasized that leveraging data analytics enabled
companies to uncover deeper insights into customer behaviors, anticipate future needs,
and design marketing efforts that delivered targeted value. This data-driven
personalization aligns closely with RMT’s core focus on forging meaningful, enduring
connections, enabling businesses to remain agile and responsive to customer expectations

within the digital landscape.



Furthermore, strong customer relationships become increasingly critical in an
environment characterized by rapid change and evolving customer demands. The digital
age has amplified competitive pressures, making swift adaptation essential to sustained
success (Appio et al., 2021; More, 2023). Within this context, RMT serves as a robust
framework for organizations seeking to enhance loyalty and retention through emotional
connections and personalized experiences. By integrating RMT with digital marketing
strategies, business leaders can foster long-term customer engagement (Hadiyati et al.,
2024; Usman et al., 2025), ensuring continued growth and competitive advantage.
Emphasizing relationship-building over short-term transactional goals allows companies
to cultivate meaningful connections that support resilience and sustained growth in
crowded markets (Olson et al., 2021).

This shift is particularly relevant in a digital context. As companies collect and
analyze vast amounts of consumer data, they can tailor marketing efforts to individual
preferences, an approach naturally aligned with RMT’s emphasis on personalization and
enduring connection (Putit et al., 2021; Virmani & Tak, 2024). Yet, while data facilitates
personalization, it is emotional resonance, the sense of being understood and valued, that
ultimately sustains customer commitment over time (S. Kumar et al., 2022). Digital tools
are not merely communication channels; they serve as enablers of relational depth.
Crucially, digital platforms support continuous, real-time engagement that fosters trust
through social media interactions and responsive customer support (S. Kumar et al.,

2022; Olson et al., 2021). These touchpoints transcend basic service by cultivating the
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expectation that a brand is accessible, attentive, and dependable, a notion that aligns with
RMT’s premise that trust is earned through repeated positive experiences.

In competitive digital markets, companies must surpass good service by actively
cultivating loyalty and advocacy. Loyalty programs and branded digital communities
(e.g., apps and forums) create avenues to reward loyal behavior while deepening
emotional bonds (Adi et al., 2024; Desembrianita et al., 2024). These initiatives function
through incentives and by signaling that customers’ ongoing relationships are genuinely
valued, reinforcing the emotional commitment RMT identifies as central to retention.
Moreover, customers emotionally connected to a brand are more likely to advocate for it,
generating word-of-mouth momentum that strengthens market presence and lowers
customer acquisition costs (Islami & Mulolli, 2024). Research indicates that relationship
marketing, especially when supported by digital tools, is effective and cost-efficient
(Desembrianita et al., 2024). Therefore, RMT aligns with customer-centric values and
with pragmatic business considerations.

Building on this efficiency, digital technologies enhance the effectiveness and
scalability of relationship marketing. Automation tools like Al-driven customer support
and personalized email campaigns empower businesses to extend relational strategies
globally without sacrificing consistency (S. Kumar et al., 2022). However, scalability
must never come at the expense of authenticity; even automated interactions need to feel
personal and considerate to maintain trust (Oh & Ki, 2024). When thoughtfully executed,

these digital efforts help brands cultivate lasting connections (Olson et al., 2021).
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The ability to scale personalized, authentic interactions via digital tools deepens
daily engagement and builds a reserve of trust that becomes invaluable during periods of
uncertainty. Trust emerges as a critical business asset during crises (Zimmerman et al.,
2024). Companies that have invested in long-term relationship marketing are more likely
to retain customer support during events such as data breaches or product failures (More,
2023; Vashishth et al., 2024). Customers who trust a brand to act transparently and
ethically are more forgiving when problems arise (Banerji & Singh, 2024). RMT is
important when times are good and serves as protection during tough times.

Despite its strengths, RMT is not without limitations. One common critique is that
RMT assumes all customers desire long-term relational engagement, which may not hold
true across all industries or customer segments (Deku et al., 2024; Shah et al., 2024).
Some customers prefer transactional interactions without ongoing engagement, especially
in commoditized markets or where purchase frequency is low (Verhoef et al., 2021). For
example, consumers purchasing generic household items or single-use products may not
benefit from sustained relationship-building efforts. If business leaders apply RMT too
broadly, they risk misallocating marketing resources toward customer segments that do
not value or respond to these efforts (Mohammed et al., 2024). This mismatch can lead to
diminished returns and potential strategic drift, moving away from models that better suit
the specific market context.

Additionally, RMT’s focus on trust and commitment can be challenging to
operationalize uniformly, particularly for large organizations dealing with diverse global

markets and cultural variation. What fosters trust in one cultural or regional context may
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not translate across borders (Guerola-Navarro et al., 2024). This creates complexity for
multinational organizations attempting to apply standardized relational strategies. Gazi et
al. (2024) noted that if companies fail to adapt RMT principles to local nuances, their
efforts may be perceived as inauthentic or misaligned, ultimately undermining trust rather
than reinforcing it.

There is also a risk that an overemphasis on relationship-building may lead to
neglecting the importance of innovation and product excellence. Innovation and product
excellence are equally vital to competitive advantage (Appio et al., 2021; Gupta &
Agarwal, 2024). In hyper-competitive digital markets, customer loyalty is not guaranteed
by relationships alone. If businesses focus too heavily on emotional connection at the
expense of product development, they may fall behind competitors who offer more
cutting-edge solutions or superior value propositions (Gazi et al., 2024). This is
especially dangerous for firms trying to sustain long-term profitability beyond 5 years,
where continuous innovation is critical to market relevance.

Another limitation involves data privacy concerns, which are increasingly
significant in digital marketing. While data enables personalized relationships, customers
are becoming more cautious about how their information is collected and used (Deb et
al., 2025). Hu and Basiglio (2024) noted that mismanaging data or violating privacy
expectations can severely damage the trust that RMT relies on. For companies already
struggling with effective marketing strategies, this risk is heightened; any breach of trust
can lead to reputational harm, regulatory scrutiny, or customer attrition. Therefore,

businesses must invest in transparent, ethical data practices to preserve relational
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integrity. Failure to maintain trust can quickly erode relational bonds (More, 2023),
especially in moments of public scrutiny or crisis. Once broken, trust is difficult to
rebuild, which makes RMT both powerful and precarious. This fragility underscores the
need for ongoing accountability, responsiveness, and consistency in customer
interactions; elements that require significant coordination across departments and
platforms (More, 2023).

Finally, the scalability of personalized engagement has limits. Automation tools
and Al can support relationship marketing, but only if they are implemented thoughtfully.
Generic, templated, or overly scripted communications may appear manipulative and
undermine authenticity (Olson et al., 2021). Consumers today are more discerning, and
they quickly recognize inauthenticity, especially when they expect high levels of
personalization and care (Oh & Ki, 2024). Ozay et al. (2024) argued that companies must
humanize their automated interactions to preserve the emotional resonance that defines
successful relationships. If this emotional resonance is lost, even the most technologically
advanced campaigns may fail to inspire loyalty or advocacy. Thus, the success of RMT in
the digital era depends not only on technology but on the organization’s ability to
preserve empathy, relevance, and human connection at scale.

Kotter’s 8-Step Change Model

The strategic importance of trust, particularly during crises, highlights the need
for structured, sustained change management practices that embed relationship-building
into organizational culture. RMT identifies emotional connection and long-term customer

engagement as critical to profitability (Deku et al., 2024), but realizing these relational



13

goals often requires internal transformation. Kotter’s (1996) 8-step change model
complements RMT by providing a structured roadmap for achieving organizational
change that supports customer-centric strategies. In the context of this project’s business
problem, where some business leaders lack effective marketing strategies to remain
profitable and sustainable beyond 5 years in the digital age, Kotter’s change model
addresses a core operational gap. It equips leaders to embed relationship-focused
marketing into their company’s systems and culture (Kuffuor et al., 2024), enabling
adaptability in the face of technological disruption and evolving consumer expectations.

Kotter’s (1996) change model begins with establishing a sense of urgency, a
crucial step in the digital landscape where delays in innovation can lead to obsolescence
(Piras et al., 2024). This urgency reframes change as a strategic necessity aligned with
shifting customer demands and long-term survival, rather than as a reactive or isolated
initiative (Deb et al., 2025; Harrison et al., 2021). For business leaders facing stagnation
or declining market relevance, this step is instrumental in repositioning relationship
marketing as a forward-looking growth strategy. However, if urgency is poorly
communicated, framed as panic rather than opportunity, it can lead to employee
resistance, especially in organizations already fatigued by change.

The second step, building a powerful coalition, underscores the importance of
leadership alignment and the engagement of key influencers who can legitimize and drive
the change. In the context of fostering relationship-centered marketing, these coalitions
represent a shift in organizational mindset, from siloed decision-making to collective

ownership of the customer experience (Mouazen et al., 2024). Without the right
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champions in place, efforts to pivot toward long-term relationship strategies may struggle
for legitimacy, particularly in companies accustomed to transactional, sales-driven goals.

The third step, forming a strategic vision, offers employees clear direction and a
shared purpose. This vision is especially vital in digital transitions where new
technologies and platforms can overwhelm teams (Kuffuor et al., 2024; Mouazen et al.,
2024). When aligned with RMT principles, such a vision ensures that internal process
changes uphold external commitments to trust and customer engagement (Kanter, 2024).
A vague or poorly communicated vision can create confusion, leading employees to
revert to short-term tactics that undermine long-term marketing strategies.

Kotter’s (1996) fourth step, enlisting a volunteer army, broadens employee
involvement to build change momentum and foster shared ownership. This inclusive
approach parallels RMT’s emphasis on trust and commitment with customers and within
the organization. Engaged employees are more likely to cultivate authentic, customer-
centered interactions (Elshaer et al., 2025). Conversely, a lack of broad involvement can
limit the depth and authenticity of customer engagement, especially if only surface-level
changes are implemented without internal alignment.

The fifth step, enabling action, focuses on removing barriers—structural,
procedural, or cultural—that hinder the adoption of new strategies. This is highly relevant
to digital marketing transformation, where legacy systems or unclear policies can prevent
implementing innovative relationship-building tools (Engmann et al., 2024; Puttaraju,
2025). Engmann et al. (2024) noted that if these internal constraints are not addressed,

even well-designed marketing strategies may falter in execution. The inability to act on
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customer insights, for example, can undermine trust and erode competitive advantage in
fast-moving digital markets.

Short-term wins, Kotter’s (1996) sixth step, play a crucial role in maintaining
motivation during periods of transformation. Especially in digital marketing contexts,
where metrics are closely monitored, early successes provide visible proof that relational
strategies are working, boosting confidence and validating resource investment (Harrison
et al., 2021). However, without these quick wins, relational marketing may be viewed as
inefficient or ineffective, leading leaders to prematurely abandon it in favor of more
transactional or short-sighted approaches (Engmann et al., 2024).

The seventh step, sustaining acceleration, cautions against complacency. This is
essential in the digital age, where stagnation can quickly erode competitive advantage
(Liu et al., 2025). Without continuous momentum, leaders risk reverting to outdated,
transactional models that undermine long-term engagement (Errida & Lotfi, 2021;
Manresa et al., 2025). For example, early wins can create a false sense of completion,
causing organizations to stop short of fully embedding the cultural changes needed to
sustain relationship marketing.

