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ABSTRACT 

As technology advances and makes online communication available to mass 

audiences, consumers are increasingly making their opinions on brands, products and 

services available by generating reviews, posts and conversations online. Unlike 

traditional forms of advertising and public relations, this form of user-generated content 

significantly relies on consumer participation and feedback. Previous scholarly literature 

has noted the value of a third-party endorsement lending credibility to a brand message, 

and companies seem to agree, devoting significant financial resources and personnel to 

manage user-generated content online. Additionally, organizations are using “stealth 

marketing” techniques to imbed producer messages into user content, raising issues of 

potential ethical considerations for practitioners.  

Through 12 interviews with practitioners from various backgrounds, this study 

explores how marketing, advertising and public relations professionals view the value 

and functional responsibility of user-generated content, along with the ethical 

implications of working with consumers to create and deliver brand messages.  
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Chapter One 

INTRODUCTION 

With the increasing use of online and digital media across nearly all demographic 

groups, companies are turning to channels like Twitter, Facebook, YouTube and more to 

market their brands, in an effort to reach sophisticated consumers who block pop-up ads 

on websites and skip commercials on online videos. In the realm of online 

communication and social media, the power of messaging is beginning to shift as 

consumers take on new roles as bloggers, reviewers and storytellers.  

The social media platform of Web 2.0 allows advertisers, marketers and public 

relations practitioners to alter traditional communication strategies by working directly 

with consumers to craft messages for a wider audience, incorporating online user-

generated content, defined as reviews, weblogs, videos or other material created by 

consumers, into their overall campaigns (Thackeray, Neiger, Hanson, & McKenzie, 2008, 

p. 340). Recent literature suggests that online user-generated content may be the future of 

marketing and public relations, as practitioners move beyond spaces where consumers 

expect to see brand message (Thackeray et al., 2008). s. Advertisers, public relations 

professionals and marketers are now finding new ways to imbed messages into online 

and social media channels “where consumers cannot avoid them” … creating a sort of 

“ambush media” where organizations partner with consumer-creators to covertly deliver 

product messages to the public (Rotfeld, 2008, p. 66).  

Indeed, many companies now invest a large portion of overall marketing budgets 

on social media campaigns, aiming to generate word-of-mouth promotion from key 
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opinion leaders by giving online reviewers free product samples and other perks, with the 

expectation that the consumers will act as advocates for their brands among their peers, 

lending a third-party seal of approval that appears independent of bias (Rotfeld, 2008, p. 

66). As practitioners find themselves interacting with consumers to deliver product 

messages in the online social media space, the existing relationship is redefined and 

potential ethical challenges come to light (Quinn-Allan, 2010, p. 51). This new channel 

brings opportunity for a different type of relationship between communication 

professionals and consumers, along with questions about the strategic implementation 

and tactical execution of campaigns that rely strongly on content created by and delivered 

through consumers (Quinn-Allan, 2010, p. 46). 

Professional ethical standards are a hallmark of public relations, marketing and 

advertising, with organizations including the Public Relations Society of America and the 

American Marketing Association seeking to guide and educate members on best 

practices. Noting that “virtually any act of communication can be seen from a moral point 

of view,” Jaksa and Pritchard (1994) define communication ethics as practitioners’ 

concern with what in their work is “right or wrong, fair or unfair, caring or uncaring, 

good or bad, responsible or irresponsible, and the like” (p. 3). Traditional tactics in 

professional communication are built on practitioners’ ability to create, shape and control 

messages, but the increasing practice of using consumers to develop and deliver 

messages reduces practitioners’ level of control and increases the possibility that 

“manipulative or unethical practices” could be used to maintain or regain authority in the 

relationship (Quinn-Allan, 2010, p. 45).  



 

3 
 

Although scholars have focused on how consumers perceive online user-

generated content, no recent studies have given professional communicators a voice in 

the issue of how they consider material created by consumers and posted online, and if 

using this type of content to reach potential customers raises any ethical challenges in 

their work.  

To that end, my study seeks to open the discussion to practitioners and discover 

how they view user-generated content in the context of their communication roles. In 

addition, I aim to address the mechanics of how practitioners work with consumers to 

deliver brand messages, including their thoughts on offering incentives for participation 

and determining the responsibility for disclosure of the relationship to audiences. Chapter 

Two covers a literature review of social media use in advertising, marketing and public 

relations, variations in online marketing strategies, third-party endorsement and personal 

influence, and ethical considerations for communication professionals. Subsequent 

chapters describe the methods I employed to conduct a qualitative study of practitioners 

and the findings and implications of those interviews. 
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Chapter Two 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Companies and Consumers: Integrating Social Media 

For more than a decade, the Internet has been a powerful tool for companies to 

extend their messages and communicate to consumers. As websites including Twitter, 

Facebook and YouTube have become more popular with users, crossing age, gender, 

socioeconomic background and other demographics, marketers and public relations 

practitioners are incorporating social media into their integrated strategies (Mangold & 

Faulds, 2009, p. 358). Correa, Hinsley & Gil de Zuniga (2009) define social media use as 

“the particular consumption of digital media or Internet that has little to do with 

traditional informational media use [and instead] … provides a mechanism for the 

audience to connect, communicate and interact” (pp. 247-248).  

Often called new media or Web 2.0, the online environment of today is shaped by 

multi-user communication and conversation, rather than the static one-way transfer of 

information characteristic of the Internet’s infancy. The social media that drives Web 2.0 

encompasses a “wide range of online, word-of-mouth forums, including blogs, company-

sponsored discussion boards and chat rooms, consumer-to-consumer e-mail, consumer 

product or service ratings websites and forums, Internet discussion boards and forums … 

and social networking websites” (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). According to the Pew 

Internet & American Life Project, 65 percent of adults online use social networking 

websites such as Facebook, LinkedIn and Twitter, while 71 percent use video-sharing 

sites, including YouTube and Vimeo (Madden & Zickuhr, 2011, p. 2; Moore, 2011, p. 2).  
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Consumers can use new media not only to speak directly to companies but also to 

communicate with each other, extending the reach of traditional word-of-mouth 

marketing beyond a small circle of friends to potentially thousands of users online 

(Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Online consumer-generated content “describes a variety of 

new sources of online information that are created, initiated, circulated and used by 

consumers intent on educating each other about products, brands, services, personalities 

and issues” (Blackshaw & Nazzaro, 2004, p. 2). The term “prosumer,” developed by 

sociologists and economists in the 1970s to describe the phenomenon of users who 

consume what they produce themselves, seems a fitting description for an online 

audience generating video posts and status updates that review and promote products 

(Toffler, 1980; Rieder & Voß, 2010). 

Businesses have leveraged this trend by complementing, and at times forgoing, 

traditional advertising and public relations campaigns with online efforts that rely 

significantly on user-generated content. Campbell et al. (2011) describe the stream of 

user-generated content with “brand-focused messages [intended to] … inform, persuade 

or remind others” as consumer-generated advertising (p. 87). This phenomenon has 

become more pervasive as consumers find online video hosting more accessible and 

commonplace through sites such as YouTube (Campbell, Pitt, Parent & Berthon, 2011, p. 

88). The rise of the prosumer has led practitioners to engineer a new type of 

communication strategy online, using a hybrid of public relations and marketing — 

advertising messages initiated by an organization but delivered by a consumer. 

In March 2011, Levi Strauss & Co. enlisted 14 popular fashion bloggers on 

YouTube to create buzz about their new Curve ID line of women’s jeans, allowing them 
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to script and produce video reviews on their own in exchange for a free pair of jeans and 

the opportunity to host gift card giveaways for their subscribers (Quinton, 2011, par. 6-8). 

Although each blogger generated unique content, all videos included key points about the 

product, with reviewers encouraging viewers to visit the Curve ID Facebook page 

managed by the company and to take a quiz on the Levi’s website. The user-generated 

video campaign resulted in 1.5 million YouTube views (Quinton, 2011, par. 11).  For 

other companies, online communication is more than a piece in a bigger strategy — 

social media driven by consumer reviews and blogger partnerships is the centerpiece of 

the marketing plan for cosmetics company Eyes Lips Face (E.L.F.), which has no 

traditional media budget (Neff  2009, par. 1-2). The company routinely provides free 

samples to bloggers who are “unsponsored” and have no loyalty to a particular brand; the 

efforts have garnered E.L.F. more than 2,000 video reviews on YouTube and 20,000 

Twitter followers (Neff, 2009, par. 10). Both of these examples highlight how brands 

develop transparent relationships with consumer-producers, encouraging full disclosure 

of their affiliations.  

 Other brands have seen negative results from utilizing consumers to act as 

advertisers. In 2011, beauty magazine Allure invited select bloggers to participate in a 

sampling program but encouraged only positive feedback, with an email that read in part, 

“From time to time, we send new and interesting products to a select group of bloggers. 

You are under no obligation to cover the brands or products in your blog; however, if you 

do, we ask that you follow our mother’s philosophy that ‘if you can’t say anything nice, 

don’t say anything at all.’” (Neff, 2011, par. 2). After the wording of the e-mail invitation 

drew criticism, the company responded: 
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The email was in fact sent by an advertising intern from Allure. […] It was not 

approved by an Allure staff member, but by a temporary employee who is no 

longer with the company and who may not have understood that this is in no way 

the editorial policy of Allure or allure.com. The website in question, 

allurevirtualstore.com, is not an editorial one; it is operated in full by our 

advertising department. (Neff, 2011, par. 6) 

Allure’s response to the backlash demonstrates the practice of communicating 

with publics (in this case, bloggers) being led by an advertising department rather than 

public relations, at least in one large organization. Grunig and Hunt (1984) define public 

relations as “the management of communication between an organization and its publics” 

with a goal of building relationships between the two (pp. 7-8). In contrast, advertising is 

“a paid, mediated form of communication from an identified source, designed to persuade 

the receiver to take some action, now or in the future” (Richards & Curran, 2002, p. 74). 

Distinguishing between the two may be fairly simple in traditional media: Consumers can 

likely determine the difference between print advertisements and editorial content in 

magazines and newspapers, and commercials and programming in television and movies. 

However, the multi-channel nature of digital media coupled with the proliferation of 

websites allowing consumers to become content producers presents a challenge for doing 

so in an online environment. 

As illustrated in these examples, companies are finding new opportunity in 

reaching consumers in the social media realm, both by connecting with them directly and 

using other techniques to deliver brand messages from consumer to consumer. In 2007, 

organizations of all types spent an estimated $1.4 billion on social media 
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communications, with projections of that doubling by 2012 (Marken, 2007, p. 10). 

Businesses find value in using social media to reach stakeholders because it is an 

unfiltered channel that provides valuable feedback about user experience and allows 

consumers to deliver brand messages to their peers (Marken, 2007, p. 10). 

