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ABSTRACT
This paper is an exploratory study to understand the  
content marketing practices in Estonia, a current trend 
that ties together journalism, communications, and  
advertising. Estonia is a small market where the ‘guilds’  
of journalists and PR professionals are rather intertwined. 
Trends occurring here may provide suggestions for larger 
markets and future developments. A qualitative study was 
conducted in Spring 2018. The objective of the study was 
to describe the problems and potential complications  
arising from the reorganization of traditional areas of 
activity of agents operating in the field of the communica-
tions industry – specifically in the context of content  
marketing, and from the viewpoint of representatives of  
PR agencies. The article begins with putting the phenom-
enon of content marketing into a wider societal context – 
and specifically that of the Estonian media ecosystem.  
The possible influences of content marketing on such 
important realms, and such defining factors as trust 
(Luhmann 2000), social capital (Bourdieu 1995) the integ-
rity, independence, and the interactions between the dif-
ferent fields (ibid) are discussed. The results of the survey 
indicate that the field of public relations is changing as a 
result of the forces from the other neighbouring fields, that 
of journalism and advertising. The paper points out that 
the issue of trust and trustworthiness and the origins  
of ‘the media’ need to be addressed in order to provide 
integrity and transparency.

INTRODUCTION
In 2014, Macnamara indicated that “it is 
likely that the interrelationships between 
journalism and PR has been examined in 
200 or more research studies.” Despite 
that, there are several reasons that future 
research is required. For instance, new 
media formats and practices are chang-
ing the nature of journalism and PR. “New 

types of “owned” media enabled by the 
boom of online publishing, with bypass 
“gatekeepers” and the development of new 
sponsored content formats, referred to as 
embedded marketing, native advertising 
and other terms are potentially increas-
ing the influence of PR and warrant close 
attention”. (Macnamara 2014:740)
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The study that covered almost the whole of 
Europe drew out trends, that mass media 
is losing ground in Western and Northern 
Europe. At the same time it indicated that 
there can be very significant differences 
between countries and regions (Zerfass  
et al. 2016).
	 The paper relies on current research 
in content marketing. At the end of the first 
decade of this century a new trend became 
common in the press, whereby marketing,  
which had formerly used advertising 
spaces, started to infiltrate into journalistic 
content (Wybenga 2013).
	 This process has inevitably brought 
along certain aspects, which has rede-
signed several classic rules of journalism. 
Thereby, changes have occurred not only in 
the behaviour of the press as a whole, but 
also in the habits of consumers to ingest 
what the press feeds them. Expectations 
of the public towards the press, and also 
the expectations of the advertisers of ser-
vices offered by various media formats have 
also changed considerably . Although these 
changes concern almost all media plat-
forms, in this study, we concentrate mainly 
on the changes taking place in the realm  
of online media.
	 To date, there haven’t been many  
academic studies conducted in Estonia  
in this field or covering these topics – 
regardless of the fact that content market-
ing has been utilised for a number of years 
by communications and advertising agen-
cies in this country. Some media houses 
have separate in-house divisions that spe-
cifically provide content marketing ser-
vices, i.e. content writing, and also an entire 
suite of channels to promote the stories 
their clients wish to communicate. Esto-
nian research so far has been introductory, 
several bachelor’s level theses have tackled 
the issue (eg Vohu 2016; Luide 2018; Kärt-
ner 2019) but further research is neces-
sary before any in-depth conclusions can 
be drawn. This paper is the first attempt to 
approach the topic academically. It aims 
to point out the concepts and practices of 
content marketing, through an Estonian  
PR perspective.

	 Public relations as a field operates 
in the vicinity of two other fields: journal-
ism and advertising. The lines are blurred 
between the fields of journalism, public 
relations, and advertising – all of which pro-
vide a skilled narrative, creation or interpre-
tation of key concepts, and in most cases 
use the written word to communicate their 
ideas to their intended audience. All three 
compete in the communications market, 
and operate using the same resources. 
These fields seem to collide in content  
marketing, especially in Estonian context.
	 This research sets about with the 
objective to clarify the problems arising 
from the reorganisation of traditional areas 
of activity by the players operating in the 
field of the communications industry. This 
has been done in the context of content 
marketing, based on the point of view of 
representatives from Estonian PR agencies.

THEORETICAL 
FRAMEWORK 

As this paper focuses on changes at a soci-
etal level, the definition of public relations 
as set in the Bled Manifesto is used: “the 
maintenance of relationships with publics 
by communication in order to establish 
mutual understanding” (van Ruler, Verčič 
2002:13). 
	

