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The definition of advertising has never been 

more unclear.

— Randall Rothenberg, 2013

Ask just about anyone older than age 40 to 

define “advertising” and the answer would be  

pretty crisp:

It involves someone—usually an organization of 

some sort—paying for the right to display a message 

of his or her own choosing at a particular space or 

during a particular time, usually in some form of 

mass media with the aim of persuasion of some kind. 

(American Marketing Association [AMA], 2013)

Ask the same question to a millennial, however, 

and the definition likely won’t be the same. Although 

the temptation might be to chalk up the response to 

inexperience, it actually is reflective of the multifari-

ous nature of advertising in the digital age.

Labeling the ways in which people hear about 

brands used to be simple: If payment were 

involved in getting the message to consumers, it 

was “advertising.” If the press wrote the message, 

it was “publicity.” And if it came from a fellow con-

sumer, we called it “word-of-mouth.”

It’s no longer quite so simple: The Internet—and 

the effects it has brought along with it—funda-

mentally have upended the “buckets” in which 

brand communications were kept. All that is cer-

tain online is that forms of brand-related content  

have multiplied.

Today, a brand can use the Internet to communi-

cate with millions of consumers at no cost.

Take Starbucks. More than 35 million people on 

Facebook have “Liked” the brand. This means that 

when Starbucks posts a picture to its page, millions 

of consumers potentially can see it when they next 

log in to Facebook. Is this advertising in the same 

sense of the traditional definition? Even though 

Starbucks did not pay to place this image in front 

of consumers, is it any less an advertisement than 

if they had?

Buffeted by falling readership—and correspond-

ing falls in advertising revenue—the news media 

also blur the definition of advertising. Eager for new 
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sources of revenue, many publications have 

shifted from selling advertisements to also 

selling editorial control. The Harper’s Bazaar 

“#TheList” is content focused on identify-

ing up-and-coming trends. Sponsorship of 

#TheList comes not only with advertising 

space adjacent to the feature but with the 

ability to insert items within the list itself. Is 

this “sponsored content”—as many in the 

industry euphemistically are calling it—a 

form of editorial content? Or is it a covert 

form of advertising?

In this new media environment, creativ-

ity and a little effort are the only impedi-

ments to consumers sharing their thoughts 

with a mass audience. A case in point is a 

“Vodafail” video created by Scott Daw-

kins and Sheona Urquhart in response to 

shoddy Vodafone service.1 Is it any less an 

attack advertisement simply because no 

one paid to run it on television? Does You-

Tube fit the definition of a mass medium?

Advertisers and publishers of all sizes 

(along with consumers) are enjoying the 

freedom to experiment with developing 

platforms, media, and strategies. It truly is 

an exciting time to be working in marketing, 

but uncertainty surrounding what consti-

tutes online advertising presents problems.

Efficiency losses that come from differing 

uses of the same terminology, for instance, 

simply are annoying. Other effects are more 

nebulous yet still potentially hold market-

ers back. For instance, without agreement 

on terminology, how can we collectively 

conduct research and develop better strat-

egies to implement? Furthermore, as pub-

lications such as The Atlantic blur the line 

between online editorial and advertising 

content, it is no surprise that the industry is 

attracting the attention of regulators (Fed-

eral Trade Commission, 2013; Vega, 2013).

With these concerns in mind, a typology 

to clarify understanding, anchor defini-

tions, and unite ongoing research on the 

1 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=306OsChFw0A 

emerging topic of online advertising and 

brand-related content sorely is needed. 

By collecting first-hand information from 

leading social media platforms, scouring 

articles and discussions in periodicals and 

online, and speaking with academics and 

industry professionals, the beginnings of a 

workable typology are offered here.

We prefer the term typology rather than 

taxonomy to signal categorization by gen-

eral type rather than specific expression 

(See Table 1). This not only permits nascent 

forms to be included as they emerge; it also 

allows for the proposed typology to be 

resorted, rearranged, or extended as future 

needs might require given the changing 

nature of the online media environment—

and that these interpretations may not 

match those that evolve into common use.

This new typology rests on  

two dimensions:

•	 Who created the content?

•	 Has there been any payment for its crea-

tion or placement (or both)?

These two characteristics work to deline-

ate the new forms because dimensions 

offer objective classification criteria, and 

the matrix created by these two dimen-

sions separates the many types of online 

brand-related content that have arisen. To 

fully understand the depth of the challenge 

of understanding the new mix of media, 

we also need to think about how we define 

various brand-related online content  

(See Table 2).

Online advertising classification not only 

bolsters research on the effects of these new 

media forms but permits more nuanced 

marketing strategies to be developed and 

discussed. Similarly, greater definitional 

clarity enables practitioners—both on the 

brand and agency sides—to streamline pro-

cesses, initiate clearer strategy, and respond 

to emerging ethical concerns. 

