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Abstract

From content marketing and corporate publishing to storytelling and brand PR—the literature contains many examples
of hybrid structures in strategic communication in general and more specifically in public relations (PR). The question
that arises is which problem these hybrid structures solve. This article focuses on a systems theoretical basis on the func-
tion of these hybrid structures. Hybridization is understood as a process by which a social system adopts program struc-
tures of another system. Hybridization as a strategy assumes an innovation function in systems and facilitates learning.
Hybridizations can be observed in PR on two logical levels: Firstly, PR is itself the result of a hybridization process. This is
an example of how differentiated systems can originate from hybrid structures. Secondly, like every form of strategic com-
munication, PR suffers from a lack of trustworthiness, attention and relevance of its communication objects. In order to be
able to continue to influence decisions in the interest of those described positively, PR unscrupulously adopts structures

of journalism, advertising and entertainment.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, hybrid structures in strategic communi-
cation have been described many times (e.g., Mangold
& Faulds, 2009; Taiminen et al., 2015). While the respec-
tive advantages and opportunities offered by practices
such as content marketing, corporate publishing, story-
telling or brand PR have been described, there is still
no convincing answer to the question: What problem
do hybridization processes solve in general and in strate-
gic communication and public relations (PR) specifically?
This is the question of the function of hybridization and
hybrid structures. This question will be answered in the
article using PR as an example.

The theoretical basis of the contribution is systems
theory (Luhmann, 1995; Schoeneborn, 2011). The cen-
tral assumption of systems theory is the operative unity
of social systems. Systems do not mix in hybridizations,
but one system adopts structures of the other system.
To be more precise: Hybridization is understood as a

process in which a social system adopts program struc-
tures of an environmental system, i.e., a system in the
environment (Goérke, 2009). Hybridization as a strategy
thus assumes an innovation function in systems and
enables learning. Hybridizations can be described in PR
on two logical levels: Firstly, PR is itself the result of
a hybridization process (Section 4). This is an example
of how differentiated systems can originate from hybrid
structures. Secondly, like every form of strategic commu-
nication, PR suffers from a lack of trustworthiness, atten-
tion and relevance among its communication objects.
In order to be able to continue to influence decisions in
the interest of those described positively, PR unscrupu-
lously adopts structures of journalism, advertising and
entertainment (Section 5). Examples of such hybrid struc-
tures include content marketing, brand journalism, sto-
rytelling or campaigning. In this article, a systemic per-
spective is chosen to describe the multitude of hybrid
structures in a larger context and thus make connec-
tions visible.
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What is the specific perspective of this article? First,
the function of hybridizations and hybrid structures is
explained on the basis of systems theory. Second, it
follows from the systems theory perspective that the
following considerations can be assigned to the so-
called either-or-logic, which excludes mixtures. Thirdly,
the present discussion is largely based on German-
speaking authors, because questions of hybridization
and de-differentiation have been the subject of intensive
discussion in German-language communication research
in recent years. The fourth distinctive feature is that
hybridization is described for PR starting in Section 4. This
seems to make sense, because a large number of hybrid
structures have emerged in PR, among others, vis-a-vis
journalism, advertising and entertainment.

2. Literature Review

Hybridization and hybrid forms have experienced a real
boom in research in recent years (Battilana et al., 2017,
p. 131). In social science analyses, there are two oppos-
ing paradigms: the either-or-logic and the as-well-as-
logic (Beck & Grande, 2004, p. 51; Kron & Berger, 2015,
p. 7). The as-well-as-logic is primarily interested in merg-
ers (Beck & Grande, 2004, p. 51; Kron & Berger, 2015,
p. 7). This paradigm includes, for example, the actor—
network theory of Latour (1986, 1996; Czarniawska
& Hernes, 2005) and Parsons’ interpenetration zones
(Parsons, 1959). The as-well-as-logic usually assumes
that the process of hybridization has led to the emer-
gence of something new, which can then be described
as a hybrid system or hybrid practice.

