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INTRODUCTION 

INCLUSIVE MARKETING AND  
VALUE CREATION STRATEGIES 

BARBARA MASIELLO1, FRANCESCO IZZO2 
AND ENRICO BONETTI3 

 
 
 

Inclusive marketing is a process,  
not an event. 
(Rossman, 1994) 

Inclusive Marketing: Antecedents and Definitions 

In recent years, growing attention from academics and marketers has been 
devoted to “inclusive marketing” or “diversity marketing” as a means to 
create value for the organisation, the market, and society in general by 
reflecting the diversities of consumer groups with a “socially inclusive 
approach”. Driven by changing consumer expectations and social 
movements, brands have been increasingly required to meet Diversity, 
Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) themes while maintaining business profitability.  

In the wake of the importance that DEI has recently assumed in the 
political and social debate, an increasing number of companies are 
showing attention towards the definition of offerings that are attentive to 
so-called “vulnerable populations” (women, people with disabilities, 
children, the elderly, ethnic minorities, LGBTQ+, etc.). This is a trend 
fuelled, on the one hand, by the demands of supranational organisations, in 
line with the “social sustainability” goals set out, for example, in the U.N. 

 
1 Department of Political Science, University of Campania, Luigi Vanvitelli, 
Caserta, Italy. 
2 Department of Social Science, Federico II, University of Naples, Italy. 
3 Department of Economics, University of Campania, Luigi Vanvitelli, Capua, 
Italy. 
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2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, and, on the other hand, by a 
change in society’s sensitivity to these issues. 

New generations of consumers who are more sensitive to diversity are 
forcing companies to take a much broader and more inclusive approach 
than before, allowing everyone, each in their uniqueness, to enjoy a 
satisfying and personalised purchasing and consumption experience. 

In particular, younger Generation Z consumers have changed the way they 
relate to brands, demanding social responsibility, respect, and appreciation 
of diversity. Many studies show how the inclusion of the “vulnerable” has 
an increasing impact on the effectiveness of marketing programmes in 
terms of purchase intentions and brand loyalty. 

Indeed, many differences, including ethnicity, culture, gender, religion, 
sexual orientation, and disability, among others, characterise society. The 
lack of acceptance or outright discrimination based on these factors can 
occur in various settings. Inclusion means eliminating all forms of 
discrimination while respecting diversity. It is an ongoing process that 
values the potential of every individual and engages all those involved. In 
other terms, inclusion addresses the environmental antecedents and 
features to create a more equitable, fair and supportive context. The 
concept of “social inclusion” has been defined as a process toward a 
society where every individual has an active role to play. According to 
Licsandru and Cui (2018: 332): 

Social inclusion can lead to positive conviviality of diverse groups in a 
society, through enhanced belongingness, respect and social participation, 
and to promote vulnerable individual’s wellbeing, happiness and life-
satisfaction.  

In particular, social inclusion aims to lower economic, social, and cultural 
boundaries and embrace diversity by making sure that everyone is 
“visible” in society, has one’s needs taken into account in policy-making, 
is given access to social interactions, and enjoys rights and resources 
enabling full participation in society (Cloquet et al., 2018). 

In its most recent meaning, diversity concerns a broad set of characteristics 
that make each person unique and that relate to different areas, variously 
classified, but mainly referable (though not limited) to the following: 
gender and gender identity, physical and mental abilities, age, ethnicity, 
sexual and affective orientation, general appearance, socio-economic 
status, religion or belief. The word’s meaning generally refers to the 
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willingness and ability to include, represent and value individual 
differences, avoiding stereotypes and ghettoisation and allowing everyone 
to feel represented. As it has been written by Hollenbeck and Patrick 
(2023:143), then: 

Inclusive marketing orientation strives to include all potential users of a 
product or service. Therefore, marketing is exclusive when the focus is on 
the average consumer, and marketing is inclusive when the focus is on 
meeting the needs of the most diverse set of consumers that comprise the 
target market.  