Finally, institutionalizing change embeds new practices into organizational norms
and systems. When applied to marketing, this step ensures that relationship-building
becomes part of the organizational DNA, not a one-time campaign, but a sustained
strategic focus (Esses, 2024; Hanelt et al., 2021). Failing to institutionalize this shift risks
returning to transactional patterns that prioritize short-term sales over long-term customer

value, ultimately jeopardizing profitability and sustainability.
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Despite its widespread adoption, Kotter’s (1996) change model has limitations.
One critique is that it presents change as a linear process, which may not fully capture the
dynamic and iterative nature of digital transformation (Rynearson et al., 2024). Rapid
technological shifts often require backtracking or simultaneous actions that the model’s
structure may not accommodate (Harrison et al., 2021). Additionally, the model depends
heavily on strong leadership and coalition-building, which may be difficult to establish in
complex or decentralized organizations (Mouazen et al., 2024). While urgency is vital, if
communicated too aggressively, it can foster fear rather than opportunity, creating
resistance among employees (Deb et al., 2025).

Another challenge is the model’s limited treatment of emotional and cultural
dynamics. Although Kotter emphasizes embedding change into culture, scholars have
noted that it underrepresents the emotional resistance and value systems that influence
employee engagement (Chahal, 2025). For relationship marketing strategies to succeed,
change must resonate not only with organizational objectives but also with the human
elements of motivation and identity (Prakash & Pinto, 2025). If this alignment is missing,
even technically sound changes may fail to gain the long-term internal support needed for
sustainability.

Together, Kotter’s (1996) eight steps form a strategic process that complements
RMT’s focus on emotional connection and long-term stakeholder engagement. While
each framework presents certain limitations, such as RMT’s assumptions about customer
preferences and Kotter’s linear model of change, their combined application offers a

balanced and adaptable lens for investigating customer engagement and organizational
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transformation in a digital context. RMT highlights the “why” of relational strategy, and

Kotter provides the “how” for embedding these values into an organization’s culture and
operations. By integrating both frameworks, business leaders are better equipped to
respond to the problem of ineffective marketing strategies. This dual approach enables
organizations to adapt with agility, execute relational strategies with discipline, and
cultivate the kind of trust-based relationships necessary for sustainable success in the
digital age.
Business Problem Scholarship Evidence

The rapid technological advancements and increased interconnectedness through
the internet have significantly transformed the business landscape. According to Gomez-
Trujillo and Gonzalez-Perez (2022), the digital age has made information more
accessible, leading to a shift in consumer behaviors and expectations. This shift is evident
in consumers’ demand for personalized experiences, quick responses, and transparent
communication (George et al., 2022; Hanelt et al., 2021), which has placed pressure on
businesses to adapt their marketing strategies to meet these evolving demands. A key
challenge for business leaders, as noted by Hanelt et al. (2021), is the need to develop
sustainable strategies that ensure profitability in an ever-changing landscape. Javaid et al.
(2022) and S. Kumar et al. (2022) highlighted the importance of continuous adaptation to
the changing dynamics of digital platforms, consumer behavior, and market trends.
Companies that fail to adapt their marketing strategies to these shifts often experience

stagnation or decline, particularly after the initial growth period (S. Kumar et al., 2022).
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Together, these findings emphasize the need for businesses to remain flexible and
responsive to technological and consumer changes. Businesses that do not adapt may
struggle to maintain profitability beyond the first few years. To ensure long-term
sustainability, particularly beyond 5 years, businesses must prioritize strategies that
remain aligned with evolving consumer behaviors and technological advancements. This
adaptability is key to maintaining competitiveness and profitability in the digital age.
Businesses can leverage this adaptability through digital marketing strategies, which play
a pivotal role in sustaining growth and engaging with an increasingly tech-savvy
customer base.

Digital Marketing Strategies for Business Sustainability

Marketing strategies are essential for driving immediate profits and ensuring long-
term business sustainability in the digital age. In an increasingly digitized economy,
marketing must evolve from a reactive tool to a proactive, integrated strategy that aligns
with organizational goals and responds to rapidly shifting consumer expectations and
technological advancements. George and Schillebeeckx (2022) noted that traditional
strategies such as differentiation, cost leadership, and focus still provide a competitive
edge. However, the true sustainability of these strategies lies in their adaptation through
digital innovation, which allows firms to scale, personalize, and refine their value
propositions more efficiently. This evolution underscores the importance of integrating
digital tools not merely as add-ons but as strategic enablers of long-term competitiveness.

Digital platforms such as social media, e-commerce, and search engines offer

powerful channels for engaging consumers, but their real value emerges when
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strategically aligned with business objectives. Tools like SEO, content marketing, and
data analytics help firms expand their reach and deepen consumer relevance and
responsiveness (Celestin et al., 2024; B. Singh, Wongmahesak, et al., 2025). For instance,
SEO improves visibility at critical decision-making moments, while content marketing
fosters sustained engagement by delivering informative or entertaining experiences
tailored to specific customer segments (Falah, 2025). These tools also enable continuous
feedback loops, transforming static marketing into an adaptive system that evolves with
market signals. Such responsiveness is vital for sustainability, as it positions firms to
anticipate and respond to changes rather than merely react.

Data-driven marketing further strengthens the link between personalization and
sustainability by enhancing customer loyalty and lifetime value. Through behavioral and
transactional data analysis, companies can deliver tailored experiences that improve
customer satisfaction and retention (Adeniran et al., 2024; Elias, 2024). Personalized
marketing reduces churn and increases the efficiency of marketing spend compared to
broad-based campaigns, which often have diminishing returns (Elhajjar, 2025). More
importantly, personalization builds emotional connection and trust, key elements in long-
term customer relationships. This deepened engagement contributes directly to
profitability by creating a stable revenue base and reducing the need for costly new
customer acquisition.

Integrating Al and ML further amplifies the strategic impact of digital marketing.
These technologies enable real-time data processing, pattern recognition, and predictive

modeling, which empower businesses to refine targeting, automate engagement, and
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optimize marketing ROI (Rane et al., 2024). For example, Al-driven product

recommendations and dynamic pricing strategies increase conversion rates, while
automated customer service tools enhance satisfaction and retention. Cohen et al. (2025)
emphasized that Al and ML also support long-term sustainability by enabling firms to
continuously learn and adapt to changing market dynamics. By embedding intelligence
into marketing systems, companies can create a competitive feedback loop that ensures
resilience, agility, and long-term value creation.
Leveraging Artificial Intelligence and Machine Learning

Al and ML are rapidly becoming essential components of long-term marketing
strategies, offering tools that enhance profitability and sustainability. As businesses rely
more heavily on digital platforms, Al and ML provide a competitive advantage by
enabling deeper customer understanding, real-time decision-making, and operational
efficiency (V. Kumar et al., 2024). Al defined as the simulation of human intelligence by
machines, allows organizations to automate complex tasks, optimize campaign strategies,
and predict consumer behaviors with high precision (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2022;
V. Kumar et al., 2024). ML, a subset of Al, enables systems to learn from data and
improve over time, enhancing both predictive accuracy and strategic adaptability
(Rahmani et al., 2021). These capabilities make Al and ML tools convenient and strategic
assets for sustainable growth.

The real power of Al and ML in marketing lies in their ability to personalize
experiences and anticipate consumer needs at scale. By processing vast quantities of

customer data, these technologies enable hyper-targeted campaigns, dynamic content
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delivery, and refined segmentation (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2022; Olson et al., 2021).

According to Grewal et al. (2024), Al enhances the customer journey by delivering the
right message at the right time, critical for optimizing acquisition and retention. ML
further supports this by powering predictive analytics, helping businesses forecast
emerging trends and adjust strategies before competitors do (Okatta et al., 2024; Sharma
et al., 2024). This level of foresight and personalization deepens customer loyalty and
reduces waste in marketing spend, contributing directly to long-term profitability.

Beyond improving customer interactions, Al and ML play a crucial role in
operational scalability and strategic agility. Automation powered by these technologies
reduces the burden of repetitive tasks such as campaign testing, A/B comparisons, and
performance tracking (Herhausen et al., 2024). This frees up human resources for more
value-added functions like creative development and strategic planning. Such efficiency
gains are essential for long-term sustainability, as they lower costs while maintaining
high-quality output.

Furthermore, advanced generative Al tools like those developed by OpenAl have
introduced new possibilities for content creation, customer interaction, and marketing
analytics. Rainy (2025) suggested that platforms implementing Al can produce high-
quality text for emails, advertisements, and social media, support real-time engagement
through conversational agents, and generate insights from unstructured data. Their ease
of integration and accessibility allow even small businesses to leverage sophisticated Al
capabilities without the need for extensive technical infrastructure (Mugisha et al., 2025),

making them a democratizing force in modern marketing strategy. However, adopting Al
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and ML requires overcoming significant challenges—data privacy concerns,
infrastructure investment, and workforce training (Omid & Soren, 2025). Organizations
that address these barriers thoughtfully are better positioned to reap the benefits of these
tools and stay resilient in a dynamic market.

Ultimately, integrating Al and ML into marketing is not just an external
transformation. It reshapes internal capabilities as well. These technologies foster a
culture of innovation and adaptability, enabling firms to refine customer-facing strategies
and internal processes such as employee engagement, performance analytics, and internal
communications. By aligning digital intelligence with human talent, businesses create a
holistic ecosystem that supports continuous improvement, agility, and long-term
sustainability in the digital age.

Employee Engagement and Internal Marketing

While much attention is given to customer-facing campaigns, internal marketing
plays an equally critical role in shaping brand perception and customer experience. To
build sustainable and profitable businesses in the digital age, leaders must recognize that
effective marketing strategies begin from within, through employee engagement
(Biswakarma & Subedi, 2025). When employees are motivated, aligned with
organizational values, and committed to the company’s vision, they become brand
ambassadors who elevate the customer journey (Fatima et al., 2024; Kwon et al., 2024).
Homburg and Wielgos (2022) emphasized that internal marketing enhances external
marketing outcomes by fostering a workforce that is emotionally invested in delivering

exceptional service. Iconic service brands like Zappos and Ritz-Carlton exemplify this
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approach; their strong internal cultures prioritize employee satisfaction, which directly
translates into their reputation for customer excellence (Evans et al., 2024). This
connection between internal engagement and external performance highlights why
employee-centric cultures are not just HR concerns; they are strategic imperatives for
long-term sustainability.

Actively incorporating employee feedback and fostering an inclusive, innovative
culture strengthens an organization’s ability to adapt its marketing strategies over time.
Companies like Google and Salesforce have demonstrated how internal feedback loops,
such as innovation platforms, employee surveys, and collaborative planning, can refine
product development and customer engagement (Lam et al., 2024; Nnaji et al., 2024).
These practices increase morale and enhance organizational agility, allowing businesses
to stay ahead of shifting customer expectations. Moreover, when employees feel heard
and empowered, they are more likely to contribute creative ideas and improvements that
align with customer-centric goals. This continuous internal input supports adaptive
strategy development, making marketing efforts more resilient, relevant, and sustainable
in an ever-evolving market landscape.

