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Intelligent communication? 
Qualitative insights into the usage of generative AI applications 

in communication agencies 

Abel Fekade, Nico Keppeler, Elise Mattheus, Isabel Merz, Lotta Wegner 

Abstract 

The PR industry is experiencing significant developments with the introduction of gen-

erative AI applications, prompting significant changes and raising new questions about their 

implications for strategic communication, agency operations, and business models. This study 

examines the integration of generative AI applications in communication agencies, focusing on 

the utilization of these technologies, client perceptions, and strategic adaptations. Fifteen sen-

ior communication specialists from German communication agencies were interviewed using 

guided interviews. Their responses were analyzed qualitatively using content analysis. The 

findings indicate that generative AI is widely adopted, resulting in enhanced efficiency and 

quality in agency operations. While client feedback is predominantly positive, concerns about 

data protection and AI accuracy persist. Agencies are selectively transparent about AI usage, 

typically disclosing it only when AI significantly contributes to a task. The study highlights the 

ongoing strategic adaptation of agencies, predicting shifts from operational to strategic roles 

and potential changes in job profiles. The study underscores the importance of developing AI-

related skills and strategies within communication agencies. 
Keywords: communication agencies, artificial intelligence, generative artificial intelligence, 

strategic communication, digital transformation 

Introduction 

"AI will not replace you, but a person using AI will". The PR industry has not remained 

unaffected by the debate about the role of artificial intelligence (AI) applications. Just a few 

weeks after the company OpenAI presented its tool ChatGPT in the winter of 2022, communi-

cations expert Margot Edelmann predicted the beginning of a major new development (Bihlek 

& Schmidt, 2023). 
The use of artificial intelligence in strategic communication is not a new phenomenon: 

Panda et al. described various possible applications of AI in PR as early as 2019. According 

to them, traditional AI-driven systems can support automated data processing, media list cre-

ation and scheduling, among other things. However, there is a limited understanding of AI 

among communication professionals, which can be attributed to a lack of skills and unclear 
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responsibilities (Zerfass et al., 2020). Noting that, the introduction of generative AI applications 

raises far-reaching questions that remain unanswered in the relevant literature. This is a recent 

phenomenon that has hardly been researched so far, especially in connection with communi-

cation agencies. New generative AI tools offer creative potential, enabling the creation of con-

tent in different media formats such as images, audio, video, text, and coding (Carter, 2023).  
Subsequently, this results in a research gap, particularly in terms of the implications for 

the field of strategic communication. Conceivable disruptions to the services, scope of work, 

use of resources, and business models of communication agencies are emerging (Guarnaccia, 

2023). In particular, the traditional pricing model, which is based on billing creative work at 

hourly rates, is being questioned in light of the efficient delivery of services by generative AI 

tools. The aim is to clarify whether new generative AI applications are being used and, if so, 

how communication agencies are adapting to the developments described. 
The research will be conducted within the Technology-Organization-Environment 

(TOE) framework. The theoretical model, which has already been used in related studies on 

the introduction of AI in strategic communication (Zerfass et al., 2020), identifies three central 

influencing factors for innovation decisions in organizations: technology, organization, and en-

vironment (Baker, 2011). Generative AI can be seen as a competency-enhancing technology 

that can support employees and automate processes (Maragno et al., 2023). This study will 

focus specifically on the application of generative AI in communication agencies. Generative 

AI has the potential to transform various aspects of communication work, such as copywriting 

(Valin, 2018). However, current research mostly focuses on the use of (generative) AI in cor-

porate communication (Valin, 2018). Therefore, this study aims to fill the identified research 

gap by investigating the use, client perspective, and associated strategy adjustments related 

to generative AI applications in communication agencies. Given the limited data available to 

date, an explorative approach is used to gain new insights. For this purpose, interviews were 

conducted with managers of German communication agencies, which were then analyzed us-

ing a qualitative content analysis. Based on this analysis, first hypotheses are derived, and the 

research questions are discussed. 
The aim of this research project is to gain first empirical insights into the integration of 

generative AI applications in communication agencies. Based on the preliminary considera-

tions outlined above, the following research leading question (RLQ) will be discussed: How do 

communication agencies implement generative AI applications in their operational work, con-

sidering client perception, and how does this influence strategic adaptation? 
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Theory 
Technology-Organization-Environment Framework 

The Technology-Organization-Environment (TOE) framework can be used to explain 

the reasons why AI is or is not used. However, as this research is designed to be exploratory, 

the framework only serves as an initial orientation for investigating the use of generative AI 

applications in communication agencies. Generally, the framework states that the decision to 

introduce innovations in organizations is influenced by three different factors – technology, 

organization, and environment (Baker, 2011).  