Gurau (2008) contends that in order to take full advantage of the communication 

channels available online, marketers must recognize that “all aspects of the networked 

world coexist” and should be coordinated “to achieve specific, measureable objectives 

consistent with the goals of any marketing communication effort” (p. 175). However, as 

illustrated in the Allure example, businesses may be integrating their communication 

efforts online without a strategy that incorporates ethical practice of both public relations 

and advertising. These methods should be studied to better understand how simply 

merging public relations and advertising rather than truly integrating could create 

potential for unethical communication to consumers. 

Stealth Marketing: From a Shout to a Whisper  

As online communication transforms the way businesses approach relationships 

with consumers, traditional marketing and public relations strategies are also changing 

and being reshaped to fit the new environment. Companies now allocate on average more 

than 15 percent of overall marketing budgets to these unconventional tactics, including 

word of mouth, buzz, viral and stealth marketing (Sass, 2006). Often used 

interchangeably, these terms describe slight variations in how organizations are using 

social media to market to consumers. Table 1 illustrates these subtle but important 

differences. 
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Table 1: Online Marketing Strategies 

Strategy Definition 

Word of mouth Personal experiences and opinions of  

consumers conveyed online through social 

and new media (Sun et al., 2006) 

Buzz Using an event or promotion to  

encourage consumers to talk about a 

campaign (Allard, 2006) 

Viral Messages spread exponentially from  

one consumer to the next through a large 

electronic reach (Swanepoel et al., 2009) 

Stealth 

 
 
 
 
  

The use of surreptitious marketing 

practices that fail to disclose or reveal the 

true relationship with the company that 

produces or sponsors the marketing 

message (Martin & Smith, 2008) 

 

Of those listed, the use of stealth marketing is perhaps the area most warranting 

additional study, in order to gain a better understanding of the growing trend of 

presenting advertising messages using public relations strategies and the potential ethical 

implications of doing so. Kaikati and Kaikati (2004) contend that using stealth marketing 



 

10 
 

in an online environment presents a unique issue, as the considerably amplified message 

is designed to feel organic to consumers but is carefully orchestrated by companies: 

“Instead of aggressively shouting to everybody at the same time, stealth marketing tends 

to whisper occasionally to a few individually. It … relies heavily on the power of word of 

mouth to encourage customers to feel they just ‘stumbled’ upon the product or service 

themselves” (p. 6). This covert strategy presents an ethical challenge for communicators 

while redefining the nature of both public relations and advertising, as companies and 

buzz marketing firms are essentially paying consumers, either through free products or 

referral programs, to advocate for their products in their daily interpersonal interactions, 

including social media use (Martin & Smith, 2008). Kennett and Matthews (2008) call 

the practice “morally problematic,” given that a potential consumer could falsely assume 

that a message from a peer online is “ordinary chitchat, when in fact this person is acting 

as an agent” for a company (p. 3). Although the Federal Trade Commission has 

denounced stealth marketing and now requires blog and YouTube video reviews to state 

company affiliations, consumers may still be misled if the connection between brands 

and reviewers is not overt (Creamer, 2005; Ahuja et al., 2007). 

Trusting “Someone Like Me” 

Stealth marketing has proven to be a successful tool for marketers because it 

relies on third-party endorsement, a concept that analyzes the level of trust given to 

different message sources and channels. Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) explored personal 

influence in a seminal study, finding that people value interpersonal relationships more 

than mass media when making choices, including purchases of household products and 

food. In their research, Katz and Lazarsfeld define opinion leaders as influential friends, 
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family and acquaintances who are well informed and share their knowledge and opinions 

to influence others through what they call two-step flow (CITATION). Their study also 

expands the concept with multistep flow, where ideas from mass media flow to opinion 

leaders, who disseminate the information to a wider population (CITATION). Katz and 

Lazarsfeld’s work demonstrates that information dissemination is a social process, where 

people look to peers rather than mass sources when making decisions. 

Recent data maintains this theory – global public relations firm Edelman 

published a study with a “trust barometer” to determine which sources consumers trust 

the most, with “someone like me” garnering the highest ranking in Europe and the 

Americas, ranking below only physicians in Asia (Tsai, 2007, p. 29). As consumers begin 

creating and disseminating content that strongly resembles ads, viewers may no longer be 

able to differentiate a message that is consumer-to-consumer from one that is company-

to-consumer-to-consumer (Muniz & Schau, 2007). Because consumers do not process 

messages from advertising sources in the same way as what is perceived to be an 

unbiased source, such as a news article or consumer review, a YouTube video featuring a 

young woman reviewing jeans may be seen as more legitimate to a female viewer than a 

TV commercial or magazine advertisement for the product (McLeod, Pan, & Rucinski, 

1988). Wang (2005) further explains, “The influence of the third-party endorsement on 

consumers’ purchase decisions is substantial because the third-party’s access to product 

previews typically make them one of the first channels in the dissemination of 

information about the products. In addition, their third-party status lends them 

credibility” (p. 109). The third party endorsement theoretical framework can easily be 

applied to stealth marketing techniques — because online bloggers and vloggers typically 
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do not have open affiliations with companies, consumers may see them as independent 

sources of information, even if they have collaborated with an organization for a product 

review.  

Communication scholars have extended the idea of how users evaluate messages, 

moving from analysis of sources to online channels in recent literature. A study from 

Sussan, Gould and Weisfeld-Spolter (2006) found that online word-of-mouth messages 

are more effective if consumers find them on third-party Web sites independent of the 

company to which the content relates – for example, a YouTube video review of a 

product. This finding suggests that companies may find stealth marketing more 

advantageous than engaging consumers to post reviews on their brand websites because a 

third-party channel can be seen as more credible. Cheong and Morrison (2008) also note 

a distinction between user-generated content (UGC) and producer-generated content 

(PGC) online, finding that consumers are more likely to trust content created by other 

consumers and posted somewhere other than a company website – but an important 

follow-up question should focus on how and if consumers can recognize PGC delivered 

through other users.  

Ethical Considerations  

In the public relations field, both stated and implied ethical standards are 

recognized, but the nature of the profession presents challenges for practitioners to follow 

a static set of principles. Although the Public Relations Society of America emphasizes 

advocacy, honesty, expertise, independence, loyalty and fairness in its code of ethics, 

Fitzpatrick and Gauthier’s (2001) professional responsibility theory of public relations 

notes the often contradictory responsibilities of practitioners as they relate to ethical 
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considerations, “attempt[ing] to reconcile the dual roles of … institutional advocate and 

public conscience for that institution” (p. 210). The marketing industry also promotes a 

high level of ethical responsibility among its members, with the American Marketing 

Association committing “to promoting the highest standard of professional norms and 

values for its members” (Laczniak & Murphy, 2006). Challenges also exist for 

advertisers, with Radin et al. (2007) noting the struggle to maintain ethical advertising 

practices in the face of new technology and media, with an enhanced “reach and 

immunity from censure” for advertisers online (p. 84).  

Martin and Smith (2008) concede that not all stealth marketing practices employ a 

deceptive approach, with some maintaining “a principle of openness” and disclosure, 

while Urban (2005) cautions that anything less than total transparency online could result 

in a backlash from consumers armed with “unprecedented access to information,” who 

will eventually uncover “ethically questionable tactics” (p. 52). In a case study, Martin 

and Smith (2008) identify unethical practices commonly associated with stealth 

marketing, including deception (commercial affiliation is not disclosed), intrusion 

(consumer right to privacy is violated as marketing messages come into their personal 

space), and exploitativeness (friendships and personal connections among peers are 

exploited).   

Bowen (2004) notes that although practitioners face ethical challenges in their 

work, many have little to no training in ethical analysis and instead rely on personal 

values to guide their decision making (p. 85). Using this individualized approach can lead 

to inconsistency at the organizational level and will likely “displease segments of an 

organization’s publics and stakeholders” (Bowen, 2004, pp. 85-86). In order to integrate 
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ethics into business decision making, Bowen (2004) proposes that communicators use a 

normative model of ethical issues management, borrowing from Kantian philosophy 

based on moral decision making through rational analysis. The model begins with 

recognition of values, followed by issue identification – smaller issues are handled 

immediately, while sizable issues move to the next phase of the model, issue decision-

making (pp. 79-80). Here, practitioners meet in teams to discuss the issue at hand, gather 

information or have experts analyze the situation, finding alternative solutions and 

determining the appropriate course of action (Bowen, 2004, p. 80). The third phase of 

Bowen’s normative model deals with autonomy, freeing the practitioner “from special 

interests, reciprocal obligations or other sources of persuasion that might taint the moral 

decision,” and allowing him or her to assess the solution from the opposite point of view 

(p. 81). The next step is to pose the categorical imperative, a way to think through 

possible outcomes for related scenarios, keeping duty to both the self and others, dignity 

of stakeholders, and intention of the decision top of mind (Bowen, 2004, p. 82). The final 

phase in Bowen’s model, designed to overlap with some of the decision making process, 

is to communicate with publics, an approach that ensures ethical validity by encouraging 

practitioners to engage in dialogue with consumers (pp. 83-84).  

Although Bowen’s model is specific to public relations, marketing researchers 

also address the need for ethical behavior facilitated through open communication and 

feedback among practitioners and consumers. Pires, Rita and Stanton (2006) assert that 

the changing relationship between marketers and consumers represents a “fundamental 

change” in the profession that requires practitioners to engage audiences not only to 

create and deliver content but also to assist in the decision making process (p. 946). 
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Christodoulides et al. (2012) recognize that “much user-generated content is not 

necessarily agreeable to the marketer” but successful practitioners will change their 

approach from a “strict, top-down supervisory strategy” to one that emphasizes more 

participation, transparency and openness (p. 61).  

 

 

Current Study  

Both recent scholarly research on online communication and anecdotal reports of 

how companies use social media suggest that advertising and public relations are being 

redefined for a new era of consumer-focused strategies on the Internet. Organizations are 

framing tactics traditionally seen as advertising practices within a public relations 

context, or executing public relations strategies to build relationships through an 

advertising department, offering incentives to consumers for positive word-of-mouth 

communication. As these relationships are being formed, practitioners in all 

communication functions must examine how they make decisions when working closely 

with consumers to generate and disseminate brand or product messages. 

Scholarly literature has provided ample critical analysis of how companies use 

covert tactics to reach out to consumers, both online and offline, and how consumers 

perceive messages from different sources. However, more research on the perspective of 

practitioners is needed to gain a better awareness of how communication professionals 

consider the functions of public relations and advertising in the context of stealth 

marketing and user-generated content. Also lacking is a comprehensive study that 

addresses how practitioners perceive ethical obligations in relation to such tactics.  
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I looked to address each of those points in this study, with the following research 

questions proposed: 

RQ1: How do practitioners use or consider user-generated content in a campaign? 

RQ2: How do practitioners perceive the ethics of using "user-generated content" 

in a campaign? 
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Chapter Three 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter details the research methodology I employed for this study. First, I 

describe the sampling method and participant demographics. Then, I explain how I 

collected and analyzed the data. 

