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Abstract
Due to societal trends, such as digitalisation, platformisation, and active and co‐creative audiences, new organisational
practices have surfaced. This study examines how communication practitioners experience their changing work in a new
communication environment in which participatory cultural norms are becoming standard in strategic communication.
I argue that the requirements to produce audience engagement affect the communication work and the communication
workers. This study uses the popular music industry as a case, and is based on interviews with communication practition‐
ers as well as on the qualitative text analysis of reports and newsletters from the music marketing firm Music Ally to the
music industry. The study shows that communication practitioners within the industry experience a duty to create audi‐
ence engagement—an engagement imperative. Although the practitioners are highly skilled in digital communication and
social media, they often see the development of digital promotional culture as a challenge and express a lack of a deeper
understanding of engagement. This study highlights implications for their professional roles, competences, and identities
as well as ethical implications regarding the exploitation of audiences in communication work.
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1. Introduction

In the digitalisation context, organisations have
re‐negotiated their communicative relationships with
consumers, leading to changed patterns of communica‐
tion work that consider a new organisational emphasis
on audience and consumer engagement. What I call an
engagement imperative now dominates communicative
working practices. The engagement imperative implies
that organisations’ communication of all sorts is built
on the precepts of creating engagement and dialogue
among their audiences and stakeholders. Although audi‐
ence and consumer engagement are well researched
(see, for example, Barger et al., 2016; Broersma, 2019;
Steensen et al., 2020), the same cannot be said about
how engagement affects communication work and work‐

ers. Accordingly, this study examines media work in a
promotional and participatory culture (cf. Deuze, 2007;
Jenkins, 2006) through a qualitative analysis of music
industry communication practitioners” experiences.

The popular music industry, like many others,
depends on the affordances provided by platforms and
social media (Choi & Burnes, 2013; Van Dijck, 2009).
As audiences (also named as consumers, users, stake‐
holders, and fans), are expected to engage with and
“co‐create” value with artist brands, new sophisticated
and integratedmarketingmethods are adopted (Gamble
et al., 2019; Scolari, 2009; Zeiser, 2015), and new com‐
munication practices to follow, foster, steer, track, and
commodify consumer engagement via big data sur‐
face (Andrejevic, 2014; Choi & Burnes, 2013; Negus,
2018). Strategy is at the centre here, and organisations
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are increasingly taking a unified approach to all sorts
of deliberate and strategic communication practices
(public relations [PR], marketing, and management) to
adapt to changes and to build relationships with audi‐
ences (Argenti et al., 2005; Hallahan et al., 2007).
Communication practitioners are part of a system and
within it simultaneously play different roles—as power
agents, directing debates and cultures, but also as work‐
ers acting according to norms and demands, such as new
knowledge and ethical considerations. Nevertheless,
there seems to be a lack of understanding of promo‐
tional practices and worker experiences (Brodmerkel &
Carah, 2016; Valentini, 2015)—and how to manage the
fluidity of changing contexts within this field (Asunta,
2016; Edwards, 2018). Elmer (2011) urges us to delve
more deeply into the “messiness of the profession” of
PR, and Brodmerkel and Carah (2016) discuss the need
to pay more attention to how algorithmic use influences
the roles and the work of communication. Kiesenbauer
and Zerfass (2015) argue that it has become necessary
to focus more on the personal and sociocultural aspects
of communication. The use of social theories in strate‐
gic communication can help us understand its sociopolit‐
ical consequences (see, for example, Ihlen & Verhoeven,
2015), which this article helps highlight. To analyse what
communication professions entail, the framework of
Anteby et al. (2016) is used in this study, highlighting var‐
ious parts and perspectives of thework. To also put focus
on the consequences of the fast‐paced and digitised field
could bring insights that help create a more sustainable
media industry for the workers.

Workers’ experiences with participatory work is an
important new approach to both the fields of media
work and strategic communications. Accordingly, link‐
ing and problematising work with experiences of audi‐
ence engagement will add perspectives to the commu‐
nication practitioner’s work conditions. I argue that the
requirements of the communicators to produce audi‐
ence engagement possibly affect both the work and the
worker. Therefore, I explore these issues through the fol‐
lowing research questions:

RQ1: How do the requirements to produce “engage‐
ment” affect communication work and workers in
terms of the roles, responsibilities, competences,
ethics, and identity of being a communication profes‐
sional within the music industry?

RQ2: What are the imagined audience modes, and
what are the expectations of audience engagement,
from the communication professional’s perspective?

