
  

INCLUSIVE PROSPERITY

Stefano Puntoni is a professor of marketing 

at the Rotterdam School of Management, 

Erasmus University (RSM). His teaching 

expertise and research are in the areas of 

brand management, marketing strategy,  

and consumer behaviour. The Financial Times 

named him a ‘Professor to Watch’ in 2008.

Globalisation is the defining social 

phenomenon of our times. It has created 

increasing interconnection across countries in 

a variety of economic, social and technological 

processes. In particular, the impact and 

importance of technology – described by 

MIT’s Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee 

as the ‘Second Machine Age’ in their book of 

the same name – is felt more keenly today 

than ever before. Whilst there is reason to 

be optimistic about the future because of 

technological progress and the freedoms it 

brings, the current developments in digital 

technologies and artificial intelligence also 

raise many questions about our values and 

choices – as consumers and individuals – as, 

when technology races ahead, it can leave 

a lot of people – and organisations and 

institutions – behind. 

In looking at how technological progress 

changes business, the economy, and society 

Professor Puntoni’s key research interest 

is how we as individuals and consumers 
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relate to the marketplace. As the distance 

between production and consumption 

grows, how do we trust what we are 

buying or getting? Whilst technology and 

automation can increase utility, ultimately 

does it alienate people from the very thing 

they want to connect with, purchase or 

participate in? Do individuals really feel 

comfortable with a machine replacing a 

human worker? Do they think about the 

ultimate consequence of outsourcing 

production – now normative as a method for 

efficient and profitable consumer markets?  

Does this rob people of the possibility of 

fulfilling self-expressive and self-actualising 

motives in consumption? In short, can we 

find meaning in consumption? 

Puntoni believes that the signs of consumers’ 

quest for meaning in the marketplace 

are everywhere. This is seen through the 

paramount importance currently attributed 

to authenticity and story-telling in brand 

management; the extent to which consumers 

value certain brands for their ability to fulfil 

self-expressive and identity needs; and the 

extent to which consumers are willing to buy 

more expensive products to manifest values 

and convictions. 

This is a topic of major importance.  

If technology and databases have replaced 

stories as the main constructing material, 

what does this mean for our identity and 

cohesion as a society? 

Results & next steps 

Across three different research projects started in the last 12 months, Professor Puntoni 

and his research collaborators have already produced a wide range of interesting empirical 

findings and more are coming. For example, in one project they find that no matter how 

trivial an activity may seem, the more the activity is connected to an identity that the 

consumer deems important to him- or herself, the less likely it is that the consumer will 

be willing to buy products that automate the activity. For instance, people who consider 

driving as one of their main hobbies are less likely to own a car with an automatic gearshift. 

“As the distance between production and consumption grows, how do we trust what we 

are buying or getting? Research at the Rotterdam School of Management at Erasmus 

is advancing our understanding of how society is changing due to the remarkable 

technological progress that we are experiencing today.”
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Impact

At present, we know relatively little about how digital technology and artificial intelligence 

are changing the relationships that people have with products and companies. This is a 

highly relevant topic for companies because of the digital disruption currently happening 

in many industries. From a broader point of view, this research is also crucial for advancing 

our understanding of how society is changing due to the remarkable technological 

progress that we are experiencing today.

People involved

Professor Stefano Puntoni, Gabriele Paolacci (Assistant Professor of Marketing) and 

Eugina Leung (PhD student) at Rotterdam School of Management, as well as a researcher 

from Bocconi University in Milan, Italy (Cristina Cito) and researchers at the Technical 

University of Munich, Germany (Armin Granulo and Christoph Fuchs).

In another project, Puntoni and his colleagues study how consumers react to 

“dematerialisation”, that is, when content is no longer supported by a physical product,  

as is increasingly the case with music and literature. They find that consumers tend to have 

a stronger preference for material objects when buying content towards which they have 

greater emotional attachment. For instance, people are often happy to buy digital content 

but they tend to prefer the physical version when they buy the new novel by their favourite 

author or a movie by their favourite director.


