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       Abstract 

This paper examines the role of marketing labour in value creation by drawing on 

analyses of the post-Fordisation of labour. It argues that value generated from 

customer databases depends not only on the analytical work of disassembling and 

reassembling consumers as data points, but also on the informatisation of creative 

production, which increasingly requires the convergence of analytical and creative 

labour. The paper further suggests that value co-creation relies on the virtuosic 

(performative) labour of marketing practitioners who collaboratively design the 

creative and technical arrangements that enable co-creative interactions on digital 

networks. Virtuosic labour refers to a form of labour whose outcome is not a 

tangible product but a performative and relational process inseparable from the 

worker’s own enactment. Conceptualising contemporary communication practices 

as forms of work, the paper theorises this process as an asymmetrical 

interdependence between the labour of consumers and that of marketing 

practitioners. It contends that this interdependence produces value along the 

increasingly blurred boundaries between production and consumption, thereby 

illuminating how post-Fordist labour shapes contemporary marketing practices. 

The paper contributes to the literature on value creation that examines the 

production of consumers as commodities through databases and the co-creation of 

value. 

 

Keywords: Co-Creation, Database Marketing, Creative Work, Marketing Labour, Post-     

Fordism. 

 

      Öz 
Bu makale, emeğin post-Fordist dönüşümüne ilişkin kuramsal tartışmalardan 

hareketle pazarlama emeğinin iki temel değer yaratma sürecindeki rolünü 

incelemektedir: müşteri veritabanlarından elde edilen değer ve değerin ortak 

yaratımı. Çalışma, müşteri veritabanlarından üretilen değerin, tüketicilerin veri 

noktaları olarak oluşturulmasına dayanan veri analitiği faaliyetlerinin yanı sıra, 

yaratıcı üretimin enformatikleşmesine de bağlı olduğunu ileri sürmektedir. Bu 

dönüşümün, yaratıcı ve analitik emeğin giderek yakınsamasını beraberinde 

getirdiğine işaret edilmektedir. Bunun yanında, değerin ortak yaratımının, dijital 

ağlarda gerçekleşen etkileşimleri mümkün kılan yaratıcı ve teknik düzenlemeleri 

kolektif biçimde tasarlayan pazarlama profesyonellerinin virtüöz emeğine 

dayandığı ortaya konmaktadır. Virtüöz emek, sonucu somut bir ürüne değil, 

üreticinin icrasından ayrışmayan performatif ve ilişkisel bir sürece dayanan emek 

biçimini ifade eder. Güncel iletişim biçimlerinin birer çalışma ilişkisi olarak ele 

alınmasıyla, söz konusu süreç tüketici emeği ile pazarlama emeği arasındaki 

asimetrik bir karşılıklı bağımlılık şeklinde kavramsallaştırılmakta ve bu ilişkinin, 

çağdaş pazarlama pratiklerini karakterize eden üretim ile tüketim arasındaki 

giderek bulanıklaşan sınırlar boyunca değer ürettiği ileri sürülmektedir. Çalışma, 

tüketicilerin veritabanları aracılığıyla birer meta olarak üretilmesini ve değerin 

ortak yaratımını inceleyen değer yaratımı literatürüne katkıda bulunmaktadır. 

 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Değerin Ortak Yaratımı, Veritabanı Pazarlaması, Yaratıcı 

Emek, Pazarlama Emeği, Post-Fordizm.
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INTRODUCTION  

The concept of labour has been central in many production contexts. Labour that produces immaterial 

goods such as services, signs, or images plays an important role in an information-based economy. A 

wide range of everyday marketing practices rely on this form of labour, which generates images, 

information, and emotional attachment, and thereby contributes to brand value creation. This paper 

examines the role and characteristics of marketing labour that are significant for value creation in 

everyday marketing practices. To do so, it engages with extant marketing research on marketing work 

and value creation through the conceptual framework of post-Fordist labour. It draws on Andrew Sayer’s 

critical realist method, which requires analysing the relations and underlying mechanisms of social 

phenomena through critical reasoning. Because labour relations are difficult to grasp solely through 

empirical observation, the paper employs the concept of post-Fordist labour to critically examine the 

marketer’s role in value creation, a phenomenon extensively studied in marketing scholarship but with 

limited attention to labour. 

 

Important research examined how marketers create value by producing consumers from databases as 

target audiences, profiles and fetishised objects of desire (Ariztia, 2015; Arnould & Cayla, 2015; Zwick 

& Denegri Knott, 2009; Zwick & Dholakia, 2004a). This line of research delineated various marketing 

work including creating consumer profiles, customer databases and targeting practices, which creates 

value for the client companies. A key area focused on the productive role of consumers in the co-creation 

of value (Arvidsson, 2005; Cova & Dalli, 2009; Cova et al., 2011; Zwick et al., 2008). These studies 

demonstrate the role of consumer labour in co-creating value for brands. For example, consumers 

actively participate in online and offline activities that create value for brands such as joining in contests, 

taking part in digital games, voluntarily creating content and granting consent for zero party data for 

brands.  