This article focuses on the either-or-logic (Figure 1).
The either-or-logic adheres to differences between two
systems or practices. Therefore, the hybridization con-
cept is usually at the center of the either-or-logic.
Hybridization is generally understood as a process in
which something is adopted based on specific require-
ments. Thus, Boyer (1998) distinguishes it from diffusion,
in which, for example, an innovation is adopted in a dom-
inant manner:

Hybridization occurs when firms attempt to make
principles or models drawn from one social and eco-
nomic space compatible with the constraints and
opportunities of another. This is a dynamic process
which can eventually result in new forms of organi-

As-Well-As-Logic

zation and, potentially, new productive models. The
concept of hybridization facilitates the exploration of
the space between ‘one best way’ theories of scien-
tific management and contingency or ‘societal effect’
theories. Hybridization may simply be local and tran-
sitory adoptions to special conditions. But even such
adoptions may cumulate in wholly unforeseen ways
to become new systems. (Tolliday et al., 1998, p. 6)

In a similar way, neo-institutionalism addresses hybridi-
zation in the context of the translation of managerial
ideas. Similar concepts include recombination, editing
and accretion. Hybridization emphasizes the performa-
tive role of those who produce, diffuse and adopt such
institutional ideas and models (Fredriksson et al., 2013,
p. 190; Hedmo et al., 2006). Either-or-logic also incor-
porates Niklas Luhmann’s system theory, which will be
the chosen perspective of this article and is discussed in
more detail in the next Section.

The literature on hybrid forms and processes of
hybridization can be systematized as follows: the lit-
erature on (a) hybridizations between different forms
of strategic communication (e.g., PR and advertising),
and (b) between strategic communication and public-
ity. Hybridizations between different forms of strategic
communication have been described in greater depth
for several years now. On the one hand, this has to be
observed in the context of digitization: If users cannot
assign online offers to different fields such as marketing,
human resources or investor relations or—in the case of
critics—do not want to, painstakingly established orga-
nizational structures of strategic communication may
come under pressure (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Social
media newsrooms can be interpreted as a reaction to
these hybrid users (Zerfass & Schramm, 2014). On the
other hand, the hybrid nature of corporate social respon-
sibility reports has been explained as follows:

[Corporate social responsibility], as a generic con-
struct in its hybrid form, seems a ‘typification’
of three interdiscourses—discourses of promotion,
goodwill, and self-justification—sociopragmatically
co-constructed within an interdiscursive space. The
purity of this genre lies in its hybridization, pri-
marily in the integration of promotional cues in
reporting genre, illustrating how interdiscursivity can
explore the interrelationship between discursive and

Either-Or-Logic

) —

Figure 1. The as-well-as-logic and the either-or-logic. Source: Adapted from Kron and Berger (2015, p. 7) and Beck and

Grande (2004, p. 51).
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professional practices. The limitation of the study
was the limited choice of countries and sample size.
(Bhatia, 2012, p. 221)

Hybrid forms and processes of hybridization between
strategic communication and other forms, such as pub-
licity, have been discussed more intensively. Since
the 1990s, there has been talk of “hybrid messages”
(Balasubramanian, 1994, p. 30) at the boundary between
journalism and advertising. The hybrid character here
aims at not recognizing the paid or strategic character
when hybrid messages are defined as:

All paid attempts to influence audiences for commer-
cial benefit using communications that project a non-
commercial character; under these circumstances,
audiences are likely to be unaware of the commer-
cial influence attempt and/or to process the content
of such communications differently than they pro-
cess commercial messages. (Balasubramanian, 1994,
p. 30)

Examples of hybrid advertising formats are, in addition to
product placement, masked-art such as sculptures, songs,
literature and images that present products but do not
have an obvious commercial character (Balasubramanian,
1994). Hybrid formats intermingle with their environ-
ments by adopting the external features of other com-
municative genres and by obliterating contextual clues
(Matteo & Zotto, 2015). In the context of these hybrid
advertising formats, the advantage or function of hybrid-
ity has also been explicitly explained: “Mimicry strategies
offer marketeers the advantage of higher efficiency due
to greater effectiveness” (Borchers, 2016, p. 201). With
the advent of content marketing, the products of which
appear more similar to journalistic products and, indeed,
compete with them the debate has gained new impor-
tance (Taiminen et al., 2015; Zeng, 2018).