The technological context encompasses all existing or available technologies. This in-

cludes both internal technologies utilized within an organization and externally available tech-

nologies. The existing technologies serve as a framework for potential future innovations and 

the speed of their implementation within the company (DePietro et al., 1990). Therefore, the 

technological context serves as a foundation for determining the extent to which the introduc-

tion of AI is beneficial for a company (Maragno et al., 2023). Technologies can be divided into 

"competence-enhancing" and "competence-destroying" (Anderson & Tushman, 1986, p. 442) 

technologies. The former build on existing competencies and enable a gradual integration of 

the innovation into the company. In contrast, competence-reducing technologies replace exist-

ing knowledge and skills and render them obsolete. The innovation of generative AI must there-

fore be employed as a support for employees and as an automation aid to be classified as a 

competence-enhancing technology (Maragno et al., 2023).  

The second factor included in this framework is the organizational context. It refers to 

organizational structures as well as the company's resources. These include employees, com-

munication processes within the company, the size of the organization, and available but un-

used resources (Baker, 2011). Furthermore, internal characteristics such as informal relation-

ships between employees are also part of the organizational context (DePietro et al., 1990). In 

addition, employees' attitudes towards innovation also play a central role. It is important to 

consider the concerns of employees regarding their abilities and their position within the com-

pany when implementing AI (Na et al., 2022). For the successful implementation of AI in or-

ganizations, it is essential that the innovation is known within the company, that appropriate 

technical skills and a necessary critical approach are in place, and that there is a certain level 

of trust in the technology (Maragno et al., 2023). Additionally, the presence of structures within 

the company that facilitate the observation of trends and developments in the organizational 

environment can be advantageous for future innovations (DePietro et al., 1990).  

The environmental context encompasses industry structure, the regulatory environ-

ment, the presence of technology service providers, and the competition. In general, innova-

tions are typically adapted more expeditiously in rapidly evolving industries (Baker, 2011). The 

attitude of competing companies plays a vital role, as do the prevailing competitive conditions 
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in terms of price, quality, and service. Pressure from competitors can result in accelerated 

implementation within one's own company (DePietro et al., 1990). Inaction may result in the 

loss of competitive advantage (Na et al., 2022). Government regulations are another factor in 

the environmental context. These can both promote and inhibit the establishment of innova-

tions. A new technology like AI requires constant review of the current legal and ethical situation 

to ensure safe handling (Maragno et al., 2023). Consequently, these regulations can either 

impede or facilitate the implementation of AI in companies (Baker, 2011). In addition to the 

perspectives of employees within an organization, which were previously discussed in the con-

text of organizational dynamics, the collective view of society influences the introduction of an 

innovation (Na et al., 2022). This factor should not be overlooked, particularly in the context of 

a highly debated technology such as AI. According to DePietro et al. (1990), influential compa-

nies can shape their own environment in their favor by influencing the competition. In conclu-

sion, it can be stated that all three factors contain components that can either impede or facil-

itate the implementation of AI (Maragno et al., 2023).  

Artificial Intelligence 

AI as a subfield of computer science (Pannu, 2015) is not an entirely new phenomenon. 

The first scientific research in this field began as early as the mid-20th century. The Dartmouth 

Conference, which was first organized in 1955 under the name "Dartmouth Summer Research 

Project on Artificial Intelligence", is regarded as the birth of the term (Howard, 2019). At that 

time, the term AI was primarily used to describe systems that behaved intelligently and there-

fore in a human-like manner (Brynjolfsson, 2022). 

Even today, AI is still characterized by its ability to imitate the human mind. It is regarded 

as a technology that enables systems to learn and make decisions with the goal to  solve 

problems independently. In the context of this definition, AI is often divided into the categories 

of weak and strong AI (Li, 2022). While strong AI primarily refers to the approach of reproducing 

human intelligence in detail (Ng & Leung, 2020), the term weak AI applies to systems that fulfill 

a predefined task. These include AI-based applications such as speech recognition, text pro-

cessing and generation as well as translations (Lu et al., 2020). 

After the development of AI stagnated towards the middle of the 20th century the tech-

nology underwent rapid further development around the turn of the millennium. The starting 

point for this was primarily more powerful hardware and software as well as the immense ac-

cumulation of data (Big Data) (Li, 2022). As a result, many new technological concepts have 

been developed in recent years, particularly in machine and deep learning (Shinde & Shah, 

2018), predictive analytics and natural language processing (Li, 2022). These concepts be-

come important when they are understood as the basis for other forms of AI, such as genera-

tive AI (Baidoo-Anu & Ansah, 2023). 
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Generative AI, which forms the center of this research paper, describes an emerging 

sub-form of AI. The technology came into the public eye with the publication of the ChatGPT 

application by OpenAI in November 2022 (Julianto et al., 2023), which is considered a pioneer 

for a large number of AI tools that have appeared in recent months. Generative AI itself is 

primarily defined by the ability to independently create new content using data, statistics, and 

probabilities (Lv, 2023). This can be expressed in text form as well as in images, videos or 

spoken language (Aldausari et al., 2022). 

