Developing an Inbound Marketing Model Using a
Meta-Synthesis Approach

Farinoosh Lazar
Ph.D. Candidate, Department of Marketing Management, North Tehran Branch, Islamic
Azad University, Tehran, Iran. E-mail: f.lazar@iau-tnb.ac.ir

Faranak Khodayari *
*Corresponding Author, Associate Prof., Department of Business Management, Firuzkoh
Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran. E-mail: faranak.khodayari@iau.ac.ir

Hamid Reza Yazdani

Associate Prof., Department of Human Resources Management, College of Farabi,
University of Tehran, Qom, Iran. E-mail: hryazdani@ut.ac.ir

Abstract

Objective

Profound transformations in the digital age and paradigmatic shifts in consumer behavior
have posed fundamental challenges to traditional outbound marketing methods. Factors
such as advertising space saturation, escalating customer acquisition costs, a sharp decline
in engagement rates, and particularly the aversion of the new generation of customers to
direct and intrusive advertisements have significantly impacted the effectiveness of this
approach. In response to these challenges, inbound marketing has emerged as a novel
paradigm with the motto "attract rather than chase." This approach focuses on creating
and disseminating valuable and relevant content to attract potential customers, nurture
them, and ultimately convert them into loyal customers. The concept of inbound
marketing has undergone significant evolution, developing from a strategy limited to
three elements-content, SEO, and social media-into a complex and multifaceted
ecosystem. Previous studies in this field can be broadly categorized as follows: the first
category examines the advantages and outcomes of inbound marketing (such as increased
conversion rates, cost reduction, and loyalty building). The second category focuses on
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comparative studies between inbound and outbound marketing. The third category
concentrates on specific tools like content marketing or SEO, and the fourth category
addresses scattered identified influencing factors. Despite widespread theoretical and
practical acceptance of this concept and substantial organizational investments, many
implemented projects have faced failure or limited success. A review of the existing
literature indicates that the lack of a native, comprehensive, and systematic model that
can serve as a clear roadmap for implementing this strategy is one of the primary reasons
for these failures. Therefore, the main objective of this research is to fill this theoretical
and practical gap by presenting a comprehensive and integrated model for inbound
marketing using the meta-synthesis method. This model aims to consolidate all key
factors, dimensions, tools, outcomes, and implementation requirements to provide a clear
understanding of how to design, execute, and evaluate successful inbound marketing
campaigns.

Methodology

This research is applied in purpose, descriptive in terms of data collection, and qualitative
in approach. The research method employed is qualitative meta-synthesis. Meta-synthesis
involves the systematic combination and integration of findings from various studies
(both quantitative and qualitative) to create a new, deeper, and more comprehensive
understanding of a phenomenon. The executive framework for this research is
Sandelowski and Barroso's 7-step model, considered one of the most reputable and
widely used models in this field. The research stages are: formulating the research
question (main research question: "What is the comprehensive model and constituent
factors of inbound marketing?"), systematic search (searching reputable databases like
ScienceDirect, Emerald, Springer, Scopus, Wiley, Google Scholar, JSTOR using 10 main
and combined keywords related to inbound marketing within the timeframe 2010-2023),
study selection and screening (from 924 initially identified sources, applying
inclusion/exclusion criteria and qualitative assessment using the CASP tool, resulting in
38 studies - articles and theses - selected for final analysis), data extraction (recording
data related to each study, such as authors' names, publication year, key findings, factors,
tools, etc.), data analysis and synthesis (extracted data were analyzed using qualitative
content analysis and coded at three levels: open coding, axial coding, and selective
coding), quality control (to ensure coding reliability, inter-coder agreement and Cohen's
Kappa coefficient were used; the calculated Kappa value was 0.798, indicating desirable
reliability and high agreement), and presentation of results (final findings were presented
in the form of a comprehensive conceptual model). Content analysis was used for data
analysis.

Findings

After data analysis, 199 codes were organized into 62 concepts, 12 subcategories, and
ultimately some main categories: influencing factors, dimensions, tools, and outcomes of
inbound marketing. The research findings show that the inbound marketing model
includes: Intra-organizational causal factors (staff digital capability, management
commitment and support, digital communications management, digital-centric approach,
company digital infrastructure, digital trust-building), Extra-organizational factors
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(national digital infrastructure, privacy and security, digital laws and policies, customer
digital literacy); Dimensions of inbound marketing (Attract, Engage, Delight); Inbound
marketing tools (content marketing, social media marketing, viral marketing, email
marketing, SEO, web analytics, lead generation); Outcomes of inbound marketing:
Outcomes for customers (affective, cognitive, and behavioral responses), Outcomes for
the company (customer acquisition, branding, revenue increase, and customer loyalty).

Conclusion

Utilizing the meta-synthesis approach, this research presents a comprehensive model for
inbound marketing that can serve as a scientific and practical roadmap for organizations.
The findings clearly indicate that success in inbound marketing is not solely dependent on
the use of digital tools but necessitates establishing essential foundations at both macro
(extra-organizational) and micro (intra-organizational) levels. Factors inside and outside
the organization, whose impact level and controllability must be assessed before
implementing inbound marketing, are crucial. The model emphasizes that inbound
marketing is not a one-dimensional strategy but rather a dynamic and cyclical process that
begins with attracting the audience through valuable content, continues with sustained
and meaningful engagement across various platforms, and ultimately culminates in
customer delight and loyalty. Inbound marketing can be implemented in companies
through digital and online tools. It is recommended that companies' marketing teams use
all the tools mentioned in the findings section simultaneously, emphasizing specific tools
as needed. Content marketing, social media marketing, viral marketing, email marketing,
SEO, web analytics, and lead generation constitute the identified set of inbound
marketing tools, each requiring prerequisites that the marketing team must establish for
optimal use. Correct utilization of these tools will lead to positive outcomes for both
customers and the organization. Finally, it can be claimed that the successful
implementation of this model not only leads to a significant reduction in advertising
costs, increased customer conversion rates, and improved return on investment (ROI) but
also, by creating a positive and personalized customer experience, fosters long-term
loyalty, brand trust, and increased customer lifetime value (CLV).

Keywords: Consumer behavior, Digital marketing, Inbound marketing, Meta-synthesis.
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