 

Another stream of research, known as service-dominant (S-D) logic, examines value creation processes 

by focusing on the service or value propositions of the firms that realise outside company context. S-D 

scholarship has theorised co-creation as a fair collaboration between producers and consumers 

(Prahalad, 2004; Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2016; Vargo & Lusch, 2004; Vargo et al., 2008). According to 

this perspective, companies or marketers do not create value; rather, they create the conditions or 

opportunities through which value is realised by consumers and other actors.  

 

On one hand, critical work on consumer co-creation - drawing on post-Marxist traditions - has mainly 

focused on the unpaid work of consumers and the exploitation of consumer labour (Arvidsson, 2005; 

Cova et al., 2011; Zwick et al., 2008), showing little interest in the labour of marketing practitioners 

(Cluley, 2025). On the other hand, S-D scholarship looks at the productive role of multiple actors; 

however, it does not focus on labour and theorises value creation as mutually beneficial for all actors. 

This stream has theorised co-creation as a fair collaboration between producers and consumers, not 

focusing on the asymmetrical relations underlying market exchanges.  

 

In this way, both lines of research have not theorised the important role of marketing labour in value 

creation. This paper aims to address the important yet understudied role of marketing labour in value 

creation by employing a critical realist method of abstraction grounded in post-Fordist labour theory. 

Post-Fordist labour is the form of labour that produces knowledge, affects, symbols and interactions in 

contemporary capitalism (Hardt & Negri, 2004; Lazzarato, 1996; Virno, 2004). Paolo Virno defines 

such labour as virtuosic (performative) that relies on the presence of others and producing an interaction 

(1996, p. 192). For example, marketing practitioners’ efforts to keep consumers engaged in digital games 

or contests, as well as real-time interactive campaigns in which practitioners interact with consumers 

and use the content they produce, can be understood as forms of virtuosic or performative labour. In 

other words, the labour of marketers relies on, and is organised around, the labour of consumers.  

 

The paper adopts Sayer’s critical realist approach since such theorisation requires conceptualising the 

mechanisms underlying labour relations with a critical approach and a level of abstraction, as detailed 

in method section.  As for the level of abstraction, it uses the post-Fordist labour as a means to abstract 

and critically examine the marketer’s role in value creation. By doing so, it differs from the existing 
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literature in two ways. First, it sheds more light on the marketer’s role through the concept of virtuosic 

labour. In this way, it contributes to the critical marketing literature that focus on consumer labour (Cova 

et al., 2011; Zwick & Denegri Knott, 2009). It adds to this line of research by conceptualising marketers’ 

labour that relies on the convergence of analytical and creative labour. It argues that value creation from 

customer databases depends not only on the analytical work of disassembling and reassembling 

consumers as data points, but also on the informatisation of the creative production. Second, it differs 

from mainstream S-D scholarship (Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2016; Vargo & Lusch, 2004) that assume 

mutual benefit among different actors that participate in value creation. On the contrary, the paper 

highlights the asymmetrical relationship between multiple actors of value creation by focusing on labour 

aspect. By using virtuosic labour as a level of abstraction, it foregrounds the work marketing 

professionals perform to design the creative and technical arrangements that enable co-creative 

interactions.  

 

In this way, the paper adds to the prior studies that have examined marketing work but have not 

sufficiently elaborated it as a form of labour. The paper argues that value creation in marketing relies on 

virtuosic labour of marketers. In value creation process, marketer’s virtuosic labour acts on consumer 

labour. As in the example of interactive marketing campaigns, consumers’ active participation becomes 

an object upon which marketing labour operates. The paper theorises such process as an asymmetrical 

interdependence between consumers’ and marketing practitioners' labour, creating value along the 

blurred division between production and consumption. This process requires the convergence of both 

analytical and creative marketing labour. Thus, the paper broadly defines the scope of marketing labour 

as an umbrella concept for various types of marketing work. While strategists, business analysts and 

customer management teams mobilise their analytical labour, copywriters, art and motion designers 

mobilise their creative labour.  

 

The paper is organised as follows: first, it outlines the post-Fordisation of labour, informatisation of 

production processes and virtuosic labour. It then reviews the existing literature on value creation 

through customer databases and consumer co-creation. Finally, it discusses the implications of the post-

Fordisation of labour for value creation in marketing and concludes with insights for future research. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

To examine the role of marketing labour in value creation, the paper engages with two bodies of 

literature: theoretical accounts of post-Fordist transformations in labour, and marketing studies that 

analyse data-driven and co-creative marketing practices, each discussed in turn. 

 

Post-Fordisation of labour and the expanding scope of value creation 

Following the crisis of the Fordist regime of capital accumulation, activities that produce 

communication, symbols, and information have become productive forms of collective labour, reflecting 

a broader shift from a material goods-based to an immaterial goods-based economy (Hardt & Negri, 

2004; Lazzarato, 2014; Marazzi, 2008; Virno, 2004). Drawing on the post-Fordist transformation of 

production, marketing scholars have identified a shift in marketing from a product-oriented to a market-

oriented logic, marked by marketing practices towards lifestyles, brand images, symbolic activities and 

services (Dholakia et al., 2021; Fuat Firat & Shultz, 1997; Slater, 2011; Tadajewski & Jones, 2020). 

