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We’re living, breathing and connecting in the thick 

of quite remarkable times. It seems the revolution will not 

be televised but will certifiably be twittered first. But is it a passion 

economy we’re witnessing, and if so, is there an opportunity for 

brands?

Passion is one of the most overused words in the marketing lexi-

con. Many fail to distinguish between a real passion and simply 

doing their work, albeit enthusiastically, because it pays the mort-

gage or fills the freezer. The torture test for passion—but not the 

litmus—should be something that can thrive and flourish without 

fiscal reward. However, the binary options of the past are dissolv-

ing and increasingly, the opportunity in a flat and networked world 

for people to marry their passion with their daily toil, or invest 

time in their passion, is only a Google blog search away. A liberating 

revolution of self-fulfillment is emerging; each day the visibility for 

intellectual actualization bursts in via the RSS feeds; exciting times 

indeed.

So is the passion economy an emerging and cogent trend? It always 

existed, I believe, in micro-pockets that relied on happenstance, 

serendipity or fate for survival and was thus much smaller and 

more isolated. However in our time it’s becoming increasingly 

fecund through our ability to network and share experience, learn 

from one another, discover matched agendas and problem-solve by 

way of the exponential power of the internet, which is still only a 

few thousand days old.

The potential opportunity to fix some of the most urgent chal-

lenges of our age has ostensibly arrived at precisely the time when 

the tools to do so are widely available to the world’s internet 

population. The conversation is everywhere from blogs to bulletin 

boards and Twitter, not forgetting the massively important audio 

and video content that is changing the way we process information 

biologically. Some of the smartest thinking is available for all to 

witness as soon as it is dispatched into cyberspace; recency being 

one of the most powerful parts of this communication context.

The question then remains: is there room for brands and marketing 
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communications to join in? Tricky really, because the golden rule 

of “social-anything” is to keep it social and avoid commercialism. 

However with the right organisational DNA, that pioneering hand-

ful of companies who aren’t pathological about the relentless and 

senseless stampede for mindless growth, it’s apparent room exists 

for some of those commercial entities to at least have a voice in the 

expansive digital filigree. This select few can really shine outside of 

the broadcast-and-monologue marketing communications model 

like never before, with compelling authenticity, values and convic-

tion-of-direction that are the hallmark of the few brands who know 

how to participate in the lives of their customers on equal terms. 

They love to engage at any opportunity, and critically, they harbor a 

fancy notion that to make the world a better place is not an unrea-

sonable goal.

We are after all, all in it together.

The current context is that our planet is visibly beginning to choke 

on it’s own senseless growth for growth’s sake.

The twisted logic of the 20th-century business premise of infinite 

growth from finite resources has finally collapsed with considerable 

philosophical aplomb. We may well have just avoided a mid-future 

catastrophe by weaning ourselves off the consumption drug via an 

economic hallucination that perpetual growth was an unassailable 

truth. Well it wasn’t, and while crashing the car into the tree isn’t 

the smartest way to save on carbon emissions or the safest way of 

rejecting the pernicious and selfish disposable society, we now have 

a chance. There’s a glimmer of hope.

Maybe this is a one-off chance to emerge blinking from the eco-

nomic hologram we lived in, and combine forces with the most 

amazing people around the world now feeding off the macroeco-

nomic imperative for rewiring our economies, and through our ever 

richer and deeper technological communication tools to put the 

right people together, shred the old hierarchy and get on with the 

task of creating smarter growth through a passionate economy.

Is there a role for third-millennium brands to engage in the passion 

economy?

Yes.

What took you so long?

Charles Edward Frith
Creative Planner. New Media Consultant
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Last summer, I resigned from my job as the head of 

planning in the Toronto office of a large interac-

tive agency. Naturally, people wanted to know why I was leav-

ing. I summed it up to a friend and mentor in the following way: 

“There are some problems you can’t solve with just words.” When 

Sean asked me to write about the Passion Economy, I jumped at the 

chance, but immediately afterwards realized that right now the no-

tion of the passion economy is also “just words”.

To understand where I’m coming from, it’s important to know 

where I’m going. My company doesn’t do marketing, advertising 

or brands. We do interactions, situations and people. We design 

relationships for organizations that help facilitate the exchange 

of value, and we put people at the center of the business model, 

not the brand. As an admitted and recovering contrarian, my first 

thoughts about the notion of the Passion Economy were questions 

about what the words actually meant.

At the surface, the imagery of the Passion Economy is beautiful, 

enticing and idyllic. It’s a really impressive movie poster, but it tells 

you nothing of the plot, or whether watching that movie is actually 

worth your time.

Thanks to people like Alex Osterwalder, Victor Lombardi, Michael 

Dila and Jess McMullin, I’m a rabid business model design geek. I 

care more about the plot than the poster. I’m frankly not interested 

in watching another movie starring brands.

When I hear “passion” and “opportunity for brands” together, I 

worry that we’re all collectively watching another Batman remake, 

and the only difference is that we’re getting Christian Bale instead 

of Val Kilmer as the lead. If we’re serious about understanding how 

to “grok” the way in which passion can support value exchanges 

(that money stuff) between organizations and individuals in a 

modern economy, we need new characters and a new plot. I love 

the “Hero’s Journey” as much as the next person, but frankly it’s 
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getting fucking tired and played out.

We need to figure out the part that passion actually plays in con-

temporary and emerging economies, and then resist the urge to 

frame it as a solution for the brand problem. This means asking 

some tough questions and testing our hypotheses out in the wild, 

failing fast and learning from the results. If passion drives an econ-

omy, we have to know how that happens. Is passion the product? 

The means of production? The sweat equity? I honestly have no clue 

right now, but I’d love to see us try to find out through some old 

fashioned trial and error, reflective learning and a bit of intentional 

thinking that focuses on people first. What far too few marketing 

folks understand is that the future is here, and it involves investing 

in people. Having your brand on Twitter is not investing; helping 

create more value for individuals is.

Bottom line: the Passion Economy a great notion, but it’s also just 

words. It’s my hope that organizations start putting the needs of 

people first, design from real needs, not market segments, and 

create the frameworks that monetize the heck out of the untapped 

passion that exists in people. We won’t do that by talking, but we 

might have a chance if we start making.

Sadly, most organizations have it backwards. Brands don’t em-

power consumers; people empower brands. Until more companies 

relearn this lost perspective, conversations will continue to kill 

markets, and brands will fight an unwinnable advertising-based 

war of attrition. Brands have to stop bombing and start building. 

Only when organizations start to help individuals create real value 

will they understand where the passion in a shared economy really 

lies. Until then, it’s just a pretty poster.

Matthew Milan
I use Design Thinking to help clients imagine, understand, 
plan and create digital products and experiences.
http://www.normativethinking.com/
http://www.twitter.com/mmilan
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