Researcher as Instrument 

In qualitative analyses, the background of the primary researcher is significant, as 

his or her respective experiences and biases contribute to data interpretation. As a 

professional working in the communication industry, I identified with some of the 

participants interviewed for the study at hand, especially those who share my experience 

working in the higher education or non-profit sector. In addition, my educational 

background of a bachelor’s degree in print journalism and an in-progress master’s degree 

in communication gives me an understanding of how practitioner experiences reflect 

academic literature and study.  

Sampling Method and Participants 

 The study sample was purposive, with participants selected based on their job 

responsibilities. In order to address both research questions, I interviewed practitioners 

who work either in advertising or public relations and have some experience in 

communicating online. 

I solicited participants with the recruitment letter included in Appendix A through 

the Houston chapters of the American Marketing Association (AMA) and the Public 

Relations Society of America (PRSA). I first contacted the presidents of both 



 

18 
 

organizations to determine their willingness to assist in gathering participants from their 

respective memberships. After I explained the purpose of the study and its potential 

benefits to professional communicators, they agreed to communicate to members the 

opportunity to participate and be interviewed. They indicated their participation by 

writing a letter of cooperation  (see Appendix B) and then publicized the study and need 

for participants in various organization communications, including social media and e-

mail newsletters. In addition, both board presidents referred colleagues who they felt 

were good candidates for interviews, generating a snowball sample of participants from 

relevant connections who met the criteria of the study. I also relied on personal 

connections and references from members of my thesis committee to solicit participants. 

I selected this method not only for convenience, so that participants would be based in the 

area and interviews could be easily scheduled, but also because I felt having a connection 

in common with prospective participants – in this case, a shared relationship – would 

make them more inclined to be interviewed. 

I initially aimed to interview eight public relations professionals and eight 

advertisers, following McCracken’s (1988) guide for qualitative interviewing and 

reaching saturation. However, as I began the process of gathering interview candidates, I 

realized that many professional communicators self-identified with both public relations 

and marketing or advertising, despite their job titles or professional organization 

affiliations, making it difficult to clearly label any one participant as solely “public 

relations professional” or “advertiser.”  

In total, I conducted 12 interviews with practitioners from various backgrounds — 

some worked in agencies and had experience with clients in different industries, while 
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others were communicators within a particular company. Because I solicited practitioners 

from the local chapters of AMA and PRSA, all participants had some level of 

involvement with a professional association, with some serving as board members and 

volunteers, and others attending meetings sporadically or participating only by paying 

dues.  

I assigned participants pseudonyms to protect confidentiality. Table 2 provides a 

basic description of each participant, including his or her job title, educational 

background, working responsibilities and professional association involvement. Chapter 

Four will further detail the participants’ responses to interview questions.  
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Table 2: Participant Demographics 
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Procedures 
 
 In order to work with participants’ schedules, I conducted many interviews by 

phone. I used a semi-structured interview guide (see Appendix C) to facilitate our 

conversations. The guide framed questions around each research question, with optional 

probing questions for follow-up, depending upon responses to my pre-constructed 

questions. I chose to use an interview guide because I felt it would allow me to cover the 

same general areas of focus in each interview but would be flexible enough to adapt 

according to each interviewee (McNamara, 2009). Each interview lasted approximately 

one hour and was audio recorded with participant consent. 

 I conducted all interviews with approval from the University of Houston’s 

Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects. Before each interview, the participants 

read and signed an Informed Consent form stating the purpose of the study and the rights 

of all participants. The form can be viewed in Appendix D.   

Analysis 

 I followed a thematic analysis approach to analyzing data. Before I began the 

interview process, I identified several initial assumptions that I felt would develop as 

themes throughout the data collection process, based on analysis of the literature 

reviewed in Chapter Two. I anticipated that interview participants would definitively 

place the responsibility of managing user-generated content in either the realm of public 

relations or advertising and marketing, depending on their educational background and 

job title. Another commonality I expected to discover during the interview process was 

the level of ethical involvement in executing campaigns that incorporated user-generated 

content. My initial assumption was that practitioners who identified user-generated 
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content as a function of public relations would focus on ethical interactions with 

consumers, while those who placed user-generated content under the category of 

advertising or marketing would believe that providing significant incentives to consumers 

to generate content was not an ethical violation.  

As I conducted each interview, I noted consistent recurring themes and ideas, 

while also recognizing some concepts that were unique to respective participants. 

Midway through the interview process, I developed an initial coding list, illustrated in 

Table 3, based on emerging themes throughout the interviews and similarities and 

differences among responses for each research question. These initial codes helped 

determine when I had reached saturation and guided me in identifying the need for 

participants with different backgrounds who might have experiences unlike the first 

several practitioners I interviewed. For example, I recognized that the initial list strongly 

focused on the strategy of user-generated content, rather than tactics or use, likely 

because many of the first participants worked at a supervisory level. This discovery led 

me to focus on identifying candidates who worked on a more functional level and might 

have insight on working directly with consumers to generate content about a brand or 

product. 

After conducting all interviews, I began the process of transcribing, which 

allowed me to further understand the depth of data I had collected and to scrutinize the 

initial coding list to be sure it incorporated each category I identified. I then generated 

additional codes that focused on practitioners’ reasons for implementing user-generated 

content in a campaign, challenges of user-generated content, and ethical considerations 

for user-generated content.
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Table 3: Preliminary Codes 

RQ1: Understanding and Use of User-Generated Content 
DK: Don’t know what it is 
DES: Desire to understand 
PR: Public relations responsibility 
MARK: Marketing responsibility 
ADV: Advertising responsibility 
SHARE: Responsibility shared across communication functions 
NA: Responsibility to group other than public relations, marketing or advertising 
FUT: Future of professional communication 
CONS: Consumer involvement 
CHAL: Challenges of user-generated content 
USE: Level of use of user-generated content by the practitioner 
NEG: Negative user-generated content 
SAME: Same as stealth marketing 
DIF: Different than stealth marketing 
REL: Builds and strengthens relationships 
ENDORSE: Third-party endorsement 
SOC: Social 
DEP: Depends on project and overall goals 
STRAT: Strategic 
RQ2: Ethics of User-Generated Content 
VAL: Value of standardized ethics among communication professionals  
ETH: Ethics in user-generated content and stealth marketing  
DISCL: Level of disclosure  
INC: Incentives  
BLUR: Unclear ethics  
DES: Desire to further discuss ethics  
AUD: Audience perception of user-generated content disclosure 
RESP: Responsibility to disclose user-generated content  
CONT: Control of content 
NEW: New standard of ethics required  
NO: Standardized ethics not beneficial to practitioners 
ORG: Participant involvement in a professional organization 
COLLAB: Practitioners should collaborate on ethics and best practices  
CONFL: Practitioner ethics conflict with brand and/or consumer 
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 Following the development and completion of the coding schema, I reviewed 

each transcript and coded the results. My approach was a constant comparison method 

similar to grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss 1967), using the information I gathered in 

participant interviews as well as the third party endorsement theory first discussed by 

Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) to determine whether practitioners consider the benefit of 

delivering embedded producer messages through a more credible third party 

advantageous enough to risk potential ethical violations of their respective industries.  

Table 4 outlines the final coding list used to analyze data collected through 

interviews. A comparison of the preliminary coding list with the final coding schema 

shows that I combined several codes, including NA and FUT, DEP and STRAT, NEG 

and CHAL, SOC and REL, COLLAB and DES, DISCL and RESP, and NO and VAL, to 

streamline data analysis. I broadened or rewrote other codes as necessary.  
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Table 4: Final Codes 

RQ1: Understanding and Use of User-Generated Content 

DK: Don’t know what it is 

PR: Public relations responsibility 

MARK: Marketing responsibility 

ADV: Advertising responsibility 

SHARE: Responsibility shared across communication functions 

FUT: Future of professional communication or new function 

CONS: Consumer involvement 

CHAL: Challenges of user-generated content 

USE: Use of user-generated content by the practitioner 

NEG: Negative user-generated content 

SIM: Similar to stealth marketing 

DIF: Different than stealth marketing 

REL: Builds and strengthens relationships, social connections 

ENDORSE: Third-party endorsement 

STRAT: Strategic; depends on project goals 

RQ2: Ethics of User-Generated Content 

VAL: Value of standardized ethics among communication professionals  

DISCL: Level of disclosure  

INC: Incentives  

BLUR: Unclear ethics  

DES: Desire to further discuss ethics, collaborate on best practices  

AUD: Audience perception of user-generated content disclosure 

CONT: Control of content 

NEW: New standard of ethics required 

ETH: Ethics involved in user-generated content, stealth marketing  

ORG: Participant involvement in a professional organization 

CONFL: Practitioner ethics conflict with brand and/or consumer 
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Chapter Four 

FINDINGS 

During the course of interviewing communication practitioners about user-

generated content and ethics, several themes emerged that provide insight into both 

research questions. In this chapter, I outline those themes in relation to each research 

question, as detailed in Table 5, and give further detail on how interview participants use 

content created by consumers as well as their feelings regarding professional ethics relate 

to user-generated content. 

Table 5: RQs and Corresponding Themes 

RQ1: Understanding and Use of User-Generated Content 

Defining User-Generated Content 

Same as or Extension of Public Relations 

Different than Stealth Marketing 

Practitioner-Consumer Relationship 

Ownership of User-Generated Content 

RQ2: Ethics of User-Generated Content 

Stealth Marketing vs. User-Generated Content 

Issues of Control 

Incentives and Disclosure 

Audience Perceptions of Disclosure 

Establishing Ethical Standards and Best Practices 

Desire but Limited Discussion 
 
RQ1: How do practitioners use or consider user-generated content in a campaign? 
  
 The participants described what user-generated content meant to them, both as a 

unique communication function and in relation to traditional functions, including public 
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relations, advertising and marketing. Specifically, participants discussed the value of 

incorporating user-generated content into a campaign to lend a third-party endorsement, 

as well as the need to differentiate between stealth marketing and openly working with 

consumers to create reviews and other materials to promote a company.  

Defining User-Generated Content 

 When asked to define user-generated content, many participants noted that it is a 

tool for communication professionals driven by users and their relationships or 

connections online. Put simply, according to Louise, user-generated content “involves 

people who have used the product or service, or have an opinion about a concept that’s 

been communicated, and the user is going online to express their opinion, or they’re 

posting in a forum.” Amy extended that idea, noting that the channel used to deliver user-

generated content is typically one not controlled or regulated by a brand, such as 

Facebook, Twitter or YouTube.  

 Although user-generated content by definition is driven by consumers rather than 

communication practitioners, several participants defined the term as a resource to help 

gauge the effectiveness of public relations, advertising and marketing, by connecting 

directly with an audience to get real-time feedback. Hannah explained the importance of 

leveraging user-generated content: 

To me, if I don’t know what you want or how you want to be reached (and) the 

best way to engage you, I’m missing the mark. I could have the best campaign, 

but if I haven’t talked to you about, ‘well, that’s not the best way to hear things or 

get things,’ or ‘that’s not what I want,’ then I’ve wasted time, money, you know. 

