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Abstract. This paper systematically traces the evolutionary trajectory of Inte-
grated Marketing Communication (IMC) since the 1990s, examining its evolu-
tion from "integration of communication tools" to "strategic integration man-
agement". With the diversification of consumer media exposure and the prolif-
eration of digital technologies, IMC theory and practice have undergone signif-
icant transformation. The article reviews theoretical developments from Schultz
et al.'s tactical coordination and strategic integration model to Kliatchko's
four-pillar theory (stakeholders, content, channels, outcomes), emphasising that
IMC should adopt a consumer-centric paradigm to integrate all brand commu-
nication touchpoints. The research methodology is based on literature review and
theoretical analysis. Key evolutionary trends in IMC are as follows: the rise of
digital communication and social media has enhanced consumer engagement and
interaction intensity; brand relationship management, co-creation of value, and
customer experience have become core IMC elements;and artificial intelligence
and big data analytics are driving personalised and precision communication.
Future challenges encompass conceptual confusion, organisational barriers, and
the lack of unified measurement criteria.
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1 Introduction

Since Don E. Schultz and colleagues first systematically proposed the IMC concept in
the 1990s, extensive academic and industrial discourses have unfolded regarding its
core essence, theoretical boundaries, and measurement criteria. Early research pre-
dominantly centred on the coordination and integration of functional domains such as
advertising, public relations, and sales promotion, emphasising "communication con-
sistency." Entering the 21st century, IMC has progressively evolved into a consum-
er-centric strategic management philosophy, prioritising multi-touchpoint interactive
experiences between brands and their audiences, value co-creation, and long-term
relationship cultivation [1].
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Presently, digital communication, social media interaction, and artificial intelligence
applications are reshaping the theoretical framework and operational logic of IMC.
Data-driven insights enable more targeted and real-time information delivery, yet
simultaneously introduce new challenges concerning privacy, ethics, and organisa-
tional coordination. Academia is endeavouring to redefine IMC's boundaries through
interdisciplinary perspectives—elevating it from a mere marketing coordination tool to
a core component of corporate-wide communication and brand equity management
systems. This paper aims to review IMC theory's three-decade evolution, analyse its
latest trends within digital and global contexts, and explore key future research direc-
tions and potential issues.

Academic debates within IMC theory encompass "boundaries of integration," "ef-
fectiveness measurement,” and "technological adaptation." Tracing the history of
integration research reveals a pattern of "contextual emergence", "argumentative pro-
cess", and "consensus formation" in these debates. For instance, the Schultz couple
addressed effectiveness quantification debates by proposing "measurable brand com-
munication programmes,” while the "value co-creation" concept broke away from the
traditional one-way communication paradigm. This historical perspective offers in-
sights for resolving unresolved issues in emerging scenarios like the metaverse, thereby
aiding in the avoidance of academic pitfalls[2]. Meanwhile, the historical trajectory of
IMC theory embodies a scenario-adaptive logic: IMC oriented towards tactical coor-
dination in the 1980s, relationship-oriented IMC in the 1990s, and technology-driven
IMC in the 21st century—each aligning with distinct corporate development phases.
Integrating this history assists enterprises in selecting appropriate strategies based on
their stage—such as unifying brand perception during start-up or integrating offline
touchpoints during regional expansion—thereby avoiding the blind application of
high-cost new technologies.

2 Origins and Early Theories of Integrated Marketing
Communications

2.1  Origins of Integrated Marketing Communications

The emergence of IMC originated from in-depth reflections by American advertising
scholars and practitioners in the 1990s on the significant decline in advertising effec-
tiveness. According to a white paper released by the American 4A Advertising Asso-
ciation at the time, between 1990 and 1995, the average number of media channels
consumers encountered daily increased from the traditional 3-5 (primarily television,
newspapers, and radio) to 8-12 (with the addition of magazines, outdoor advertising,
direct mail, etc.). This fragmentation of information touchpoints directly resulted in a
28% year-on-year decline in audience recall rates for individual advertisements and a
35% reduction in the effective transmission rate of core brand messages. Concurrently,
research from Northwestern University's Medill School revealed that approximately
67% of surveyed enterprises were plagued by "departmental communication silos" —
marketing campaigns conflicted with public relations initiatives, while sales pitches
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contradicted customer service commitments. This fragmentation caused consumer
brand perception errors to reach 42%, and nearly 30% of potential customers aban-
doned their purchase decisions due to information confusion. These figures starkly
reveal the impact of fragmented communication on brand value and market conversion,
serving as a key driver for implementing IMC principles. Duncan and Everett proposed
that IMC functions both as a strategic concept and a management process, emphasising
that the planning, development, and execution of marketing communications must
revolve around a unified brand positioning. This requires coordinating diverse
tools—including advertising, public relations, and promotions—to ensure audiences
receive clear, consistent impressions [3]. Duncan and Moriarty further stressed that
IMC constitutes "a process influencing all communications and audiences, aimed at
building valuable relationships through purposeful dialogue"[4]. These interpretations
progressively incorporated "relationship marketing" and "customer experience" into
the integrated framework, laying foundations for subsequent theoretical expansion.