In this context, it is important to differentiate between AI models and the AI applications 

considered in this paper. AI models are a machine learning architecture that uses AI algorithms 

to generate new data instances (Banh & Strobel, 2023). This category includes, for example, 

diffusion-probabilistic models that are used for image-text generation or classic language mod-

els (Large Language Models) such as GPT-3, GPT-4 or LaMDA, which are used to create 

texts. These models serve as the basis for all AI applications. These in turn refer to the tools 

available to end users, such as ChatGPT, DeepL Write or DALL-E 2, which can be used to 

perform various tasks. Within those, both textual and visual content can be generated using 

work orders (Prompts) formulated in natural language (Baidoo-Anu & Ansah, 2023). 

Communication Agencies 

In the previous section, the origins and current development of generative AI were pre-

sented. AI permeates many areas in various forms and is of particular interest where it can be 

used to achieve new or more efficient solutions. In the following, communication agencies will 

be defined as an area that is relevant to the investigation of generative AI. The term commu-

nication agencies refers in this study to all organizations that provide communication services. 

According to Fuhrberg (2022), communication services are independent, marketable services 

in the areas of situation analysis, strategy (goals, reference groups, positioning, messages), 

tactical action, time and cost planning, implementation and evaluation/controlling. The defini-

tion of communication service providers in this study is based on their service portfolio, as the 

term agency is not legally protected (Fuhrberg, 2022). Therefore, all communication service 

providers that offer the services are included in this study, regardless of their naming, and are 

referred to as communication agencies or agencies.  

The aforementioned heterogeneity of job titles and the increasing diversification of the 

agency market make it challenging to clearly define and structure the industry. This makes it 

difficult to get an overview of the sector: 64% of those responsible for communication in com-

panies perceive the consulting industry as increasingly diversified and complex, and 60% of 

those surveyed also see difficulties in quality assurance (Zerfass et al., 2022). Orientation is 

provided by agency associations that ensure the performance quality of their members through 

admission criteria and strive for quality standards such as the Consultancy Management 

Standard of the International Communications Consultancy Organization (ICCO) (Gesellschaft 
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Public Relations Agenturen [GPRA], n.d.). Despite these efforts to organize the professional 

field, there are no reliable figures on the number of communication service providers in Ger-

many.  

Regarding the large number of task areas and the growing demand for professional 

communication, companies use agencies as communication consultants as well as for addi-

tional personnel resources, with the boundary between these becoming blurred in everyday 

life (Wiencierz et al., 2021). 65.9% of communication departments in Germany work with one 

or more agencies on an ongoing basis, while only 8.5% of organizations do not commission 

external agencies at all (Zerfass et al., 2015). The high demand and diverse competition are 

reflected in a rapidly changing environment (Wiencierz et al., 2021). As standing still is impos-

sible, agencies present a high degree of adaptability as well as flexibility (Zerfass et al., 2017). 

In this challenging environment, communication agencies might be able to secure or gain their 

position as pioneers of new developments by keeping an open mindset to recent trends.  

AI in Communication Agencies  

 As service providers in a highly competitive business field, it is highly relevant 

for communication agencies to deal with potential changes in the market and to integrate tech-

nological developments into everyday processes. However, the ECM 2022 shows that only 

6.2% of communication departments and agencies have digitized their core activities and es-

tablished an advanced use of CommTech (Zerfass et al., 2022). Currently, one topic from the 

technology sector has a particularly high profile: AI. With the rise of AI, communication agen-

cies are faced with the question of whether and in which areas they want to implement AI, how 

to use it and what consequences its implementation could have. According to the Global 

CommTech Report of 2023, 43% of communication agencies surveyed worldwide stated that 

they intend to invest more in AI in the coming years (Bruce & Bailey, 2023). In order to assess 

generative AI's relevance for agencies, current research is limited due to the topic's novelty. 

Existing studies focus on general AI in communication, with generative AI receiving minimal 

attention. Prior research explores potential applications and related benefits/challenges of AI 

in communication (Zerfass et al., 2020).  
For example, one important benefit is that AI applications can be used to analyze data 

in real time (Sufi & Khalil, 2023). Simultaneously, AI enables a significant reduction in complex-

ity in the background research step. There are also initial research findings on the extent to 

which AI can prove beneficial in the conceptualisation of communication measures. The tech-

nology can be an advantage, especially within crisis scenario management, where generative 

AI can predict any outcome based on immense amounts of data and thus provide the basis for 

the development of promising measures (Seidenglanz & Baier, 2023).  
However, in addition to the analysis phase, most potential applications of AI relate to 

the implementation phase, which is where generative AI comes into focus once again. The 
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technology, on which applications such as ChatGPT are based, enables an unprecedented 

type of text creation that could be used to automatically generate all types of content in the 

future (Seidenglanz & Baier, 2023). For now, the main conceivable areas of application are 

data-based communication activities such as the creation of financial reports (Zytnik & Lequick, 

2023). However, more complex text tasks could also be implemented by machine in the future 

(Aspland, 2017). At the same time, generative AI can be used to adapt content to the language 

skills of different reference groups to increase the comprehensibility and transparency of com-

munication (Seidenglanz & Baier, 2023). This aspect is also reinforced by AI-based translation 

programs (Valin, 2018).  
If we summarize the studies to date, it becomes clear that, in addition to various possi-

ble uses of AI, there is also research into the possible effects of implementation. The presen-

tation of positive effects is essential when you consider that new technologies only become 

established in practice if the companies using them expect to gain (competitive) advantages 

through their use. In this context, it is also referred to the increase in efficiency that can be 

realized through AI (Seidenglanz & Baier, 2023). At the same time, AI could enable an alterna-

tive use of time by shortening processing times and automating time-consuming routine tasks. 