This article proceeds as follows: In Section 1, I review the
literature that I draw on in the analysis of media work,
professional competences and identities, and strategic
communication. This is followed by a presentation of the
methodology used and the study conducted—interviews
with communication practitioners and content analysis

of music industry material. This is followed by a descrip‐
tion of the findings and discussion of the results and key
contributions of the study concerning previous research.
Based on this study I will argue that the engagement
imperative within music industry communication affects
communication practitioners’ work. The study specifi‐
cally addresses the worker’s experiences of the pressure
to use music fans and their engagement as a market‐
ing tool, based on the prerequisites of the contemporary
online participatory culture.

2. Theoretical Framework

In line with calls for a deeper understanding of commu‐
nication work in a participatory culture (see, for exam‐
ple, Brodmerkel & Carah, 2016; Edwards, 2018), this sec‐
tion discusses theories onwork, competences, skills, and
identities, as well as facets of co‐creation in strategic
communication. This article relates to what can be seen
as two suggested engagement turns—first, an engage‐
ment turn in work and, second, an engagement turn in
strategic communication.

The framework of Anteby et al. (2016) uses three
lenses—the “becoming,” “doing,” and “relating”—to
discuss the parts and perspectives of professions.
The becoming lens refers to processes of socialisation
within an occupational community into shared cultural
values, norms and world views. This lens also refers
to becoming controlled and unequal‐stressing organ‐
isational dynamics. The doing lens focuses on what
kind of work and activities occupational members do
“that have consequences for individual, occupational
and organisational outcomes (such as shifts in jurisdic‐
tion, status, power and resource allocation)” (Anteby
et al., 2016, p. 200). It has implications for the sense
of identity, meaningful work and dignity of the worker.
The relating lens refers to how the collaborative relation‐
ships that workers build with others (other occupational
and non‐occupational groups) also define them. This lens
explains the generative nature of occupational and often
collaborative and coproducing relationships. Using this
framework can contribute to the understanding of com‐
munication work from multiple perspectives: individual,
social, and contextual.

2.1. The Engagement Turn in Work: Competences, Skills,
Identities, and Ethics of Communication Professionals

“Work” is going through transformation overall due
to technological, political‐economic, and organisational
aspects within digital capitalism. Many workers—in this
case, communication professionals—operate in a com‐
plex environment, with constantly changing contexts,
relationships, demands, and pressures of consumers,
clients, and colleagues (Deuze, 2009). There is also a liq‐
uefication of boundaries and practices in communica‐
tion work. Professional fields like PR, marketing, brand‐
ing, and social mediamanagement are often intertwined
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due to common grounds, challenges, and aims (Hallahan
et al., 2007).

The concept of media work is used for cultural pro‐
duction taking place in a media logic (Deuze, 2007; Snow
& Altheide, 1979). It is “forms and processes that organ‐
ise the work done within a particular medium…with
cultural competence and frames of perception of audi‐
ences/users, which in turn reinforces how production
within the medium takes place” (Dahlgren, 1996, p. 63).
Themedia worker is executing a constant interaction and
negotiation between creativity, connectivity, content,
and commerce—they are a “culture creator” (Deuze,
2009). Within the music industry, this tension is promi‐
nent. Hesmondhalgh and Baker (2011) define the “cul‐
tural worker” within, for example, the music industry
as creative labour centred on activities of symbol mak‐
ing and interpretive knowledge such as journalism, PR,
and advertising. These creative workers (writers, editors,
designers, producers, managers, musicians—and com‐
municators) all produce “creative outputs” and medi‐
ated communication. As creative workers, according to
Hesmondhalgh and Baker, tend to care greatly about
their products, the individual striving and satisfaction
to do “good work” (2011, p. 182) with quality that is
socio‐culturally significant, is also central to understand‐
ing their driving forces and sense of responsibility.

Regarding work as a whole, there is a shift in
focus towards the individual worker’s responsibility and
accountability. There are also accelerated demands on
the individual worker to balance the work environment
and an expanding range of expected characteristics
(Malmelin & Villi, 2017; Sennett, 1998), which becomes
part of the professional identity of the worker (Deuze,
2008; Miscenko & Day, 2016). The professional identity
forms out of the image of the ideal worker, emphasis‐
ing values and desired characteristics such as being effi‐
cient, productive, autonomous, creative, flexible, respon‐
sible, self‐optimising, and entrepreneurial (Baym, 2018;
McRobbie, 2018). Fuller et al. (2018) suggest that excel‐
lent professional communication is signified by being
strategic, empathetic, expressive, decisive, and able to
see interrelationships. These traits become something to
strive for and desirable feelings, values, and behaviours
(both from a personal and collective view) that form
one’s identity (Alvesson et al., 2008) negotiated through
a dynamic “internal‐external dialectic” (Jenkins, 2014,
p. 18) and affected by contextual factors, for example,
technology. When researching journalists, Deuze (2008)
finds that participatory and convergence culture impact
both the structure (like standards and set routines,
hierarchies, protection by law, ethical guidelines, etc.)
and the worker’s subjectivity (socio‐demographic back‐
ground, motivation, role models, identity, etc.). These
changes also force professionals to develop new skills
and competencies (Mykkänen & Vos, 2017) that are
increasingly diverse and complex (Cornelissen, 2008).
Communicational skills and competences are at the cen‐
tre: relationship building, project leading, planning, etc.,