Business Topic Scholarship

The literature underscores several critical insights regarding the effective
marketing strategies business leaders can use to remain profitable and sustainable beyond
5 years in the digital age. Olson et al. (2021) highlighted that marketing has become a key
driver of growth and competitive advantage post-COVID-19, especially when companies

adopt digital channels like social media, content marketing, and data analytics. Still, the
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perceived complexity and costs of digital transformation create hesitation among some
leaders (George et al., 2022; Olson et al., 2021). Riley and Nicewicz-Scott (2025)
proposed a hybrid model that blends traditional and digital marketing strategies, which
has shown promise in expanding customer reach and engagement.

However, this approach requires more than technological investment. The
approach demands visionary leadership, adaptability, and a commitment to organizational
learning. The reluctance highlighted in the literature points to a broader issue: digital
marketing is not simply a functional upgrade but a strategic reorientation. Business
leaders who view digital marketing as a core capability, rather than a supplementary tool,
are better positioned to drive profitability and sustain competitive advantage over time.
This shift in mindset and capability sets the stage for exploring how theoretical
frameworks like RMT and Kotter’s (1996) change model can guide leaders in managing
digital transformation effectively.

Leadership and Marketing Strategy Integration

Effective leadership plays a pivotal role in closing the gap between digital
marketing opportunities and organizational readiness, making it a core driver of long-
term business sustainability. As digital technologies evolve, leadership that is visionary
and adaptive has been consistently cited as a critical success factor for implementing
effective marketing strategies (Kim et al., 2025). Transformational leaders, those who
inspire innovation and lead through change, are uniquely equipped to guide businesses
through digital disruption (Gupta, 2025; Tagscherer & Carbon, 2025). These leaders

foster cultures that embrace experimentation, empower cross-functional collaboration,
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and prioritize customer-centric thinking, all of which are fundamental to sustained
marketing performance in the digital age (Adi et al., 2024). This style of leadership does
more than set direction; it cultivates the internal agility required to adapt to shifting
consumer behaviors and technological landscapes.

However, leadership alone does not guarantee success. Executing digital
marketing strategies requires robust organizational support. Agu et al. (2024) highlighted
that execution depends on structural factors such as clear objectives, appropriate resource
allocation, employee training, and performance measurement. Transactional leadership,
often seen as less innovative, can also be effective when supported by a solid digital
infrastructure and operational clarity (Ansari et al., 2024; Zhao & Sun, 2024). This
suggests that leadership style matters less than strategic alignment between marketing
vision and organizational capability. The most effective leaders are those who can
integrate strategy with execution, adapting their leadership approach to fit the
organizational context.

The literature points to a dynamic and interdependent relationship between
leadership, digital competence, and strategic marketing—one that is central to long-term
business sustainability. Firms that have succeeded beyond the 5-year mark tend to display
marketing expertise, digital adaptability, and leadership that promotes learning,
innovation, and continuous improvement (Kim et al., 2025; Olson et al., 2021; Tarabasz,
2024). Yet, despite growing recognition of these factors, there remains a lack of research
focused specifically on the lived experiences of SME leaders who have successfully

navigated this intersection. Most studies treat digital transformation and marketing
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strategy separately, without deeply examining how leadership behavior shapes the
execution and sustainability of these strategies in real-world business settings. With this
project, I seek to address the strategic leadership gap by exploring the lived experiences
of marketing leaders who have guided their businesses to profitability and sustainability
beyond 5 years in the digital age. Through semistructured interviews and artifact analysis,
the research will uncover practical insights into the leadership decisions, digital
capabilities, and marketing strategies that contribute to long-term success. By focusing on
SMEs, the project aims to offer actionable guidance for business leaders seeking to
remain competitive and adaptive in a rapidly evolving marketplace.
Strategic Marketing Approaches

To achieve profitability and sustainability beyond 5 years, business leaders must
adopt strategic marketing approaches that align with long-term goals, evolving customer
needs, and the realities of the digital marketplace. Unlike tactical decisions that address
short-term gains, strategic marketing builds an enduring competitive advantage by
emphasizing purposeful brand positioning, value differentiation, and innovation
leadership (Chernev, 2025). In today’s post-pandemic economy, where resilience and
adaptability are paramount, marketing has become a central driver of long-term
organizational performance (Gias, 2023; Sheth, 2022). This shift signals the need for a
proactive, integrated view of marketing as a strategic growth function rather than a cost
center.

One strategic approach gaining prominence is agile marketing, which emphasizes

rapid experimentation, continuous feedback, and data-informed decision-making.
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Adapted from software development, agile marketing allows organizations to respond
quickly to market changes through short, iterative “sprints” rather than rigid annual plans
(Aljeeran & Al Mubarak, 2025). Kandasamy et al. (2025) found that firms adopting agile
methodologies report improved marketing performance, higher innovation rates, and
better responsiveness to customer feedback. By enabling teams to adjust campaigns in
real time, reallocate resources swiftly, and collaborate cross-functionally, agile practices
support adaptability and internal efficiency. This agility is critical in dynamic digital
environments, where long-term sustainability depends on the ability to pivot without
sacrificing strategic direction. Additionally, the cultural benefits, such as increased
employee engagement and alignment, contribute to a more resilient and innovation-ready
organization (Balamurugan et al., 2025).

Another foundational approach is hybrid marketing integration, which
strategically combines digital and traditional channels to maximize reach and reinforce
brand messaging. While digital tools offer scalability and precision targeting, traditional
media remains important for trust-building and emotional resonance, particularly among
older or offline audiences. Riley and Nicewicz-Scott (2025) showed that integrated
campaigns create more cohesive brand experiences and result in stronger engagement
across diverse customer segments. However, the success of hybrid marketing depends on
internal alignment. Leaders must invest in the right technologies, ensure staff training,
and promote collaboration across departments. Narang et al. (2025) emphasized that
firms with unified, cross-channel strategies experienced higher ROI and customer trust

than those operating in silos. This highlights the strategic role of leadership in
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coordinating efforts, fostering communication, and ensuring that all marketing
touchpoints work in harmony to drive long-term value. Together, agile marketing and
hybrid integration reflect the evolving function of marketing as a core engine of
sustainable growth. These strategies support short-term responsiveness and enable long-
term adaptability, brand consistency, and customer loyalty. Business leaders who embed
these approaches into their strategic planning, rather than treating marketing as a reactive
or peripheral function, are better equipped to remain competitive and resilient in a
complex digital landscape.
Customer Centric Marketing

In the digital age, customer-centric marketing strategies have become essential for
business leaders aiming to maintain profitability and sustainability beyond 5 years. At its
core, customer-centricity shifts the marketing focus from products and services to
creating long-term value through personalized experiences, loyalty, and trust (Hoque et
al., 2024). Unlike traditional transactional approaches, customer-centric strategies
emphasize lifetime value (LTV), emotional engagement, and continuous interaction
across all touchpoints of the customer journey. Vetrivel et al. (2024) argued that
businesses that map, analyze, and optimize the full customer journey from awareness to
post-purchase support are better positioned to foster enduring relationships and repeat
business. This long-term engagement is critical in markets where customer acquisition
costs are rising, and consumer attention is increasingly fragmented.

One widely adopted strategy in this space is content marketing, which plays a

pivotal role in engaging and nurturing customer relationships. High-quality, relevant
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content builds brand credibility, fosters trust, and positions the business as a helpful
authority rather than a seller (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2022). Content strategies that
align with customer needs and behaviors, whether educational videos, how-to blogs, or
interactive social content, create deeper emotional connections, driving conversions and
brand advocacy over time. For instance, Azzaakiyyah (2023) found that personalized
content campaigns yield 29% higher engagement rates than generic messaging, especially
when tailored by behavior or persona.

Closely tied to content is the rise of social and influencer marketing, where
businesses leverage peer trust and authenticity to create relevance. D. Baghel and K. C.
Baghel (2023) found that micro-influencers often outperform celebrities in driving
engagement and loyalty due to their niche focus and perceived authenticity, especially
among Gen Z and millennial audiences. Additionally, customer-centric firms are
investing in lifecycle marketing and marketing automation to sustain engagement over
time (Rahman et al., 2024; Vetrivel et al., 2024). Lifecycle marketing involves
segmenting communications based on the customer’s stage in their journey—onboarding,
usage, renewal, advocacy—and delivering timely, relevant messaging to nurture that
relationship.

According to Vetrivel et al. (2024), focusing on LTV results of improved
retention, more frequent purchases, and a greater share of wallet, which is the percentage
of a customer's total spending in a category that goes to a specific brand or company.
Technologies such as customer relationship management (CRM) systems and marketing

automation platforms (e.g., HubSpot, Salesforce) enable firms to personalize messages at
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scale and respond quickly to behavior signals. Importantly, the successful implementation
of customer-centric strategies requires a cultural shift at the leadership level. Businesses
must empower cross-functional teams to collaborate around customer data, remove silos,
and prioritize relationship KPIs such as Net Promoter Score and retention rates, alongside
revenue metrics (Igbinenikaro et al., 2024). When customer experience becomes a
shared, strategic objective, firms are more likely to sustain profitability through loyalty,
advocacy, and reduced churn. Overall, customer-centric marketing is not merely a tactic
but a strategic orientation essential for survival in a digital-first, consumer-empowered
economy. By focusing on customer relationships, leveraging personalization and content,
and aligning internal systems around the customer journey, business leaders can establish
the kind of long-term value that drives sustainable growth.
Technological Enablers of Marketing Effectiveness

In the digital age, technology is not just a support function but a foundational
enabler of marketing effectiveness and strategic growth. Business leaders seeking long-
term profitability must invest in technologies that enhance data-driven decision-making,
enable customer personalization at scale, and automate repetitive tasks to increase
efficiency (Cope & Phillips, 2025). Integrating tools such as CRM systems, marketing
automation platforms, SEO technologies, and advanced analytics allows firms to move
beyond intuition and act based on real-time insights. As digital environments grow more
complex, the ability to track, measure, and optimize customer behavior has become
central to sustained performance (Nanda, 2025; A. Singh, Kiriti, et al., 2025). Elshaer et

al. (2025) argued that firms that successfully leverage technology in their marketing
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functions enhance operational efficiency and build superior customer experiences, which
are critical for long-term engagement and brand equity.

A central technological driver of marketing success is data analytics, which
enables firms to understand consumer behavior patterns, predict future trends, and
optimize resource allocation. Using predictive analytics, marketers can forecast
purchasing behavior, personalize messaging, and design campaigns with higher
conversion potential (Zaki et al., 2024). V. Kumar et al. (2024) found that organizations
that embed analytics across their marketing decision-making processes experience
significantly higher ROI and customer retention rates than those that rely solely on past
performance data. Data visualization tools like Tableau and Google Data Studio also
allow marketers to present insights in ways that support rapid executive decision-making.
However, the effectiveness of analytics depends on data quality, integration across
departments, and leadership’s willingness to invest in analytical capabilities. Many SMEs
face challenges in adopting these tools due to a lack of internal expertise and unclear ROI
benchmarks (Varadarajan et al., 2022).