An inclusive approach is, therefore, an opportunity for marketing to 
combine business and ethics, creating both social value and value for 
brands, thus fully realising the role that the American Marketing 
Association (2017) attributes to the function in the organisational context: 

Marketing is the activity, set of institutions, and processes for creating, 
communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that have value for 
customers, clients, partners, and society at large (Added emphasis). 

Of course, there is a risk that the actions put in place by companies could 
take the form of mere “diversity and inclusion washing”, or “woke 
washing” or “tokenism”: namely, practice of organisations that publicly 
adopt socially inclusive messaging without taking meaningful actions to 
support those causes; or superficial actions that involve hiring, promoting, 
or featuring a small number of individuals from marginalised groups 
without providing real opportunities for equity and representation 
(Vredenburg et al., 2020). Such cases clearly attempt at opportunistic 
exploitation of emerging trends, which occur, for example, when the 
vulnerable are included (we might say, “exploited”, “manipulated”) in 
communication campaigns, without the company investing in achieving 
concrete inclusion objectives in the medium to long term, or without 
acting in any way to create inclusive offerings, or without any change 
towards respecting and promoting DEI at the various stages of the value 
chain or even in company recruitment policies.  

Instead, companies that are willing to support and integrate an inclusion-
driven approach into their corporate culture can turn diversity into a 
powerful competitive advantage. By adopting a win-win strategy that 
aligns ethical values with market value and profitability, they can achieve 
both social impact and business success, as will be further explained in the 
following sections. 
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Why Inclusion Matters for Marketers 

Why is the inclusion of vulnerable, underrepresented and marginalised 
groups significant for marketers?  

Because brands are cultural agents, which shape cultural norms, ideas, and 
values that characterise a society and its “common sense” (Hall, 1977). At 
the same time, consumption is both a byproduct and an expression of 
culture, often serving as a means through which cultural values take 
material form. Culture shapes our social needs, which, in turn, drive 
patterns of consumption (Ferraro et al., 2023; Gabriel, 2024). As a matter 
of fact, marketing professionals play a key role in shaping the experiences 
people encounter in their daily lives. They help construct the narratives 
that society talks about itself, address the needs and demands of 
consumers, and influence the way people experience, enjoy, and access 
products and services. 

The demand for socially responsible and inclusive marketing is not a new 
nor a recent phenomenon. The marketing research field has a long 
tradition of examining the struggles of various subpopulations, often 
referred to as “disadvantaged” or “vulnerable” (Andreasen, 1975; Baker et 
al., 2005), who may experience troubles and difficulties in their role as 
consumers.  

Among others, in 1994, in the article “Inclusive Marketing Shows 
Sensitivity,” published in Marketing News by the American Marketing 
Association, Marlene Rossman—then president of Rossman, Graham 
Associates marketing consulting firm and author of the book 
“Multicultural Marketing: Selling to a Diverse America”—insightfully 
framed the issue in the following terms: 

As marketers, we often seem to drift from one promising segment to 
another, allotting perhaps 15 minutes to see whether we’ve hit our target. 
Because we are close to an age of micromarketing in which we try to reach 
increasingly tiny segments, it’s certainly time we began reaching out to 
segments other than those of the overtapped and increasingly oversaturated 
“mainstream” market. What’s needed, however, is inclusive marketing, not 
target marketing. The difference is that in inclusive marketing we are 
involved for the long term. It means including from the outset Africans-
Americans, Hispanics, Asian-Americans, gays, lesbians, etc., rather than 
adding them as an afterthought to a mainstream marketing campaign. (…) 
Although it’s a start, it’s not enough to spend some money on advertising 
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just during Black History Month or at the Gay Games or the Chinese 
Harvest Moon Festival (Added emphasis). 

Thirty years later, these statements still appear highly relevant and current.  

However, while the issue is not new, the widespread attention shown by 
businesses in recent years certainly is. The practice of inclusive marketing 
is rapidly evolving and is supported by various initiatives, such as awards 
(Inclusive Awards, Diversity Brand Summit) or indices (FTSE Diversity 
and Inclusion Index). Surveys from consulting firms and reports from 
organisations like the OECD (2020) highlight the importance of 
inclusivity. At the same time, from a research standpoint, the number of 
publications focusing on inclusivity within the corporate and management 
sectors has grown exponentially in recent years. 