as are technological competences, such as managing
social media and data analytics. Jeffrey and Brunton
(2010) argued that the most important skill of PR profes‐
sionals is adaptability, indicating flexibility and a willing‐
ness to learn. Leadership and the ability to think strate‐
gically are also seen as central (Grunig, 1992; Grunig &
Grunig, 2006; Verhoeven et al., 2011). Altogether, char‐
acteristics, skills, and competences are part of what
forms the professional practitioner’s practice. It is both
learnt in professional education and socialised within
work contexts.

Expectations and public interpretations of the com‐
munication practitioner change and vary. On the one
hand, they can be negatively associated with persuasion
and manipulation (Hackley, 2007), doing “dirty work”
(Ashforth et al., 2017), following orders and, therefore,
subordinating any ethical judgments of their own (Botan
& Trowbridge, 2015). On the other hand, PR profession‐
als can be seen as “ethical guardians” (L’Etang, 2011)—
advocating for public opinion and building prerequisites
for dialogue. Regarding these opposing views and the
challenges of the work at large, ethical aspects of the
profession are increasingly discussed (see, for example,
Drumwright & Murphy, 2009). Social media has brought
new ethical challenges, potential legitimacy gaps are
more apparent, and unethical behaviour is more easily
discovered and propagated online. L’Etang (2011) sum‐
marised actual key ethical issues, such as manipulation
and inauthenticity, through the practices and assump‐
tions of promotional culture. However, ethics online is
onlymodestly discussed in communication research (see,
for example, Sebastião et al., 2017; Toledano & Avidar,
2016). Communication practitioners need to assess and
adjust their social media practices and provide “ethical,
responsible advice to their organisations,” according to
Valentini (2015, p. 175). These different results imply
that ethical aspects of communication work in social
media are complicated and require further investigation
along with other social and contextual aspects of com‐
munication work.

2.2. The Engagement Turn in Strategic Communication

Strategic communication focuses on how an organi‐
sation presents and promotes itself to its audiences
through intentional activities (Hallahan et al., 2007;
Holtzhausen & Zerfass, 2013). All organisational commu‐
nication, according to Deetz (1992), has both goals and
normative ideals of both participation and effectiveness.
Building on the arguments of Deetz (1992), Torp (2015)
claimed that it is important to keep this dual focus on
communication. When the real goal of participation is
effectiveness instead of participation (which is used as a
tactic for reaching effectiveness), participation becomes
instrumentalised.When strategic communication is seen
and practised as a participatory process that can also
emerge from below, individuals have the potential to be
central actors in participation, instead of effectiveness.
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In this latter view, strategic communication is a recur‐
rent process in which an organisation and its audiences
negotiate meaning through dynamic and co‐creational
exchanges (see, for example, Botan, 2018). This view is
also central in a participatory culture enabling and fos‐
tering engagement and in so‐called “transmedia market‐
ing” and “storytelling,” where narratives expand and are
co‐created across media forms (Jenkins, 2006).

The view of and expectations of audiences have
changed over the years, from being seen as passive
and susceptible to influence to being seen as free and
active agents choosing what media to consume and
when, making their ownmeanings from content and cre‐
ating their own (Jensen & Rosengren, 1990; Livingstone,
2003). It has been profoundly discussed that audiences
in their activities are being exploited as free labour by
organisations (Terranova, 2000; Van Dijck, 2009) and
are seen as commodities, where brands use their audi‐
ences’ creative capital and the data audience engage‐
ment generates as valuable recourses for their own
needs (Arvidsson, 2006; Nieborg & Poell, 2018; Smythe,
1981/2006). Participatory cultures have also been dis‐
cussed (see, for example, Carpentier, 2011) as both
power producers and relatively powerless, and the pro‐
ducers, as having power over “official” media texts as
well as the audience itself. What is called “fan cul‐
ture” is what the media industry calls “user‐generated
content.” Users make the content, and the industry
makes the profit (Jenkins, 2009). Nonetheless, the focus
on an active audience is still valid in contemporary
audience discourses. There are imagined user modes:
to use Bengtsson’s (2012) terminology, users (audi‐
ences) should be active and engaged regarding digi‐
tal media are. Thus, organisations that account for the
engaging potential of social media “have clear advan‐
tage in building and upholding long‐term relationships”
(Falkheimer & Heide, 2015, p. 342) and reach the ideal of
so‐called “symmetric communication” (Grunig & Grunig,
2006). Engagement has become imperative to strate‐
gic communication.