This would allow communicators to concentrate on the creative aspects of their work in future 

(Valin, 2018). Moreover, employees would have more time for strategic activities (Seidenglanz 

& Baier, 2023) and tasks where analytical thinking is required (López et al., 2020). Finally, if 

we look at communication consultancies and agencies in isolation, generative AI offers a fur-

ther opportunity. If companies recognize generative AI as a potential added value, the need for 

consulting within this technology will increase. For communication agencies, this could there-

fore lead to an expansion of the business field as well as an increase in order rate. 
In addition to the potential benefits that the use of generative AI could have for compa-

nies active in the field of communication, the implementation of the technology also poses 

challenges, on which initial research results are also available. For example, there are tech-

nical risks that arise from the actual use of generative AI and the processing of AI-generated 

content. For generative AI this became apparent in inadequate data protection (Dobreva, 

2019). In recent months, an increasing number of critical analyses of ChatGPT have been 

published, which show that confidential or personal data is contained in the training material 

of the AI application and thus harbors the risk of this data creeping into generated content 

(Borji, 2023). For user companies, this entails significant restrictions within a secure applica-

tion. Dobreva (2019) points out the risks that the use of AI poses to the reputation of the com-

panies using it. If communication materials such as press releases, posts for social media or 

financial reports are created automatically in the future, it remains questionable who is respon-

sible for the consequences in the event of an error. To summarize, AI has long been a central 

aspect of corporate communication and has already undergone intensive research. In contrast, 
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however, the potential and application of generative AI technologies in the agency field remains 

comparatively unexplored, revealing a promising area for further insights. With disruption and 

innovative opportunities on the horizon, the question arises as to how these technologies could 

impact the traditional business models and working practices of communication agencies. 
New generative AI tools have recently unlocked a wide range of creative potential, al-

lowing content to be created in different media formats (Carter, 2023). These technological 

advances not only have far-reaching effects on the communication landscape in general, but 

also offer communication agencies a wide range of opportunities to further develop and diver-

sify their services. The implications for the field of strategic communication are considerable, 

and potential disruptions are emerging in terms of the range of tasks, resource allocation and 

business models of communication agencies (Guarnaccia, 2023). In particular, the traditional 

pricing model based on the billing of creative work and hourly rates is increasingly being called 

into question in view of the efficient provision of services by generative AI tools. Regarding 

these developments, it seems essential to focus this research on the use of generative AI in 

communication agencies and the associated effects. 

Methodology 

Due to the limited empirical data available on the topic of this study, the issue is ap-

proached inductively using open research questions (Scholl, 2016). The implementation and 

use of generative AI applications is currently taking place in numerous fields. The communica-

tion agency sector was chosen as a specific field in order to narrow down the research interest, 

as there is currently little research available on this area of investigation. 
Due to external expectations, communication agencies occupy a pioneering position in 

the integration of new developments and are therefore ideally suited for investigating the im-

plementation of generative AI. As service providers, communication agencies are subject to 

the feedback and expectations of their clients. For this reason, the client perspective was also 

incorporated into the research leading question. The rapid developments in generative AI ap-

plications are likely to disrupt the current business field of communication agencies. It is there-

fore imperative to examine how communication agencies strategically position themselves 

against this backdrop. The following research leading question was ultimately derived from the 

preliminary considerations outlined above: 

RLQ: How do communication agencies implement generative AI applications in their 

operational work, considering client perception, and how does this influence strategic 

adaptation? 
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The aim of this research question is to examine the status quo of generative AI appli-

cations in communication agencies, to take client perceptions into account as well as to reflect 

the long-term positioning of communication agencies through strategic adaptations. Based on 

this a research and action basis for practical application will be created. Three research ques-

tions were derived from these dimensions to specify and structure the research leading ques-

tion and thus contribute to answering it in a targeted manner.  

RQ1: How do communication agencies use generative AI applications in their    opera-

tional client work? 

RQ2: How do client acceptance, perceptions and expectations influence the use of 

generative AI applications in communication agencies? 

RQ3: How do agencies assess their strategy, their business model and the task profile 

of their consultants with regard to generative AI applications in the next five years? 