Within this framework, significant research examined the role of consumers as a form of immaterial 

labour involved in the production of immaterial goods such as brands, lifestyles, and consumption norms 

(Arvidsson, 2005; Charitsis, 2018; Cova et al., 2011; Zwick et al., 2008). Post-Fordist labour can also 

be used to understand the role of marketing labour in value creation. 

 

Maurizio Lazzarato defines immaterial labour as the hegemonic form of post-Fordist labour with two 

different aspects. On the one hand, it refers to the becoming productive of “a series of activities that are 

not normally recognised as "work"-  in other words, the kinds of activities involved in defining and fixing 

cultural and artistic standards, fashions, tastes, consumer norms, and, more strategically, public 

opinion” (1996, p. 132)- which is extensively debated as consumer labour in critical studies of co-

creation. Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri (2004, p. 108) detail this aspect of immaterial labour, which 

relies both on analytical and symbolic skills that produce ideas, codes, texts, and images, and on affective 
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capacities that generate states of being, such as satisfaction or excitement. 

 

On the other hand, immaterial labour refers to the informatisation of production processes. “It refers 

directly to the changes taking place in workers' labour processes in big companies in the industrial and 

tertiary sectors, where the skills involved in direct labour are increasingly skills involving cybernetics 

and computer control” (Lazzarato, 1996, p. 132). This process does not simply unfold as the integration 

of computers into work processes, but rather as information technologies’ transforming traditional 

production practices (Hardt & Negri, 2004, p. 115). Christian Marazzi (1994) discusses the 

informatisation of the production process as a response to the crisis of production and mass consumption 

in the 1970s, driven by the oil crisis, social and cultural resistance, and volatile consumer behaviour. In 

this way, market-oriented marketing became instrumental in organising production based on demand-

side information, reversing the traditional relationship between production and consumption through 

technologies that “fluidify and accelerate the circulation of information” (1994, p. 17).  

 

As a result, the need to fluidify and speed up the circulation of information coming from the demand 

side transforms the wage labour in post-Fordist production. In turn, post-Fordist labour needs to have “a 

high degree of adaptability to changes in pace and task” and to be “a polyvalent labour force” that can 

read information flows (Marazzi, 1994, p. 18). The informatisation of the production process enables 

wage labour to catch up with fast-paced communication flows and volatile consumer behaviour. In doing 

so, wage labour begins to align with collective labour in its interaction with communication flows, which 

brings the second concept the paper employs: virtuosic labour.  

 

Virno (1996) extends this aspect of post-Fordist labour -collective labour’s transforming wage labour- 

with the concept of virtuosic labour. Virno argues that the “activity-without-a-finished-work” becomes 

“the prototype of waged general labour in general” (1996, p. 192). This form of labour relies on virtuosic 

performance- akin to the performance of a virtuoso- which acts on the existence of others and produces 

an interaction as a product that cannot be separated from its producers. In such an activity, “the presence 

of others is both the instrument and object of labour” (Virno, 2004, p. 192). In this way, virtuosic labour 

blurs the boundaries between production and consumption, work and non-work time, increasing the 

flexibility and adaptability of labour, and requiring the performance of multiple tasks (Hardt & Negri, 

2004, p. 66).  

 

Post-Fordist labour encompasses a number of practices that create immaterial goods such as affects, 

relations, interactions, symbols and images. It represents the hegemonic form of the labour that produces 

an information-based economy. This theoretical framework enables the study to examine the role of 

post-Fordist labour in value creation in marketing. In the findings, the paper discusses this role by 

revisiting the existing literature through the concepts of the informatisation of production processes and 

virtuosic labour. Before turning to this discussion, the next section reviews the literature on value 

creation in marketing. 

 

Value creation in marketing through databases and co-creation  

A growing body of research examined how marketing work changes to manage complex value-creation 

processes distributed across multiple actors through platforms and market devices (Beauvisage et al., 

2023; Cluley et al., 2020; Quinn et al., 2016; Ryan et al., 2023; Shah & Murthi, 2021). Important 

research focused on the role of the ‘analytical work’ of marketers in gaining value from consumer data. 

Zwick and Denegri Knott (2009) and Zwick and Dholakia (2004a, 2004b) argue that big volumes of 

consumer data, computational power and analytical skills have allowed marketers to produce consumers 

from databases by disassembling and reassembling them as target group simulations to be sold to clients. 

Similarly, Mallard posits that the plurality of knowledge that customer relationship management (CRM) 

systems produce shapes the interplay between technology, employees, practices and consumer 

expectations. While Arsel et al. (2024) show how content creators, brands and third-party agencies 

undertake ‘knowledge work’ to mitigate ambiguities over the value of the sponsored content, Cluley 

(2022) delineates the ‘interpretive work’ marketers perform to gain value from one domain to another 

by requalifying the facial coding data that quantifies consumer emotions. In contrast, Zeng and Glaister 

(2017) argue that the analytical work is not enough to create value from big volumes of data and 
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indicated the need for creating stories and emotional connections with the customers.  