Colin Campbell is an assistant professor in the 

department of marketing and entrepreneurship at Kent 

State University. His work can be found in the Journal 

of Advertising Research, the Journal of Advertising, 

California Management Review, and the Journal of 

Business Research, among other publications.

Justin Cohen is a research fellow in the Ehrenberg-Bass 

Institute for Marketing Science at the University of 

South Australia. He specializes in consumer behavior 

research with a focus on emerging markets.

Junzhao ma is a lecturer at Monash University, 

Melbourne, Australia. He holds a BA degree in 

economics from Yale University and a PhD degree 

in marketing from Northwestern University’s Kellogg 

School of Management. Prior to joining academia, he 

worked at Capital One Financial Corp. and JPMorgan 

Chase & Co. as a marketing analyst.

TABLE 1
Typology of Forms of Online Brand-Related Content

Content Creator

Brand Brand and 
News Media

News Media User

Unpaid
Social Video 
Viral Video 

Native Advertising
Publicity

Editorial 
Content

Word-of-Mouth 
Consumer Generated 

Advertising

Paid
Advertorial 

Display Advertising

Branded 
(Editorial) 
Content

Sponsored 
(Editorial) 
Content

Sponsored Word-of-Mouth  
Consumer Generated 

Advertising Competitions
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TABLE 2
Definitions of Forms of Online Brand-Related Content
Content Form Proposed Definition Example

Social Video Brand- or product-related video content created by a brand with 
the goal of stimulating consumer conversation, discussion, and 
co-creation. Success is measured through performance of the 
intended consumer engagement activities. Payment for placement 
in time or space is not necessary, but can occur.

“Interactive Zombie Movie Adventure” by New 
Zealand based chain Hell Pizza:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_
embedded&v=9p1yBlV7Ges

Viral Video Brand- or product-related video content created by a brand with 
the goal of inducing pass-along behavior amongst consumers. 
Success is measured through viral sharing and reach. Payment for 
placement in time or space is not necessary, but can occur.

“DollarShaveClub.com – Our Blades Are F***ing 
Great” by DollarShaveClub.com: http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=ZUG9qYTJMsI

Native 
Advertising

Permission-based brand- or product-related communications 
originating from a brand that occur within a consumer’s social 
network feed. No payment for placement in time or space occurs 
as the content is organically propagated to a brand’s social 
network followers.

Postings by Starbucks on their Facebook Page: 
https://www.facebook.com/Starbucks

Advertorial Brand- or product-related content created by a brand and designed 
to mimic the style and form of editorial (i.e. non-advertising) 
content but for which a brand has paid for placement in time  
or space.

A pro-Scientology article in The Atlantic minimally 
identified as paid advertising content:  
http://blogs.reuters.com/jackshafer/2013/01/ 
15/when-advertorial-bites-back/

Display 
Advertising 

Brand- or product-related visual content created by a brand and 
that runs distinct from editorial content. Payment for placement in 
time or space is made.

Banner advertisements on The New York Times 
website: http://www.nytimes.com

Publicity Brand- or product-related editorial content produced by the news 
media which reflects public relations efforts on behalf of a brand 
or company. No payment for placement is made. Full editorial 
control rests with the news organization. 

News stories generated in response to an Apple 
product announcement: http://www.nytimes.
com/2013/09/11/technology/apple-shows-off-2-
new-iphones-one-a-lower-cost-model.html

Branded 
(Editorial) 
Content 

Content produced by the news media but for which a brand has 
some degree of editorial control. Payment for placement in time or 
space is made. Editorial control is shared between the brand and 
the news organization.

The Harper’s Bazaar new #TheList editorial feature 
that will showcase emerging trends. In exchange 
for sponsorship, brands are able to place some 
of their products on the list: http://www.nytimes.
com/2013/10/15/business/media/harpers-
redesigns-its-web-site-and-embraces-branded-
content.html?_r=0

Editorial 
Content

Content wholly produced by the news media and over which 
a brand has no direct or indirect influence. No payment for 
placement is made. Full editorial control rests with the  
news organization. 

Any unbiased and unsponsored article in the  
news media

Sponsored 
(Editorial) 
Content

Content wholly produced by the news media but whose creation is 
in exchange for display advertising placement by the sponsoring 
brand. Consideration of some kind is made by the brand. Full 
editorial control rests with the news organization. 

Mini sponsored a list of “25 Places That Look Not 
Normal, But Are Actually Real” on BuzzFeed.com. 
Automobiles were not featured in the list: http://
www.buzzfeed.com/miniusanotnormal/25-places-
that-look-not-normal-but-are-actually-r-7lct

(continued)
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