Another key enabler is marketing automation, which allows for the consistent
execution of campaigns across multiple channels with minimal manual input. Zhylinska
and Sviderska (2024) noted that automation platforms like HubSpot, Salesforce
Marketing Cloud, and Mailchimp streamline workflows such as lead nurturing, email
marketing, and retargeting. This results in more timely, relevant communications and
reduced human error. A report by Salesforce found that 76% of high-performing

marketing teams use automation extensively to deliver personalized content across
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touchpoints, contributing to both higher customer satisfaction and marketing efficiency
(Zhylinska & Sviderska, 2024). However, automation alone does not guarantee
effectiveness (Badie et al., 2025; Dhawas et al., 2024). Automation must be aligned with
a clear customer strategy and guided by human oversight to avoid impersonal or
irrelevant messaging. Additionally, firms must manage issues like privacy, compliance,
and trust when deploying technology that uses customer data.

Finally, SEO and digital performance metrics serve as essential tools for visibility
and continuous improvement. SEO ensures that a firm’s content is discoverable, credible,
and aligned with search intent, which directly supports lead generation and brand
authority. Monitoring tools like Google Analytics, SEMrush, and Ahrefs provide
actionable insights into campaign performance, customer behavior, and conversion
funnels. These technologies help marketers evaluate which channels and content types
are driving sustainable results. Yet, the rapid pace of algorithm updates and changing
digital consumer behavior means that SEO requires continuous investment and expertise
(Falah, 2025). Firms that treat SEO as a strategic, evolving capability—rather than a one-
time fix—are more likely to maintain digital relevance and long-term visibility.
Technology has become a strategic pillar of effective marketing in the digital era,
enabling firms to operate with greater precision, speed, and scalability. Business leaders
who strategically deploy analytics, automation, SEO, and performance tracking tools are
better equipped to drive long-term growth, customer satisfaction, and sustainable

competitive advantage.
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Sustainability and Long-Term Brand Value

As consumers increasingly demand ethical transparency and social responsibility
from the brands they support, sustainability has emerged as a critical dimension of long-
term marketing strategy. Beyond environmental concerns, sustainability in marketing
now encompasses ethical sourcing, employee welfare, diversity and inclusion, and
purpose-driven branding—elements that directly shape brand value and long-term
profitability (Velmurugan et al., 2025). In a digitally connected world, where reputational
risks can escalate quickly, business leaders must embed sustainability in their operations,
marketing messages, and strategic positioning. Azzaakiyyah (2023) noted that creating
“shared value,” addressing social needs through business models, can simultaneously
enhance competitive positioning and build stakeholder trust. Thus, sustainability is not a
peripheral concern but a core lever of brand strength and resilience in the modern
marketplace.

One powerful method that brands express their sustainability commitments is
through cause branding, where companies align with social or environmental causes to
build emotional bonds with customers. When done authentically, cause branding
increases perceived brand integrity, differentiates the company, and fosters long-term
loyalty (Pereira et al., 2024; Walter et al., 2024). A notable example is Patagonia’s "Don't
Buy This Jacket" campaign, which promoted conscious consumerism and resulted in a
measurable uptick in brand advocacy and sales (Al Chami, 2025). Louis and Lombart
(2024) found that companies with clear, consistent CSR messaging enjoy stronger brand

equity, particularly when CSR is perceived as authentic rather than opportunistic.
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Similarly, customers are more likely to remain loyal to brands that reflect their values,
with 64% of global consumers saying they will choose or boycott a brand based on its
position on social issues (Tahir et al., 2024). These findings underscore the growing
importance of values-based branding as a strategic tool for maintaining long-term
relationships with ethically minded consumers.

In addition to cause marketing, environmental, social, and governance (ESG)
performance is increasingly viewed as a predictor of brand health and investment
attractiveness. Brands that score well on ESG metrics are more likely to attract
customers, partners, employees, and investors. According to Martiny et al. (2024),
companies that integrate ESG principles into their marketing and corporate strategy
experience higher levels of innovation, employee engagement, and customer retention.
Furthermore, ESG performance is now frequently included in brand valuation
methodologies, highlighting its importance to perception and financial outcomes.
However, achieving this alignment requires that firms go beyond surface-level
greenwashing or trend-following. Sustainability messaging must be grounded in
measurable actions, such as transparent supply chains, sustainable packaging, ethical
labor practices, and inclusive hiring policies (Velmurugan et al., 2025). Failure to deliver
on these promises can result in significant reputational damage, as seen in recent
consumer backlash against brands accused of misleading ESG claims.

Moreover, long-term brand value is increasingly tied to trust and emotional
connection, which are influenced by a brand’s perceived purpose and commitment to the

greater good. Hsu et al. (2024) emphasized that brands with clearly communicated
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missions that resonate with customer values tend to perform better during economic
downturns and crises because they have built reservoirs of trust. Digital transparency,
enabled by social media, online reviews, and watchdog platforms, means that consumers
now expect real accountability and are empowered to reward or punish brands based on
perceived alignment with their values (Sharmin & Chowdhury, 2025; Tolegenov et al.,
2024). Business leaders must therefore view sustainability as a compliance requirement, a
marketing angle, and a core driver of long-term differentiation and customer advocacy.

In sum, sustainability is no longer optional for business leaders aiming to build
enduring brand value in the digital age. When integrated authentically into marketing
strategy, sustainability fosters consumer trust, strengthens stakeholder relationships, and
supports long-term profitability (Nickerson & Georgiadou, 2025). As expectations for
corporate responsibility continue to rise, businesses that lead with purpose and
transparency are more likely to maintain relevance, resilience, and competitive advantage
over time.
Barriers to Digital Transformation

Resistance to digital change remains a significant barrier to long-term business
sustainability. This challenge is particularly acute in organizations with outdated business
models or rigid cultures that are unprepared for technological evolution (Tarabasz, 2024).
Herden et al. (2021) similarly found that digital transformation often fails due to limited
investment in technology and a persistent digital skills gap. Together, these factors
suggest that resistance is not merely operational but deeply embedded in organizational

culture. Overcoming it requires more than surface-level adjustments; it demands a



36

fundamental shift in mindset. Cultivating an adaptable, innovation-driven culture is
therefore not optional; it is central to remaining competitive in a rapidly changing digital
environment (Herden et al., 2021; Tarabasz, 2024). Addressing resistance opens the door
to sustained strategic growth, as seen in businesses that continuously re-evaluate and
refine their marketing strategies. These companies typically foster strong, digitally fluent
leadership capable of guiding teams through change while maintaining focus on long-
term value creation. Herden et al. (2021) emphasized the importance of equipping
marketing leaders with digital skills, enabling them to respond proactively to industry
disruption. However, technical training alone is insufficient. As Tarabasz (2024) pointed
out, successful transformation also hinges on leadership’s ability to mitigate internal
resistance and align organizational culture with innovation goals. Investing in workforce
upskilling and adopting emerging marketing technologies becomes essential not only for
competitiveness but for survival beyond the 5-year mark.
Transition

In this section, I reviewed academic and professional literature that connects
directly to the business problem addressed in the project. In Section 3, I explain the
ethical considerations of the project, describe the research design, and outline the
methods used for collecting and analyzing data, with an emphasis on ensuring the
reliability and validity of the project. In Section 4, I present the results of the research,
along with a discussion on how the findings could impact business practices, support

positive social change, and offer ideas for future research.
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Section 3: Research Project Methodology

Project Ethics

As the researcher, I managed the full research process, which included identifying
participants, collecting data, analyzing findings, and reporting results. I conducted
semistructured interviews with six marketing business leaders, reviewed internal
documents, and examined publicly available sources that address the research question. I
built trust with participants by establishing respectful and professional relationships,
which allowed them to speak openly during interviews and share honest insights related
to the research topic.

I did not have any prior relationship with the organizations or any of the
participants. My interest in this topic came from my professional background in business
and marketing, not from personal involvement. Because I have no personal or
professional connection with participants, I am confident that their responses are
voluntary and unbiased. I remained objective throughout the process and focused on
listening and gathering authentic insights based on the participants’ leadership
experiences.

In line with ethical research standards, I followed the principles outlined in The
Belmont Report: respect for persons, beneficence, and justice. I respected the
participants’ autonomy and right to make informed choices about their involvement,
ensured they face no harm or risk by participating, and treated everyone fairly in how I
recruited and engaged them in the project. I also complied with Walden University’s

ethical guidelines for research involving human subjects. Before starting the project, I
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received approval from Walden’s Institutional Review Board (IRB # 08-13-25-0925510)

on August 13, 2025.

Before each interview, participants received a consent form explaining the
purpose of the project, what would be expected of them, how their data would be
handled, and their right to withdraw at any point. After reviewing the form, they signed
and returned the form via email before the interview was scheduled. I also confirmed
their consent verbally at the start of each interview and asked for their permission to
audio record the session. I followed best practices to ensure informed consent was clear
and participants fully understood the research process.

Participants were informed that they could stop participating at any time, for any
reason, without any consequences. If someone chose to withdraw, they could notify me
through email, text, phone, or Microsoft Teams. In such cases, their data would be
immediately excluded from the project. I made it clear from the beginning that their
participation is voluntary, and they are not required to stay involved.

There were no incentives offered to participants in this project. Their decision to
join was completely voluntary, and no compensation, financial or otherwise, was
provided. Once the project was completed, I sent thank-you notes to acknowledge their
time and contributions.

To protect participant privacy and ensure confidentiality, I removed all personal
and organizational identifying details. Participants are referred to in the project using
generic labels, such as “P1” or “P2.” The names of the organizations are also kept

confidential and described only as “the business.” These steps help protect the identities
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of everyone involved and comply with Walden University’s IRB expectations. I stored all
research files on a password-protected computer and will keep the data secure for 5 years,
as required. After that period, I will delete all digital materials, notes, papers, or records
to maintain confidentiality. Throughout this project, I followed all ethical standards set by
Walden University and The Belmont Report. My focus is on protecting participants and
ensuring the project was conducted respectfully, fairly, and responsibly from beginning
to end.
Nature of the Project

[ used the qualitative method to explore effective marketing strategies that some
business leaders use to remain profitable and sustainable beyond 5 years in the digital
age. The qualitative approach is well-suited for exploring the lived experiences,
perspectives, and actions of individuals within their real-world environments (Lim,
2025). In contrast, quantitative and mixed methods rely heavily on numerical data and
statistical analysis to assess relationships between measurable variables (Taherdoost,
2022). These approaches were not suitable for this project because the goal is not to
analyze quantifiable data, but rather to understand non-numerical insights into marketing
strategy development and implementation. Qualitative research is most effective for
gaining an in-depth understanding of individuals' behaviors, motivations, and decision-
making processes (Lloyd & Gifford, 2024). For this project, I focused on the real-world
experiences of business leaders and how they navigate marketing in the digital age to

sustain long-term profitability.
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I selected a pragmatic inquiry research design for this project. Pragmatic inquiry
involves collecting and analyzing data from multiple sources to uncover patterns and
themes that provide a comprehensive understanding of a particular issue (Razzante &
Hanna, 2024). This design supports detailed exploration, generates descriptive insights,
and captures the influence of contextual and cultural factors that may be overlooked by
more rigid research designs such as single case studies (Elder & Haugh, 2024; Razzante
& Hanna, 2024). The pragmatic inquiry design is appropriate for this research because it
allows for a rich investigation of various marketing strategies employed by different
business leaders across diverse industries. Alternative qualitative designs such as
phenomenology, ethnography, grounded theory, or a single case study were considered,
but ultimately dismissed due to misalignment with the project’s aim and scope. The
pragmatic inquiry design aligns with my research purpose by allowing for a flexible, yet
systematic, examination of marketing practices that contribute to long-term business
success. Therefore, a qualitative methodology with a pragmatic inquiry design is the most
appropriate choice for identifying and understanding effective marketing strategies that
support sustained profitability in the digital age.

