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[bookmark: _Toc70676986]Introduction
Nowadays, the majority of industries are extremely rival and customers have a wide variety of choice in terms of brands competing with each other. In addition to that, customer preferences, demands and needs are rapidly changing which imposes additional challenge to business organisations. All this, combined with other market disturbances triggered by external influences, such as COVID-19, further increases the importance of value creation and understanding customers’ minds. 
Marketing often serves as a source of competitive advantage in this regard. The current report aims to explore various marketing topics and critically evaluate the role of marketing in creating value for consumers. Furthermore, the paper also examined the importance of engaging stakeholders and their impact on marketing activities of business entities. For this purpose, a wide variety of academic literature sources are addressed and explored. 
[bookmark: _Toc70676987]Customer value and satisfaction
Marketing is defined as the process by which companies engage with consumers, build strong relationships with them and create customer value in order to capture value from them in return, as well (Kotler et al., 2020). The ability to create customer value and maintain their satisfaction is a crucial source of competitive advantage nowadays and a distinctive feature of successful businesses in various markets. 
Customer value is associated with the degree of satisfaction of consumers in regard to their experiences with the brand by conducting a particular action relative to its cost (Trasorras et al., 2009). Value is extremely subjective and varies significantly depending on who is defining or addressing it. For some consumers, value may be associated with a certain feature of the product or service offered by the company, while in other cases it can be viewed as an added expense (Trasorras et al., 2009). However, in the general case it is perceived by academics that value creation for consumers means that the brand is addressing customer needs and expectations for quality, delivery and cost (Trasorras et al., 2009). Consumer value is created when the perceptions of benefits perceived from the experience with the brand are higher than the costs (Trasorras et al., 2009).
The creation of customer value, as shown on the figure below, is an integral part of the marketing process and a main foundation of developing respective marketing strategy.
Figure 1 – Marketing process
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Source: Kotler et al. (2020)
The creation of high customer value also leads to greater satisfaction of consumers and thus, creates loyalty to the brand. As discussed by Lam et al. (2004), customer loyalty is one of the main sources of competitiveness and sustainable business development in rival industries and serves as a crucial source of forming an advantage over rivals. It increases switching costs of moving to other companies and increases the likelihood of repurchase and greater engagement of customer base with the company in the long run (Lam et al., 2004). All this contributes to improved organisational performance, better brand image and greater engagement of consumers with the company and reflects in increased sales revenues and profits. 
Customer value is often the most impacting factor of influence on the decision regarding which brand to buy from. People typically prefer purchasing from brands which offer the highest customer-perceived value (Kotler and Armstrong, 2018). Considering the fact that the majority of customer markets are nowadays mature and saturated with many rivals competing on different areas of operations, the importance of customer value is even higher.
Customer satisfaction depends on the perceived performance of the product in relation to buyers’ expectations (Armstrong et al., 2018). If product performance is below expectations, customers tend to be dissatisfied which often leads to switching to other companies offering substitutes on the market. 
Successful companies aim to achieve high customer satisfaction and value and to deliver more than the initial expectations of consumers, as this leads to customer loyalty and the formation of more sustainable relationships between the company and its buyers. 
[bookmark: _Toc70676988]Advantage of marketing to consumers
As already discussed, the main aim of marketing is to create, deliver and communicate value to consumers with the aim of increasing their satisfaction and engagement with the brand. As shown on the figure below, these processes are complex and cover diverse areas of marketing activities which need to be carefully considered and addressed by brands.
Figure 2 – Value creation and capture processes
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Source: Kotler et al. (2020)
Creating value is based on understanding customer needs, preferences and wants. This is associated with extensive market research of industry trends and customer insights which could provide companies with valuable information regarding the needs of consumers which can be fulfilled by the value created by brands (Kotler, 2020). Market and customer research can take various different forms depending on organisational goals, resources, capabilities and nature of operations. For example, various companies can use secondary research tools focusing on already existing data or primary research techniques aiming to obtain first-hand information (Batat, 2021). In the general case, established businesses would emphasise on marketing information and customer insights, as these would provide relevant data and information of the specific industry and market sector the company is operating in. 