As such, public relations is a field 
that can be described similarly 
to how French sociologist Pierre 
Bourdieu defines a field: “A field 
is a field of forces within which 
the agents occupy positions that 
statistically determine the posi-
tions they take with respect to the 
field, these position-takings be-
ing aimed either at conserving of 
transforming the structure of rela-
tions of forces that is constitutive 
of the field.” (Bourdieu 1995:30)

Bourdieu describes the field of journalism 
as a microcosm following its own rules and 
journalists as agents of the journalistic fiel, 
ibid. Similarly, journalists shape the discus-
sions through mass media that is widely 
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viewed as the central institution of the  
contemporary public sphere. (Benson 2001) 
The public sphere today is, to a large extent, 
influenced and shaped by public relations. 
Public relations specialists, but also brand 
evangelists or haters provide their views 
and create their own narratives. This has 
blurred the lines between the fields of jour-
nalism, public relations and advertising, 
adding value to skilled narrative creation, 
and writing. More studies have been done 
recently on the subject, eg Cornia, Sehl and 
Nielsen (2018) who focussed on the grow-
ing understanding of news organizations’ 
editing and advertising department. Chang-
ing relationships of PR and journalism have 
been addressed in papers like dr Yuan Zeng 
(2018) who focussed on the changes to 
journalism and its integrity:

With the increasing financial  
pressures facing traditional news 
organizations, journalists, wheth-
er freelancers or staff reporters, 
are moving into this field and ap-
plying their journalistic skills in 
the service of advocacy or mar-
keting content, triggering ethi-
cal concerns. Journalists moving 
between content marketing and 
traditional journalism are seen 
as upsetting the already delicate 
balance between public-service 
journalism and content creation 
for commercial purposes. 

Public relations aim to build and maintain 
mutual understanding in their target audi-
ence. There are many tools in the PR spe-
cialists’ toolbox to do that, and the skill 
of writing is the most essential one, and 
has been identified as the core skill of the 
field (Cutlip et al. 2000). Furthermore, it is 
among a professional communicator’s most 
marketable skills, and is perhaps the most 
challenging to acquire (Hardin, Pompper 
2004; CIPR 2012). Today we witness that 
the central skill, to create and write a  
client’s story, is being transferred through 
the appearance of content marketing and 
brand journalism through the institution of 

traditional journalism, client’s own  
channels as well as advertising agencies.
	 In this paper, the central term used to 
describe the aforementioned phenomenon 
is “content marketing”, and this method 
is quite widespread in Estonia. However, 
overlapping may occur also with other re-
lated terms, such as native advertising and 
hybrid content. Content marketing was until 
recently known in Estonia as “advertising 
articles”. It is still unclear whether only  
the title was changed in order to be more 
appealing to the customers and trustworthy 
to the readers.
	 Native advertising is defined as the 
form of any paid advertising presented in 
the media, in the form of edited content 
(Wojdynski, Evans 2016). In Estonia, a major 
media channel has attempted to define the 
term: the marketing channel Bestmarket-
ing.ee of the online version of the business 
paper Äripäev. Their equivalent for native 
advertising is fused advertising (Best  
Marketing 2015). Hybrid content is  
described as journalistic content, the ob-
jective of which is not only journalistic 
(Taiminen et al. 2015), while content mar-
keting is defined as strategic marketing 
technology used for creating and dissemi-
nating valuable, relevant and consistent 
content, in order to attract and acquire a 
clearly specified audience, with the objec-
tive to control profitable behaviour of  
customers through changing or increasing 
that behaviour of consumers (Pulizzi 2015).

GLOBAL AND 
LOCAL FRAMEWORK

Although the global economic situation also 
has a major effect on advertising revenue, 
the common trend has been clear in the last 
15 years – sales numbers of advertising in 
paper publications have decreased, while 
advertising volume in online or digital chan-
nels have increased. (PriceWaterhouse-
Coopers 2009, 2011, 2016)