Indeed, current market demands and increased societal awareness have 
made it crucial for companies to take these issues seriously. Beyond 
ethical considerations, the significance of inclusive marketing has become 
a business imperative. 

Recent surveys provide compelling evidence of this shift. Among others, a 
study conducted in 2021 by Microsoft on Generation Z showed that 
inclusive advertising has an impact on purchase intentions and brand 
loyalty; in particular, 70% of respondents said they trust brands that 
represent diversity in their advertisements more, while 49% admitted to 
having stopped buying products from companies that do not respect such 
values (Microsoft, 2021). 

Furthermore, the 2021 Deloitte Global Marketing Trends Executive 
Survey, which included responses from 11,500 consumers worldwide, 
revealed that the youngest participants (aged 18 to 25) paid more attention 
to inclusive advertising when making purchasing decisions (Brodzic et al., 
2021). Furthermore, when the results were analysed by ethnicity and race 
in the U.S., respondents who identified as Asian or Pacific Islander, Black 
or African American, Hispanic American, Native American or Alaska 
Native, or multiracial or biracial were up to two-and-a-half times more 
likely to notice a brand prominently promoting diversity when making 
decisions about purchasing products or experiences. Moreover, Deloitte’s 
data indicates that high-growth brands (defined as those with annual 
revenue growth of 10% or more) are more likely to set key performance 
metrics for diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) than their slower-
growing competitors (Brodzic et al., 2021). 
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Similar results, showing that practicing inclusive marketing has 
measurable and meaningful benefits for organisations, emerged from 
research shared by Google, which in 2021 released its “All In” toolkit for 
inclusive marketing (Twohill, 2021). For instance, data show (Google 
research, 2023): that consumers are six times more likely to purchase a 
product or service if an ad is perceived as inclusive, and that an ad 
perceived as inclusive is also 63% more likely to be shared; and, that 62% 
of Black, Latino and Native Americans are much more likely to purchase 
if their race/ethnicity is featured. Moreover, 63% of consumers said that 
ads with their primary language increases likelihood of purchase. 

More generally speaking, the “rise of inclusive consumers,” as defined by 
McKinsey & Company (Charm et al., 2022), is compelling organisations 
to integrate diversity and inclusion into the conversation.  

Therefore, inclusive marketing has increasingly become a key tool for 
building and enhancing a company’s corporate identity and values 
regarding social sustainability. It helps differentiate a brand from its 
competitors by adopting a new narrative that aligns the organisation’s 
goals with the broader aim of creating a better society. Ultimately, it 
represents a market opportunity, as long as it is authentically inclusive 
marketing. According to Deloitte, for instance, it’s not enough to just 
“market inclusiveness or diversity” (Brodzich et al., 2021). Their research 
shows, in fact, that 57% of consumers are more loyal to brands that 
commit to address social inequalities, then taking tangible actions. To 
build loyalty with future customers, brands must demonstrate their 
commitment to equity across all areas, including hiring, retention, supplier 
diversity, and marketing products for people with varying abilities.  

In fact, there are not a few cases of companies being accused of 
instrumentalising DEI issues to obtain positive feedback in terms of brand 
equity without committing to significant inclusive marketing strategies. Or 
the cases of projects born on paper to enhance diversity that have had 
unhappy outcomes, ending up feeding stereotypes rather than breaking 
them. 

The risk of backlash is real, linked to the mistrust that has been developing 
in the market in more recent times and the accusations of woke washing 
that many companies have faced in more recent years, as witnessed by the 
spread of the “Get woke, go broke” trend with its emphasis on the 
instrumental use of inclusiveness. Cases like that of Victoria’s Secret—
due to the lack of credibility in its overall strategy—or Heinz—due to 
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mistakes in operational actions, particularly in communication (both 
examined in this book)—demonstrate the need to address the issue with 
rigour, seeking, perhaps, more questions than clear answers. Not to 
mention, of course, the “ideological positions” surrounding the topic, also 
fuelled by confusion and ignorance, further challenge experts to put in the 
effort to build a truly more inclusive but equally effective marketing 
strategy that is as economically and socially sustainable as possible. 