Population, Sampling, and Participants

The population for my doctoral research project consisted of marketing leaders
across the Southeastern United States who have successfully implemented effective
marketing strategies that helped their organizations remain profitable and sustainable for
more than 5 years in the digital age. To participate in the project, individuals must have at

least 5 years of experience in a marketing leadership role and must have been directly
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involved with developing or executing marketing strategies that contributed to long-term
organizational success. Setting clear eligibility criteria is important in qualitative research
because it helps narrow the focus of the project and ensures the data collected directly
relates to the specific problem being explored (Heirali et al., 2025).

To gain access to qualified participants, I used professional outreach strategies
such as leveraging LinkedIn, marketing industry associations, and regional business
networking groups. These platforms and networks helped me identify experienced
marketing leaders who met the criteria and were willing to share their insights. My goal
was to engage with individuals who have faced the real-world challenges of sustaining
business growth through effective marketing in a rapidly evolving digital landscape.

To build a strong working relationship with each participant, I prioritized open
and respectful communication from the first point of contact. I provided each participant
with a clear explanation of the project’s purpose, how the data will be used, and how their
privacy and confidentiality will be protected. I followed up with participants through
email and phone calls to answer questions and build rapport. I also used member
checking by giving the participants the opportunity to review my synthesized analysis of
the interview. This allowed them the opportunity to review and confirm the accuracy of
their responses. Chakma and Li (2025) noted that the member checking process promotes
trust and strengthens the credibility and validity of a project.

The characteristics of the participants in this project directly aligned with the
overarching purpose of my project. Because I focused on exploring effective marketing

strategies that help business leaders remain profitable and sustainable in the digital age, it
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was critical that participants have at least 5 years of relevant experience in leading
marketing efforts that have contributed to long-term business success in the digital era.
Their insights offered valuable guidance for other business leaders seeking to implement
similar strategies in a competitive environment.

I used purposeful sampling to select at least six participants from the targeted
population. This sampling method was appropriate because it allowed me to strategically
select individuals based on their expertise, experience, and ability to provide rich,
meaningful data related to the research topic. Including at least six participants enabled
me to identify recurring themes and patterns across different perspectives. I achieved data
saturation, where no new information emerges from additional interviews (Ahmed,
2025), maintained a deep level of analysis necessary for exploring complex strategies,
and struck a balance between quality and feasibility, especially when using time-intensive
methods like semistructured interviews. I ensured data saturation by continuing
interviews until no new insights or themes emerged from participant responses.

Data Collection Activities

One of my key responsibilities was collecting the appropriate data to answer my
research question in a clear and organized way. As the primary researcher, I personally
led and managed all parts of the data collection process. I focused on gathering high-
quality data that directly connected to my research question, which helped me conduct a
solid and thoughtful analysis.

I collected data through semistructured interviews. This method was the best fit

for my project because it enabled me to gather real, first-hand insights directly from
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marketing leaders who are using effective leadership strategies to remain profitable and
sustainable in the digital age. Uibu et al. (2025) noted that semistructured interviews
work well for qualitative research because they use a set of guiding questions that
encourage open conversation while keeping things consistent across participants.

To stay organized and ensure quality and consistency, I followed an interview
protocol during each interview (see Appendix). This protocol included an opening
statement, a list of primary questions, ideas for follow-up questions, and a closing
statement. Having a clear and consistent process helped me gather reliable and valid data
from each participant.

To further strengthen the trustworthiness of my findings, I audio-recorded each
interview and followed up with participants via email afterward. During these follow-ups,
I shared my interview summaries so they could confirm that I understood their responses
correctly. This process, known as member checking, enabled participants to clarify their
responses and add new information if desired. Mirhosseini and Pearson (2025) suggested
that the member checking method can improve the accuracy of results. I also used data
triangulation by comparing different data sources and reflecting on my own role in the
research through reflexivity. These strategies helped me ensure that my findings were
accurate, trustworthy, and meaningful.

Interview Questions

I used semistructured interviews to collect the data. A full list of targeted

interview questions can be found in Appendix. The interview questions included the

following:
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1. What effective marketing strategies do business leaders use to remain
profitable and sustainable beyond 5 years in the digital age?

2. How do marketing leaders adapt their strategies to address emerging digital
trends and technologies?

3. What role does data-driven decision-making play in the long-term success of
marketing leaders?

4. How do successful marketing leaders cultivate and leverage customer
relationships to drive ongoing profitability and sustainability in the digital
age?

5. When have you had to pivot your strategy due to a new digital trend, and what
was the outcome?

6. How have artificial intelligence and machine learning impacted your
strategies, and are you leveraging them to be successful in this era?

7. What are the core marketing skills necessary to effectively use these new
technologies?

8. How critical is leadership support for implementing new marketing strategies?

9. Is there anything we have not covered that you think is important for
understanding marketing strategies in the digital age?

Data Organization and Analysis Techniques
In my research project, I organized and managed data using clearly labeled,
password-protected audio files, typed transcripts, a research log, and a research journal.

These tools help ensure the data remains secure, organized, and accessible throughout the



45

analysis process. Pratt (2025) suggested that such systems are ideal for qualitative
research because they create a structured process for important steps like coding,
identifying themes, interpreting meaning, and building conceptual frameworks. I
immersed myself in the data by reading and reflecting on it multiple times to identify
emerging patterns and develop meaningful interpretations. This process helped me stay
connected to the core purpose of the project and support deeper insights as themes
evolved. Thorough organization allows qualitative researchers to highlight key insights
more effectively during analysis, especially when guided by open-ended interview
responses (Kohler et al., 2025).

To analyze the data, I used Braun and Clarke’s (2019) thematic analysis
process. This method allows researchers to explore and interpret patterns of meaning
across a dataset, which was especially appropriate for my qualitative pragmatic inquiry.
Thematic analysis supports iterative reflection and helps generate a rich understanding of
participants’ experiences (Ahmed et al., 2025). Reflexivity also played a central role
throughout my data analysis process, as it encourages self-awareness and thoughtful
interpretation, both of which are essential to maintaining research quality and integrity
(Braun & Clarke, 2019).

My thematic analysis followed a logical, step-by-step approach. First, I
transcribed each audio recording. Then, I reviewed the transcripts and audio recordings
several times to become familiar with the content. Next, I created initial codes using a
color-coded system to organize the data. I refined these codes through repeated reading

and reflection. After coding, I identified potential themes, reviewed them for consistency
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and relevance, and then defined and named each theme. Once the themes were finalized,
I interpreted the findings in relation to the conceptual framework and existing literature,
exploring how the results support, extend, or challenge prior research. This step helped
ensure the analytical rigor and theoretical contribution of the project (Braun & Clarke,
2019).

Throughout this process, I remained reflexive by consistently examining my
own biases, assumptions, and experiences to understand how they may influence data
interpretation. Reflexivity helped me make sense of how my background may shape
interactions with participants and influence the development of findings. Shelton et al.
(2025) noted that practicing reflexivity reduces the risk of shallow analysis or overlooked
themes and will enhance the overall credibility and richness of the project. To deepen the
relevance of the findings, I closely aligned the emerging themes with the project’s
conceptual framework and research questions. I also integrated recent literature published
since the proposal was written, ensuring the analysis remained current and grounded in
scholarly discourse. This triangulated approach enhanced theoretical coherence and
strengthened the interpretive depth of the project. Finally, in accordance with research
best practices, I will securely store all data for 5 years following the completion of the
project.

Reliability and Validity
In my research, I ensured reliability and validity were addressed to support the
overall quality and trustworthiness of the project. Reliability refers to the consistency of

the data collection process (Lim, 2025), while validity ensures that the information
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collected accurately represents the strategies being studied (Noble & Smith, 2025). In

qualitative research, reliability is reflected through dependability, and validity is reflected
through credibility, confirmability, and transferability (Marlina et al., 2025). These
elements work together to ensure that the research findings are strong, honest, and
grounded in participants’ lived experiences (Christou, 2025).
Reliability

To ensure reliability in my project, I implemented several strategies to address
dependability. First, member checking of data interpretation was conducted by sharing
preliminary findings with participants to verify accuracy and ensure alignment with their
intended meanings. A pilot test of the interview protocol was also performed with a
colleague to assess the clarity, flow, and relevance of the questions, refining them as
needed to enhance consistency across participants. These procedures help promote
transparency and stability in data collection and interpretation (Lim, 2025).
Validity

To ensure validity, multiple strategies were used to strengthen the credibility and
trustworthiness of my findings. Credibility was enhanced through data source
triangulation, including interviews and relevant documents, allowing for cross-
verification of emerging themes. Additionally, member checking and participant
transcript reviews were used to confirm that the interpretation of data reflects
participants’ intended meanings. Transferability was supported by providing rich, thick
descriptions of the research context and participants’ experiences, enabling readers to

determine the applicability of the findings to similar settings. To address confirmability,
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an audit trail was maintained, documenting research decisions, coding processes, and
reflective notes to ensure findings were based on participant data rather than researcher
bias. Finally, data saturation was achieved by continuing data collection until no new
information or themes emerged, indicating that the research question had been thoroughly
explored. Bang (2024) suggested that these strategies align with established qualitative
research standards to enhance the project’s overall rigor.
Transition and Summary

In Section 3, I addressed the research methodology. I outlined the problem and
purpose, explained the nature of the project, and addressed ethical considerations guided
by The Belmont Report protocol. Additionally, I addressed the participant population and
sampling methods, data collection activities, techniques for organizing and analyzing
data, interview questions, and reliability and validity of the project. In Section 4, I present
a synthesized overview of findings. I include practical implications, impacts on social
change, and recommended practices and actions for leaders to implement. Additionally, I
outline suggested areas and topics for further research, provide reflections and

summaries, and conclude with the overall findings of the project.
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Section 4: Findings and Conclusions
Presentation of the Findings

The purpose of this qualitative pragmatic inquiry was to explore effective
marketing strategies business leaders use to remain profitable and sustainable beyond 5
years in the digital age. The research question was: What effective marketing strategies
do business leaders use to remain profitable and sustainable beyond 5 years in the digital
age? I collected data through six semistructured interviews conducted via Microsoft
Teams and phone. The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed, after which I
organized the data into categories and synthesized it into six overarching themes: (a)
agile digital adaptation, (b) data-driven decision-making, (c) authentic customer
relationships, (d) integration of emerging technology and Al for efficiency, (e) organic
growth approaches, and (f) leadership for testing and learning.
Theme 1: Agile Digital Adaptation

All participants consistently highlighted adaptability to the fast-changing digital
landscape as a key skill. They also mentioned that staying profitable and sustainable
beyond 5 years requires a strategic mindset that embraces continual reassessment and
quick response to shifting consumer behaviors and platform innovations. For example, P3
noted that marketing tactics that are successful on Facebook may not yield the same
results on newer platforms like TikTok, necessitating a flexible approach that tests and
iterates frequently. This aligns with Kotter’s (1996) early steps: establishing a sense of
urgency and forming a guiding coalition to lead change. According to Sehgal and Kavita

(2025), digital marketing environments are characterized by constant flux, driven by
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technological disruption and changing audience preferences, confirming the critical need
to mobilize quickly and strategically.