After completing the research process, businesses design a customer-driven marketing strategy which has two distinctive elements – selecting customer segments to serve and deciding on a value proposition. Selecting customers is a process which is directly associated with market segmentation – the division of the whole market into different customer sub-groups on the basis of a shared characteristic or common feature, such as needs, interests, lifestyles, geographical location, demographic trait and many more (Camilleri, 2017). Market segmentation is the foundation of targeting and positioning processes which serve as tools to better address customer needs. Market segmentation assumes that different customer groups require different marketing strategies and propositions which show understanding of their specific needs and preferences (Camilleri, 2017). Targeting is related to the selection of a specific customer group which is to be served and addressed by the brand on the basis of its abilities to fulfil specific demands and expectations (Camilleri, 2017). 
For the creation of value, businesses often also use the so-called value proposition canvas. It is a graphical mapping consisting of two main sections. The first one is customer profile and it consists of customer jobs, pains and gains showing how well the business understands its consumers (Osterwalder et al., 2015). The second element is the actual value proposition which outlines the specific ways in which the company would address these features (Osterwalder et al., 2015).






Figure 3 – Value proposition canvas
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Source: Osterwalder et al. (2015)
The delivery of value is performed by companies through developing a marketing mix which reflects the needs of target customers. 
The marketing mix, as shown on the figure below, is developed in a direct consideration of customer needs and expectations, as well as business environment features in terms of marketing intermediaries, competitors, suppliers and publics (Kotler and Armstrong, 2018). 








Figure 4 – Marketing strategy and the marketing mix
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Source: Kotler and Armstrong (2018)
The marketing mix strategy of companies has the main aim of differentiating the company against its rivals and positioning the brand appropriately. Market positioning is associated with creating a distinctive image and perception of the company in customers’ minds (Kotler and Armstrong, 2018).
The marketing mix shows the specific tactics used by the company to achieve this. It consists of 4Ps – product, price, promotion and place. Product refers to the offering of the company to its target market and includes the product and service portfolio available for purchase. Product decisions are often related to the type and variety of products offered, their features, usability and characteristics (Kotler and Armstrong, 2018). Price involves decision regarding the use of a certain pricing strategy which would reflect the nature of the product, the goals of the business and the target market (Kotler and Armstrong, 2018). There are various pricing strategies which can be adopted by a brand, including penetration and skimming pricing. 
Penetration pricing is usually used when a company wants to enter and develop in a new market. Thus, the company sets a relatively low price for its products with the intention of encouraging customers to realise short-term sales and attract more consumers which would lead to gaining market share (Kotler and Armstrong, 2018). 
Skimming pricing strategy is usually used when the company is offering a distinctive and premium product and sets a relatively high price for it reflecting its quality and differentiated features (Kotler and Armstrong, 2018). Place element of the marketing mix is associated with the activities of the company which make its product available to consumers (Kotler and Armstrong, 2018). This element includes the channels of sales (e.g. available locations and type of stores – both physical and digital) which can be used by target groups for purchasing. 
Promotion element includes all channels of communication and all activities of the company related to communicating value to consumers and establishing sustainable long-term relationship with various stakeholder groups, including buyers. 
When the marketing mix is developed and delivered on the market, the company needs to dedicate resources and efforts to build and establish profitable relationships with consumers and engage them in the long run. Nowadays, this requires an integrated strategy between physical and digital resources and channels of communication (Kotler et al., 2017). This also requires the development of engaging content and integrated marketing communications. This also benefits companies from another perspective – it allows the collection of more insights and customer feedback, which is then incorporated by companies to properly address continuously evolving and developing customer needs (Kotler et al., 2020). Modern consumers are more tech-savvy, informed and empowered. This imposes a greater challenge to businesses in terms of the need to communicate with them constantly and be flexible, so that it is possible to grasp market and demand changes. 
Customer relationship management strategies are of crucial importance in this area. They allow brands to establish and maintain sustainable relationships with consumers which also results in greater loyalty and engagement of buyers with the brand and increased switching costs to rivals. Apart from customers, companies need to also establish sustainable relationships with various stakeholder groups which are discussed in greater detail in following sections. 