The first sub-question investigates to what extent and for which activities communica-

tion agencies use generative AI applications in their operational client work. As part of the 

second dimension, the perspective of clients and their influence on the use of generative AI 

applications in communication agencies is captured. The third question deals with the over-

arching changes that the implementation of generative AI applications entails for communica-

tion agencies. The aspects outlined for the individual sub-questions were incorporated into 

both the design of the guideline for the interviews and the development of the category system. 
Due to the limited state of research on the integration of generative AI applications in 

communication agencies, this project required an explorative approach. As mentioned above, 

guided interviews were chosen, as this data collection method is suitable for explorative ap-

proaches. A total of 15 executives from communication agencies in Germany were interviewed. 

The population consisted of German communication service providers whose portfolio of tasks 

covers the communication services previously mentioned (Fuhrberg, 2022). The guided inter-

views were conducted via video conferencing between December 20, 2023, and January 30, 

2024. A standardized guideline was used as the survey instrument. To adequately investigate 

the research leading question, the three sub-questions were used to derive the dimensions of 

the guideline. For an appropriate analysis, the interviews were recorded and then transcribed. 

The transcripts generated from the guided interviews were then analyzed using a content anal-

ysis according to Mayring (2015), as these are used to systematically analyze fixed communi-

cation such as texts and images. 
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Results  

The following section will examine the results of the interviews regarding the research 

questions proposed. This is done based on the analysis of the use of generative AI applica-

tions, the client’s perspective, and the future development of strategy and the business model 

of communication agencies.  

Use of generative AI applications 

The first research question How do communication agencies use generative AI appli-

cations in operational client work? can be answered with the help of the guided interviews 

conducted. The qualitative analysis of the interviews shows that the generative AI applications 

ChatGPT and DeepL are used most frequently in communication agencies. It can also be seen 

that various applications for image generation and editing such as Midjourney and Adobe Fire-

fly are used. The introduction of ChatGPT was often seen as a catalyst for a comprehensive 

examination of generative AI applications. This is not least due to the media attention that the 

program received after its launch. The perception that the use of these technologies would 

create a competitive advantage also contributed to their introduction in communication agen-

cies. 
The analysis of category C1_6 Areas of application shows a broad range of uses for 

generative AI applications in communication agencies. These include the derivation of strategic 

programs such as communication strategies based on existing inputs as well as the develop-

ment of core messages. Furthermore, generative AI is used in project management, in idea 

generation, and in the brainstorming process as well as in topic research. In this context, one 

interviewee emphasized the role of ChatGPT: 

We send out 600 to 700 posts every year. If you do that for a while, then at some point 

it becomes relatively difficult to somehow come up with new topics again. And that's 

where ChatGPT is a great way to get a different perspective on a topic that you may 

have already covered three times (I6 [translated]). 

In the area of text work, generative AI applications are used to create press releases 

and social media posts, especially for platforms such as LinkedIn. There are also isolated ap-

proaches to automating processes holistically, such as responding to media and citizen inquir-

ies. The applications are also used to check and optimize self-written texts.  
The evaluation of the interviews shows that generative AI applications in communica-

tion agencies offer several advantages. The following section takes a closer look at the ad-

vantages perceived as crucial: efficiency, creativity, and quality. On the one hand, time savings 

can be attributed to the speed with which AI works. The technology  offers an efficient solution 

for visualizing ideas or translating texts. On the other hand, saving time and effort is the second 

dimension of efficiency, which is increasingly mentioned in interviews. Here, it is emphasized 
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that extensive tasks such as writing press releases can be completed in less time. This enables 

employees to focus on the agency's core business and tasks that cannot be left to the AI. 

Negatively perceived tasks are often outsourced to AI. 
Another key advantage is the promotion of creativity through generative AI applications. 

This extends across various dimensions, including the change of perspective and the genera-

tion of ideas. Moreover, the improvement in quality of the output content manifests itself in 

several aspects: First, the absence of errors is emphasized, especially in the generation of 

texts or translations. This reliability leads to an overall increase in the quality of the agency's 

output, according to one interviewee. In addition, there is less concern about making mistakes 

as the work can be reliably checked. Furthermore, the ability of AI to learn and adapt to the 

specific business context is emphasized. 
Although generative AI applications in communication agencies offer numerous ad-

vantages, some perceived disadvantages were also discussed in the interviews. There were 

conflicting opinions on certain aspects: Some of the perceived disadvantages include suscep-

tibility to errors and problems due to incorrect or outdated sources. It was also pointed out that 

certain skills, particularly in the area of prompting, are required as a prerequisite for meaningful 

results. In addition to these technical hurdles, data protection concerns were  expressed. The 

need to enter sensitive data into the AI poses a potential risk, especially when using services 

from American companies such as OpenAI. Doubts were also raised regarding the lack of 

contextual reference and the difficulty of ensuring customization to specific client require-

ments.  
The statements from all 15 interviews showed that generative AI applications are used 

along the entire value chain, both in strategic planning and in operational implementation and 

control. According to the interviewees, the applications are “actually used everywhere” (I8). At 

present, the focus is primarily on brainstorming and implementation. However, plans and initial 

use cases also include strategic planning, implementation and control as well as the holistic 

delegation of operational processes to generative AI applications. Based on the interviews, a 

potential connection between the implementation of generative AI applications in communica-

tion agencies and the profitability of the companies can be identified. All communication agen-

cies use generative AI applications. Nevertheless, there are clear differences in approach, ex-

pertise, and implementation. One possible connection could lie in the increased employee sat-

isfaction that results from the use of generative AI. Overall, these potential effects of the use 

of AI could help to increase the profitability of communication agencies. A corresponding hy-

pothesis H1 can be formulated as follows: 