Moreover, P2 and P4 emphasized that monitoring key engagement and platform
analytics enables leaders to anticipate trends rather than simply react to them,
highlighting an anticipatory agility that is data-informed and proactive. P5 emphasized
experimenting with emerging digital tools, underscoring the iterative nature of this
agility, mirroring Kotter’s (1996) principle of empowering broad-based action by
equipping teams to adapt. Collectively, participants indicated that successful marketing
leaders develop dynamic capabilities that allow them to pivot quickly while maintaining
strategic coherence, a conclusion supported by Aljeeran and Al Mubarak (2025). The
ability to remain flexible yet grounded in data-driven foresight enables businesses to
survive and thrive amid constant digital change (Jiao et al., 2024; Muduli & Choudhury,
2025), aligning well with Kotter’s change model. Additionally, this approach supports
RMT, which emphasizes trust and commitment as essential for achieving long-term
relevance.

Theme 2: Leveraging Data-Driven Decision-Making

Participants identified data-driven decision-making as a key part of effective
marketing strategies. Each leader referenced the integral role of real-time analytics, from
customer engagement metrics to conversion tracking, in shaping marketing investments
and messaging priorities. For instance, P4 detailed the use of sophisticated CRM systems
and dashboards that provide granular visibility into campaign performance and customer

journeys, enabling precise adjustments to marketing spend and content targeting. P1 and
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PS5 echoed this sentiment and noted that budget reallocations are regularly informed by
ongoing data analysis to maximize return on investment. P6’s straightforward approach,
“If the numbers show a tactic isn’t working, we don’t hesitate to cut losses,” is a
pragmatic, evidence-based orientation to resource allocation. This reliance on data is
consistent with Chen et al. (2024), who found that firms leveraging advanced analytics
outperform competitors relying on intuition or static marketing plans.

The participants’ focus on integrating data analytics reflects the technical
expertise and strategic thinking required in a data-intensive marketing environment. Their
approach demonstrates an ability to collect data and interpret and apply it effectively in
decision-making. This underscores the necessity for marketing teams to develop
analytical literacy, the capability to accurately read, analyze, and act on data. Without this
skill, opportunities for optimization risk being missed, leading to ineffective marketing
outcomes (Adeniran et al., 2024).

Furthermore, this analytical capability connects directly to Kotter’s (1996) change
model, particularly the stages of creating short-term wins and empowering broad-based
action. Kherrazi and Roquilly (2025) found that leaders who use real-time data to test,
iterate, and pivot quickly are effectively building momentum through measurable success
and empowering their teams with knowledge and tools for swift action. Simultaneously,
relying on data strengthens trust and accountability within marketing teams (Deku et al.,
2024), reinforcing principles from RMT, which emphasizes trust and commitment as
critical to relationship-building and sustained success. Ultimately, data fluency enables

leaders to move beyond surface-level metrics, crafting nuanced, context-sensitive
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strategies that drive sustained profitability even in highly competitive digital
environments. Data-driven decision-making represents a foundational practice for
marketing leaders pursuing sustainable long-term success.

Theme 3: Authentic Customer Relationships

The theme of authenticity and relationship-centric marketing was pervasive, with
multiple participants emphasizing the importance of cultivating trust and emotional
connection as the foundation for long-term customer loyalty. P2, P3, and P5 highlighted
that sustainability in digital marketing extends beyond transactional interactions to
building meaningful brand experiences that resonate on a personal level. P2 stated,
“customers are savvy and can tell when communication isn’t authentic,” which reflects
an understanding that digital consumers increasingly demand transparency and genuine
engagement. Participants described employing personalized content, interactive
platforms, and user-generated content as means to foster these relationships, transforming
customers into active community members rather than passive recipients. This aligns
with Alwan and Alshurideh (2022), who argued that authenticity in digital marketing
strengthened brand equity and supported organic growth.

In relation to Kotter’s (1996) change model, building authentic relationships
mirrors the importance of building a guiding coalition and communicating the vision.
Mouazen et al. (2024) emphasized that leaders must create alignment around the value of
genuine engagement and empower teams to embody this in their interactions.
Authenticity drives commitment internally and externally, fostering cohesion needed to

sustain change (Duffek et al., 2025). RMT is embedded in this theme, as the focus on
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trust, commitment, and mutual engagement aligns with RMT’s core principles. By
transforming customers into co-creators and community members, marketing leaders are
nurturing relational exchanges that extend beyond transactions.

The participants suggested a broader shift in marketing philosophy: authenticity is
no longer optional; it is expected. In the digital age, where consumers are exposed to
constant streams of content, the brands that stand out are those that feel human, relatable,
and trustworthy (Alwan & Alshurideh, 2022). The fact that leaders are intentionally
shifting from transactional campaigns to relational marketing indicates a deeper strategic
awareness of what drives customer retention. Rather than viewing the customer journey
as a linear funnel, participants framed it as an ongoing dialogue, one that evolves based
on shared values and mutual engagement. This is especially evident in interactive content
and platforms where customers can co-create or engage with brands in real time. As a
result, marketing leaders are repositioning themselves as facilitators of community rather
than promoters of products. This human-centered approach to marketing indicates that
leaders who prioritize relational depth can achieve sustained profitability by embedding
their brands within customers’ social and emotional worlds (Pellegrino, 2024). By
building community and fostering trust, these leaders are effectively future-proofing their
businesses. As digital trends and technologies continue to evolve, the emotional
connection between brand and customer remains constant. Thus, authenticity does not
just support sustainability; it becomes a competitive differentiator in a saturated digital

marketplace.
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Theme 4: Integration of Emerging Technology and Al for Efficiency

Participants unanimously recognized emerging technologies, particularly Al, as
essential enablers of scalable, efficient marketing operations. Leaders from P1 to P6
consistently expressed the belief that adopting innovative tools was not a luxury but a
necessity for long-term profitability and digital sustainability. P4 and P6 shared concrete
examples of Al-driven tools automating content generation, audience segmentation, and
personalized messaging, which streamline workflows and enhance relevance at scale.
These findings are supported by Labib’s (2024) research, who found that technologies
allow businesses to deliver customized user experiences across platforms without
overextending resources, thereby improving engagement and efficiency.

P5’s experience with using chatbots and dynamic advertisements further
emphasizes the evolving expectations of consumers, especially digital natives who value
instant, personalized communication. Marvi et al. (2025) noted that the automation of
front-end customer service interactions enables businesses to focus human resources on
more strategic, creative, and relationship-oriented efforts. However, despite these
efficiencies, participants made clear that Al and technology serve as tools, not
replacements. They repeatedly highlighted the irreplaceable value of human creativity in
storytelling, branding, and emotional resonance, factors that Al alone cannot replicate.
This sentiment was echoed in the data when P6 mentioned that while automation solves
for speed and scale, only people can understand the nuances of brand tone and cultural

relevance.
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In terms of Kotter’s (1996) change model, adopting emerging technology aligns
with empowering broad-based action and generating short-term wins. Zia et al. (2024)
found that the strategic implementation of new technologies, supported by clear
communication and leadership engagement, significantly improved adoption rates and
internal confidence in change efforts, highlighting how Kotter’s mid-stage principles play
out in digital environments. RMT is also relevant, since leveraging Al to enhance
personalized communication and responsiveness fosters stronger relational ties.
Technology supports but does not replace human connection, ensuring that marketing
remains efficient and authentic. This duality resonates with Park et al. (2024), who
suggested that sustainable marketing innovation depends on harmonizing technological
advances with human insight. In other words, leveraging Al without sacrificing the
human element ensures that marketing remains adaptive yet authentic. The participants’
experiences reflect a hybrid approach where technology enhances strategy rather than
dictates it. This approach requires leadership to invest in cutting-edge tools and nurture
creative talent capable of guiding their responsible and strategic use. Moreover, several
leaders expressed that adopting Al was not a one-time solution, but an evolving process
that demands constant learning, integration, and refinement across departments.

The participants indicated that leadership’s willingness to invest in and
experiment with emerging technologies positions their organizations to capitalize on
efficiency gains while maintaining the creative agility necessary for competitive

advantage. As such, integrating Al and emerging digital tools is not just a matter of
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operational improvement; it becomes a core strategic capability that allows businesses to
remain relevant and resilient in the ever-changing digital economy.
Theme 5: Organic Growth Approaches

A clear preference for organic growth over reliance on paid advertising emerged
across participants, underscoring the strategic value of authentic customer advocacy as a
cornerstone of sustainable marketing success. P1, P3, and P6 described how methods
such as customer referrals, user-generated content, and word-of-mouth consistently
outperformed traditional paid campaigns in both engagement and cost-efficiency. Rather
than chasing short-term visibility, these leaders focused on building deeper relationships
that naturally convert satisfied customers into brand ambassadors. For example, P3
emphasized that user-generated content boosts credibility and gives consumers a sense of
ownership and connection to the brand, elements that paid ads often fail to replicate.

P2 added that fostering organic engagement creates a loyal and invested customer
base, which acts as a buffer against market volatility, suggesting that businesses built on
community trust are more likely to weather economic downturns or platform algorithm
changes that often impact paid reach. These observations mirror findings from Lee et al.
(2024), who identified community-driven growth as a hallmark of sustainable digital
marketing in an increasingly saturated and skeptical online environment. Participants
expressed that consumers are highly attuned to inauthenticity and tend to ignore overt
advertisements in favor of peer recommendations and social proof. In this context,

authenticity becomes not just a value but a tactical advantage.
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Drawing from Kotter’s (1996) change model, organic growth strategies embody
building a guiding coalition and communicating the vision for relational marketing.
Leaders who successfully encourage and reward advocacy engage employees and
customers alike in spreading the brand story, creating a self-sustaining momentum (Rego
et al., 2025; Wang et al., 2025). RMT is also evident here, as organic growth depends on
trust, commitment, and mutual benefits. Suwarsi et al. (2024) mentioned that by
empowering customers to become brand advocates, organizations cultivate long-term
relational exchanges rather than transactional interactions.

Furthermore, the emphasis on organic growth reflects a broader shift in strategic
mindset, from transactional marketing to relational branding. Rather than focusing solely
on acquiring new customers through paid visibility, participants demonstrated a longer-
term orientation centered on retention, loyalty, and brand advocacy. This perspective is
supported by Oluwabiyi et al. (2024), who noted that leaders who actively encourage and
reward customer advocacy effectively harness their organization’s social capital, creating
a multiplier effect where each satisfied customer becomes a channel for further growth.
Thereby, expanding brand reach and deepening emotional connections can be achieved
without additional financial expenditures.