Advertising sector in Estonia
Blurring of borders between Public Rela-
tions, advertising and journalism in Estonia 
has already been addressed earlier and this 
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trend has not diminished. On the contrary: 
there also seems to be the development of 
an augment that there are some elements 
of the media market for whom survival 
means overlooking the difference between 
paid (compromised) and independent  
information. (Harro-Loit, Saks 2006) 
	 In a situation where the press is 
involved in underfunding, the need for 
advertising money is obvious. At the same 
time consumers have adapted to ignore 
the advertisements. The consumers of 
online media develop advertising blindness 
quite quickly (Benway, Lane 1998). Media 
channels have tried to save web advertis-
ing, thereby making it more aggressive. As 
a result, consumers increasingly want to 
get rid of it, adopting software updates or 
add-ons in web browsers, which are called 
‘ad blockers’ (Vallade 2009). According to 
the data of the service provider PageFair 
(2017) monitoring ad blockers in the brows-
ers of visitors of web pages, 11% of inter-
net equipment across the globe used some 
type of ad blocker by the end of 2016, while 
the relevant number in Estonia was 26%. 
While the global annual relevant increase 
was 30%.
	 This, in turn, leads to the need to 
implement ways of advertising that could 
bypass ad blockers and ad avoidance in 
general. As a result, today we can see a 
variety of advertising techniques and ways 
which confuses consumers and readers. 
There are similar trends in Estonia that 
Wybenga (2013) mentions: for consumers,  
it makes it harder to distinguish commer-
cial and journalistic content.
	 Estonian Consumer Protection  
and Technical Regulatory Authority who  
is responsible for supervision of Unfair 
Commercial Practices including advertising 
is in difficult situation unable to distinguish 
promotional material and unpaid content. 
Nor is the situation with the press any  
easier. The worrying aspect is that the 
control mechanisms of legislation, the 
Journalism Code of Ethics and the idea of 
good journalistic practice are either being 
ignored or misused. (Harro-Loit, Saks  
2006)

	 Journalism is based on reliability 
and transparency. However, the online era 
has introduced a new business model for 
journalism, where advertisements move 
into journalistic content, having a negative 
impact on reliability (Wybenga 2013) and 
transparency (Taiminen et al. 2015). 
	 The reliability of the press is also 
undermined by media channels, which do 
not seek the truth (Rubin et al. 2015). Also, 
it has become consistently more difficult  
to discern true journalists from mere blog-
gers (Fulton 2015). At the same time, the 
globalisation of the media has taken place, 
making regulations proceeding from the 
territory of countries more complicated 
(Flew, Waisbord 2015).
	 A survey conducted among European  
PR professionals shows, that in differ-
ent regions, there are quite different 
approaches to media relations, as well as 
content marketing relationships and per-
spectives. Northern Europe gives a more 
prominent role to content marketing than 
other European regions (Zerfass et al. 
2016).
	 Similarly to other Nordic countries, 
the Estonian advertising market had long 
concentrated on print media. The situa-
tion changed in 2011/2012, when televi-
sion became the medium with the highest 
turnover, and by 2016 the internet or online 
advertising exceeded the turnover of print 
advertising. In 2017, 25% of advertising 
budgets circulating in the Estonian adver-
tising market were targeted to television, 
20% to web media (not including the turno-
ver of Google and Facebook), and 17% to 
newspapers. (Kantar Emor 2018a)
	 In 2017 the Estonian advertising mar-
ket grew by 3% compared to 2016, includ-
ing an increase in web advertising by 8.3% 
(except Google, Facebook). During the same 
period the funds for online advertising 
spent on Google and Facebook advertise-
ment from Estonia increased by 40%. 
(Kantar Emor 2018b)

Press sector in Estonia
As the Estonian press market is small but 
people’s attention and trust in the media is 
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above average, the changes in the Estonian 
market are rapid and give an indication  
of possible future developments in other  
markets. (TNS opinion & social 2018)

The population of Estonia as of Janu-
ary 01, 2018 was 1,319,133 (Statistics Esto-
nia 2018b). This market includes approxi-
mately 300 media channels, the content 
of which is produced mainly in Estonia 
(Journalists.ee 2018). These figures do not 
include numerous blogs, social media chan-
nels, or publications with an irregular pub-
lishing frequency. At the same time, most 
major media outlets across the country 
belong to only a few major media houses.

In Estonia, the credibility rating of the 
press is traditionally high. According to a 
survey produced by Eurobarometer con-
ducted in the autumn of 2017, 42% of the 
Estonian population has a medium-level, 
and 29% have a high trust in the media. The 
relevant average results of the European 
Union are 41% and 21% in comparison. 
(TNS opinion & social 2017)

87.6% of Estonian residents between 
the ages of 16–74 years use the internet 
(Statistics Estonia 2018a). The reading of 
paper versions of newspapers and peri-
odicals has decreased dramatically. While 
in the year 2000, 5% of the population did 
not read paper publications, by 2015 this 
number had grown to 26%. However, the 
interest in news has not decreased, but 
channels have changed (Vihalemm et al. 
2017:254-259).