H1: The higher the degree of implementation of generative AI applications in the value 

chain of communication agencies, the more likely it is that companies will increase their 

profitability.  
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Client acceptance, perceptions and expectations 

After the analysis of the first research question has shown the usage behavior of com-

munication agencies with regard to generative AI applications in operational client work, RQ2: 

How do client acceptance, perceptions and expectations influence the use of generative AI 

applications in communication agencies? will be answered. First of all, both positive and neg-

ative feedback from clients was surveyed in this area, which was recorded in the categories 

C2_1 Positive client feedback and C2_2 Negative client feedback/concerns. If the agencies 

have received feedback from clients, it is largely positive. Not only the content output is praised, 

but also the fact that the agencies have generally dealt with the topic and are able to use the 

tools. On the client side, there is a clear interest in the topic of generative AI. 
Only one of the 15 interviewees reported negative feedback in terms of content (I3). In 

this context, a lack of brand identity in AI-generated texts and a lack of consistency with the 

client's tonality were criticized. However, according to I3, the points of criticism could always 

be attributed to a lack of content quality due to poor or incorrect prompting. Respondents were 

far more likely to report client concerns than negative feedback, particularly regarding data 

protection. This uncertainty is mostly due to a lack of knowledge about what happens to the 

data entered when using generative AI applications. The legal situation regarding the copyright 

of AI-generated content, which is not clearly defined in some cases, and the error-proneness 

of the generated output also led to concerns. Apart from the concerns mentioned, there was 

mostly no negative feedback from the agencies' clients. 
The following section examines the results of category C2_3 Client expectations, which 

vary considerably. They range from no communicated expectations by the agency to specific 

requirements from the clients. It is primarily evident that very little expectations have been 

placed on the agencies to date, which means that there is no influence on the use of generative 

AI applications. The lack of expectations can be attributed to limited information about AI on 

the client side and general caution. In certain instances, there are no explicit expectations; 

instead, there is a mere interest and curiosity regarding the utilization of generative AI applica-

tions. Agencies as service providers must also be “two or three steps ahead of their clients, 

because they simply expect this consulting service from us” (I7 [translated]). In a few cases, 

specific expectations are placed on the agencies in the form of direct instructions. Here, it is 

pointed out that clients have different needs and requirements and that these should therefore 

be transferred to the use of generative AI applications. Consequently, specific areas of appli-

cation and client preferences like data sensitivity must be negotiated directly with the client.  
Regarding category C2_3 Transparency, the majority of respondents indicated that 

their agency manages the use of AI transparently. This is accomplished through specific in-

structions in advance, information in consultations, and labeling of AI. Transparency around AI 

is beneficial to show that the latest technology is being used and is also part of the trust that 
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has been built up with clients over many years. The fact that clients should not be misled was 

also mentioned in three interviews. Practical reasons for transparency include passing on (li-

cense) costs for AI tools to clients or costs that can be saved through AI, such as editing.  
At the moment, many transparency issues are rendered superfluous by the fact that AI 

is only used as a support. The non-disclosure of the use of generative AI is justified by the fact 

that these programs are only one of many applications, and the use of AI as a search engine 

is becoming more common. Even if some agencies do not communicate every use of AI, they 

are transparent when asked by clients. Most agencies are transparent about the use of gener-

ative AI applications if a large part of the result was produced by AI. The results also make it 

clear that many of the agencies surveyed have not yet clearly regulated transparency in the 

use of generative AI. Transparency plays an important role in the legitimacy of communication 

agencies, especially as the possible use areas of generative AI expand. As more and more 

tasks are taken over by generative AI, companies may ask themselves what added value the 

commissioning of a communication agency still provides. As shown in the evaluation of the 

first research question, there is certainly concern among agency employees that they will be 

replaced by the technology. Future studies could investigate whether there is a connection 

between the fear of losing one's job and the transparency of the use of AI. A corresponding 

hypothesis H2 could be as follows: 

H2: The more employees in communication agencies see their jobs threatened by the 

use of generative AI, the less transparent they communicate it. 