Importantly, the preference for organic strategies also indicates a maturity in
digital marketing approaches, recognizing that sustainable profitability comes not from
constant advertising spend, but from cultivating an ecosystem where customers willingly
promote the brand. Participants conveyed that trust, engagement, and community cannot

be bought; they must be earned through consistent value delivery and authentic
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connection. As such, the reliance on organic methods signals a commitment to building
enduring value, aligning with long-term strategic goals rather than short-lived
promotional spikes.

Theme 6: Leadership Support for Testing and Learning

The final theme to emerge from the data is the foundational role of leadership and
organizational culture in enabling long-term marketing success in the digital age. All six
participants emphasized that effective marketing strategies are not executed in isolation;
they are cultivated within a culture that encourages collaboration, innovation, and
alignment between teams and leadership. Specifically, P2 and P5 highlighted the
importance of fostering a psychologically safe environment where experimentation is
encouraged and failure is viewed as a necessary part of the learning process. This mindset
allows teams to remain agile and creative, even when strategies don’t yield immediate
results. P5 stated that leaders must “create space for trial and error without fear,” which
reinforces the idea that innovation is often born out of risk-taking supported by strong
leadership.

Additionally, P4 and P6 highlighted how open communication and shared
learning across departments promote responsiveness and adaptability. Their leadership
practices emphasized flattening hierarchies, soliciting input from team members at all
levels, and creating continuous feedback loops to improve performance. Collaborative
practices increase employee engagement and enhance an organization’s capacity to
respond to shifting digital demands (Sukmaeni & Kusmaryani, 2025). P1 reinforced

Sukmaeni and Kusmaryani’s (2025) research by pointing out the importance of aligning
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marketing goals with the overarching company vision. Aligning marketing goals with
company vision ensures that marketing is not siloed, but is strategically integrated with
broader organizational objectives, helping teams maintain focus and cohesion even
during periods of rapid change or uncertainty (Cassone, 2024; Sukmaeni & Kusmaryani,
2025).

These insights on leadership support align strongly with Kotter’s change model,
where creating a guiding coalition, empowering broad-based action, and anchoring new
approaches into the culture are essential to sustaining successful change.
Transformational leaders who follow Kotter’s full process, from urgency to cultural
reinforcement, enable teams to experiment, share feedback, and institutionalize learning,
resulting in more innovative and resilient organizational cultures (Rynearson et al., 2024;
Subramani, 2025). From the perspective of RMT, a collaborative culture supports trust,
shared commitment, and relational exchange within teams and across departments. This
internal relational foundation directly contributes to the capacity to build authentic,
enduring relationships externally with customers.

Matsunaga (2024) identified transformational leadership as a critical factor in
navigating the complexity of digital ecosystems. In these environments, the pace of
technological and consumer change requires leadership that is directive and empowering:
leaders who can build resilient, creative teams capable of self-direction. Data collected
from P1 through P6 indicate that effective marketing strategies are driven by leadership
approaches that foster collaboration, invest in talent development, and integrate

marketing deeply into organizational practices. Participants consistently linked strategic
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success in the digital age to the strength of team culture and leadership support, rather
than solely to technological tools or isolated tactics. Ultimately, marketing excellence in
sustainable, long-term businesses is inseparable from a culture of shared purpose and
empowered teams. Leaders who foster culture through open dialogue, strategic
alignment, and support for innovation create an environment for marketing to thrive as a
function and as a driver of lasting growth. Table 1 demonstrates the thematic alignment
across participants. Across the interview responses, participants consistently discussed
similar strategies, though phrased differently, which guided the formation of each

category and theme.



Table 1

Thematic Alignment Across Participants (P1-P6)
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Theme P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6
Agile Digital Emphasizes Uses data to Notes that Monitors Experiments Stresses testing
Adaptation frequent anticipate trends  strategies analytics to pivot  continuously and iteration for

strategy and adapt working on marketing tactics ~ with quick pivoting

review and a content quickly Facebook don’t proactively emerging

flexible apply to TikTok digital tools

approach to anymore

new

platforms
Leveraging Uses data to Relies on real- Tracks Implements Makes Cuts
Data-Driven adjust budget  time analytics conversion stats ~ CRM and budget underperforming
Decision- and target for marketing to optimize dashboards for reallocations tactics promptly
Making content spend decisions ~ campaigns granular insight based on per data insights

effectively analytics
Authentic Personalizes Stresses Builds Engages through ~ Focuses on Emphasizes
Customer content to transparency emotional interactive genuine relationship-
Relationships  foster trust and authentic connection with  platforms and customer building over

and ongoing communication  customers user-generated engagement transactional

customer through content and brand sales

dialogue community experiences
Integration of ~ Combines Al ~ Uses Al-driven Leverages Automates Invests in Highlights AI’s
Emerging tools with audience chatbots and workflows via new tech to role in improving
Technology human segmentation dynamic ads for Al enhancing innovate efficiency but
and Al for creativity for  and engagement scalability digital values creativity
Efficiency content personalization marketing

creation approaches

Encourages Sees customer Values organic Promotes Utilizes Prioritizes
Organic user- advocacy as a engagement community- referrals and organic customer
Growth generated resilience factor ~ over paid ads driven brand authentic relationships over
Approaches content to during market for loyalty growth experience to  quick wins

build trust shifts drive growth

organically
Leadership Aligns Invests in team Supports open Encourages Cultivates Builds a culture
Support for marketing development communication experimentation  leadership of shared
Testing and goals with and fosters to adapt to and learning that learning and
Learning company innovation change from failure empowers continuous

vision for and nurtures improvement

team creativity

coherence

Figure 1 illustrates the significance of each theme, with agile digital adaptation

emerging as the most dominant, followed by leveraging data-driven decision-making,

leadership for testing and learning, authentic customer relationships, integration of

emerging technology and Al for efficiency, and organic growth approaches.
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Figure 1

Relative Prominence of Themes Identified in Interviews
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Business Contributions and Recommendations for Professional Practice
The findings from this project have significant implications for the professional

practice of business, particularly in shaping how leaders craft and execute marketing
strategies to ensure profitability and sustainability in the digital age. The themes that
emerged—agile digital adaptation, data-driven decision-making, authenticity in
marketing, integration of emerging technologies, organic growth strategies, and
leadership support for testing and learning—collectively offer a multifaceted roadmap for
enhancing strategic marketing leadership. These insights bridge theoretical understanding
with real-world applicability, addressing critical gaps in how businesses evolve and
compete in rapidly changing digital ecosystems. Notably, these findings are supported by

Kotter’s (1996) change model, which provides a structured pathway for embedding
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innovation into marketing culture, and RMT (Morgan & Hunt, 1994), which underscores
the central role of trust and commitment in fostering enduring customer relationships.

The applicability of these findings to business practice lies in their alignment with
contemporary challenges and demands. For instance, the emphasis on agile digital
adaptation demonstrates the need for leaders to move beyond static planning models and
embrace iterative, responsive strategies. Participants consistently highlighted the
importance of real-time responsiveness to platform changes and consumer behavior,
which suggests that traditional long-cycle marketing plans may be inadequate. Instead,
leaders must cultivate cultures of continuous reassessment and adjustment (Sott &
Bender, 2025; Subramani, 2025). This insight can inform executive training and
development programs aimed at improving strategic flexibility in volatile digital markets.
This is consistent with Kotter’s (1996) emphasis on creating urgency and short-term wins
to drive strategic momentum and with RMT’s focus on building adaptive, trust-based
marketing relationships over time. Patel et al. (2025) affirmed that businesses that clearly
communicate the urgency for change and deliver early results build credibility and speed
in transformation initiatives.

Similarly, data-driven decision-making emerged as an indispensable competency.
Participants emphasized the integration of analytics into everyday marketing operations,
reinforcing findings by Chen et al. (2024) and Adeniran et al. (2024), who demonstrated
that companies leveraging data effectively outperform competitors. Business leaders must
invest in technological infrastructure and develop team capabilities accordingly.

Analytical literacy should extend beyond specialists and become embedded across
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marketing teams to facilitate nuanced, evidence-based decisions. These approaches
empower teams according to Kotter’s (1996) change model by empowering broad-based
action by removing obstacles, and enhancing trust-building mechanisms outlined in RMT
by fostering transparent, value-driven exchanges with customers.

Moreover, the theme of authentic customer relationships addresses a critical
evolution in consumer expectations. In contrast to traditional transactional approaches,
participants described how digital consumers now demand transparency and emotionally
resonating brand experiences. This finding is supported by Alwan and Alshurideh’s
(2022) research and calls for a paradigm shift in how marketing leaders engage with their
audiences. Business professionals should prioritize human-centered communication
strategies that build long-term loyalty over short-term conversion gains. Emphasizing
authentic customer relationships helps close a gap in business practice, where digital
marketing has often prioritized surface-level metrics over meaningful, trust-driven
engagement (France et al., 2025). These findings align with RMT, positioning trust and
commitment as foundational to long-term relationship quality. Participants’ insights
reflect these principles in practice, especially in the emphasis on emotional resonance and
transparency.

Integrating emerging technologies, particularly Al, emerged as a key factor
directly relevant to business improvement. While automation enhances efficiency,
participants emphasized the essential role of human creativity. The dual perspective
challenges overly technocentric views and promotes a balanced approach where Al

complements rather than replaces human input. Jain et al. (2025) noted that leaders must
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ensure teams possess the necessary tools and training for effective Al use. Insights from
these findings inform workforce development strategies and technology adoption plans,
ensuring alignment with organizational strategic goals. The approach of integrating Al
while supporting human creativity reflects Kotter’s (1996) middle stages of change, such
as empowering action and achieving quick wins by emphasizing the need to remove
barriers like lack of training, or fear of Al, and to equip employees with the tools they
need to adapt. Maintaining such balance also reinforces trust-building principles in RMT
by preventing impersonal, fully automated interactions that could undermine perceived
authenticity.

The focus on organic growth and community-driven marketing suggests a
valuable shift in how businesses can build brand equity sustainably. Paid advertising,
while still relevant, is not a panacea. Leaders who foster environments where customer
advocacy can flourish through user-generated content, community engagement, and
meaningful interaction create more resilient and trustworthy brands (Sarkis et al., 2024).
Such approaches hold value for SMEs that may lack large advertising budgets but can
compete effectively through relational depth and authenticity. This shift reflects Kotter’s
(1996) final stage of anchoring new approaches in the culture, where community-driven
engagement becomes embedded as a shared organizational value. Leaders institutionalize
these new behaviors by aligning systems, norms, and rewards to reinforce customer-
centricity, advocacy, and long-term relationship-building. The movement toward long-
term relationship value, community building, and mutual trust also aligns directly with

the RMT framework.



66

Finally, the role of leadership support for testing and learning underscores the
importance of internal alignment and leadership development. As participants noted,
marketing success is deeply tied to the organization’s culture, leadership vision, and
support for innovation. This aligns with transformational leadership theory and suggests
that businesses need to invest in strategies and in the people who execute them (Agazu et
al., 2025). Leadership development programs should incorporate training on building
psychologically safe, collaborative environments where experimentation is encouraged,
and failure is seen as a learning opportunity. Leadership shifting organizational culture
reflects Kotter’s (1996) final stages of anchoring change in organizational norms and
reflects RMT’s emphasis on trust, not just externally with customers, but internally across
teams and leadership structures.