 

A key area focused on the creative work of marketers in extracting value from consumer data (Ariztia, 

2015, 2017; Arnould & Cayla, 2015; Jacobi et al., 2015; Slater, 2002). For example, Arnould and Cayla 

(2015) show how the figure of consumers is produced as objects of desire in organisations through the 

use of certain technologies and objects and personification of narratives. While Ariztia (2014) contends 

that marketing professionals create new consumer segments through creative ideation and 

manufacturing novel lifestyles, Jacobi et al. (2015) show how a market gap is produced for suitable 

consumer profiles. Although these studies have explored the role of marketers in creating value from 

databases through market research, CRM and test metrics data, as well as creative insights and strategic 

planning, they have said less about the labour processes that shape different forms of value creation. 

 

The role of labour has been extensively discussed in co-creation studies that focused on 

the productive role of consumers. Broadly, value co-creation refers to the expansion of value-generating 

activities beyond firms and professional marketers. This debate is largely shaped by research within the 

service-dominant (S-D) logic framework, which conceptualises co-creation as the outcome of 

collaborative interactions among various actors and proposes a shift in marketing thought by positioning 

value as emerging outside the firm (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2000 ; Prahalad, 2004; Vargo & Lusch, 

2004, 2008; Vargo et al., 2008). A key area has focused on how customers co-create value by 

participating in the design and production of goods and services, or by sharing experiences across brick-

and-mortar stores, digital channels, and platforms (Brouard, 2024; Hung et al., 2024; Prahalad, 2000; 

Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2016; Schau et al., 2009).  Scaraboto and Figueiredo (2021) show how 

consumers create value for sharing economy platforms through a series of actions that build trust and 

harmony, helping to overcome obstacles to the platform. Kelleher et al. (2019) look at collective 

consumption contexts where consumers and service personnel coordinate with each other, which 

mitigates the constraining elements of value creation. Similarly, Ramaswamy and Ozcan (2016) discuss 

that co-creational experiences generate value not only for customers but also for firm employees, such 

as analysts and designers, as a result of the dialogue enabled by engagement platforms. Although this 

line of research has acknowledged the power asymmetries between co-creative consumers and firms, it 

has primarily focused on the beneficiary relationships among stakeholders, with limited attention to the 

underlying labour processes in marketing and the asymmetrical relations between different actors. 

 

S-D logic-oriented literature examines the collaboration between multiple actors involving but not 

limited to firms. In this sense, it demonstrates the collaborative character of value creation. However, 

this perspective does not focus on the underlying mechanisms that involve asymmetrical relationship 

between different actors. In particular, marketing practitioners working in firms’ marketing departments 

or in marketing agencies are often treated as analytically equivalent to the companies they work for. In 

contrast, this paper differentiates between the two by foregrounding the role of marketing labour through 

critical abstraction via the concept of virtuosic labour. 

 

An important body of work has developed a critical understanding of value co-creation, evaluating this 

practice as a form of consumer labour that relies on the exploitation of creative, communicative and 

affective capacities of consumers (Arvidsson, 2005; Cova et al., 2011; Ritzer & Jurgenson, 2010; Zwick 

et al., 2008; Zwick & Bradshaw, 2016). Zwick et al. (2008) argue that co-creation is a management 

technique that responds to the post-Fordist fragmentation of demand, and that companies not only 

exploit unpaid consumer labour but also shape consumer behaviour. Similarly, Cova and Dalli (2009) 

emphasise the exploitative nature of co-creation based on the social construction of markets by the 

creative and affective activities of the immaterial labour of consumers. However, Humphreys and 

Grayson (2008), drawing on Marx's core labour theory, distinguish between co-creation that creates 

exchange value and co-creation that creates only use value. In this context, co-creation creates exchange 

value when the products of consumer activity can be appropriated by firms and exchanged on the market, 

such as Lego ideas, whereas it creates only use value when co-creative activity is directed towards 

satisfying one's own needs through one's own labour, such as serving oneself in a restaurant. In contrast, 

Charitsis et al. (2018) show how the production of forms of life, directed towards satisfying one's own 

needs, creates exchange value when captured and commodified by firms through self-tracking devices. 
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Although these studies have explored the significance of consumer labour in value co-creation, they 

have said less about the role of marketing practitioners’ labour in this relationship. 

 

To address this gap, the next section discusses the role of post-Fordisation labour in value creation in 

marketing by drawing on the concepts of ‘informatisation of production processes’ and ‘virtuosic 

labour’. 

 

METHOD 

This paper adopts a critical realist method of theoretical abstraction to examine the role of marketing 

labour in value creation. Following Andrew Sayer (2000, 2003), this method treats abstraction as a 

means of identifying the underlying relations and causal mechanisms that cannot be grasped through 

empirical observation alone. This approach is particularly appropriate for analysing labour, since labour 

relations are shaped by structural conditions, power dynamics, and forms of value production that cannot 

be fully apprehended at the empirical level alone. By employing abstraction to move analytically from 

these observable expressions to their constitutive mechanisms, the critical realist method provides a 

robust foundation for explaining how marketing labour contributes to value creation in contemporary 

capitalism.  