Outlook on development of strategy and business model 

Having previously presented client expectations and acceptance, the following section 

refers to RQ3: How do agencies assess their strategy, their business model and the task profile 

of their consultants with regard to generative AI applications in the next five years? 
The respondents agreed on the disruptive nature of generative AI, as the use of differ-

ent AI applications not only changes operational activities, but also has implications for the 

strategic orientation of communication agencies. However, most agencies have not yet devel-

oped a strategic plan for using AI. Including the technology in strategic planning is particularly 

difficult because the development of generative AI is challenging to predict. Nevertheless, nine 

interviewees emphasize that it is an ongoing, though not firmly formulated, goal to deal with 

generative AI. In this context, several interviewees refer to internal processes that serve their 

own further training and the establishment of task forces that are dedicated to the technology. 

Only two interviewees point out that their agencies have initially formulated a goal for the im-

plementation of generative AI: the development of their own AI assistant. The aim is to develop 

a dedicated interface for ChatGPT that is always available to agency employees.  
However, it is not possible to speak of a fixed strategy. Contrary to the other interview-

ees, I3 and I8 explain that the topic of generative AI has already been reflected in their agency's 
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strategy or will be integrated for 2025. "This year we are setting an annual target for the existing 

business and an annual target for the AI topic. Because that is simply such a high priority" (I8 

[translated]). Even if generative AI already plays an important role in all communication agen-

cies, long-term strategies are not yet recognisable. The main reason for this is the complexity 

of the topic, which makes it difficult to set actual milestones. Furthermore, it is important to 

develop realizable implementation paths and provide these with performance indicators to ac-

tually take generative AI into account in future strategy formulation. 
Based on the evaluation, it seems useful to extend the analysis to a possible connection 

between the size of the agency and the integration of generative AI into their strategy. As ex-

plained, the complexity of the technology is the main reason for the low level of strategy for-

mulation. However, this could be overcome through dedicated examination and processing of 

the topic. To realize this, communication agencies need human resources that deal with gen-

erative AI applications in addition to their day-to-day operational work. It can be assumed that 

this is more likely to pose problems for smaller communication agencies than those with a 

larger number of employees. A corresponding hypothesis H3, which requires further testing, 

could be formulated as follows: 

H3: The larger the number of employees a communication agency has, the more likely 

it is to have already integrated generative AI into its strategy. 

Regarding changes in the business model of the agency, six interviews stand out in 

which the interviewees emphasize that no changes to the corporate concept are planned to 

date. The other interviewees, who felt that an adjustment to the business concept was una-

voidable, had opposing views of possible business model developments. In this context, the 

billing of the services of a communication agency will be particularly problematic in the future. 

Three interviewees agree that it will primarily be necessary to charge for work results rather 

than working hours. The reason for the interviewees' disagreement about the impact of gener-

ative AI on the business model could be that the actual influence cannot be assessed yet.  
Regarding the development of the services and job profile of their employees, there is 

a consensus between the interviewees. Six participants state that consulting services are mov-

ing to the forefront for agencies, while classic operational tasks can be implemented automat-

ically in the future. In addition, as new technology means a low level of expertise, the need for 

advice and applications in this area will increase, which could prove useful for agencies. Fur-

thermore, six interviewees made it clear that an affinity for technology will be particularly in 

demand and that new positions will be created to work on and evolve generative AI. To manage 

the forthcoming change in tasks communicators will have to deal with appropriately, it is nec-

essary to take a look at the future personnel structure of communication agencies. During the 

interviews seven respondents stated that they expect or are already observing that the use of 

generative AI will have an impact on the personnel structure, especially regarding activities 
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that are easy to automate. Contrary to these predictions, several interviewees see currently no 

future changes within the personnel structure of their agency. Holistically, although the effects 

of the technology are not yet reflected in the human resources, adjustments and savings could 

certainly be made in the future. Plans for collaborations and partnerships regarding generative 

AI are not ruled out by most interviewees since they would like to utilize external specialists or 

partnerships in the future.  

Limitations  

To be able to evaluate the results of the research, taking into account all limitations, a 

critical reflection of the methodological work and further research is undertaken at this point. 

The selection of the sample proved to be problematic in part, as not all managers had a com-

prehensive overview of the use of generative AI in the operational work of their agency. The 

interviewees who did not hold a management position were able to speak in this regard, but in 

some cases did not have sufficient insight into strategic planning to be able to fully answer the 

questions in category 1. Consequently, a more precise selection of the sample should be made 

to avoid asking questions that exceed the knowledge of the interviewees. Despite efforts to 

standardize the questionnaire it was not possible to guarantee that all questions were asked 

in the same way, as the interviews were conducted by five interviewers. Another limitation is 

the possible distortion of the answers due to looking-good tendencies. Interviewees try to pre-

sent themselves and their agency as competently as possible (Brosius et al., 2022), which 

could have had an influence on the disclosure of the actual use of generative AI. 
Since transcriptions are always reductive (Dresing & Pehl, 2020), it cannot be ruled out 

that information conveyed via body language, for example, is not included in the transcripts. 