According to World Press Freedom 
Index, Estonia holds the 12 position in the 
global list of press freedom (Reporters 
Without Borders 2018). On a legal level, the 
media is rather loosely regulated in Estonia. 
The main aspects concerning media pro-
ceed from three acts: The Media Services 
Act (Riigi Teataja 2010), The Estonian Public 
Broadcasting Act (Riigi Teataja 2007) and 
The Advertising Act (Riigi Teataja 2008).

The central organisation at the head of 
self-regulation of the press in Estonia is the 
Estonian Newspaper Association (EALL)1. 

1	 Due to the expansion of the membership, in april 2019  
	 Estonian Newspaper Association (EALL), changed the  
	 name to Estonian Association of Media Enterprises. 

The central document of self-regulation is 
The Code of Ethics of the Estonian Press, 
prepared by EALL (EALL 1998). In addition 
to the Code of Ethics, the EALL has Good 
practice agreements (EALL 2019c), that 
regulate phone sales (EALL 2015a, Eesti 
Otseturunduse Liit 2015), fixing mistakes 
in web (EALL 2015), online commentaries 
(EALL 2008), distinction between adver-
tising and content (EALL 2016), citation 
of articles (EALL 2005b), copyright (EALL 
2004) and EALL membership criteria (EALL 
2005a). With complaints against the press 
deals The Estonian Press Council of EALL 
(EALL 2019b). 

But there is another control organi-
zation. The Estonian Press Council, which 
members are the Estonian Association of 
Journalists, Estonian Media Educators 
Association, Estonian Consumers Union, 
Estonian Lawyers Union and NGO Meedia-
seire (Avaliku Sõna Nõukogu 2019a).

Both organizations are called The 
Estonian Press Council in English. How-
ever, the names in Estonian are different. 
The Estonian Press Council of EALL name 
is “Pressinõukogu”, in a direct translation 
Press Council (PN). The name of the paral-
lel organization is “Avaliku Sõna Nõukogu” 
(ASN), in direct translation the Council of 
the Public Word.

The Estonian Press Council (ASN), also 
relies on the same Code of Ethics, but this 
organization has lower authority in society 
than The Estonian Press Council (PN).  
In 2018 The Estonian Press Council (PC) 
proceeded with 84 claims (EALL 2019a)  
and The Estonian Press Council (ASN)  
processed 19 claims of violation (Avaliku 
Sõna Nõukogu 2019b).

PR sector in Estonia
Based on OSKA research 2019 (labour mar-
ket monitoring and future skills forecasting 
research; OSKA is funded from the Euro-
pean Social Fund) there are 1200 people 
working in the field of public relations and 
communication in Estonia. Based on inter-
views with experts it could be argued that 
marketing and public relations skills will 
be merged in the future even more and it is 
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rising trend in Estonian market. There is a 
significant growth - from 768 public rela-
tions professionals in 2011 to the average 
of 890 people in 2014–2016. We can see 
also grown number of executives in com-
munication field from 590 to 850 over the 
same years. (Krusell, Pihl 2019)

Estonian Public Relations Associa-
tion was founded in 1996 as an umbrella 
organisation for Estonian public relations 
professionals. It’s mission is to support pro-
fessionalism and promote public relations 
in Estonia. The association follows it’s Code 
of Ethics that is based on the International 
Public Relations Association Code of  
Conduct adopted in Venice.

The association has 100 active mem-
bers. The members are employed in pub-
lic and private companies, public sector 
organisations, non-profit organisations and 
PR-agencies. There are 100 profession-
als who are members of the organization. 
(EPRA 2019)

EMPIRICAL STUDY
The objective of the study is to describe the 
problems arising from the reorganisation of 
the traditional areas of activity by profes-
sionals operating in the field of public rela-
tions – in the context of content marketing, 
and from the viewpoint of representatives 
of PR agencies.

The following questions were posed:
1)	 What is content marketing from the 
	 viewpoint of Estonian PR specialists?
2)	 How have the fields of interest and 
	 activities of different parties in the 
	 communications market changed in 
	 the Estonian content marketing 
	 context?
3)	 Which problems and/or benefits are 
	 anticipated from these changes?