It wasn’t effective. 
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Christine, who works for an advertising agency, agreed, adding that some 

company executives only see user-generated content as a surface-level tool, but 

practitioners can help to connect the idea to a stronger strategy: 

 Many times, we see companies who don’t pay attention to what their clients or 

customers are wanting or really valuing from a company. …Having user-

generated content, whether a blog or survey or your social media outlets, is a great 

way to measure their sentiment and what people are really wanting. That way, 

you can understand what the ‘why’ should be in your company, we like to say — 

Why are you doing this? What is the point of your company? Having that user-

generated content gives you that foundation to know that you’re doing the ‘why’ 

correctly.” 

 Nearly all of the participants discussed the value of peer endorsements that a 

brand sees with user-generated content. Although no one directly named the Katz and 

Lazarsfeld (1955) personal influence research or Edelman “trust barometer” detailed in 

Chapter Two, several practitioners cited unspecified research on the benefits of having 

consumers vouch for a product or service, including increased credibility and sway on 

undecided purchases. According to Kim: 

User-generated content is coming from people who have actually used the 

product, seen the product, experienced the product, and people can identify with 

that. If you see the user is someone who lives in your hometown, or has the same 

type of job as you, is the same age or sex, it adds that confidence about the 

product – this person’s just like you, and you made a good choice in using the 

product or you should use it in the future. 
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Rachel noted the importance of communication practitioners finding influential 

users online to endorse a product or service. Before the emergence of user-generated 

content online, influencers may have been celebrities or athletes, but with the propensity 

of social networking and digital profiles in recent years, practitioners should look to 

seemingly average consumers with above-average online followings to spread their 

messages, she said. She elaborated: 

Creating evangelists online or reaching out to influencers, those are usually 

people with the highest engagement rate and the largest audience, the people who 

value their opinion. A food blogger who is followed by 12,000 people on Twitter, 

if you engage with them, you’re going to get a lot more amp, and you’re probably 

going to get someone who says, ‘I’m going to put that restaurant on my list of 

places to take friends from out of town.’ You build that relationship with the 

brand that you normally wouldn’t because we’re so inundated with options now. 

Same as or Extension of Public Relations 

 For many participants, user-generated content is the same as public relations or an 

extension of it. Marie, who founded a public relations firm, described user-generated 

content online as “the next phase in PR’s history.” David reflected on the practice of 

public relations before online media came into play: 

If you go back to the face of PR, a lot of PR is ‘user-generated content,’ much in 

the same way that if you pitch a press release to a publication or TV station, most 

of the time, they’re not going to run the actual release you send, but it will trigger 

an action that involves the journalist or blogger creating the content. PR has kind 
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of always spent a lot of time in a lot of spaces. It’s been user-created, even though 

it’s been a journalist creating.  

 Although many practitioners felt user-generated content was an extension of 

traditional public relations, others noted how it could be used in the context of 

advertising. Kim, who works in an advertising agency, contended that much like public 

relations practitioners, advertisers also strategize and execute with the customer in mind: 

I think that as advertising people, we really are always thinking about the 

consumer. For the longest time, the consumer has been driving the messaging, 

just not as directly as user-generated content. …One of the big campaigns right 

now that they had on during the Olympics was the first commercial that was shot 

by actual people that were standing around at a car race...I think it was Ford. 

What they invited everyone to do was take video of the cars passing by, and when 

they submitted that video, they were able to put together a 30-second commercial 

with that user-generated content. You’re going to see more and more of that.  

Rachel recognized that user-generated content is a blend of public relations strategies 

using advertising tactics, commenting that “people are used to being advertised to, and 

it’s another strategic way to reach an audience without listing your benefits straight out in 

plain sight.”  

Different than Stealth Marketing  

Participants commonly noted a distinction between user-generated content and 

stealth marketing, and in most cases, felt that user-generated content requires complete 

transparency from both the practitioner or brand and the consumer creating content for 

them. Some practitioners did not recognize the term “stealth marketing,” but when 



 

31 
 

provided with a definition, were able to recognize it as a somewhat common practice in 

their respective industries. Practitioners noted that stealth marketing has similarities to 

user-generated content, but described it as a more heavy-handed way to work with 

consumers to deliver a brand message. As Amy explained: 

 I would look at stealth marketing as a subset of user-generated content. At its 

purest form, I think that user-generated content is more of an exchange of ideas 

with no defined purpose, with a completely altruistic tone. But stealth marketing 

is more where there is a placement of a message there that is not necessarily your 

personal belief or thought but is something advantageous for the cause you are 

promoting.   

Practitioner-Consumer Relationship 

Another theme that emerged from the interviews was the depth of the relationship 

that communication professionals should have with consumers in the creation of user-

generated content. Some participants suggested that user-generated content should be 

organic and a result of successful public relations and advertising efforts, arguing that if a 

product or service is high quality, direct involvement between the consumer and a public 

relations or advertising professional is not necessary to garner positive user conversation 

online. Interacting with consumers to give incentives and ask for reviews or online 

conversations, according to Louise, is only necessary if the subject of promotion is not up 

to par. She stated, “People who want to say something positive because they had a great 

experience don’t need incentives. They want to because they want to tell people, and they 

get value from that.” 
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While other interview participants expressed a preference to limit significant 

interaction among practitioners and consumers as much as possible, many noted that in 

order to garner usable content, there must be some exchange of information, at least at 

the start of the relationship. Amy, a communication manager in a law firm who 

admittedly does not frequently incorporate user-generated content into projects, said, “I 

think the communications professional – in an ideal world – sets up the mechanism for 

that content but does not provide counsel for that content to be created, other than simply 

promoting the channel they want populated.” Carrie, who works in an industry that does 

not lend itself to user-generated content, had a similar point of view. She handles internal 

communications for an oil field services provider and said, “Most of the time, it’s better 

to provide somebody something to react to versus having them create the wheel from 

scratch.”  

Other practitioners who work more closely with consumers to generate brand 

messages through online channels described a different relationship that requires more 

time and conversation between professional communicators and users. Mark, who works 

in an integrated communication agency, termed it a “reciprocal” and “symbiotic” 

relationship where a practitioner acting on behalf of an organization disseminates 

information to which the audience reacts, followed by more communication from the 

practitioner incorporating the user-generated content, “and then a conversation is borne.” 

Simply putting content into an online channel is not enough to generate valuable 

conversation among consumers online, David said, adding that practitioners who want 

consumers to deliver positive messages about their brand must be prepared to enter into 

an overt courtship:  
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In the social frame, if it’s quiet, no one wants to talk. The brand has to start the 

conversation and say, ‘We want to talk to you.’ If you’re going to ask people to 

speak with you, you need to have something to speak with you about, and that’s 

where genuinely useful content comes in. You give them what they need, and 

then start developing that relationship with them.  Unlike advertising, where it’s 

trying to trigger an action, this is a much longer-tailed formula. It’s a much longer 

process where you’re trying to develop this relationship. 

The result of that relationship is not necessarily a measurable sale from the consumer you 

have courted, he said, rather the cultivation of a communications channel that other users 

value more than traditional media: “You don’t ever sell anything directly to them; you 

sell something directly via them.”  

Marie put it more bluntly, noting that in order to have consumers participate in 

advertising, public relations or marketing activities, practitioners must investigate what 

type of interaction will spur user-generated content: 

 I don’t think it just happens naturally. They definitely have to be inspired by 

content you’re putting out there to make them want to share that content. You 

have to get in the minds of that audience. …What will tug at their heartstrings or 

checkbooks, or whatever it is? There definitely has to be a close relationship in 

that sense, a lot of research on the backend. How engaged do they normally get 

and how can you make them feel comfortable?” 

The type of consumer that will typically engage with communication 

professionals – one that blogs or frequently offers opinions via social media – likely 

understands the relationship that practitioners want to develop, several interview 
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participants said. Rachel, whose daily projects involve managing the relationship between 

her clients and influencers online, addressed the need for practitioners to facilitate and 

carefully monitor user-generated content:   

You’re using a third party to create that content, and that’s pretty much what 

public relations is. It’s guided by giving someone a media kit, or some talking 

points, and trying to control the way they respond or create that content. …There 

should be an understanding that the brand wants (users’) genuine impressions; 

however, that relationship needs to be managed by the brand, and bloggers (who) 

understand that it needs to be genuine will have it on their blog.  

She described bloggers as a hybrid of average consumer, journalist and public relations 

practitioner: “At the same time, bloggers have cultivated a relationship (with their 

readers). They act as PR people for their platform.”  

For other participants, the use of user-generated content is less about the 

relationship between consumer and practitioner and more about how to gauge the 

effectiveness of other communication functions. Erica summarized, “If you are getting a 

lot of different people to create your content, whether or not you’re telling them what 

you’re looking for, it still is going to have the different thumbprints of these different 

perspectives.”  Those “thumbprints” are essential in “broaden(ing) your ability to 

connect,” she added, reflecting on a user-generated campaign her organization executed, 

with the overall goal not to create conversation among consumers online but to give 

consumers a voice in deciding whether or not the company would keep an iconic sign on 

display. Here, she describes the benefits of practitioners circumventing traditional 
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communication channels to communicate directly with consumers and asking for their 

opinion, her concept of user-generated content:  

I guess before, you could put a sign on a wall somewhere and say, “Email us if 

you like this,” but you’re not going to your audience in the place where they’re 

going to respond. Social media (and user-generated content) open that up. …If 

you have a lot of different voices from different backgrounds and areas and 

everything like that, your content becomes much more dynamic and has the 

potential to ring with a lot of different people. 

Practitioners benefit from leveraging the value of a peer endorsement, according 

to Rachel, who likened the process of obtaining online user-generated content to the 

word-of-mouth conversations that consumers have long had about their favorite products, 

before the notion of providing free samples or incentives was part of the process: 

I always use the example of our grandparents probably knew a tailor they’d go to 

and get their pants hemmed every time they went shopping. Nowadays, people 

don’t have that direct relationship with a business or a brand. When you start to 

develop that online, let’s say, if you have a certain…if there’s a certain restaurant 

that you’re marketing, developing relationships with people online, with 

consumers who become evangelists for your brand, paid or not, they’re going to 

talk about your benefits and your messaging that you’ve laid out for them. 

Ownership of User-Generated Content 

 The issue of ownership of user-generated content emerged during interviews. 

Practitioners clearly identified a preference for which communication function should 

lead the strategy, implementation and execution of user-generated content, 
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overwhelmingly putting it within public relations. Although some participants articulated 

how user-generated content could relate to advertising or marketing, they nonetheless 

indicated that public relations practitioners would best manage overall responsibility for 

the practice.  

For some participants, public relations is a likely fit for user-generated content 

based on the broad nature of the function. While public relations practitioners have a 

more fluid role within an organization, marketers and advertisers have more specific 

functions, usually not relating to cultivating and managing relationships. According to 

Mark: 

Advertisers or creative people who come up with advertising do not functionally 

understand how to build, develop and foster a relationship. They know how to tell 

you about the benefits of a product. They know how to demonstrate in a creative 

way all the uses for a product. They know how to tell you how great it is or how 

great a company or product or service is, pretty succinctly. But it’s the extra 

added step of building a relationship that is going to be long-lasting; they don’t 

know how to do that. Public relations, on the other hand, is really all about stories. 