 

Theoretical abstraction relies on the existing literature in labour studies that problematises the underlying 

mechanisms in production contexts. The objects that are subjected to critical abstraction in this study 

are the existing literature on marketing practices and the empirical realm they demonstrate. In order to 

employ Sayer’s theoretical abstraction, the paper shows the level of the empirical realm that prior studies 

have explored. It then introduces the concept of virtuosic labour as a means of abstraction that helps to 

explain the underlying mechanisms of value creation in marketing, in order to examine the role of 

marketing labour. These underlying mechanisms are identified as the informatisation of production 

processes and the convergence of analytical and creative labour. The validity of these mechanisms relies 

on previous academic literature on the post-Fordisation of the economy, which has already demonstrated 

the role of labour in value creation. The paper follows a line of reasoning that treats marketing practice 

as part of general economic relations, and correspondingly labour relations. Following this reasoning, it 

employs a post-Fordist labour framework in engaging with existing marketing scholarship on value 

creation and marketing work. As stated by Sayer: 

 

Realism does not require some kind of denial of ‘subjective’ influences or standpoints and 

researchers’ social context. On the contrary, it requires us to examine those standpoints so as to 

guard against forms of projection and selection which misrepresent our objects. Realist social 

science requires reflexivity. We are always in some position or other in relation to our objects; 

the important thing is to consider whether that influence is benign or malign (Sayer, 2000, p. 

53). 

 

In line with the critical realist approach, the authors acknowledge that they engage with social 

phenomena through their own theoretical equipment and social background, including the choice of 

subject of inquiry, method and theoretical framework. The self-reflexivity of the authors is expected to 

help to build a critical realist analysis. The paper seeks to mitigate the risk of over-interpretation or 

subjective deductions by drawing on the extensive body of literature, both on the theoretical framework 

and on marketing scholarship. In this sense, the paper applies insights from post-Fordisation studies to 

marketing scholarship by following a critical realist line of reasoning.  

 

 

FINDINGS 

Following the critical realist method of theoretical abstraction, this section examines the deeper 

mechanisms and structural tendencies that underpin contemporary marketing work. Accordingly, the 

section addresses two interconnected themes: the informatisation of production processes and the 

resulting convergence of analytical and creative labour; and the virtuosic, interaction-oriented, nature of 

marketing practitioners’ labour in value creation. 
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The Informatisation of Production Processes:  

The Convergence of Analytical and Creative Labour  

The analytical work of value creation from customer databases has been explored in the literature (Zwick 

& Denegri Knott, 2009), yet the informatisation of creative production is a significant part of database 

marketing practices. The analytical work of producing target audiences from databases and the creative 

work of producing marketing messages based on data points are part of the same work process. 

 

The informatisation of the creative production process varies depending on the type of data used in 

database marketing practices. When the brief draws on relatively shallow data- such as CRM databases 

that typically include demographics, past purchases, professional information, and income (Mallard, 

2017), or advertising platform data like Facebook’s audience segments based on demographics, location, 

and interests (Beauvisage et al., 2023)- the creative production often requires engaging with producing 

content and design in collaboration with the data team. Zwick and Denegri-Knott (2009) demonstrate 

that data analysts disassemble the bulk of consumer data by cleaning, finding correlations and patterns, 

and reassemble it by creating meaningful categories and patterns. However, database marketing practice 

is not finalised with the analytical work of data analysts. After data experts reassemble the data points 

as target audiences, the production process is taken up by art directors and copywriters, who produce 

creative content and design based on the data simulations. As CRM messages are typically personalised 

in terms of content, such as offers and target audiences, but not in design or tone of voice, the marketing 

creative's ability to adapt the concept, content, and design to data simulations becomes crucial for 

valorising databases. As companies accumulate more data, the challenge of distinguishing their 

messages amid the saturation of commercial content intensifies. In this way, a data-literate (Marazzi, 

1994) creative workforce, with its flexible and polyvalent qualities, becomes critical in valorising 

customer databases by enabling attention-grabbing CRM communications. Marketing creatives’ ability 

to craft personalised content and design from broad-brush CRM data helps valorise the database by 

enhancing the degree of personalisation. This practice requires a flexible ‘creative workforce’ that can 

adapt creative production to the fluid circulation of demand-side information captured through data 

technologies. 

 

On the other hand, the informatisation of creative production unfolds differently when marketing 

practices are based on more granular data such as psychographic or narrowed-down lifestyle data 

(Charitsis et al., 2018), usually based on a project rather than routine CRM and social media 

communications. In this practice, the creative production process becomes more embedded in deeper 

data and even specific data points. When demand-side information informs creative production through 

deep data, it requires creatives to adapt the creative idea, content, and design accordingly. Marketing 

creatives’ ability to respond to data points and their flexibility in producing data-informed personas and 

content contribute to valorising data that has been collected, cleaned, and reassembled through 

correlations and patterns, and sold to companies. As a result, unlike traditional creative workflows where 

data serves creative ideation and insight generation (Jonathan Hardy, 2018; McFall, 2004), creative work 

is organised to align with demand-side information flows, either by dedicating digital creatives to 

collaborate with data teams or by informing creative tasks with deep data. This process requires the 

convergence of the analytical labour of data analysts and the creative labour of marketing creatives, as 

producing target groups from data points demands creative skill, while generating marketing content 

calls for a certain understanding of data. 