A qualitative approach was used in the 
study. According to Creswell (2014:44), 
qualitative research begins with assump-
tions, and the use of interpretative/theo-
retical frameworks that inform the study 
of research problems, which address the 
meanings, individuals or groups ascribe to 

a certain social or human problem. In quali-
tative studies, researchers try to develop 
a complex picture of the problem. This 
involves reporting multiple perspectives, 
identifying the factors in a situation and 
sketching out the larger picture by identify-
ing the complex interactions, or factors in 
any situation. 
	 The concept of purposeful sampling 
was used. In this case the researcher 
selects individuals for the study because 
they can purposefully form an understand-
ing of the research problem, and central 
phenomena in the study (ibid., 156). From 
the standpoint of the study, respondents 
with a long service history in the field of 
public relations provide more qualitative 
information, as their opinions, concepts 
and experiences cover former, as well as cur-
rent practices in the Estonian PR industry.
	 Therefore, the criteria for inclusion 
of respondents in the study sample were 
chosen as follows: 1) continuous service in 
the field of public relations over a 10 year 
period, i.e. the personal experience of the 
respondent covers approximately half of 
the history of Estonian PR as a sector of the 
economy; 2) current employment in a PR 
agency; 3) having at least the position of  
a senior consultant.
	 Participants of the sample were speci-
fied based on their inclusion in the list of 
members published on the website of the 
Estonian Public Relations Association.  
19 persons meeting the criteria of the 
sample were identified out of 100 persons 
included in the list. This was accomplished 
with the assistance of an expert on the his-
tory and market of Estonian PR, with four of 
whom an in-depth interview was conducted 
at the beginning of May 2018. The age of the 
respondents was between 40–55 years old, 
and they represented agencies with 5–10 
employees. Three of the four, represented 
agencies which have been in operation for 
over 10 years, and one for 3 years; one of 
the agencies counts itself among the 10, 
economically, most successful PR agencies 
in Estonia as of 2017.
	 The interviewer proceeded using 
the plan of a semi-structured interview, 
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whereby the following topics were covered: 
1) the nature of content marketing, cur-
rent practices, and the changes in practices 
over time during the personal career of the 
respondent; 2) both the former and current 
practices of other parties in the market and 
the field of content marketing; 3) the prob-
lems and risks that have developed based 
on the current practices. Additional and 
clarifying questions varied by respondent, 
as they came about, or were developed dur-
ing the course of interview, based on the 
answers provided. The duration of inter-
views also varied, from between 1 to  
1.5 hours.
	 Recordings of the interviews were 
transcribed based on speech and the tran-
scriptions were kept anonymous. The com-
bined approach of thematic and open cod-
ing was used for organizing of the textual 
material. The investigators also performed 
content and discourse analysis of the text, 
first working independently, then compar-
ing the findings and placing them into the 
context of other open sources.
	 Limitation of the survey might be seen 
in the low number of respondents (4), which 
is more common for a pilot study. However, 
taking into account the rather small market 
size of Estonia and the fact that the survey 
target group (senior specialists working in 
a PR agency for over 10 years) consists of 
only 19 people, there is a higher than aver-
age probability that the main arguments, 
points of view, and dominant discourses 
have been adequately covered in the study.

RESULTS

Nature and meaning of content marketing
In rare cases content marketing was  
mentioned as a potential communication 
strategy, but mainly as a tactical solu-
tion. Among various forms and channels of 
content creation, audiovisual options were 
brought up in a few instances (i.e. blog-
gers, influencers, TV and radio broadcasts, 
and films), but generally the discussions 
concentrated mainly on written texts. To 
describe the nature of content marketing,  
the respondents used such terms as “paid 

advertising text”, “advertising text”,  
“advertising article”, “commercial texts”, 
“concealed advertising”, “article marked as 
‘content marketing ‘”, “article purchased 
by a customer in media”, “updated form of 
commercial text”, “press-like product”. It 
can be seen that for PR specialists, con-
tent marketing is mainly related to print or 
online media.

Content marketing is an advertis-
ing article introducing a service or 
product in a way suitable for the 
company. /interview 3/

Thus it can be said that currently, the  
term is used in Estonia simultaneously with 
both a very narrow, and in a more broad 
contextual sense (i.e. “article marked as 
“Content marketing” vs „marketing position 
of message“) and it should be noted that the 
respondents themselves also admitted the 
terminological confusion:

There is no single definition or 
concept of content marketing, 
everyone is using it based on  
their current needs or opinions.  
/interview 4/

Perceived changes
According to the opinions of PR special-
ists, content marketing in the form of a paid 
commercial article is not a new phenom-
enon in the Estonian market. The name 
has merely changed (what was formerly 
‘commercial text’ has now become ‘content 
marketing’), and from the point of view of 
the audience, legibility of that content is 
actually better today: an advertising space 
filled with text has become an article. First 
and foremost, the behaviour of media has 
changed. 
	 However, as the respondents indicate 
the editors have become more cautious 
against such proposed content, and there-
fore tend to send the text to the advertis-
ing sales department, even in the case of 
the smallest hint or signs of branding (e.g. 
name of brand, product or importer etc.). 
Another negative change for PR is active 
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sales (including the creation and place-
ment) of content marketing texts by media.