And it’s really about developing relationships and then leveraging that 

relationship and those stories that are generated from that relationship for a better 

understanding of a product, service, company brand, whatever the case may be. If 

you have people who are trained in how to develop relationships and to tell a 

story, and by definition, content is functionally a story of sorts, why wouldn’t you 

want to have those people oversee user-generated content or campaigns that are 

heavy in user-generated content? 
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Susana contended that, by definition, advertising and marketing imply control of 

content, something that stands in contrast with user-generated campaigns, making public 

relations practitioners better suited to manage the process in an ethical way. “I think in 

terms of keeping it ethical, probably a public relations person (should oversee user-

generated content),” she said. “I think a marketing or advertising person would be 

tempted to influence the message, or influence the user.  I guess public relations probably 

would, too, but I think they would be the least likely to try to spin it.”   

Participants who did see advertisers having functional responsibility for user-

generated content reasoned that management should be driven by the goal of a particular 

project or initiative. Christine, who works in an advertising firm, said that recent 

advertising is being planned as a stimulus for user-generated content: “People like to talk 

about advertising. People are generating content around particular advertising. We’ve 

seen companies are doing outlandish commercials that are going to get people talking. I 

think in that sense, the advertising is relating back to that user-generated content.” 

David explained the value of each communication function working with user-

generated content and an impartial unit having management responsibility: 

The PR group is much better at trying to respond to people and keep 

communication going, but it’s not always great at creating interesting content. 

…If (user-generated content is) under marketing, it tends to be more broadcast 

and auto-programming, just set it and forget it. …Essentially, it’s being marketed 

to (consumers), but with user-generated content rather than a specifically crafted 

advertising message. …You have to feed in all of this information (with user-

generated content) because it’s all useful to one or more stakeholder audiences, 
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but I think in an ideal world, it would answer to neither because otherwise, you'll 

end up posting advertisements and press releases, and that’s not engaging. 

Other practitioners agreed, contending that user-generated content is a new 

communication function that either demands an entity all its own for management, or it 

needs to be the result of an integrated and collaborative effort across functions.  

 Amy acknowledged that typically public relations drives user-generated content 

but indicated a preference for practitioners trained in digital communication or social 

media to manage it. “There are plenty of people that freely generate their content without 

any contact with the company,” she said. “And that, I would say, would be a result of 

strict PR. …If somebody was going to have a function for (user-generated content), I 

would say that would fall under the social media side of things, more so than really under 

PR or marketing or advertising, necessarily.”  

 Regardless of where user-generated content is managed, it has benefits at the 

operational level for all functions. Many practitioners pointed out the strategic benefits of 

user-generated content for companies across all communication functions. Talking 

directly to consumers, they said, provides almost immediate feedback on the 

effectiveness of traditional marketing and public relations tactics, as explained by Kim:  

One of the things we’re always looking for, especially in public relations, is 

validation that our efforts are making a difference and looking to make sure that 

the direction the advertising is taking is going the right way. User-generated 

content can help us be able to fine tune advertising and public relations efforts. If 

we see we’re getting backlash on a commercial that’s been created, or you see 

you’re getting backlash on information we put out on a press release, we’re able 
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to use that user-generated content to be able to… see which direction we should 

be going and then, possibly use positive user-generated content to change minds 

about what’s going on. 

RQ2: How do practitioners perceive the ethics of using “user-generated content” in 

a campaign? 

Nearly all of the practitioners interviewed had a basic understanding of user-

generated content, with many implementing it on a daily basis. As interacting with 

consumers to produce and deliver messages about a brand or product becomes more 

common, the need to understand ethical challenges that exist cannot be understated. In 

addition to defining user-generated content and describing how it is being used in the 

communication industry, the participants also answered questions about the ethics of 

working directly with audiences and leveraging third-party endorsements to spread brand 

messages. 

Stealth Marketing vs. User-Generated Content 

When discussing the ethics of working with consumers, most of the practitioners 

described a clear ethical line, with user-generated content on the acceptable side and 

stealth marketing on the unacceptable side. Although few practitioners admitted using 

stealth marketing techniques, even those with experience doing so spoke of it negatively. 

Mark called stealth marketing “Trojan horse public relations,” likening it to the Greek 

myth of a group unknowingly inviting a foe into a safe space. 

 Other participants who were less familiar with stealth marketing recalled hearing 

about it from colleagues, but as Hannah stated, “not in a good way.” She further 

explained that stealth marketing is “advertising, but under the guise that it’s not,” and 
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giving the appearance of content generated without incentives or a relationship between a 

practitioner and a consumer. According to her, the difference between user-generated 

content and stealth marketing is important to identify, and professional communicators 

should be aware that one is commonly accepted, while the other is not seen by peers as 

ethical:  

There’s a difference between letting people know what’s going on, that this is a 

paid advertisement, things like that, and letting people think that, ‘oh, these are 

real people, and they really like this and they’re talking about it.’ …With user-

generated, I think there’s a transparency, and that's the big difference. …To me, 

stealth marketing is giving the appearance that it’s user-generated, when it’s really 

not.  

Issues of Control 

Throughout the interview process, the theme of control emerged as a challenge 

practitioners encounter frequently when planning and executing projects that involve 

user-generated content. The need to control users creating content can be self-imposed or 

pressure from clients and company leadership, as Louise explained:  

Probably the number one challenge is what leads to companies wanting to guide 

or direct consumers (creating content). You don’t have control over it, and I think 

that’s a challenge. You don’t have control over how the users respond, and you 

don’t have control over the mindset or mood they’re in, how they choose to put 

together the content that they’re generating. 



 

41 
 

 Although CEOs may think that user-generated content online must be driven by 

the company in order to have value, many practitioners feel that attempting to control 

consumers can have the opposite effect. According to Christine:  

If you try to make those efforts (to guide consumers to produce positive content 

and to remove negative content), it can backfire on you, and also, you can lose 

control. Just as much as we’re trying to control messaging, it can get out of hand, 

and control can be lost and go awry with user-generated content.  

Although many practitioners follow the philosophy of letting consumers take the 

lead in producing content, some participants found that their colleagues and competitors 

strive for control of messaging when working with users. Several participants indicated 

that the functional responsibility for managing user-generated content influences the level 

of control practitioners want to have when working with consumers. Because advertising 

is seen as a channel that allows for complete messaging control if remuneration is 

provided, advertisers may see stealth marketing as a standard way of doing business, 

while public relations practitioners who are more familiar with “earned media,” or free 

opportunities to spread a message through external channels (Corcoran 2009), see clear 

ethical violations in expecting favorable reviews or comments from consumers who have 

been provided with incentives like payment or free products. “That’s more on the 

advertising side of thing, in my mind. We won’t cross that barrier and make it look like 

an advertorial,” Marie said. 

The issue of control and fear of potential negative user-generated content can be 

remedied with adequate planning in other functional areas, Kim said. “We have had 

negative user-generated content before, but it’s usually based upon a situation that was 
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already being addressed in crisis communications,” she explained. “If you are going out 

there and asking people to give their opinions to use in either advertising or public 

relations, you have to be prepared that you’re going to get negative responses, and even if 

you have a positive response, if you don’t handle it in the correct way, it can go negative 

very quickly.”  

While practitioners may mostly agree that user-generated content is best handled 

with limited control over messaging and a solid crisis communications plan, many 

participants said that leaders in organizations have not yet fully accepted this idea. “I tell 

my clients all the time that not everyone is a professional communicator. There are 

definitely challenges in that they might not be respectful or respond the way you’d want 

them to,” Marie said. “You’re opening yourself up to those negative and positive 

dialogues, so you just have to be aware of that and understand that things may get shaky 

sometimes. But it’s definitely still important to open yourself up to it, even though there 

are risks involved.” 

Mark noted the impracticality of practitioners trying to police what consumers say 

about brands online. “A brand wants to have all sorts of control,” he said. “That’s what 

they want, but in the real world, it’s just not possible. …To be really clear, I think if you 

try to exert control over every little aspect of things, ultimately, it ends up being a 

detriment to you.”  

 Hannah described a situation in a previous job where the client hired the public 

relations firm to execute an online campaign incorporating user-generated content, but 

the expectation was more of a stealth marketing approach: 
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They wanted us to respond to other blogs and say positive things about them 

without disclosing the fact that we worked for them or they hired us to do this for 

them, which to me is very unethical. It’s not like I’m Anne Smith, saying, ‘I really 

like this company; I think they’re great…they’re really involved in the 

community,’ no. I’m being paid by this company…there’s a difference.   

According to Erica, that kind of tactic may produce immediate positive results for a 

brand, but both executives and practitioners should think about long-term impact and the 

intention of interacting with customers online: 

If you’re doing something unethically, it’s probably short-term, and it’s probably 

doing more damage than it would good. …Things like that, where it’s any kind of 

paid endorsement is really kind of sad. It devalues what social media provides. 

With social media, you have this chance to get a true sense of what other people 

are thinking and feeling, what different companies look like, what their audiences 

look like. If you end up with this false endorsement, it takes away from 

everything the company was trying to curate. In that sense, nobody wins.   

For practitioners, the struggle in successfully implementing user-generated 

content seems to be that decision makers at the administrative level in organizations do 

not have a full understanding of the process of building meaningful relationships with 

consumers that will lead to online conversations about their brands. The first step, 

according to David, is giving consumers a reason to talk. “To get started with user-

generated content in the first place, the brand has to be creating content, which most 

brands are not doing, so people are not engaged,” he said. “The brands say, ‘If you invite 

them, they'll come,’ and then they show up, and it’s a dead party.” 
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 Louise further explained the low level of misunderstanding that many business 

leaders have when it comes to ethical behavior for communication professionals. “I know 

what my clients think. But I think consumers should make the comments they make, and 

then you should determine in what context they should be used, as a marketer,” she 

explained. “I don’t think people should be pushed, no, or guided. …It’s funny because I 

have to push back on clients a lot and say, ‘No, just let it happen naturally.’ It’s like 

anything else in life — when you force it, it might get you the short-term response you’re 

looking for, but in the long run, it’s not going to pay off.”  

Kim noted the importance of not compromising ethical standards when meeting 

clients’ needs for user-generated content and focusing instead on the intent of their 

request for a project that may involve stealth marketing or other tactics seen by 

practitioners as unethical. “We have had instances where clients have come to us and 

asked us to do things, and what I always do is try to find a way to do whatever the goal or 

end result is, I try to do that without breaching any ethical concerns,” she explained. 

“And if we can’t do that, we don’t do the project.” 

As brands devote more budgetary resources and time to user-generated content 

campaigns, CEOs seem to think more strategically about the interaction between 

producer and consumer, and they allow communications professionals who are trained in 

building and maintaining relationships to lead the charge, rather than delegating the 

responsibility to an intern or someone without professional experience. “People have 

been talking about user-generated content long enough that a lot of companies are now 

starting to say, ‘We might need someone to do this other than the intern,’” David said. 