When coding the interview transcripts, difficulties also became apparent regarding the catego-

ries C3_2 Business model adaptation and C3_3 Service adaptation. The two categories could 

not be clearly distinguished from each other because a company's service offering is a com-

ponent of its business model. Furthermore, it is possible that the context was neglected in 

individual interview statements, even though the researchers were instructed to consult the 

context of ambiguous statements.  
The present study was conducted exclusively with German communication agencies, 

which is why the findings can therefore only be related to agencies in Germany. As the sample 

was deliberately selected, the study does not claim to be representative of all communication 

agencies. Even if the findings presented here are only a snapshot, the study provides a good 

basis with an initial comprehensive overview to offer various starting points for future research 

work.  
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Conclusion and Outlook 

The integration of generative AI applications in communication agencies represents a 

significant development that not only influences their operational work, but also client expec-

tations, client acceptance and strategic orientation. Based on the theoretical foundations and 

the empirical findings of this study, the effects of this development on the industry can be ex-

amined in more detail. 
The analysis of the data shows that generative AI applications are already being used 

by communication agencies along the entire value chain. This result can be theoretically sub-

stantiated with the help of the TOE framework. Communication agencies appear to have 

largely implemented the innovation of generative AI. Consequently, according to the research, 

AI is also seen as a competence-enhancing technology in practice (Maragno et al., 2023). 

Since all of the agencies studied use generative AI, it can therefore also be assumed that the 

organizational context and the environmental context favor and promote the introduction of this 

innovation. The widespread use of AI indicates that agencies are increasingly focusing on the 

efficiency and quality of this technology in order to achieve faster and better results. The use 

of AI as an aid to consultants' creativity is also aimed at this result, from which the operational 

work of an agency benefits significantly. 
Client feedback and perception play a crucial role here, with the majority of feedback 

being positive, but concerns also being expressed about data protection and the accuracy of 

the output. Client expectations of the agencies range from non-existent to specific demands 

regarding the use of the service. Accordingly, it is not possible to derive a uniform picture. In 

terms of transparency, agencies only communicate the use of generative AI applications to 

their clients to a certain extent. They often only communicate openly if the AI has also taken 

on a substantial part of the task. Fundamentally, it should be noted that client perceptions can 

certainly have an influence on the use of AI. Feedback can have an encouraging effect on the 

decision of a communication agency to use AI. Less present is this influence on agencies on 

the part of clients regarding expectations and transparency. 
It is also clear that the strategic adaptation of communication agencies to the use of 

generative AI applications is still in the development stage. While dealing with the technology 

is a high priority, a targeted orientation in its use is not yet clearly recognizable. However, it is 

expected that services and task profiles will change, with a shift from operational to strategic 

activities being predicted. This could also lead to a change in the personnel structure, with both 

new positions being created and savings being possible through automation. Accordingly, it is 

not yet possible to make any precise statements about how the implementation of AI will influ-

ence the business model and strategy of communication agencies. Overall, it can be stated 

that the degree of implementation of generative AI applications has a significant influence on 
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the operational work, the change in client perceptions and the strategic adaptation of commu-

nication agencies. 
The results obtained in the study offer an initial approach to the scientific mapping of 

the use of generative AI in communication agencies. Due to the constant development of the 

technology, further research should revisit the topic soon to identify changes in the status quo 

of the industry or within the statements of the interviewees. In addition, subsequent studies 

should address the hypotheses derived in this study. In this way, quantitative projects can suc-

ceed in making representative statements about the relationships between the use of genera-

tive AI and profitability, the development of job profiles and intransparency, as well as the num-

ber of employees and strategy integration. In addition, a cross-national interpretation of future 

research can be undertaken to reflect the international status quo of usage. 
The initial insights gained in the study provide an important basis for researching gen-

erative AI applications in communication agencies and for practical applications. Require-

ments, regulations, opportunities, and expectations are changing rapidly in the context of the 

dynamic development of the technology. Although generative AI is seen as a powerful tool for 

communication agencies in the future, its full potential can only be realized if agencies succeed 

in integrating different applications into everyday tasks. For communication agencies, it is of 

great importance now and in the future to develop skills in dealing with generative AI and to 

work on initial strategies and guidelines for its use. 
For teaching and education, it is necessary to consider the ability to deal with genera-

tive AI as part of the education. The early integration of the technology at universities and 

colleges not only ensures that young communicators are prepared for the use of generative AI 

in their later working life, but also promotes the ability to evaluate and interpret machine-gen-

erated results. Collaboration with communication agencies or professional communicators is 

particularly useful here to promote the training of skills required in the future. The fact that the 

holistic use of AI as a tool represents the future of the industry is not only confirmed by the 

recent discourses mentioned in the introduction, but also by the results of this research work. 
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Zerfass, A., Moreno, A., Tench, R., Verčič, D., & Buhmann, A. (2022). European Communica-

tion Monitor 2022. Exploring diversity and empathic leadership, CommTech and con-

sulting in communications. Results of a survey in 43 countries. EUPRERA/EACD.   
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