The final stage of the process is the capturing of value from consumers in return. This is mainly associated with collecting feedback and achieving high satisfaction and loyalty rates, as well as increased market share (Kotler and Armstrong, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Toc70676989]Stakeholder concept
Stakeholders are of crucial importance for companies and contribute directly to the construction of their corporate and marketing strategies. As discussed by Benn et al. (2016), during the last decade, companies started shifting from creating and delivering value to consumers towards value creation for stakeholders. This means that contemporary business organisations are not entirely focusing solely on satisfying customer needs, but also addressing the needs of other parties interested in the activities of the business, such as employees, partners, managers, owners, government and local community (Benn et al., 2016). 
The stakeholder theory is based on the assumption that organisations need to maintain healthy and sustainable relationships with all parties which are related to its business environment in order to be competitive (Benn et al., 2016). It is assumed that, in order to be successful on its market of operation, a company has to address and fulfil the needs of its various stakeholders and thus, develop strategies which would ensure that. 
[bookmark: _Toc70676990]Internal and external stakeholders
There are two main types of stakeholders – internal and external. Internal stakeholders are the parties of interest which are inside the organisation, such as employees, shareholders, managers, owners, directors and many more (Pinheiro, 2015). The relationship with those stakeholders is crucial for companies as they can directly affect its operations and competitive position on the market. External stakeholders are those who are affected by its operations and activities beyond the organisation itself. Examples include suppliers, creditors, government institutions, local community and many more (Pinheiro, 2015). 
Addressing stakeholders’ needs is essential for modern businesses and is considered as no longer a choice but a necessary tactic which needs to be adopted, so that the entity is successful on the market and utilises its growth and development potential (Pinheiro, 2015). However, addressing stakeholders’ needs and expectations can be a challenging task. Very often, various stakeholder groups have different and conflicting objectives. For example, shareholders might aim at higher profitability in the short-run, while managers might pursue current investment which would achieve sustainable development and long-term expansion (Pinheiro, 2015). Thus, every organisation has to develop an integrated marketing strategy which addresses various needs and is effectively communicated. 
[bookmark: _Toc70676991]Stakeholder relationship
The formation of stable long-term relationships with stakeholders is of significant importance for companies. Such kind of relationships assists the company to grow through forming networks and credible cooperation regarding various issues and business areas of operations (Herremans et al., 2015). 
The formation of sustainable relationships with stakeholders requires continuous efforts and completion of a process of activities, starting with identifying key stakeholders. This can be performed through various models, such as stakeholder mapping which shows different groups interested in the activities of the business, their impact on them and importance for the brand (Herremans et al., 2015). When the various stakeholder groups are identified, their needs should also be assessed along with alternative ways through which the company can address and fulfil them (Herremans et al., 2015). Then, the business organisation under discussion should develop a plan of specific tactics which can be used to fulfil the needs and expectations of stakeholders.
The need to address stakeholders’ needs and interests also affected the scope of marketing concept and respective marketing strategies adopted by business entities. Marketing has evolved beyond its initial focus on customers by recognising the importance of communicating with society, other institutions and related parties (Hult et al., 2010). Thus, companies had to shift from focusing on a single stakeholder relationship towards integrated marketing strategies which address the needs of different parties. This has shaped the considerations and tools used in developing marketing initiatives. For example, it is no longer sufficient enough to develop a marketing strategy only based on analysis and assessment of customer needs, but an evaluation of competitors’ actions and researching business environment are also needed. 
There are many different ways through which companies can communicate with stakeholders which include sharing their annual reports, reporting non-financial performance, such as corporate social responsibility initiatives, maintaining regular communication channels and platforms available for different stakeholders to reach the company and many more. As discussed by Ihlen (2012), effective communication with various stakeholder groups leads to improved organisational performance, better brand image and reputation and higher competitiveness on the market. 
[bookmark: _Toc70676992]Conclusion
As revealed by the analysis, marketing activities and strategies are the foundation of business operations, especially in cases where companies operate in rival industries with many competitors. The main aim of business activity is the creation and delivery of value to customers and other stakeholder groups. This is associated with a detailed process of marketing activities related to segmentation, targeting, development of marketing mix tactics and strategy, establishment of sustainable relationships with different stakeholder groups and many more activities. The role of various stakeholders has also been identified as being of sufficient importance for business activity. Marketing is a concept which evolves continuously, which is why it needs to be addressed and investigated on a regular basis. Companies need to ensure that they assess evolving needs of consumers and other stakeholder groups, as well as the alternative ways in which these can be fulfilled. 
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