Incentives and Disclosure 
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As noted earlier in this chapter, many practitioners feel that in order for 

consumers to feel compelled to create and share content about a brand or product, some 

type of incentive must be provided. In the interview process, participants identified what 

they feel comfortable offering consumers as an incentive for a review or social media 

post about a product or brand, along with the level of and responsibility for disclosing 

that they have worked with consumers to generate content. For Susana, the issue of 

offering incentives is an area where practitioners and brands likely agree, as it is a way to 

exert some level of control over consumers without veering into the stealth marketing 

territory:   

I think from the brand’s perspective, it’s a good idea, only because I believe that 

people are going to be much more likely to do a review or leave a comment, 

mention them on their own blog, all these things the marketers are wanting users 

to do, having an incentive is a good idea to get them to do that. 

Many practitioners may not even consider giving a consumer a free product or 

other incentive a potential ethical violation, she added, saying, “The argument can be 

made that (working with consumers and providing incentives is) just part of advertising 

and marketing.” Amy echoed that idea, noting that public relations practitioners have 

long had a standard for providing sample products to journalists for consideration, and 

now bloggers and consumers who review products online are seen as pseudo journalists. 

“I would say at the heart of it, that is no different than giving a journalist a free demo of 

an iBook, iPad or iPhone before they go on sale,” she said. 

However, she added that moving beyond offering the product in question to a 

consumer for review could lead to content that is not truly the user’s opinion. “I think 
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once you get past a small remuneration, then you’re really treading on that line whether 

you are buying that content from someone or whether your input, the money or whatever 

you are using, could influence the content that they generate,” Amy said.  

Whether or not a practitioner works in advertising or public relations again comes 

into play when looking at what types of incentives are appropriate to offer consumers and 

whether or not ethics factor into that decision. David summarized: 

The more advertising-focused person says, ‘Whatever you’re willing to pay.’  If 

you have the budget and the money to, for example, to give away an iPad or an 

iPhone a week, I’m not sure if that’s necessarily ethical or unethical; it’s 

something you can do.  

Other participants explained the issue of incentives as something that creates personal 

conflict for the practitioner involved. According to Christine: 

 It’s hard to get people to do things, being honest, without some sort of incentive. 

It’s best to try to do it without incentives because your ambassadors who really 

care about you will be there, and you don’t have to incentivize them because they 

are already loyal ambassadors for your product and your brand. … (But) it does 

help to give incentives, especially if you need a large sample. The incentive 

should hopefully not influence the consumer one way or the other. It should just 

influence them to participate, to take action in whatever you want them to do, but 

not influence them to be positive or negative, depending on what you’re looking 

for. 

However, practitioners see a clear distinction between consumer-creators and 

celebrity endorsers, even though many recognize the value among audiences for 
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“someone like me” to support a product or service, as stated earlier in this chapter. In 

essence, practitioners expect to get the value of a peer review without providing the 

monetary compensation negotiated by actors, musicians or sports figures with 

endorsement deals. Kim described her perspective on working with consumers and 

providing incentives for them to create and disseminate brand messages. “I do think that 

in order for someone to be able to talk intelligently about the product, I think sampling is 

OK initially,” she said. “Outright paying them as spokespeople...these are everyday 

people. I think there is a line there that really does need to be followed. Paying them 

outright, I don’t think is right, because you’re getting into endorsements, and that’s such 

a fine line, especially when you’re talking about a regular consumer.”  

Rachel disagreed on the issue of paying consumers to provide brand messages 

online, indicating that she finds it acceptable “as long as it is clear on that content that 

payment has been accepted for a certain review.” Doing so, she added, is the distinction 

between practicing stealth marketing, which is widely viewed as unethical, and the more 

acceptable standard of user-generated content. 

Participants commonly mentioned the need for a transparent disclosure of 

provided incentives. Amy argued that misleading audiences not only harms the reputation 

of the individual practitioner but all communication professionals, saying, “Being 

disingenuous or outwardly lying is just not appropriate. It paints a bad stain on the 

profession.”  

The issue of how extensive the disclosure should be and whose responsibility it is 

to disclose – practitioner/brand or consumer – was somewhat divisive. Achieving the 

transparency noted by participants as essential to a user-generated campaign’s success 
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should be done through a simple statement of disclosure; some participants indicated that 

the person producing the content should be held accountable, while others said that 

regardless of what the consumer chooses to do, disclosure should always be the 

responsibility of the communications practitioner. Mark said he favored disclosure that 

was tailored to the specific interaction or project, with both the company or practitioner 

and the consumer creating the content responsible for making audiences aware of a 

relationship and incentives provided: 

What I wouldn’t want to see happen is someone misrepresenting the content that a 

user is providing for a campaign. To negate that, I think you have to be above 

board and say, if it’s a big component of a campaign, ‘we focused on this, this is 

what we’re getting from our consumers, this is why we’re getting it, this is what 

we’ve offered them, and this is the feedback we’re getting.’ …I think everybody’s 

got a responsibility to that, to some degree. The company has to acknowledge that 

this is the tack they chose to take, your consumers typically should acknowledge, 

‘Hey, I am advocating for this product for x, y or z,’ or if they don’t have that 

relationship, say that, too. Say that it’s completely organic and you honestly think 

it’s a good product.  

 Other practitioners again referred to the issue of control when thinking about how 

to disclose that they worked with users to develop content, indicating that if consumers 

use their platform to publish material, disclosure is at their discretion. “I think if it’s 

messaging coming from the practitioner, it needs to be probably more in-depth,” 

Christine said. “If it’s coming from user-generated content, it’s up to them how much 

they want to say. It’s their content that they’re disclosing.”  
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Susana, who runs her own blog in addition to her job as an online marketing 

specialist, said she has observed online content creators to be in favor of clearly stating 

when they have worked with companies, received incentives, or are being paid to drive 

traffic or sales to a product related to a review: 

For affiliates, I’ve seen that people are very transparent about it on their own 

blogs, saying, ‘If you click the link to your right, I will get a small percentage of 

commission from any sales that you make following that click.’ I’m a big fan of 

that type of handling the situation. It should be very transparent.  

Some consumers being asked to generate content in exchange for a free product 

or another type of incentive could feel inclined to provide a positive review, regardless of 

what they say in a disclosure and their true impressions of the product or company, some 

interview participants said. Mark acknowledged an unspoken “sense of give and take” 

between practitioners and the consumers they engage for content: “Could they potentially 

tone down what they say because they think, ‘You’ve given me x, y and z, so I’ll 

definitely give you some good information, but I’m not going to tear you a new one’? I 

think that absolutely comes into play.” 

 Other practitioners framed the idea differently, with Erica calling consumers’ 

perception of incentives from companies and disclosure a form of “stewardship …kind of 

like the ‘do unto others’ thing, where someone was nice to me and I want to be nice to 

them.” She elaborated: 

If a blogger were to receive some kind of gift from an entity that wanted them to 

promote something or review something, the gift would be a prompt for attention, 

not necessarily a review or a good review. Just sort of, ‘Hey, we exist, and this is 
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the easiest way to get your attention and notice that we exist.’ …(But) I think 

maybe there might be some unspoken pressure. If I were a blogger, and I’m not, 

but if I was, and I received something from someone, I might think twice and be 

like, ‘Well, it was a really kind thing for them to send me something,’ and if I had 

a negative thing to say, I might take a double look to make sure. 

Consumers who intentionally create positive content online in exchange for free 

products or payment are not the types of users that practitioners should engage, Marie 

said, noting that she seeks out “legitimate” bloggers with large followings who have 

established standards for working with companies and disclosing that relationship to their 

audience: 

They make money through advertising because they get so much traffic to their 

website. That’s ultimately what we’re hoping to get out of the blog anyway, is a 

certain amount of traffic, versus the smaller ones that need $150 or whatever to 

review your product. Their blog isn’t big enough to matter. (Legitimate bloggers 

are) not going to give you a positive review just because you gave them a free tie 

or barbecue or whatever it is.  

 Rachel indicated a similar viewpoint based on what will provide the most value 

and return for a client, saying that she looks for bloggers “who have that ethical standard 

for themselves” and a practitioner doing otherwise will likely lose credibility from 

audiences eventually. As she explained:  

If I ever came across a blogger that didn’t have those ethics and constantly gave 

positive reviews and made it clear that, ‘Don't worry, you pay us and get a 

positive review,’ I would worry because a consumer is going to catch on to that. 
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…Once that happens, a concerned or curious consumer might realize that there’s 

some consistency with the relationship between the practitioner and blogger, and 

that may reduce the validity.  

David cautioned that even if incentives are appropriate to what is being asked of 

the consumer-creator and disclosure is clearly stated, practitioners should be selective 

with how freely they offer incentives for online content. A more strategic approach, he 

said, is to build a relationship with an influential consumer over time and create loyalty 

for the brand so the consumer feels compelled to create content online whether or not an 

incentive has been offered. Engaging consumers takes time and resources but ultimately 

can have considerable return for a company by creating return customers rather than one-

time purchases, practitioners said. According to David:  

It has impacts where, much like when you have a business that relies on 

couponing to keep store traffic high, you’re building store traffic that is only 

willing to purchase from you when you give out a coupon. Much in the same way, 

when you’re asking for user-generated content, and there’s always an incentive, 

the one time when you don’t have an incentive or you try to ramp down the 

incentives, you’re going to see your content ramp down, too.   

Audience Perceptions of Disclosure 

 Participants also addressed how audiences react both to stealth marketing and to 

user-generated content when incentives have been provided and disclosure is evident. 

Many practitioners commented that online audiences are savvy and can easily spot a 

questionable relationship between practitioner and consumer. The short-term gain in a 
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positive review obtained through stealth marketing will not outweigh the negative impact 

on long-term brand value if audiences feel they are being misled, practitioners noted. 

 Some practitioners said their ethical responsibility requires them to disclose when 

they have worked with consumers and to seek out consumer-creators who are likely to do 

the same, but there is a possibility that audiences could discount a review generated by a 

user if they see that the company was involved. Carrie compared disclosure on online 

user-generated content with advertorials in printed publications: 

Anytime, for instance, if you read an advertorial, versus just an article, where it’s 

clear that the one page has that editorial content, it kind of waters down the value. 

You’re not going to think, ‘That was put there because it was good content, 

chosen by the editors.’ It was put there because somebody paid for it. I don’t think 

it’s as valuable. 

Although several practitioners shared this sentiment, they also believe that 

consumers ultimately appreciate transparency and may find consumer content with 

disclosure more credible than content without disclosure that appears to have been 

influenced by a company. Christine, for example, said, “They could say, ‘That person 

was influenced by the incentive,’ but it also builds equity in the user in them saying, ‘I’m 

talking about this because I was endorsed to do so; however, this is my honest opinion.’”   