While hybridization in hybrid advertising formats
was investigated from the perspective of advertising, it
has been investigated in the relations between media
and politics, including political PR, from the perspec-
tive of media and journalism (e.g., Hoffmann, 2003).
The theory-oriented publications on hybridization and
de-differentiation in journalism research (Gorke, 2009;
Loosen, 2015; in general: Gorke & Scholl, 2006) can
also be included. Early examples of hybrid journalism
included infotainment, edutainment, emotainment, con-
frontainment, advertainment, computainment or reality
TV (Weischenberg, 2001, p. 69). These studies provide
an important starting point for the considerations pre-
sented in this article.

3. Hybridization and Hybrid Structures: A Theoretical
Framework

When the function of hybridizations and hybrid struc-
tures are elaborated in the following, the specific per-

spective has to be stated. Firstly, the following consider-
ations are based on the systems theory of the German
sociologist Niklas Luhmann (1995, 2006), which is the
third school of the “communication constitutes organi-
zation” perspective (Cooren et al., 2011; Schoeneborn,
2011) and has garnered growing attention in inter-
national strategic communication research in recent
years (Blaschke, 2015; Holmstrom, 2005; Seidl, 2018).
The central basic assumption of systems theory is
that social systems are non-trivial systems that are
self-referential closed and autopoietic (Luhmann, 1995).
From the system theoretical perspective, therefore, it fol-
lows that the following considerations can be assigned
to the either-or-logic. Thirdly, the authors are largely
German-speaking, because questions of hybridization
and de-differentiation have been discussed intensively
in German-language communication research in recent
years. The fourth characteristic is to be found in the fact
that hybridization is described from the perspective of
PR starting in Section 4.

One central advantage of the either-or-logic is identi-
fied in the articles on hybridizations, which often do not
clearly state the two systems being hybridized. However,
it is not possible to describe changes or even something
completely ‘new’ if the (initial) systems have not been
determined beforehand. Therefore, Section 4 explains
the systems that hybridize. Among other things, the func-
tion and the binary code with which functional systems
differentiate themselves from their environment must
be mentioned (Luhmann, 1995). While the function des-
ignates which social problem a social system exclusively
deals with, the binary code is the distinction with which a
social system observes the environment. Thus, the func-
tion of science is to expand knowledge and it operates
with the code true vs. untrue. Since in systems theory
everything counts as part of a system or its environment,
mixing zones or interpenetration zones a la Parsons are
not conceivable.

While the function and code of a functional system
are stable, systems continuously change their structures.
Therefore, hybridizations are located below the func-
tional and code level at the structural and program level.
In business, scientific progress is observed with a view to
future product innovations; journalism observes politics
in search of current events. Hybridization means more
than this observation of the environment: In hybridiza-
tion, a system adopts program structures that are alien
to that system (Gorke, 2009, p. 84). One example of this
is entertainment journalism, in which journalism adopts
practices of the entertainment system.

Like mediatization (Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999),
hybridization can be understood both as a process and as
a description of a state. Hybridization as a process means
that a system has adopted external program structures
over a period of time. The state description ‘hybridized’
describes the extent of hybridization (Zucker, 1983) in
a general way, following neo-institutionalist considera-
tions. Specifically, we can speak of a hybridized system
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according to Schneider (2000, p. 183), if one system with
its program structures refers decisively to another sys-
tem without violating its own autopoietic mode of oper-
ation. Finally, hybrid structures are external structures
that a system has adopted.

What problems do hybridizations solve, what is their
function? Social systems tend to stick to proven struc-
tures, which was what Luhmann (1971) described as
praise of routine. As much as such redundant structures
are suitable for reducing complexity, they may also lead
to problems if the system observes that they invariably
lead to disappointment in the environment. Hybrid struc-
tures can help here. Since disappointments of the envi-
ronment are observed primarily at the system periph-
ery, hybridization is usually more likely to be observed
at the periphery than at the system core. While the
system core can remain unchanged, the system periph-
ery can react to perceived problems by adopting exter-
nal program structures (Gorke, 2009). Hybridization as
a strategy thus assumes an innovative function in sys-
tems and enables learning. Consequently, hybridizations
strengthen the evolutionary ability of systems, but at the
same time represent challenges by the system periph-
ery to the core, in that they require it to reflect iden-
tity (Gorke, 2009). To put it more bluntly: The periphery
raises the question of whether it will be the new system
core in the future—or whether it will remain a (tempo-
rary) marginal phenomenon.