 

Given increasingly volatile consumer behaviour, siloed or compartmentalised competences and work 

processes struggles to meet the demands of extracting value from rapidly expanding and shifting 

consumer data. As Ariztia (2015, 2016) shows, creating target audiences from databases is not a linear 

or fixed analytical process; rather, the material requirements of creating value from consumer data 

encompass both analytical and creative processes, necessitating the convergence of these skill sets. In 

addition, Zeng and Glaister (2017) demonstrated that the analytical work of data analysts is not enough 

to create value from big volumes of data and indicated the need for creating stories and emotional 

connections with the customers. It indicates the role of post-Fordisation of labour through the 

convergence of different forms of labour (Virno, 2004, p. 41). While marketing creatives are 

increasingly engaging with data and learning to interpret it, data analysts- who have traditionally worked 
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in ‘non-creative’ sectors such as pharmaceuticals, telecoms, and banking- are expected to adopt creative 

approaches when adapting data to meet marketing needs. Data analysts reassemble target groups by 

applying different perspectives and interpretive approaches to the same database, depending on client 

needs(Zwick & Denegri Knott, 2009). This type of tasks requires data analysts to exercise creativity in 

identifying patterns and correlations among data points and constructing consumer simulations 

accordingly. Likewise, the presentation of these reassembled target audiences relies on specific 

visualisation tools, which also call for creative competencies. For instance, data analysts disassemble 

consumers into data points by extracting, cleaning, and sorting large volumes of information. This 

reassembling process increasingly demands creative input, as analysts are required to configure the data 

in ways that align with diverse and evolving client needs. 

 

On the other hand, convergence is not a one-way process in which analysts move closer to creative 

work. Marketing creatives are also expected to engage more with analytical tasks when producing data-

informed personas and content. Thus, leveraging on consumer data necessitates a polyvalent workforce- 

one that combines creative and analytical competences and collaborates through shared communication 

practices. As Lee and Lau (2018; 2019) shows, the expectation to be polyvalent- to adapt content and 

design to the demands of data simulations and to collaborate with data departments in producing more 

creative and tailored CRM communications- strengthens the work pressure on creatives. As a result, 

value creation through the informatisation of creative production not only results in the convergence of 

analytical and creative labour but also intensifies the precarity of digital creatives by shifting their role 

from originators of creative ideas to implementers (Lee & Lau, 2019). The literature has showed the 

creative and analytical skills that marketers mobilise in various forms of marketing practices from 

advertising, digital branding to interactive marketing campaigns. The following section conceptualises 

marketers’ mobilisation of such skills as virtuosic labour by drawing on post-Fordist labour theory.  

 

Marketing Practitioners’ Virtuosic Labour in Value Creation 

In the previous section, the paper delineated how the informatisation of the creative production process 

contributes to the activities that create value from customer databases by producing data-informed 

content and design and converging analytical and creative labour. In this section, it turns to another 

understudied aspect of post-Fordist labour which contributes to the co-creation of value: virtuosic labour 

in marketing. It suggests that the virtuosic labour of marketing practitioners contributes to the co-

creation of value by acting upon the presence of consumers through the creative and technical 

arrangements they construct for co-creative interactions. In this practice, marketing labour takes on 

qualities of consumer labour, such as being mobile on networks, flexible, constantly alert in the flux, 

and reliant on cooperation. This feature of marketing labour forms the basis of value co-creation. 

Before moving to the role of marketing labour in co-creation, it would be useful to define the co-creative 

relationship between consumers and brands. Such relationship relies on a series of technical and creative 

arrangements made possible through the cooperation of various professional groups within the agency. 

Such collaborative work in the context of a digital interactive campaign typically involves real-time 

interaction with consumers through digital channels such as WhatsApp, smart TVs and social media 

platforms. Although marketing and advertising professionals have traditionally collaborated with other 

professional groups- such as directors, photographers, or designers- on a project basis (McFall, 2004), 

this type of work focuses on the production of finalised outputs, such as advertisements and other 

marketing messages. Unlike this form of collaboration, value co-creation requires performances 

orchestrated on the part of the agency, the outcome of which is not a finalised creative output that is 

separable from marketing creatives, but an ephemeral interaction shaped through ongoing engagement 

on digital networks. The practices of marketing professionals who plan, design, and manage interactive 

campaigns on social media platforms- such as Instagram Stories- that encourage audience participation 

demonstrate a form of virtuosic labour. In this sense, the outcome of this marketing practice is an 

immaterial product: an interaction that cannot be objectified in a tangible form. It rather relies on a state 

of performance which requires being constantly alert and responsive to communication flows.  