2.2 Evolution and Development of Integrated Marketing Theory

Tactical Coordination—Pursuing Communication Consistency. By synthesising
research findings from the mid-1990s to the turn of the millennium, Schultz put for-
ward four developmental stages of IMC: tactical coordination, redefinition of the
communications domain, application of information technology, and financial and
strategic integration. This involved achieving precise timeline coordination between
advertising and public relations activities via tools such as Gantt charts, which enabled
visual planning of advertising cycles and PR activity milestones, clarifying launch
timings, execution periods, and transition points for each communication tool. This
prevented information gaps caused by temporal misalignment while delineating de-
partmental responsibilities. It resolved the early corporate communication issue of
"advertising and PR operating in isolation with unsynchronised timelines," providing
practical technical support for achieving communication consistency and laying the
operational groundwork for higher-level integration[5].

Scope Expansion — Focusing on Omnichannel Customer Experience. In the Tac-
tical Coordination Phase, early enterprises primarily focused on synchronising the
timing and content of advertising, PR, and promotional activities, emphasising the
synergy between different communication tools to enhance overall communication
effectiveness. For instance, creative elements in advertisements should align with PR
campaign themes, while promotional messaging should reinforce the core brand mes-
sage. Integration at this stage prioritised "communication consistency" without ad-
dressing issues related to organisational structure or data-driven methodologies.

Technology-Driven — Achieving Data-Driven Precision Communication. During
the IMC phase of "redefining the scope of communication," the comprehensive inte-
gration of customer touchpoints depends on technological tools to realise cross-stage
information synergy. Customer Relationship Management (CRM) systems and the
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communication modules within Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) systems play
pivotal roles. CRM systems centrally store comprehensive customer journey da-
ta—including pre-sales consultation records, purchasing preferences, and post-sales
feedback—thereby dismantling information silos across pre-sales, sales, and
post-sales stages. Meanwhile, the communication module within ERP systems further
drives "whole-organisation participation": it embeds communication requirements
into the workflows of various departments, enabling non-communications staff to
access unified brand communication guidelines via permission-based settings. This
prevents information inconsistencies at customer touchpoints arising from depart-
mental silos, truly expanding the scope from "coordination by the communications
department" to "whole-organisation participation in customer management". Thus,
integrated marketing transcends mere "communications department coordination" to
become "whole-organisation customer management".

Strategic Integration — Driving Long-Term Commercial Value. With the advent
of the 21st century, database marketing, Customer Relationship Management (CRM)
systems, and the internet have enabled enterprises to collect massive volumes of cus-
tomer data, thereby facilitating more refined communication strategies. Data ware-
housing and mining technologies, marketing automation platforms, and early-stage
social listening tools have underpinned the concept of "integrating data resources to
implement personalised marketing initiatives", propelling IMC towards "data-driven
precision communication" and "strategic integration." Research indicates that at this
stage, IMC must adeptly leverage information technology to integrate data resources,
identify target groups through database analysis, implement personalised marketing,
and continuously optimise communication strategies via feedback mechanisms. En-
terprises link communication investments to business returns, emphasising financial
metrics such as Return on Customer Investment (ROCI). Strategic integration requires
cross-functional team collaboration, incorporating brand strategy, product develop-
ment, and customer service into the overall communication management framework.