Although all these changes take place merely at
the structural level of a system and do not affect its
function and code, the question of the risks of hybridiza-
tion presents itself. Strong adoption of external pro-
gram structures can lead to a “creeping loss of iden-
tity” (Marcinkowski, 1993, p. 228). From there, it is but
a small step to de-differentiation. In the end, a hybridiza-
tion process can “lead to the paradox that a system loses
its specific function when it connects with another sys-
tem” (Schneider, 2000, p. 186-187). A de-differentiation
is present if there is actually a (partial or temporary)
loss of function of a system—if, for example, journalism
is integrated into the entertainment system. Gerhards
(1991, p. 271) speaks of de-differentiation analogous to
functional differentiation, when a “suspension of a per-
manently given system/environment distinction and its
replacement by a new difference” is given. New forms of
functional differentiation exist if, for example, hybridiza-
tions lead to the emergence of new systems or organi-
zational subsystems. It becomes clear that the periphery
with hybridizations can provoke the system core through
too great a proximity to an environmental system and too
great a distance to the system core.

4. PR as a Result of a Hybridization Process

Content marketing, corporate publishing, storytelling or
brand PR: The practices behind these terms can be inter-
preted as examples of how media relations in particular
adopts external structural elements. One could describe

all these practices separately, which would result in an
impressive variety of examples of hybridization. Instead,
these practices will be presented in a wider context
(Hoffjann, in press). First of all, the functional system of
the public sphere is outlined, in which the differentia-
tion of the PR itself can be understood as the result of a
hybridization process. The differentiated PR service sys-
tem makes unrestrained use of the program structures
of journalism (Section 5.1), entertainment (Section 5.2)
and advertising (Section 5.3).

PR have been deliberately chosen to explain hybrid-
izations in strategic communication. On the one hand,
PR is traditionally characterized by its close orientation
towards journalism, as evidenced in the numerous jour-
nalistic practices constantly imitated in PR. On the other
hand, current developments, such as the economic cri-
sis facing journalism, or digitization, present new chal-
lenges for PR. The article explores how PR attempts to
solve these problems by means of orientation towards
entertainment and advertising.

Pursuant to Hoffjann and Arlt (2015), PR can be con-
ceived of as one of several service systems in the pub-
lic sphere. In the following, the functional system of the
public sphere will first be outlined before showing how
a process of hybridization has led to the differentiation
of PR.

The social functional system of the public sphere
enables society to observe itself, to orient itself
and to synchronize itself momentarily (Gorke, 1999;
Marcinkowski, 1993). In the public sphere, as in other
social functional systems, internal variations led to
the emergence of service systems. Like Gorke (2007),
Hoffjann and Arlt (2015) identify four service systems:
journalism, advertising, PR and entertainment. All four
service systems publish collective messages. The central
difference is found in the different programming of the
code. This is the secondary code of the service systems.
Journalism operates with the secondary code ‘actuality’;
entertainment with the secondary code ‘pleasant expe-
rience’; for PR, the secondary code is ‘convincing’; while
for advertising it is ‘seducing’.

Further relevant differences between the four ser-
vice systems are highlighted by two additional distinc-
tions. First comes the question of whether their pub-
lic descriptions refer primarily to themselves or to
others. Second, is the question of binding character.
Journalism can be understood as binding external rep-
resentation and entertainment as non-binding exter-
nal representation. PR and advertising, on the other
hand, serve the purpose of self-representation with the
aim of influencing decisions in the interest of the posi-
tively described. While in advertising, as a non-binding
self-representation, the fade-out rule is largely accepted
(Schmidt, 2007), in the binding self-representation of PR
it is normatively expected that the publications are fac-
tually appropriate. Accordingly, PR and advertising are
oriented, for example, towards the presentation forms
and aesthetics of their counterparts on the external
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representation side, i.e., PR to journalism and advertis-
ing to entertainment.

Binding PR is primarily assigned to instruments such
as media relations, customer and employee magazines
or most organizational content in social media; these are
essentially the areas of owned and earned media (Xie
et al.,, 2018, p. 168).