Establishing Ethical Standards and Best Practices 

 During interviews, practitioners addressed the ethical challenges of user-

generated content and the extent to which they discuss the issue with their peers in the 

communication industry. As noted in many of the recurring themes examined throughout 

this chapter, practitioners have different standards for how to work with consumers but 
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seem united on a negative perception of stealth marketing. Kim captured this consensus 

by saying, “User-generated content, in its purest form, should be just that – that the user 

was moved so much by a product, company or organization that they wanted to go and 

write about that product or service. If it’s being generated by the company under the 

guise that it’s user-generated, that’s reaching an ethical line.”  

In general, many practitioners placed a high value on professional ethics, although 

specific ethical behavior regarding user-generated content is less clear. According to 

Erica: 

 I think ethics are important no matter what field you’re in. …(In 

communication), it’s so much human engagement and human attraction, so you 

want to make sure you’re being human and as cleanly as possible. …I feel like the 

basics for this field are be honest and be respectful. …You also have to watch out 

for representing your audience in a true form, not manipulating what they said and 

make sure you understood them correctly to not misrepresent someone.     

Whether or not practitioners find benefit in having a standardized code of ethics 

or accepted best practices for user-generated content is unclear. Many participants 

emphasized the importance of all practitioners operating under a common set of 

guidelines, but when asked how such a standard would be used in day-to-day operations, 

seemed to indicate that ethics for communication practitioners can be more esoteric than 

a written document could convey. The following two responses from Mark are indicative 

of the contradictory feelings among practitioners on standardizing ethics for user-

generated content:  
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I think for any sort of profession to have legitimacy, people need to view it as 

being honest and forthright in how they do their business. So, from that 

perspective, I think it’s absolutely invaluable.  

and 

Very rarely do you have an instance where you go and have to think about, “am I 

violating my personal or organizational code of ethics?” You just sort of have to 

have a strong compass on those types of things.  

Practitioners who felt that established best practices would be useful had 

questions about how to make such standards applicable across communication functions 

and for different industries. “There’s going to be different aspects to each industry that 

you can’t compare,” Rachel said. “A basic code of ethics is the groundwork, but there 

should be one based on different niches.” In addition, the responsibility for creating, 

disseminating and enforcing a set of standards would likely fall to a professional 

association such as the Public Relations Society of America or the American Marketing 

Association, excluding practitioners who do not identify with those groups. “There’d 

definitely be value, but the question would be, Who would put that together?” Carrie 

said. “It’d be an organization or association that the industry followed.”  

The issue of strategy and what will ultimately generate the most return also was a 

point of discussion for practitioners, including Marie, who said her agency does have an 

internal set of standards for working with consumers but giving the same guidelines to 

competitors would put her business at a disadvantage. As she explained:  

 Part of me doesn’t want that kind of standardization. I know that as a company, 

we definitely differentiate ourselves in the way we do things, and we do take it so 
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seriously. We put similar PR mindsets to what we do on social media, and I know 

our competitors don’t do that. We’re really benefiting from that, to be honest. It’d 

be valuable for the whole industry to have that, but right now we’re benefiting 

from our competitors not having that.   

Desire but Limited Discussion 

Several practitioners indicated a desire to have more open communication with 

colleagues about engaging with consumers online to create brand messages and the ethics 

of doing so, but challenges often preclude that from happening. David explained why he 

thinks the communication industry seems to be at a standstill in having the discussion: 

I think it’s a conversation that lots of people want to have but don’t necessarily 

know where to start. You have a couple of groups. You have people who are in 

their early 20s and very knowledgeable about the platforms and tactics, but 

they’re not so seasoned strategically. They’re not so seasoned on an experience 

level of knowing what you can get away with and what you can’t. Then, there’s 

the polar opposite of that, where you have seasoned communicators that have 

ethical and strategic backgrounds, but they don’t know how to use the platforms. 

You’re starting to see, as Group A gets older and Group B becomes more 

receptive/retires, you’re seeing the convergence – people in their late 20s and 

early 30s who have been around the block a couple of times and know enough to 

get around the block strategically, to know what you can and can’t do, but they 

also have very keen knowledge of how to use the platform best, whatever that 

platform and action may be. A lot of people in that more seasoned, less platform-

oriented (category) want to have the conversation. I hear them talking about, 
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which is, “How transparent should I be? How transparent do I have to be? Are 

there any legal obligations I have either way? Whose responsibility is it? Who 

owns it? What can I do with it once it exists, if anything?”  

When it comes to practitioners following a set of industry-accepted standards for 

working with consumers to create content online about a brand or product, Susana 

summed up the challenge: “I think it’s still new. I also think it’s so undefined at this 

point. There’s no real standard or best practices of how to go about it. There are so many 

gray areas about it, so it hasn’t been much of a discussion point yet.”  
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Chapter Five 

DISCUSSION 

 The purpose of this study was to explore how communication practitioners 

consider and use online content created by consumers. A second aspect of the study 

addressed the nature of the relationship between practitioners and consumer-creators, 

including how communication professionals interact with users to generate brand 

messages, the kinds of incentives offered, the level of disclosure to audiences, and ethical 

challenges that may exist for practitioners when working with consumers.  

 I interviewed twelve practitioners with varying levels of professional experience 

and involvement to learn what this emerging communication practice means to people 

working in advertising, public relations and marketing. The results of this study shed 

some light on practitioners’ experience with user-generated content, an area not yet 

widely explored in scholarly literature.  

Conclusions 

 As the literature indicates, practitioners are working with consumers more closely 

than ever before, making use of social media platforms and new media. Indeed, the “rise 

of the prosumer” mentioned in Chapter 2 of this study was supported by interview 

participants who consistently responded to questions by framing their work around user 

experience, demand and reaction. Practitioners overwhelmingly referred to user-

generated content as more credible, legitimate and valuable in the eyes of other 

consumers. According to the participants, the online user drives what advertisers and 

public relations practitioners do and take control of content across digital channels. 
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 To that end, another important conclusion of this study is that practitioners feel an 

uncertainty among themselves and from decision-making executives with regard to who 

controls brand messaging. The participants indicated that practitioners seem to be more 

willing to let go of the need to control users, but corporate leaders are more reluctant to 

allow truly user-generated content. 

 This struggle to satisfy corporate need while still engaging with consumers could 

lead practitioners to use stealth marketing techniques, or to present content that has been 

incentivized and led by advertising or public relations as user-generated. This tactic can 

lead to blurred lines between communication functions, as advertising principles are 

applied to traditional public relations practices, and advertisers or marketers are charged 

with cultivating and managing relationships, something that public relations practitioners 

are trained to do. Although integration continues to be an area of discussion in 

communication research, in practice, marketing and advertising remain separate from 

public relations in many organizations. This division prevents practitioners from different 

functions from truly collaborating to shape the execution of user-generated campaigns, 

even though many participants indicated that public relations is best suited to lead that 

area. While many practitioners contended that stealth marketing is unethical and 

ultimately a disservice to a brand, it seems that the industry is not yet ready to agree upon 

a standardized set of guidelines or ethical practices for working with user-generated 

content.  

 The hesitation to establish a clear standard of ethics for working with consumers 

can be attributed to many factors, according to these practitioners. Fitzpatrick and 

Gauthier’s (2001) professional responsibility theory of public relations certainly comes 
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into play, with public relations practitioners often using their personal ethical standards to 

guide institutional decisions. In addition, advertisers struggle with ethics in the face of 

new technology, as indicated by Radin et al (2007). Academicians like Bowen (2004) and 

Pires, Rita and Stanton (2006) have called for a new model of ethical responsibility for 

practitioners, and it seems from the results of this study that practitioners, too, desire at 

the very least a conversation on how to maintain professional integrity while working 

with consumers online; still, there is considerable uncertainty at this point. Put simply, 

the industry has recognized the need for a new ethical framework to guide user-generated 

content but seems far from coming together to discuss it. 

Summary of Contributions 

 This study builds on the previous literature in several different topics, including 

social media, user-generated content and communication ethics. It extends the scope of 

that literature by giving practitioners a voice, in addition to earlier studies that focused on 

how consumer audiences perceive user-generated content. It marries two areas of 

research — stealth marketing/user-generated content and professional ethics for 

communication — and brings forth an important discussion point that should be applied 

to future research.  

 The theories of two-step flow and multistep flow first discussed by Katz and 

Lazarsfeld (1955) and examined in Chapter Two are reinforced by my findings. The 

practitioners I interviewed reference the importance of identifying opinion leaders and 

influencers online to generate and disseminate content online, supporting Katz and 

Lazarsfeld’s work and applying concepts they first identified in the mid-20th century to 

the current digital communication space.  
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 Additionally, this study builds on integrated communication research and the 

blending of communication functions. Gurau (2008) and other integrated communication 

scholars note the growing coordination of efforts among public relations, advertising and 

marketing functions within organizations, and as practitioners continue to work with 

consumers to craft and deliver brand messages, the need for coordination and 

collaboration becomes even greater. If practitioners operate in isolation, they will not 

have the opportunity to develop ethical best practices and standards that have application 

across communication functions. As user-generated content becomes an essential part of 

many organizations’ communication strategies, practitioners must leverage the 

knowledge of their colleagues and understand the considerations for working with 

consumers in a holistic sense, rather than only in their respective functions. Several of the 

practitioners I interviewed described a need for a collaborative approach to defining user-

generated content and the ethics of working with consumers. By highlighting 

practitioners’ struggles in understanding how to manage user-generated content, this 

study adds another angle for discussion in the existing integrated communication 

research.  

Limitations 

 While this study adds depth to the existing literature on user-generated content 

and professional ethics for online communication, it does not come without certain 

limitations. With regard to the size and makeup of the sample, it is important to note that 

my goal was to gather data that were representative of a variety of practitioner 

experiences. I feel that I was successful in generating a strong sample with a rich, deep 

range of viewpoints; however, additional study could address a broad pool of interview 
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participants to reflect different industries, years of experience and professional 

organization involvement. The sample also reflected practitioners who likely considered 

their reputations when answering my questions about a taboo topic like stealth marketing. 

Some respondents may have focused on giving the “right” answers, even if it did not 

reflect their true experiences or feelings. Future study could address this challenge by 

applying a quantitative approach with anonymous surveys that could garner responses a 

participant might not give in a qualitative interview. 

In addition, the findings are based on thematic analysis, which depends upon a 

researcher’s interpretation of data. The constant-comparison method of generating codes 

required that I use my judgment and knowledge of the existing literature to identify 

emerging themes. It is likely that my background, as described in Chapter 3, shaped my 

understanding of interview responses. I had to determine which words best fit as labels 

for each code and then determine whether certain codes could be grouped into larger 

categories or eliminated altogether. Because the topic at hand is an emerging area for 

academic study, I aimed to provide compelling data related to practitioners’ overall 

knowledge, strategy and tactics of user-generated content and stealth marketing, along 

with ethical challenges that may exist for them, but another researcher may have found 

additional or different themes within the text of each interview.  