 

This form of production corresponds to the performative character of virtuosic labour, which responds 

to the collective mobilisation of affective and communicative capacities, or general intellect, on 
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networks (Lazzarato, 1996; Virno, 2004). As the co-creation of value depends on the existence of others, 

and one end is the “working consumers” (Cova & Dalli, 2009), the other end of co-creative production 

is the form of labour performed to “put consumers to work” for brands (Zwick et al., 2008). Thus, 

consumer co-creation is a production process in which the presence of consumers is both the instrument 

and object of practitioner labour, and vice versa. Different from the existing exploitative working 

conditions that are characteristic of creative industries such as precarious employment and long hours 

of project-based creative production (Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2010), the co-creation of value demands 

that marketing professionals be ready for virtuosic performances that respond to the fast-paced 

communicative and creative activity of collective labour on digital networks. It indicates that the co-

creation of value in marketing exploits not only consumer subjectivities but also those of practitioners, 

who are pushed to reproduce themselves, to a certain extent, as tech-savvies. The performative nature 

of co-creation, which relies on the presence and activity of others (Virno, 2004), requires practitioners 

to remain constantly responsive to communicative flows on social networks. For example, brands 

constantly follow audience activity on social media platforms in order to interact with them in line with 

their branding strategies. Since the agenda or hot topic changes very quickly on social media, marketing 

practitioners extend their working time through WhatsApp groups where brand representatives and 

agency workers follow social listening and generate immediate responses to audience agency. Such pro-

active activities correspond to the performative character of virtuosic labour, which acts on the presence 

of others and the collective mobilisation of communicative capacities, and produces an interaction that 

cannot be separated from its producer, but can be turned into data points that are appropriated by 

companies. 

 

While the demand for consumer data and data-driven marketing practices increases the strategic 

importance of creating interactions on digital platforms as a means of data collection, the creative work 

required for creating such interactions differs from the typical creative work (Hearn & McCutcheon, 

2020; Hesmondhalgh, 2011) that produces outputs such as CRM messages, social media ads, 

commercials or billboards. It rather relies on a state of performance which requires being continuously 

alert and responsive to communication flows.  

 

Therefore, the co-creation of value relies on a wide range of material arrangements and a diverse set of 

skills, requiring the cooperation of multiple professional groups to produce co-creative campaigns. 

Active participation of consumers is an outcome of the collaborative work between different 

professional groups with different skill sets. Such technical and creative arrangements that enable 

consumer co-creation are built by the co-creative work of several professional groups. This, in turn, 

requires marketing labour to be more performative, beyond the production of marketing outputs, in 

active collaboration with data and technical teams. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This paper aims to address the question of what role marketing labour plays in value creation in 

marketing. This question arises from two streams of research. On the one hand, it draws on the extant 

research that shows value creation processes in marketing. On the other hand, it leans on the studies that 

look at the role of post-Fordisation of labour in general flows of production. This paper seeks to 

understand the role of marketers in value creation as part of broader economic relations. Since the paper 

aims to understand this role as labour, it requires a level of abstraction that enables to critically grasp 

the underlying labour relations in everyday marketing practices that create value for companies. Thus, 

the paper mobilises the concept of virtuosic labour to reinterpret marketing practices examined in the 

existing literature and to uncover their underlying mechanisms. 

 

The paper found out two main characteristics of marketing labour that enable value creation in 

marketing. First, it suggests that the penetration of information technologies in the production of 

marketing services has required the closer collaboration of analytical and creative side of marketing 

practice- in other words- the “right and left-brain”. The paper conceptualised this phenomenon as the 

convergence of analytical and creative labour that mobilise different forms of skills. Such convergence 

or the close collaboration of analytical and creative skills plays an important role in value creation in 

marketing.  
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Second, the paper argues that the labour of marketers mobilised in everyday practices such as CRM, 

customer relations, strategic communication, advertising and creative production can be defined as 

virtuosic labour. Virtuosic labour produces immaterial goods that cannot be objectified or separated 

from their producers, much like the artistic performance of a virtuoso (Virno, 2004). It produces 

relations, affects and interactions. The paper suggests that virtuosic marketing labour, which manages 

relationships with both clients and consumers and creates interactions through digital platforms, plays 

an important role in value creation in contemporary marketing practices. 

 

It contributes to the existing literature by conceptualising marketing work through the lens of labour. In 

doing so, it both builds on findings examined in prior research and differentiates itself in important ways. 

For example, previous research has explored how marketers generate value from consumer data 

(Arnould & Cayla, 2015; Cluley, 2022; Zeng & Glaister, 2017; Zwick & Denegri Knott, 2009) and how 

consumers co-create value through active participation (Cova et al., 2011; Prahalad, 2004; Ramaswamy 

& Ozcan, 2016; Schau et al., 2009; Vargo et al., 2008). This paper builds on these insights, yet suggests 

that less is known about the role of post-Fordisation of marketing labour in value creation practices. To 

fill this gap, it draws on the analyses of post-Fordisation of labour and examines how marketing labour 

shapes value creation by focusing on the contemporary forms of communication as a work process. 