Overall, this scenario emphasises the urgent need to scientifically tackle 
inclusive marketing, considering the confusion and occasional 
superficiality surrounding the topic as well as the changing competitive 
landscape due to political pressures. For instance, in an executive order 
dated 21 January 2025, the newly elected USA President Donald Trump, 
after ordering the closure of government programs dedicated to DEI and 
ordering the dismissal of all officials dealing with such initiatives, also 
requested that the US Attorney General’s Office draw up within four 
months a document of unspecified ‘recommendations’ for DEI 
programmes to be discontinued also in the private sector, over which the 
federal government has no direct control. Some prominent private 
companies, including Meta, McDonald’s, Citigroup, Boeing, Target, and 
Walmart, have already discontinued their DEI programmes (Schneid, 
2025), but others, such as Apple and Cisco, have decided to keep their 
initiatives alive (Murray and Bohannon, 2025). While PepsiCo is scaling 
back its DEI commitments, in line with demands from US President 
Trump, Coca-Cola reaffirms its support for DEI, warning of potentially 
negative impact from DEI changes (Pulley, 2025), stating in an annual 
filing that abandoning DEI could hurt business because its diverse 
employee base “helps drive a culture of inclusion, innovation and growth,” 
and if the company’s employees don’t reflect the “broad range of 
consumers and markets we serve around the world, our business could be 
negatively affected.” (Williment, 2025). Disney is expected to change its 
DEI approach, shifting its “Diversity & Inclusion” performance metric 
used to evaluate employees to “Talent Strategy,” which should focus more 
on business outcomes. The company will stop its “Reimagine Tomorrow” 
initiative—launched to highlight stories and talent from underrepresented 
communities—and remove content disclaimers that run before movies 
such as Dumbo, because it includes negative depictions and/or 
mistreatment of peoples or culture: a practice that began at Disney in 
October 2020 (Fischer, 2025).  

The impact of government policies in the USA cannot, of course, be 
without consequences for corporate strategies about this topic, as with any 
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other issue. However, in the long term, the effect will likely be one of 
“natural selection,” which, in the opinion of the authors, will ultimately 
benefit both the market and society. After the initial phase we have 
witnessed so far, characterised by widespread but sometimes relatively 
“aprioristic” adherence to diversity and inclusion issues (to follow the 
trend) by many companies, the current scenario will likely lead to a 
selection in which not all brands will align their values with DEI 
principles. However, those that align, will be forced to do so with a much 
deeper, more committed, and long-term approach, as will be discussed 
through the book. 

Still, a clear and consistent definition of inclusive marketing is lacking, 
leading to overlaps, ambiguities, and conceptual gaps that need to be 
addressed. Implementing inclusive marketing practices that respect 
diversity and promote the social inclusion of vulnerable groups remains a 
topic of debate. As a result, companies often navigate this territory through 
trial and error.  

Precisely, the news increasingly reports DEI initiatives that emerge in 
contexts lacking a long-term strategy for enhancing diversity and the 
inclusion of more vulnerable groups, as well as the cultural and 
organisational context necessary to support them. It should therefore come 
as no surprise that such initiatives fail or are perceived as “woke” 
initiatives, which tend to exploit the sensitivity of certain market demand 
segments to “inclusion issues” without intending to bring about significant 
change. In this way, rather than advancing the “cause of inclusion,” they 
contribute to trivialising the approach to the topic, mixing up (incorrect) 
application with (correct) principles. This also fuels opposition between 
social categories, which feel “others” compared to the “vulnerable”, and, 
in a backlash, begin to associate negative connotations with a theme that 
should instead lead to greater overall well-being for society.  