This is the identity of the differentiated PR service
system. Looking at the emergence of PR, it becomes
clear how differentiated systems can originate as hybrid
structures. For PR work, this is to be located in Germany
in the 19th century, when journalism was beginning to
blossom, and the public began to observe organizations
more and more critically (Bentele & Wehmeier, 2003).
The advertising that existed at that time (Zurstiege, 2011)
quickly reached its limits with its non-binding nature,
leading to the adoption of journalistic program struc-
tures. It was from these that the new PR service system
subsequently emerged.

5. Hybridization in PR

Like any form of self-representation, PR suffers from the
problems of a lack of trustworthiness, attention and rel-
evance of its communication objects. In order to be
able to continue to influence decisions in the interest of
the positively described, PR unscrupulously adopts pro-
gram structures of journalism, advertising and entertain-
ment (Figure 2). If one views the aforementioned exam-

ples in this context, it becomes clear to what extent
some peripheral areas of PR have already hybridized.
Conversely, hybridizations—e.g., of journalism versus PR,
entertainment and advertising—could also be identified,
thus making it clear that hybridizations are always a chal-
lenge for both sides (Gérke, 2009, p. 79).

5.1. Hybridization of PR versus Journalism

By orienting itself towards journalism, PR tries above
all to solve its trustworthiness problems and the result-
ing problem of a lack of outreach. While (a) media
relations aims to ensure that journalism transforms
self-representations into more credible external repre-
sentations or at least takes self-representations into
account, (b) corporate publishing aims to bypass or
replace journalism with quasi-journalistic content. For a
long time, this orientation towards journalism and the
adoption of journalistic structures were central to PR.

If one understands (a) media relations as attempts to
steer towards the intermediate target group of journal-
ists, it simulates journalistic selection criteria or modes
of operation such as news factors and journalistic work
routines in order to influence reporting in its own inter-
ests. In terms of systems theory, this can be conceived
as external context steering vis-a-vis journalism, in which
PR attempts to steer journalism by setting incentives
(Willke, 1995). Thus, media relations can hardly be suc-
cessful without hybrid structures, i.e., the adoption of

external representation
Journalism Entertainment
binding non-binding
| Orientation (4] : r :
1 towards I 1 Corporate I 1 e.g. brand I s
I journalismin ! I 1 Ppublishing ! I journalism ! Advertlsmg
: media relations : 1 : : : :
__________ | RN _
I A
Problem " . Ve
trustw?)j;:z;::e?sc I ‘
1 , “ Problem of lack of
| 7’ relevance of the
] communication object
-7 TS 7’ and lack of attention
y S d
// \\ 4
/ \
! . \ I
{ Public 1 1 |
\  Relations ———--- >| e.g. campaigning |
\ 1 Problem of lack i
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Figure 2. Hybridization of PR with other service systems in the public sphere. Source: Addapted from Hoffjann and Arlt

(2015, p. 92).
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journalistic structures. This adoption of journalistic pro-
gram structures can be deconstructed at all levels, while
at the same time preserving functional autonomy.

The adoption of journalistic structures begins with
concrete activities such as research and the selection of
topics and facts. The decisive difference lies in the fact
that all this is done under strategic aspects in PR. This
applies equally to the content level, at which media rela-
tions instrumentalizes journalistic news factors (Schwarz,
2006). In all this, media relations’ services can be lim-
ited to offering topics on which journalism is actively
carrying out research (e.g., through invitations to press
conferences). Especially in times of economic crisis in
journalism, an alternative is being observed increasingly
often: Media relations offers ready-produced articles
that journalists can publish unedited, thus saving them
resources. The various adoptions are continued in organi-
zational structures. Although the hope of efficiency gains
is central to the increasing adoption of newsroom con-
cepts, press and media relations also expect a greater
media presence.

A special aspect here is the personal level. In a func-
tionally differentiated society, the assumption of roles
is a self-evident part of all functional systems. However,
due to inter-role conflicts (Obermaier & Koch, 2015) it
is viewed very critically when journalists are also active
in PR. From a PR perspective, the advantage of so called
‘PR-journalists’ is that they are still anchored in jour-
nalism. Similarly, this applies to career-changers who
switch from journalism to PR. The relatively high num-
bers who do this can be explained first and foremost by
the hope that former journalists can simulate journalism
more successfully.