The Evolution of Integrated Marketing in the AI Era. By 2025, amid the rapid
advancement of artificial intelligence (Al), integrated marketing is evolving into a
core development engine through multimodal large models and Al agents, integrating
Al with integrated marketing practices. Models like GPT-40 and Wenxin Yiyan 4.5
achieve unified comprehension and generation across text, images, audio, and video,
propelling content creation from single-format to cross-modal collaboration. Current-
ly, 53.1% of advertisers utilise AIGC for over half of their creative processes, short-
ening production cycles by more than 85%. Al agents have evolved from passive
responders to proactive service providers, autonomously integrating tools to analyse
user needs, formulate communication strategies, and execute campaigns. This trans-
forms personalised marketing from "trigger-based" to "predictive".
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2.3  From Integrated Communication to Integrated Branding

Another significant evolution in IMC theory involves shifting focus from coordinating
communication tools to emphasising the strategic positioning and value management
of the brand itself. Madhavaram, Badrinarayanan and McDonald (2005) proposed that
the integration of IMC with brand identity and brand equity strategies is essential for
sustaining long-term brand value[6]. They noted that marketing communications serve
as the brand's voice, engaging consumers through advertising, public relations and
promotional activities; IMC enhances consumer responsiveness and contributes to
brand equity development. Consequently, brand identity becomes central to integrated
marketing, with consistent brand imagery and promises permeating all communica-
tions.

Oancea and Brinzea, in examining brand relationship models, emphasise that brand
value derives from the long-term relationships cultivated through sustained interactions
between enterprises and consumers[7]. Research indicates that brand integration re-
quires companies to maintain consistent value propositions across product design,
service experiences, and social responsibility, reinforcing these values through com-
munication.

The convergence of integrated marketing communications and brand integration has
also catalysed the rise of socially responsible branding and value-driven brand com-
munications. As consumers increasingly prioritise sustainability, philanthropy, and
social justice, brand messaging must transcend product functionality to articulate the
organisation's core values.

2.4  IMC Models and the Four-Pillar Theory

To deepen the understanding of IMC, scholars have proposed a variety of models,
among which Kliatchko's "Four Pillars Theory" is one of the most influential.
Kliatchko argues that the distinctiveness of IMC lies in its emphasis on four core
elements: stakeholders, content, channels, and outcomes[8]. He notes these elements
permeate the entire IMC process in a cyclical manner: during planning, organisations
must consider which external and internal stakeholders to target, how to develop uni-
fied content, and which channels to select; during execution and evaluation, feedback
from measuring and analysing results informs subsequent planning cycles.

Within the Four Pillars theory, stakeholders encompass not only external entities
such as clients, consumers, media, and suppliers, but also internal stakeholders in-
cluding employees and management. Kliatchko emphasises that integrated marketing
communications must simultaneously manage external markets and internal culture,
developing brand communication plans centred on customers while leveraging tools
such as databases to gain in-depth insights into target audiences. Content must maintain
unified themes and values while addressing the diverse needs of different audience
segments. Channel selection involves choosing appropriate media and touchpoints,
covering traditional media, digital platforms, and face-to-face interaction scenarios.
Outcomes extend beyond sales or market share to include metrics such as brand loyalty,
relationship quality, and media effectiveness.
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The Coca-Cola x Marvel collaboration serves as a typical example of the synergistic
application of these four pillars: Timing-wise, the brand launched the campaign during
the peak summer beverage season, which coincided with Marvel IP's heightened pop-
ularity; Relationship integration involved unifying internal understanding through
distributor briefings and employee-created creative videos, while externally coordi-
nating cross-market collaboration with Coca-Cola Pacific. This was complemented by
building a multi-faceted partnership network comprising retailers, online platforms,
and Marvel IP rights holders; Integration of content centred on the core concept of
"hero IP + refreshing experience", adopting a unified visual system (including he-
ro-themed bottles/cans and thematic installations) throughout the initiative. Regional
adaptations included highlighting interactive "scan-to-win" elements for the Hong
Kong market and enhancing visual impact with "giant installations" for the Taiwan
market, balancing message consistency with local relevance; Channel integration saw
online engagement driven by social media buzz and AR animation interactions, while
offline deployment featured pop-up stores and giant vending machines to create im-
mersive scenarios, ultimately boosting both brand exposure and sales revenue.