Future Research  

 As many practitioners indicated, the issue of user-generated content is ripe for 

discussion and likely a fitting subject for future scholarly research. This study is 

somewhat comprehensive in nature, and I feel that it would be valuable to further analyze 

specific pieces of these findings to provide more detail and context for the topic. 
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 Additional research could focus on individual communication functions and how 

they work with consumers to create content. Such studies would provide more detail on 

whether differences exist in how public relations practitioners consider user-generated 

content with those who work in advertising or marketing. Further, this type of approach 

could provide insight on challenges each communication function faces and would 

complement the more comprehensive line of this study.  

 Although much research has already been conducted to focus on how consumers 

perceive user-generated content, another area of future study should address users who 

are apt to create content and their views on how practitioners work with what one 

interview participant described as a hybrid of a public relations professional, a journalist 

and an average consumer.   

 My goal in producing this study was to provide a voice for communication 

professionals in the discussion of user-generated content. Ultimately, the research 

indicates that practitioners find value in having an impartial third party endorse a brand, 

but the need to appease corporate decision-makers’ desire to control messaging is likely 

leading some advertisers and public relations practitioners to an ethically gray area. More 

collaboration and discussion among members of the industry is necessary to establish the 

transparency, openness and engagement demanded by users.  
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Appendix A 

RECRUITMENT LETTER 

Dear _________:  
 
Hello! My name is Jessica Navarro and I am a graduate student at the University of 
Houston.  
 
I am conducting research regarding how advertising and public relations practitioners 
consider user-generated content in an online environment and how professional ethics 
relating to the use of content created by consumers is perceived.  
 
I understand the demands on your time as a professional; however, I would like to speak 
with you in person regarding your experiences. Your identity will remain confidential 
and your responses will be given an identification code name instead of being connected 
to your name or workplace. You may decline to discuss a specific question or end your 
participation in the interview at any time you feel necessary. This project has been 
reviewed by the University of Houston Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects 
(713)-743-9204. 
 
I welcome any questions you may have regarding my research or my identity as a 
graduate student at the University of Houston before you respond. Please feel free to 
contact me at jnavarro@bauer.uh.edu or by phone at: 713-743-4348. 
 
Your participation can make a significant contribution to this research study and to our 
understanding of user-generated content. Thank you for your consideration and please 
consider sharing your experiences as a professional in this exciting career field. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Jessica Navarro 
Graduate Student 
Jack J. Valenti School of Communication 
University of Houston 
713-743-4348 
jnavarro@bauer.uh.edu 
 

mailto:jnavarro@bauer.uh.edu
mailto:jnavarro@bauer.uh.edu
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Appendix B  

LETTERS OF COOPERATION 
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Appendix C 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

ICE BREAKER QUESTIONS  
1. What is your job title? What type of company do you work for? How long have 

you worked in advertising or PR? 
2. What is your educational background? 
3. What types of projects do you handle?  

 
I’m interested in talking about your experience working in advertising or PR. 
RQ1: How do practitioners use or consider user-generated content in a campaign? 

1. What is the purpose of public relations? 
2. What is the purpose of advertising? 

  
I’d like to talk more about your experience with user-generated content and stealth 
marketing.  

3. What does user-generated content mean to you? 
4. What does stealth marketing mean to you? 

a. PROBE: How are stealth marketing and user-generated content 
similar? How are they different? 

5. Have you incorporated user-generated content or stealth marketing into a 
campaign? 

a. PROBE: In what way? 
6. How much involvement should consumers have in creating content in a 

campaign?  
a. PROBE: Should consumers be guided by advertising or public 

relations to create content for a campaign? 
7. How does user-generated content relate to advertising? Public relations? 

a. PROBE: Which communication function should have oversight of 
user-generated content in a campaign? 

8. What challenges do you see for practitioners using content created by 
consumers? Benefits? 

a. PROBE: How have you experienced negative user-generated content? 
 
RQ2: How do practitioners perceive the ethics of using “user-generated content” in a 
campaign? 
Now I’d like to talk to you about the responsibilities of advertising and PR practitioners. 

9. Are you part of a professional association, such as American Marketing 
Association or Public Relations Society of America? 

a. If yes – PROBE: How involved are you in the organization? 
b. If no – PROBE: Why not? 

10. What role does ethics play in the practice of advertising or PR? 
a. PROBE: How valuable is a standard of ethics for practitioners?  
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11. Are you aware of a professional code of ethics for practitioners in your 
profession? 

a. If yes – PROBE: Give me an example of how you and other 
practitioners follow that code in day-to-day activities. 

b. If no – PROBE: Give me an example of how you and other 
practitioners might use a standard code of ethics in day-to-day 
activities. 

I’d like to talk now about how professional ethics relate to user-generated content. 
12. Should consumers be given any kind of incentive to generate content for a 

campaign, such as free products, coupons or financial reward? 
a. PROBE: Should consumer-creators working with practitioners deliver 

positive reviews? 
13. Who is responsible to disclose the use of content generated by consumers in a 

campaign, practitioners or consumers? 
14. To what extent should user involvement in a campaign be disclosed to an 

audience? 
15. How might audiences respond to user-generated content if the consumer’s 

affiliation with a company is clearly stated? 
16. Do you discuss the ethics of user-generated content with colleagues, either 

through a professional organization or other discussions? 
a. PROBE: If so, how do you view the connection between ethics and 

use of content created by consumers? 
  
This is the end of our interview. Thank you for your participation. 

1. Is there anything about your work in advertising or PR or user-generated content 
that we haven’t talked about that you think would be beneficial? 

2. Thank you. If I have any other questions, can I call you? 
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Appendix D 

INFORMED CONSENT 

UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 
Advertising or PR, Telling or Selling? A Qualitative Study on How Practitioners 

Consider Stealth Marketing and User-Generated Content in an Online Environment 
 
You are being invited to participate in a research project conducted by Jessica Navarro 
from the Valenti School of Communication at the University of Houston.  
 

NON-PARTICIPATION STATEMENT 
 
Your participation is voluntary and you may refuse to participate or withdraw at any time 
without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may also 
refuse to answer any question.  
 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
 
You are invited to participate in this research project because you are a professional with 
experience in advertising or public relations in an online environment at your 
organization. The purpose of this research project is to better understand how you 
consider user-generated content. The anticipated duration of this study is 6 months.  
 

PROCEDURES 
 
You will be one of approximately 20 subjects asked to participate in this project. You 
will be asked to participate in an interview at a mutually agreed-upon location (such as a 
library or coffee shop, or over the phone) lasting between one hour and 1.5 hours. Sample 
questions include “What does user-generated content mean to you?” “How much 
involvement should consumers have in creating content in a campaign?” “Characterize 
how you see user-generated content relating to advertising and public relations.” “What 
challenges do you see for practitioners using content created by consumers?” “To what 
extent should user involvement in a campaign be disclosed to an audience?” This is a 
one-time interview, but I may ask you if I can follow up if necessary.  
 

CONFIDENTIALITY 
 
Every effort will be made to maintain the confidentiality of your participation in this 
project.  This research project involves making audio tapes of you in order to best capture 
your responses. We will keep all personal information confidential and will conduct the 
interview in a location of your choice, such as a coffee shop, a library, or your 
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home/work office or via telephone.  To help protect your confidentiality, we will keep all 
interview transcripts and tapes in a locked file cabinet. All information will remain 
confidential and will be destroyed after a five-year period after the completion of the 
study. Furthermore, your name will not be recorded in transcripts or in the final report. 
Confidentiality will be maintained within legal limits. 
 

RISKS/DISCOMFORTS 
 
Because interviews will be audio-taped this project presents some risk to you. 
Nevertheless, in all cases, your identity will remain confidential. You will also have the 
opportunity to review transcripts resultant from the recorded interviews. Your 
participation is voluntary and you can decline to answer specific questions or to end your 
participation at any time without penalty. 
 
_____ I accept to be audio-taped and have my interview transcribed. I acknowledge that 
this presents some risk to me, though the interviewer will keep my name and identity 
confidential. 
 
_____ I decline to be audio-taped. 
 

BENEFITS 
 
While you will not directly benefit from participation, your participation may help 
investigators better understand the use of user-generated content, and will help to 
improve advertising and public relations best practices. 
 

ALTERNATIVES 
 
Participation in this project is voluntary and the only alternative to this project is non-
participation. 
 

PUBLICATION STATEMENT 
 
The results of this study may be published in professional and/or scientific journals. They 
may also be used for educational purposes or for professional presentations. However, no 
individual will be identified. 
 

SUBJECT RIGHTS 
 
1. I understand that informed consent is required of all persons participating in this 

project. 
 

2. All procedures have been explained to me and all my questions have been answered 
to my satisfaction. 
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3. Any risks and/or discomforts have been explained to me. 

4. Any benefits have been explained to me. 
 

1. I understand if I have any questions I may contact Jessica Navarro at 713-743-4348. 
 
2. I have been told that I may refuse to participate or stop my participation in this project 

at any time before or during the project. I may also refuse to answer any question. 
 

3. ANY QUESTIONS REGARDING MY RIGHTS AS A RESEARCH SUBJECT 
MAY BE ADDRESSED TO THE UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON COMMITTEE 
FOR THE PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS (713-743-9204). ALL 
RESEARCH PROJECTS THAT ARE CARRIED OUT BY INVESTIGATORS AT 
THE UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON ARE GOVERNED BY REQUIREMENTS OF 
THE UNIVERSITY AND THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT. 
 

4. All information obtained in connection with this project that can be identified with 
me will remain confidential as far as possible within legal limits. Information gained 
from this study that can be identified with me may be released only to the principal 
investigator. The results may be published in scientific journals, professional 
publications, or educational presentations without identifying me by name. 

 
I HAVE READ (OR HAVE HAD READ TO ME) THE CONTENTS OF THIS 
CONSENT FORM AND HAVE BEEN ENCOURAGED TO ASK QUESTIONS. I 
HAVE RECEIVED ANSWERS TO MY QUESTIONS. I GIVE MY CONSENT TO 
PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY. I HAVE RECEIVED (OR WILL RECEIVE) A 
COPY OF THIS FORM FOR MY RECORDS AND FUTURE REFERENCE. 
 
Study Subject (print name): _______________________________________________________ 
 
Signature of Study Subject: _______________________________________________________ 
 
Date: _________________________________________________________________________ 
 
I HAVE READ THIS FORM TO THE SUBJECT AND/OR THE SUBJECT HAS 
READ THIS FORM. AN EXPLANATION OF THE RESEARCH WAS GIVEN AND 
QUESTIONS FROM THE SUBJECT WERE SOLICITED AND ANSWERED TO THE 
SUBJECT’S SATISFACTION. IN MY JUDGMENT, THE SUBJECT HAS 
DEMONSTRATED COMPREHENSION OF THE INFORMATION. 
 
Principal Investigator (print name and title): __________________________________________ 
 
Signature of Principal Investigator: _________________________________________________ 
 
Date: _________________________________________________________________________ 
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