In so-called (b) corporate publishing as part of
content marketing, PR goes one step further than in
media relations. The aim is no longer to influence
journalism, but to bypass journalism by addressing
target groups directly. For this purpose, binding self-
representations are disguised as binding external repre-
sentations. Content marketing and specifically corporate
publishing use journalism to attract the attention of their
target groups. Pursuant to a communication research
understanding, strategic communication simulates jour-
nalism and entertainment in content marketing. From
a marketing research perspective, content marketing is
the analysis, planning, execution and control of strate-
gic communication activities (offline and online) that pur-
sue their goal with relevant maintenance, information
and service offers that the target group perceives, recom-
mends or actively seeks. Content marketing is thus a typi-
cal example of hybridization between advertising and PR,
as well as between journalism and entertainment. This
process may ultimately result in large companies them-
selves becoming media houses with magazines, televi-
sion channels and various web offerings (e.g., Red Bull).

In media relations, hybrid structures can increase
the likelihood of their offerings being adopted or at
least used by journalism. Particularly in times of declin-

ing editorial budgets, the increasing professionalization
of offers further improves publication opportunities.
In corporate publishing, the adoption of journalistic
structures also aims at mimicry in the sense of “hybrid
messages” (Balasubramanian, 1994, p. 30), such that self-
representations are ultimately ‘misunderstood’ as repre-
sentations by others, giving rise to journalistic follow-up
communications (Gorke, 2009).

5.2. Hybridization of PR Versus Entertainment

PR suffers from a lack of relevance of the communica-
tion object and a lack of attention. It attempts to solve
these problems by adopting the structures of entertain-
ment. While the adoption of entertainment elements
has always been a matter of course for advertising
(Russel, 2007), this is also being seen increasingly often
in PR. Similar to entertainment-oriented journalism (e.g.,
infotainment), this is intended to address additional audi-
ences (e.g., Gorke, 2009). In PR, entertainment orien-
tation is particularly pronounced, e.g., in brand PR on
consumer goods (Bull, 2013), when, for example, media
presence is to be created with the help of celebrities
or PR stunts. Storytelling (Gill, 2011; Kent, 2015), which
is used to imbue brands with an emotionally charge, is
also strongly represented in this area. The entertainment
orientation is also reflected in the growing number of
events and their increasingly elaborate staging—known
as eventization.

On the one hand, PR has increasingly oriented itself
towards entertainment in recent years; on the other
hand, one particular risk of PR is evident here: Similar
to journalism, too much focus on entertainment in PR
has been linked with the risk of undermining the promise
of bindingness.

5.3. Hybridization of PR Versus Advertising

The competitive situation between organizations
with their PR and advertising activities leads to a
struggle for attention and a struggle for trustwor-
thiness. Consequently, PR and advertising are con-
stantly on the lookout for new attention-generating and
trustworthiness-boosting strategies. It can be observed
that PR and advertising use structural elements from the
other side to solve these problems.

In principle, PR is concerned with differentiation
from advertising since both differ in the aspect of (lack-
ing) bindingness. A PR strategy that employs a large
quantity of advertising elements would quickly lose trust-
worthiness. Thus, the described adoption of journalis-
tic selection and construction criteria is precisely the
attempt to be evaluated by journalists as appropriate
and relevant. This orientation towards journalistic selec-
tion and construction criteria can, however, lead to PR
restricting itself to such an extent that it no longer
penetrates with its actual goals or messages—in other
words, it no longer achieves attention for its strategic
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goals. Advertising elements or advertising itself can help
to eliminate these attention deficits. PR primarily uses
campaigns for this purpose. According to Wiencierz et al.
(2015), campaigns can be understood as dramaturgy-
based, thematically limited and time-limited communica-
tive strategies for generating public attention. Such cam-
paigns have long been taken for granted in advertising
because efficiency and effectiveness issues were raised
at an early stage as a result of the high costs involved
(e.g., Hallemann, 2008; Zielske, 1959). Accordingly, a pre-
cise target group approach, a focus on a product or a
topic and, above all, the exact timing of the advertis-
ing circuit are all incorporated as a matter of course.
With appropriate campaign planning, PR adopts a cen-
tral structural element of advertising (Hoffjann & Arlt,
2015, p. 97). Attention problems may also lead an organi-
zation to decide that it can no longer achieve the neces-
sary attention or reach using PR measures. Large classical
advertising campaigns by associations can be interpreted
as a response to this problem.