„You can receive a call from the 
advertising department, that we 
will not publish it as news, or will 
publish as small text, but it has 
potential for content marketing 
and we can help you to write a 
relevant content marketing article 
for a specific price“ /interview 3/

It was said that stronger interactions 
between the media and public relations 
sectors forces the operating practices of 
the public relations industry to adapt to 
these new conditions: a) by accepting offers 
of media (adaptation) or b) by developing 
their own professional skills and meth-
ods for using the provided content free of 
charge. The respondents condemned the 
hypocritical behaviour of the media, where 
content marketing activities and the shift-
ing of borders are not always admitted to:

“They deny that they sell news. 
/.../ every media organization, 
which we have contacted, has set 
a barrier – they say that we are an 
interested party and do not want 
anybody to seize the market. This 
is a topic never discussed. Even 
the ethics adviser (of a media 
channel) never talks about it, as 
this is a possibility to earn extra 
money and survive.” /interview 3/

Potential benefits and damages
The benefits and damages proceeding from 
the broader use of content marketing (here: 
in this case, mainly paid texts) mentioned in 
the interviews are specified in Table 1.
	 Analysis of the content of the texts, 
comprising the interviews, revealed three 
different notions of content marketing: 
„attribution and distancing“, „deception 
and trust“, and the discourse that „nobody 
wins“. All of these points illustrate the cur-
rent contradictory meaning of content mar-
keting as a phenomenon, from the point of 
view of Estonian PR specialists.

	 The notion of ‘attribution and distanc-
ing’ was based on and predominantly for-
mer attitudes. The kind of concepts and 
ideas which highlight the importance and 
professionalism of the work of a PR special-
ist. Content marketing as an activity, has 
been attributed to public relations based 
on the similarity of its formal methods and 
aims.

We should not fear such things as 
content marketing or the influenc-
ers of social media /…/ we actually 
have known about these methods 
for a long time already and have 
used them ourselves /…/ also, the 
nature of PR activities relies on the 
creation of texts /interview 1/.

Then we have the concept of distancing:

„The task of a good PR expert 
is to make all information flow 
as digestible and interesting as 
possible for media, and in order 
to avoid payment for it. Content 
marketing is like a path of least 
resistance /…/ the press release 
is not well accepted, so let’s buy 
the article /…/ it may lower our 
general professionalism, if we 
allow ourselves to play too much  
with it.“ /interview 1/.

As distancing and attribution were men-
tioned simultaneously by one person, this 
refers to inconsistency between the former 
role model and the new practice.

“I say at once that I do not write 
advertising articles, yet I have 
done it once or twice… the initia-
tive came from the journalist. /..../ 
my interest was that the publi-
cation would write and publish 
it, but the publication was inter-
ested to get money.“ /interview 2/

The discourse “Nobody wins”
The term discourse is used here as in  
the recent Macnamara study – both in its 
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TABLE 1. Benefits and damages caused by the increase in volume of content marketing  
texts to different parties from the point of view of public relations.

Whom

PR as an industry 

Journalism as an industry 

Advertising as an industry 

Customer of communication 
service 

Audience/the public

Risks 

Getting something published in the media 
becomes mainly for pay.

The media does not accept any more 
PR texts after the content has already 
been paid for. The professional level 
of PR specialist lessens, because the 
motivation for writing stories fit for news 
decreases. Decrease in the reliability of 
the media is no longer in the interest of 
public relations. 

General reliability of journalistic content 
decreases, when the audience notices 
concealed advertising in the form of paid 
texts.

Journalists or publications lose their 
value for readers.

Role conflicts of journalists. 

Creative agencies lose their income base.

Starting or small companies can no 
longer get their message into media 
channels (market barrier).

Additional content creation partner, 
media – duplication risk of activities.

Increased probability of publishing 
unprofessional texts, which damage 
reputations.

Control over published content  
(e.g. bloggers, influencers) weakens.

Compared to PR text, paid content has 
lower credibility. The assessment of the 
results may be biased, if a media house 
creates content, sells space online, and 
assesses the results themselves. 