3 Implementation Challenges and Educational Reflections

Despite IMC's theoretical advantages, practical implementation faces numerous hur-
dles. As noted by Preeti Jain et al. in their literature review, IMC adoption is con-
strained by factors including conceptual confusion, departmental silos, rigid organisa-
tional culture, and inflexible structures[9]. Another challenge lies in the lack of unified
measurement criteria, making it difficult to quantitatively compare the effectiveness of
different communication activities and thereby substantiate the financial return on
investment (ROI) of IMC.

A similar gap exists within academia. Kerr, Schultz, Patti and Kim's extensive sur-
vey of university marketing curricula across six countries revealed that despite IMC
theory's widespread industry attention, university teaching remains dominated by
knowledge of traditional advertising and promotion, with limited coverage of IMC
theory, cross-media strategies and applications of emerging technologies[10].

4 Digitalisation, Al-enabled advancements, and future
trends and challenges for IMC

Following 2010, digital technologies—particularly social media—redefined the
communication logic of IMC: Rehman et al. proposed that social media establishes
triple participatory relationships involving company-consumer interactions and con-
sumer-consumer interactions. Consumers have evolved from passive recipients to
co-creators of brand content, necessitating that modern IMC integrate UGC (Us-
er-Generated Content) management and community engagement to sustain user loy-
alty[11]; Harizi and Trebicka further noted that while social media enhances two-way
interaction and brand promotion effectiveness, it also imposes greater corporate re-
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sponsibilities in areas such as information dissemination, crisis management, and data
privacy protection. Moreover, platform algorithms and user behaviours (such as pref-
erences for short videos and live streaming) compel marketing teams to flexibly adjust
strategies while upholding brand consistency, making unified brand positioning across
multiple platforms a new challenge[12].

In recent years, Al has emerged as a new frontier in IMC theory. Yoldas and Ayci
note that while Al can empower content creation, personalised services, and process
optimisation, it remains constrained by ethical challenges such as concerns over data
privacy[13]; Lyndyuk et al. add that technologies like machine learning can achieve
personalised communication and enhance advertising efficiency through data analysis
(e.g., Netflix and Coca-Cola leveraging Al to optimise recommendation algorithms and
advertising placements). However, high deployment costs and algorithmic bias neces-
sitate regulatory governance, driving IMC to integrate algorithmic ethics and hu-
man-machine collaboration mechanisms[14].

The NGP-IMC 2025 report explicitly states that IMC has become a strategic im-
perative for enterprises, with the capability to boost customer retention rates by 89%.
Future focus must centre on content quality enhancement, adaptation to social media
functionalities, online-offline integration, ESG communication, and Al personalisa-
tion. This necessitates enterprises establishing agile systems that balance brand con-
sistency with personalisation while addressing consumer engagement needs and ful-
filling social responsibilities to navigate diverse trends and challenges.

5 Conclusion

Over the past three decades, integrated marketing communications has evolved from its
initial focus on coordinating advertising and promotional activities — referred to as
"communication integration" — to a customer-centric paradigm that emphasises value
co-creation and data-driven "brand integration". Early theories emphasised enhancing
message consistency through unified communication tools. Subsequently, scholars
proposed four developmental stages and a four-pillar model, revealing the strategic
value of IMC and its cyclical feedback mechanisms. With the advancement of brand
equity theory, IMC was integrated into brand strategy frameworks, highlighting the
central role of brand identity and relationship management in the integration process.
Digitalisation and social media propelled IMC into an era of two-way interaction and
co-creation, while artificial intelligence provides new impetus for personalised mar-
keting, though it also raises concerns regarding privacy and ethics.

Enterprises can build flexible and agile marketing communication systems by first
optimizing organizational structures, dismantling departmental silos to form 3-5 person
"agile marketing teams" for rapid response to change. Concurrently, they should es-
tablish an enterprise-level "marketing middle platform" to manage brand resources in a
centralised manner, implement a dynamic "weekly review + monthly calibration"
feedback mechanism, and adopt flexible collaboration models with external service
providers to reduce costs. To enhance brand experiences through emerging technolo-
gies, enterprises should integrate Al and AR throughout the consumer journey to create
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personalised scenarios; To balance algorithmic personalisation with brand consistency,
enterprises should first establish three core anchors: "brand core values — visual
identity — key messaging". Content is then deconstructed into core, adaptive, and
personalised layers for tiered customisation. Finally, Al validation modules combined
with manual spot-checking should be employed to ensure brand integrity. This holistic
approach elevates corporate value, laying the groundwork for future high-quality
development.
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