First, it posits that the informatisation of creative production contributes to value creation from databases 

by producing data-informed content and design, thus completing the analytical work of disassembling 

and reassembling consumers as data points and target groups. Second, it argues that value co-creation 

relies on the virtuosic labour of marketing practitioners, who construct the creative and technical 

arrangements that enable interaction. 

 

The paper, first, contributes to the prior research that examined how marketers create value from 

customer databases (Ariztia, 2015; Arnould & Cayla, 2015; Zwick & Denegri Knott, 2009; Zwick & 

Dholakia, 2004b). Zwick and Denegri Knott (2009) argued that marketers produce consumer 

simulations as commodities to be sold to clients through the disassembling and reassembling of data 

points. Similarly, Arnould and Cayla (2015) showed that consumers are produced in organisations as 

fetishes, objects of desire and value, that structure market sensemaking through the creation and 

animation of personas. The paper contributed to this this line of research by discussing how value 

creation from databases relies on the informatisation of creative production and the convergence of 

analytical and creative labour. It examined the existing research through the analyses of post-Fordisation 

of labour and argued that communication and information technologies transform traditional production 

practices by blurring divisions of labour, making them more fluid, flexible, and polyvalent to respond 

to fast-paced, demand-side information flows. It argued that marketing creatives’ adaptability to create 

content and design according to the type of data (such as CRM or social media data), and their flexibility 

in cooperating with data departments contribute to the practices that leverage consumer data. Moreover, 

it underlined that the need for a flexible, cooperative and data-literate workforce for database marketing 

practices. 

 

The paper, secondly, contributes to the literature on value co-creation by conceptualising the virtuosic 

labour of marketing practitioners who construct the technical and creative arrangements that enable co-

creative interactions. S-D logic-oriented literature argued that value is co-created by consumers who 

become partners of companies (Prahalad, 2004; Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2016; Vargo & Lusch, 2004; 

Vargo et al., 2008). In contrast, critical research suggested that co-creation relies on companies putting 

consumers to work and exploiting their free labour (Arvidsson, 2005; Cova et al., 2011; Zwick et al., 

2008). This paper extended this debate by exploring value co-creation as a work process cutting across 

the marketing practitioner and consumer labour. The notion of virtuosic labour allowed the study to 

show the other end of co-creative interactions, the practitioner labour, who act upon the presence of 

consumers through the creative and technical arrangements they construct for co-creative interactions. 

The paper suggested that the co-creation of value in marketing in this way exploits not only the 

subjectivities of consumers but also those of marketing creatives. It theorised this process as an 

asymmetrical interdependence between consumer labour and practitioner labour, which actively creates 

value across the increasingly blurred boundaries of production and consumption.  
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Finally, examining the role of marketer in value creation in the context of labour suggests important 

insights for communication, advertising and labour studies. Most of the marketing practices play out as 

contemporary forms of communication. For example, consumers participate in the interactive games on 

digital platforms or mobile phones to communicate or interact with their peers. However, these 

performances that are designed by the analytical and creative labour of marketers generate value for 

brands. This study highlights the overlap between contemporary forms of communication and 

contemporary forms of value creation in marketing. Similarly, virtuosic (performative) labour 

encompasses advertising practitioners who increasingly work with interactive analytical tools and 

interactive digital platforms. Last but not least, labour studies have examined various forms of work in 

the field of communication, such as journalistic work, art-based creative work, and media production. 

However, marketing and advertising have received comparatively less attention, largely due to their 

ideological role as critiqued within labour studies. By conceptualising the labour of marketers, this study 

extends the scope of labour studies into the field of marketing. The paper has certain limitations that 

future research may further explore. First, it does not follow the marketing work and labour distributed 

across the interorganisational context. Future research will benefit from exploring the broader value 

chain of marketing as a work process, including multiple actors such as influencer agencies, social media 

listening companies, data management and advertising platforms. In particular, there is a need to 

examine the value chain of marketing that is constituted by a complex network of actors and 

organisations from a labour perspective. Because marketing labour cuts across multiple organisations, 

it is particularly challenging to trace how it affects value creation. As a result, while the existing literature 

offers valuable snapshots of labour conditions in marketing production, it lacks a holistic picture. Future 

research could address this gap by examining different forms of marketing work in continuity- such as 

data management practitioners, audience planners in media agencies, creatives in advertising and 

strategists- as part of the same labour process through which value is created. 

 

Secondly, this study does not discuss new forms of value creation arising from the interaction between 

marketing practitioners and generative artificial intelligence tools, which merits further research. Future 

research could examine the impact of generative AI on marketing labour in the context of ongoing 

digitalisation. To the extent that generative AI tools take over the agency previously associated with 

human labour, they may reshape the degree of control that marketers are able to maintain over marketing 

processes. Generative AI tools increase efficiency in both analytical and creative tasks. This, in turn, 

may affect the competences expected of marketing professionals, rendering some obsolete while 

requiring new ones.  
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