Media that is comprised of paid content, 
creates a biased view of reality. It 
becomes increasingly difficult to discern 
paid content from actual journalistic 
material; groups interested in the 
message become hazy and distorted. 
Creators of the content may not be 
completely honest.

The press is not responsible for the 
integrity of the published information – 
professional filters diminish or disappear. 
The responsibility and risks of the 
individual during the interpretation and 
use of published information increases. 

Surveillance fee of electronic channels/
publications shall be paid for discarding 
paid content.

Possibilities 

Getting the message published by  
the media is ensured. Journalists write 
stories as subcontractors: a high-quality 
and cost-effective result for  
a PR agency.  

Clear relations with the media, no need 
for lobbying. 

The customer chooses content marketing 
instead of an advertisement (or 
advertising text). 

Journalists can earn extra income.

Turnover in advertising sales of media 
organisations increase.

Marketers begin to believe that concealed 
advertising sells better.

Demand arises for „ad-free“, paid online/
digital media.

/Not mentioned/ 

Higher probability to get message their 
message into the media.

Broader communication and marketing 
possibilities (beneficial mainly for 
customers with a large budget). Allegedly, 
content marketing „sells“ better than 
advertising.

The possibility to get into the public 
eye with authentic content. Results are 
measurable in web similar to advertising.

Advertising texts have become more 
relevant and interesting.
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relations to the press, press publications 
lose their readers, and marketing will need 
to find another new method for providing 
essential information to the consumers, in 
addition to advertising. If everyone loses, 
then who wins?

	 DISCUSSION
All of the sources show that the media, the 
press, and related fields are no longer oper-
ating based on the former rules and busi-
ness models, while new models have not 
yet developed to the point of sustainable 
maturation, which leaves the field in a  
confused state of flux .
	 What is ‘content marketing’ from the 
point of view of an experienced representa-
tive of an Estonian PR agency? This ques-
tion intended to both find out how they 
define the term as well as describe the phe-
nomenon. The results show that there is no 
single opinion which can properly define the 
term or phenomenon. However, it is visible 
that content marketing is understood as a 
service provided and enabled by the media, 
which has the ability to cause harm to the 
direct business interests of PR specialists, 
as well as to question the reliability of the 
press itself.
	 Public relations can be described 
as a field similarly to that of journalism 
(Bourdieu 1995). Content marketing does 
however, provide potential opportunities 
to both fields. Thus content marketing is a 
game changer, as writing has always been a 
core skill set of PR specialists (Cutlip 2000; 
Hardin, Pompper 2004), and therefore a tool 
used by players in the field. Interfering with 
another field’s agents will change the rules 
of the game by altering traditional opera-
tions, disrupting business models, and also 
their credibility. The financial constraints 
are changing the traditional share of the 
market. Media as the owner of traditional 
information distribution channels also for 
content marketing articles. Therefore, as 
the respondents pointed out they are more 
appealing to the organizations who want 
their story to be told, as they can easily  
provide distribution channels. 