This project advances the understanding of marketing strategies in the digital age
by synthesizing qualitative insights from business leaders. Much of the existing literature
focuses on large enterprises or relies on theoretical frameworks that lack firsthand
operational grounding. By contrast, this research offers grounded, context-rich insights
that reflect the realities of digital business leadership. It contributes to a more practical
understanding of how leaders navigate ambiguity, prioritize innovation, and maintain
focus in a rapidly evolving landscape. Kotter’s (1996) change model offers a structured
framework for understanding how strategic marketing leaders can build urgency, drive
action, and embed innovation across the organization. When combined with RMT, which
emphasizes trust and emotional connection, these frameworks provide a comprehensive

lens for achieving lasting change and long-term customer loyalty.
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Implications for Social Change

This project has important implications for social change by demonstrating how
strategic digital marketing leadership can promote positive outcomes for individuals,
organizations, and communities. At the core of this research lies the recognition that
marketing serves as a powerful mechanism for enhancing human dignity, community
cohesion, and institutional integrity. Participants consistently emphasized authentic,
relationship-centric marketing approaches, agile adaptation to technological change, and
leadership committed to testing and learning. These approaches support the advancement
of social values such as transparency, inclusivity, and empowerment. These principles
align closely with RMT, highlighting trust and commitment as foundational to ethical and
effective marketing relationships, and with Kotter’s (1996) change model, underscoring
the importance of leadership in driving sustainable organizational and social
transformation.

First, the emphasis on authenticity and emotional connection in marketing
practices promotes the worth and dignity of consumers by recognizing them as active
participants rather than passive targets. P2, P3, and P5 noted that customers are savvy and
can discern when communication lacks authenticity, underscoring the critical role of
genuine engagement in fostering trust and loyalty. This shift challenges manipulative or
purely profit-driven communication tactics and fosters respect that elevates consumer
experiences. By encouraging brands to engage transparently and sincerely, businesses
contribute to more ethical and socially responsible marketing ecosystems (Dastane et al.,

2025; Puttaraju, 2025). Such an approach improves individual consumer well-being by
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reducing skepticism and alienation, while cultivating a culture of mutual respect and
accountability within digital spaces. These outcomes correspond with Alwan and
Alshurideh (2022), who argued that authentic digital marketing strengthens social
cohesion and collective identity in increasingly digital societies. Furthermore, this
emphasis on trust and commitment directly reflects the core tenets of RMT. From
Kotter’s (1996) change model lens, the normalization of authentic communication aligns
with the final stage, anchoring new approaches in the culture, where ethical and
emotionally intelligent engagement becomes embedded as a leadership norm and
operational value.

Findings related to agile digital adaptation and data-driven decision-making
demonstrate how organizations can enhance their responsiveness and social
consciousness by aligning marketing strategies with evolving consumer values and needs.
For example, P2 and P4 emphasized the use of real-time analytics and engagement
metrics to anticipate shifting consumer behaviors, ensuring marketing messages resonate
with diverse audiences. This adaptability supports communities by ensuring that
marketing content reflects and addresses their specific contexts, fostering cultural
sensitivity and social inclusivity. These practices empower marginalized groups by
amplifying their visibility and voice within digital narratives, thereby contributing to
social equity and representation (Adeniran et al., 2024; Sehgal & Kavita, 2025). Such
responsiveness aligns with Kotter’s (1996) advocacy for creating urgency and continuous

feedback loops to sustain meaningful change.
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The project further indicates that integrating emerging technologies, particularly
Al must be balanced with human creativity and ethical considerations. P4 and P6
described how Al-driven tools automate repetitive tasks while enabling marketers to
focus on crafting meaningful narratives, preserving human agency within technologically
enhanced processes. This balance helps guard against dehumanization often associated
with automation and promotes a vision of technological progress that enhances, rather
than diminishes, human interaction. By championing technology that supports
meaningful engagement, leaders can foster innovation while preserving social values
essential to human connection and collaboration. These insights align with Park et al.
(2024), who emphasized that sustainable marketing innovation depends on harmonizing
technological advances with human insight and ethical leadership.

Additionally, findings concerning organic growth and leadership for testing and
learning have implications for organizational development and societal well-being. P1,
P3, and P6 highlighted organic strategies such as customer referrals and user-generated
content, which build brand trust, encourage community participation, and stimulate peer
advocacy. Similarly, P2 and PS5 stressed the importance of leadership in cultivating a
culture that fosters experimentation, open communication, and team empowerment,
factors critical to creating psychologically safe and inclusive workplaces. These
dynamics extend beyond the workplace, as empowered employees often become active
contributors to their communities, thereby reinforcing positive social behaviors and civic

engagement (Lee et al., 2024; Matsunaga, 2024). These findings reflect Kotter’s (1996)
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change model stages that focus on embedding change within organizational culture,
alongside RMT’s internal trust-building mechanisms that support external social impact.

Overall, this research highlights that marketing leadership practiced with
intentionality and ethical commitment serves as a catalyst for social change by promoting
the growth and dignity of individuals and communities. The evidence suggests that
businesses should adopt strategies prioritizing transparency, inclusivity, and human
connection. Such an approach advances economic outcomes and fosters the development
of more equitable, respectful, and socially responsible institutions and cultures.
Therefore, these findings resonate with broader academic arguments advocating for the
integration of ethical marketing leadership as a vital component of social progress in an
increasingly digital and interconnected world.

Recommendations for Further Research

Future research should explore the limitations identified in this project by
expanding the range of data sources beyond publicly available information. Incorporating
proprietary company data, industry reports, and longitudinal datasets could provide a
more comprehensive view of business practices. Also, broadening participant recruitment
to include a larger and more diverse sample of business leaders from various industries,
geographic regions, and organizational sizes would improve the representativeness of
findings. Increasing the sample size is essential to enhance the generalizability of results
to the wider business community (Bouncken et al., 2025).

To address potential bias in participant responses, future studies could employ

mixed methods approaches, combining interviews with anonymous surveys or
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observational data, thereby capturing a more balanced perspective that reflects successes
and challenges faced by businesses. Conducting longitudinal research would also be
beneficial to understand how business strategies and leadership practices evolve over
time. Moreover, incorporating third-party evaluations or peer reviews could offer more
objective insights and validate self-reported data. Finally, leveraging digital tools and
platforms for data collection can facilitate wider participation, particularly among busy or
hard-to-reach business leaders, improving the overall quality and scope of future
research.
Conclusion

This qualitative pragmatic inquiry project explored the effective marketing
strategies employed by six successful business leaders to remain profitable and
sustainable beyond 5 years in the digital age. [ used Morgan and Hunt’s (1994) RMT and
Kotter’s (1996) 8-step change model as the foundation to understand how leaders
navigated challenges related to digital transformation and organizational change. Data
were collected through semistructured interviews conducted with business leaders located
in the Southeastern United States, alongside public documents and related artifacts,
following Walden’s IRB protocols to ensure ethical compliance and consistency.

To enhance credibility, triangulation was achieved by combining interview data
with publicly available company information. Member checking was employed to verify
the accuracy of the analysis. Data security was maintained using unique participant

identifiers and encrypted file storage with restricted access. The analysis followed a
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thematic approach, with data coded systematically in Excel and themes interpreted within
the context of existing literature.

The findings revealed six key themes: (a) agile digital adaptation, (b) leveraging
data-driven decision-making, (¢) authentic customer relationships, (d) integration of
emerging technology and Al for efficiency, (e) organic growth approaches, and (f)
leadership for testing and learning. These themes highlight how successful leaders
integrate marketing strategies with organizational change principles to remain
competitive in a rapidly evolving business environment. This inquiry underscores the
importance of proactive and adaptive marketing approaches for long-term business
sustainability. Businesses that adopt these strategies are better positioned to build
resilience, maintain growth, and thrive in the digital age. Furthermore, the project
highlights the broader social change impact of strategic digital marketing leadership,
showing how ethical and authentic marketing practices can foster community cohesion,
promote inclusivity, and empower consumers and employees alike. By advancing
transparency and relationship-building, businesses achieve economic success and
contribute to more equitable, socially responsible organizational cultures that benefit

society.
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Appendix: Interview Protocol

Action
Introduce the interview and set the
stage. Introduce myself and the
purpose of the interview.

Ask interview questions to get in-
depth responses and listen for
nonverbal cues.

Schedule an analysis review by
phone or email.

Script
Hi, my name is Lauren Sawyer, and [ am a
doctoral candidate at Walden University. The
purpose of this interview is to explore effective
marketing strategies business leaders use to
remain profitable and sustainable beyond 5 years
in the digital age. I am going to ask you nine
questions for which I would like your responses.
Then I will conclude the interview. Do you have
any questions or concerns?
1. What effective marketing strategies do business
leaders use to remain profitable and sustainable
beyond 5 years in the digital age?
2. How do marketing leaders adapt their strategies
to address emerging digital trends and
technologies?
3. What role does data-driven decision-making
play in the long-term success of marketing
leaders?
4. How do successful marketing leaders cultivate
and leverage customer relationships to drive
ongoing profitability and sustainability in the
digital age?
5. When have you had to pivot your strategy due
to a new digital trend, and what was the outcome?
6. How have artificial intelligence and machine
learning impacted your strategies, and are you
leveraging them to be successful in this era?
7. What are the core marketing skills necessary to
effectively use these new technologies?
8. How critical is leadership support for
implementing new marketing strategies?
9. Is there anything we have not covered that you
think is important for understanding marketing
strategies in the digital age?
In a few days, I will need your assistance in
authenticating my understanding of your
responses to the interview questions as part of the
research process. You may adjust my synthesized
analysis if needed. I will send the analysis by




102

Member checking review and set
the stage.

Wrap up the interview, thanking
participants.

Member checking session

Review synthesized responses

Close member checking session

email, and we can also discuss it by phone if you
agree.

Hi interviewee. Thank you for agreeing to meet
with me again today to check the accuracy of my
interpretations and finalize your interview
responses. Share a copy of the succinct synthesis
once again for each individual question. Walk
through each question, read the interpretation, and
ask: Is my interpretation correct? Did I miss
anything? Would you like to add anything?

Your contribution to this doctoral research has
been very significant, and I thank you for helping
me achieve my doctoral degree. I hope you will
find the research findings beneficial to your
organization and professional development.

Hi, thank you again for taking the time to
participate in the interview process. The purpose
of this email is to review my analysis of your
interview responses to ensure [ have accurately
captured your insights and perspectives. Your
feedback is essential for confirming the credibility
and trustworthiness of the findings.

Go through the interview analysis and ask each
participant:

Is this an accurate reflection of your response?
Did I miss or misunderstand anything?

Would you like to add or clarify any points?
Thank you very much for your valuable feedback
and collaboration. Your input greatly strengthens
the quality of my research. If you have any further
reflections after this meeting, please don’t hesitate
to reach out. I truly appreciate your contribution
to my project and to advancing knowledge in
digital marketing leadership.
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