It is undeniable that some companies “exploit” the general DEI trend for 
profit objectives, but even if this is the case, in a “win-win perspective” 
(for the organisation and society), is it the responsibility of management to 
make an ethical assessment? Or is it perhaps better to leave the 
examination on a more strategic level and, regardless of the ethical 
motivations (wherever such motivations might be ascertainable), assess 
whether a truly inclusive strategy exists, one that in the medium to long 
term, through well-designed strategies and well-implemented actions, 
combines company profits with more inclusive and diversity-respecting 
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offering systems? The author believes that the second point is what really 
matters. But then the focus shifts. 

The focus shifts to understanding which models, supported by accurate 
and reliable scientific literature and empirical research, can guide and steer 
the design of effective inclusive marketing strategies. Models that cannot 
provide one-size-fits-all solutions for every context, but that, with a 
scientific approach backed and complemented by the experience of 
businesses, should be tailored to specific goals and contexts.  

Building on these premises, in the following paragraph, we will summarise 
a proposed interpretative model that aims to address the need to 
reinterpret—both strategically and operationally—the processes of 
marketing management with an inclusive approach. 

The Foundations for Inclusive Marketing Value Creation 
Strategies: An Inclusive Marketing Model 

As a result of previous research (Masiello et al., 2024), we developed a 
model for inclusive marketing, which has been subsequently adapted in 
light of what will be presented later in this volume (Figure I.1). This 
model is intended to contribute to the emerging stream of inclusive 
marketing literature and help marketers conform to a socially inclusive 
approach, enhance the effectiveness of their marketing programs, and 
create both marketing value and social value. The model is structured in 
three different blocks, concerning: 

 
• Strategic marketing decisions 
• Operational marketing decisions  
• Impact on value creation 

 
At the strategic marketing level, our model shows features that are useful 
to develop inclusive products and services, and build consumption models 
that can determine effective social inclusion. More in detail, the model 
highlights that organisations should market “inclusive offerings” (what to 
market) to an “inclusive audience” (who to market to) and that the 
company's ability to implement an inclusive marketing strategy is related 
to the adoption of the following principles:  

 
1) segmentation and targeting of an inclusive audience based on 

“transversal needs”; the firms should market new products/services via 
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targeting based on personal needs and/or on distinctive elements not 
seen as a limitation by the target audience (e.g., skin colour as a 
segmentation variable in cosmetic products), rather than on a 
segmentation built on potentially discriminating criteria (e.g., 
disabilities); 

2) adoption of a universal approach for developing and positioning 
offerings; inclusive approach should not be limited to the functional 
features of the product/service, but universally designed products and 
services should be integrated into comprehensive and inclusive 
marketing strategies, which must also enhance the symbolic and 
emotional aspects of the product/service, along with the various touch 
points of the customer journey, to develop offerings that foster social 
inclusion (Fisk et al., 2018; Patrick and Hollenbeck, 2021);  

3) reliance on co-innovation and user-led innovation in new 
product/service development process; firms need to leverage on 
collaboration and involvement of users, from the beginning of the 
NPD, to reach a more effective and socially desirable innovation 
(Banerjee et al., 2020; Patrick and Hollenbeck, 2021). 
 

At the operational marketing level, our model highlights the need to 
promote new approaches and languages and a new relational paradigm that 
is capable of overcoming current stereotypes and barriers, and relating 
people to brands, without discrimination or marginalisation. The main 
drivers for the construction of an “inclusive journey” (how to deliver) are 
the following:  

 
1) design an accessible customer experience that is free of cognitive, 

cultural, and physical barriers, making it enjoyable regardless of 
differences and/or adaptable based on individual peculiarities (Crosier 
and Handford, 2012; Fisk et al., 2018);  

2) activate a set of alternative and complementary touchpoints that 
connect the brand with all its users, regardless of their differences, 
allowing each individual to choose the touchpoint set that best fits with 
their characteristics, thus enhancing the symbolic and emotional 
aspects of the product, as well as developing offerings that foster social 
inclusion (Patrick and Hollenbeck, 2021);  

3) represent differences in communication and do it without stereotypes; 
although in advertising, differences and vulnerabilities are ignored less 
and less, general stereotyped portrayals are still depicted and there is 
still a risk of maintaining similar barriers under new shapes instead of 
creating inclusion. Therefore, according to Borgerson and Schroeder 