general linguistic sense denoting a body 
of discussion and in the critical post-mod-
ern sense in which it is seen as a social 
construction of reality that both usefully 
informs us of “truths” as well as being 
potentially misleading, and misrepresenta-
tive (Macnamara 2016).
	 The notion of deception and trust 
appeared for all related parties (i.e. audi-
ence, customers, media, PR), as well as 
in the term „concealed advertising“ in 
the description of the nature of content 
marketing. Unmarked texts „deceive the 
reader“, a good PR specialist „does not 
deceive journalists“, the media channel 
„denies (falsely) content marketing activi-
ties“. The result is mutual distrust and 
results in the situation, ‘where nobody 
wins’.
	 New practices created/offered by the 
media was related to all parties, except the 
advertising industry. The latter was rarely 
mentioned in the interviews, which infers 
that this player is not considered impor-
tant in the concept of content marketing. 
The interviews mainly concentrated on the 
potential risks, concluding that „no party 
will win“ within the relatively new practice. 
The cycle of cause and consequence pro-
viding the basis for this argument is illus-
trated in Figure 1.
	 Content marketing helps the custom-
ers to fulfil short-term marketing objec-
tives, because advertising in the form of 
journalistic content is more convincing than 
regular advertising, but, upon the satura-
tion of media with content marketing texts, 
the initial method will depreciate , along 
with the improvement of media literacy 
of the reader and/or the loss of interest 
in content marketing texts. On the upper 
end is the number of paid for or sponsored 
texts, on the lower end is the probability 
that a reader would find balanced facts, 
which represent the public interest, and are 
also fact-checked by a journalist. However, 
the very need to do so, in turn damages 
reliability. When the trust of the audience 
is lost or decreases, all three parties lose 
from the market situation. PR specialists 
lose their former job in the field of media 
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FIGURE 1. The discourse „nobody wins“: cause and consequence.
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	 The Estonian media market is small, 
and in certain corporate situations it is 
possible to manage for quite some time 
using tried and true traditions and hab-
its - without the need to change the writ-
ten or unwritten rules. However, such a 
model merely enables companies to cope 
with temporary deviations, not with new 
and growing trends. Just as a small society 
has the ability to make rapid changes and 
quickly adopt new phenomena, the increas-
ing problems and challenges brought about 
by content marketing, may cause sudden, 
difficult to navigate reforms and crises. In 
the context of the topic, it can even mean 
that very sharp redistribution of fields of 
activity may take place, or that the special-
ists themselves may need to redefine  
their roles.
	 The Estonian Press Ethics Code origi-
nates from the period before online media 
(EALL 1998), The Media Services Act was 
adopted in 2010 (Riigi Teataja 2010), The 
Broadcasting Act in 2006 (Riigi Teataja 
2007), and the 2016 version of The Advertis-
ing Act and its latest amendments do not 
include the topic of content marketing (Riigi 
Teataja 2008). Thus it can be concluded 
that the Estonian media regulation did not 
adapt to the changes in the media market, 
and any arising problems should be solved 
within the framework of and using the 
tools of existing regulations. The Empirical 
part of the study reveals that these tools 
are useless or inadequate in such a case, 
because one party of the market perceives 
sharpening problems clearly and strongly.
	 In regards to regulating the Estonian 
press, self-regulation is the primary system 
of control. Self-regulation documents, and 
guidelines are drafted by the EALL (Eesti 
Ajalehtede Liit – Estonian Newspaper Asso-
ciation), the non-profit, umbrella organiza-
tion of Estonian media channels. The Esto-
nian Press Council (PN), part of the same 
organization, has a major social role among 
various regulatory bodies, at the same time, 
content marketing has become an increas-
ing source of income for the members of 
EALL thus, conflicts of interest are an issue 
which needs to be regularly considered and 

dealt with accordingly. Taking into account 
the nature of the problems revealed by this 
study, it may soon cause a major social 
conflict of values in the industry, and in 
society as a whole. 
	 Trust and legitimacy are some of the 
central concepts in the PR field and it’s 
important to keep in mind that today’s 
practices should not affect the status of 
these concepts.
	 A risk for all sectors, which provide 
platforms for marketing communications 
as well as public relations initiatives, may 
be the decrease in trust by the end con-
sumer. The objective of public relations, 
and more broadly the entire marketing 
communication field is to influence the  
efficiency of which depends also on the  
reliability of a media channel (Figure 1).
	 A decrease in the reliability of the 
press, is also a risk from the point of view 
of society as a whole. According to N. Luh-
mann (2000), trust is a solution for specific 
problems of risk. Trust is the phenomenon, 
which supports the reduction of the com-
plexity of society (Luhmann 1979); trust-
ing becomes the crucial strategy to deal 
with the uncertain, the unpredictable, and 
uncontrollable future (Sztompka 2003).  
A strong and independent press has always 
been a principle guarantee of democracy. 
The hybridization and commercializa-
tion of the press no longer fulfils the role 
entrusted to the press by society. In order 
to solve more complicated tasks or situa-
tions of society, as well as provide quality 
and impartial information, it is important 
to enable the people to access information 
from sources with the highest credibility.

SUGGESTIONS
The results of the current study suggest 
that the pressure between the fields of 
journalism, advertising and public relations 
in Estonia is intensifying. This poses  
new challenges to the professionals of  
each field to cope with financial pressures, 
ethical issues and the need to establish 
themselves in the new situation where  
traditional market shares have been  
shuffled. 
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	 Current results suggest that the phe-
nomenon of content marketing needs to be 
studied further. Current qualitative study of 
PR professionals need to be complemented 
with qualitative interviews of the news 
organizations’ representatives. Further-
more, longitudinal study of content market-
ing articles will provide an understanding 
how the concept has changed over time. 
	 Finally, in a social perspective, it  
is important to analyse all concerns and  
problems from the point of view of the 
media consumer, and the entire society.  
It is essential to understand, which con-
sequences may arise from the decrease in 
transparency and reliability of the press, 
marginalization of the truth and core val-
ues of journalistic content as a quality, and 
the inclination of the advertising market 
towards various forms of native advertising.
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