Conversely, the lack of binding character of adver-
tising exacerbates the credibility problem in a special
way. As much as advertising can enjoy the fool’s free-
dom that nobody expects it to be true (Luhmann, 2000),
it becomes difficult whenever it tries to do so. Since
the 1970s, factual advertising has been observed as an
alternative strategy to eliminate credibility deficits in
advertising (Willems & Kautt, 2003). Examples of this
are advertisements in the form of management letters
and advertorials, which at first glance are indistinguish-
able from editorial content and are only recognizable as
advertising at second glance. These can be interpreted
as advertising strategies aimed at adopting structural ele-
ments of PR.

6. Conclusions

PR has been described as the result of hybridization
processes. Thus, PR is an example of how hybridization
plays a central role in the process of differentiating social
systems. However, the diversity and special relevance
of hybridization has been worked out for the existing
PR system.

This article focuses on PR because it has traditionally
been oriented in a special way toward journalism and, in
recent years, increasingly toward advertising and enter-
tainment and has adopted their structures. Similarly,
the theoretical framework could be used to describe
hybridizations for the other service systems. Journalism
takes over the campaign format from advertising—
similar to PR: Campaign journalism attempts to dra-
maturgically build coverage of scoops over a longer
period of time and is thus oriented toward advertising.
The goal: to generate attention for an exclusive story.
Journalism adopts elements of PR when it tries to empha-
size its own performance strengths, e.g., by highlighting
exclusive stories or its worldwide network of correspon-
dents. By using such adoptions, editorial offices try to

bind their readers, viewers and listeners. Finally, adver-
tising traditionally orients itself to entertainmentin order
to solve the problem of the lack of relevance of the com-
munication object. It tries to compensate the problem
of a lack of credibility by taking its cue from journalism.
It uses such hybrid advertising in an attempt to be per-
ceived as publicity.

This highlights the advantage of locating hybridiza-
tions in the context of a theory of the public sphere: Each
service system faces specific problems and attempts to
solve these problems by adopting foreign structural ele-
ments. It can thus be used as a framework for future
research projects. This would have the particular advan-
tage that specific hybridization processes could be com-
pared with each other and thus explored in context.

Hybrid structures provide an opportunity for learn-
ing and innovation as an adoption of external program
structures. The system theoretical function of hybridiza-
tion is to be found here, but is afforded little attention
in current amendments: Hybridization makes it possible
for social systems to try something new on the periphery
without immediately surrendering their identity. Such
a perspective focuses less on the threat of hybrid—
and, thus, ambiguous—structures than on the effects on
the ability of systems to change. Using the strategy of
hybridization, PR remains capable of evolution (Gorke,
2009, p. 86) and, in the face of a changing environment,
can attempt to continue to influence decisions in the
interest of the positively described. It is to be expected
that the pressure to legitimate will continue to increase,
as will the struggle for public attention. This will only fur-
therincrease the need for hybrid structures, which is why
it can be expected that we will see the emergence of
growing numbers of hybrid structures in the future.

The question is whether such hybridizations lead to
the emergence of new systems or, conversely, to the
de-differentiation of existing systems. In PR, the bound-
aries between journalism and PR still seem to be rela-
tively stable, because the value of largely independent
information is evident, especially in core areas of jour-
nalism such as political news journalism. The situation
is less clear on the journalistic periphery in topics such
as fashion, beauty and travel, as the success of social
media influencers with their sometimes nontranspar-
ent approach to the character of texts demonstrates.
The boundary between binding PR and non-binding
advertising seems to be coming under growing pressure
due to phenomena such as fake news and bullshitting in
political strategic communication. This raises the ques-
tion of the extent to which the regular and, for the most
part, openly displayed violation of the binding norm can
lead to the de-differentiation or emergence of a new self-
representation service system.
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