As a consequence, communication practitioners are
also increasingly seen as “social” communicators who
initiate interaction and meaning creation between the
organisation and the audiences (Falkheimer et al., 2017;
Phillips & Freeman, 2010). They can be seen as cultural
intermediaries (Bourdieu, 1984)—“taste makers” work‐
ing in the intersection of economy and culture, adding
value and constructing legitimacy to today’smarketplace,
and in so doing leveraging their own personal experi‐
ences into occupational resources. The strategic commu‐
nication professional balances the individual responsibil‐
ity and competing demands of commerce and creativity
with the actual communication work, where both strat‐
egy and audience relationships are central and con‐
stantly negotiated.

The music industry, more specifically, early on under‐
stood and adapted to digital platforms and social media
prerequisites and their affordances (Choi & Burnes,

2013; Van Dijck, 2009; Wikström, 2009). New, sophisti‐
cated methods and strategies to increase engagement
using audiences and fandom as a marketing device have
been increasingly developed (Gamble & Gilmore, 2013;
Gamble et al., 2019). Music fans generally have engaged
relationships with popular culture and mediated arte‐
facts (see Holt, 2004): Fans enjoy, participate with, and
are often deeply involved in music artists, their music,
and other fans (Baym, 2018; Carah, 2010; Duffett, 2013).
Baym (2018, p. 1) claims that musicians are “under
pressure to build connections with listeners” and to
“be constantly accessible, especially on social media,
offering unique and intimate moments to their fans.”
Therefore, strategies of both engagement and control
are required for music brands, according to Baym (2018).
In a music campaign, a range of media formats is used
to provide a controlled and coherent (marketing) nar‐
rative with the aim to engage fans through co‐creation
(Edlom&Karlsson, 2021; Jenkins, 2006). Communication
and marketing are also highly adapted to and organ‐
ised around data‐driven processes where content is
“continuously reworked and repackaged, informed by
datafied user feedback” to be optimised for platform
distribution and monetisation (Nieborg & Poell, 2018,
p. 4275). The work, itself, is therefore adapted both
to the user‐driven/engagement focus and the data that
engagement produces, which is looped back into strate‐
gic considerations.

3. Methods

3.1. Research Design and Data

To attain a wider understanding of communication work
and roles within the music industry, a qualitative focus is
employed. A combined methodology was used: qualita‐
tive interviews and qualitative content analyses of music
industry data.

The study was partly based on semi‐structured inter‐
views with music company representatives working with
management, branding, and communication, as well as
PR consultants in the field, on different professional
levels. Interviews allow the researcher to get closer to
their experiences and perceptions (Kvale & Brinkmann,
2009)—to understand processes, social relationships,
and deeper meanings. In total, 18 interviews were con‐
ducted between 2016 and 2021, with both men and
women of various ages and stages of their professions in
Sweden, the UK, and the US. Interviews lasted between
30 and 65 minutes and were audio‐recorded and tran‐
scribed. Contracts were signed and the respondents’
anonymity was ensured throughout the process of col‐
lecting, analysing and presenting data. The respondents
were chosen from a combination of variation selection
(they represent a width of the phenomenon) and type
selection (they represent the typical within the spe‐
cific phenomenon) to find patterns in the phenomenon
of communication work in the music industry. This
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selection was partly made by convenience sampling and
snowball sampling.

To understand the communication system of the
music industry and the business view of the audience,
I try to grasp discursive practices within the industry as
emerging in the interviews and industry texts. Discourses
are representations of the world, constituted of semi‐
otic systems that provide a specific understanding of a
reality to social actors and contribute to establishing and
maintaining power structures (Foucault, 1969). As part
of the analysis, I also use textual data from the environ‐
ment of study and public documentation made by the
music marketing firm Music Ally. This PR firm has spe‐
cialised in communicating to music audiences and has
become influential in the music industry by distributing
“daily news and weekly insight briefings that are relied
upon by thousands of music and tech execs around the
world; covering markets, technologies, trends, and view‐
points that are shaping themodern industry” (Music Ally,
2020). Newsletters and reports from this firm (which
can be seen as representative of the music industry
and its current debates), targeted at other music com‐
panies and actors, were subjected to a qualitative analy‐
sis that considered written discourse. The material was
collected between October 1, 2018, and July 30, 2019,
and consisted of a daily digital newsletter (The Music
Ally Bulletin) and a monthly report (Sandbox—the digital
music marketingmagazine), sent via email to subscribers
worldwide. This textual industry data were contrasted
and comparedwith the interview data and related to the‐
oretical discussions regarding communication work and
audience engagement.

3.2. Data Analysis

The data analysis was performed under the methodol‐
ogy of Gioia et al. (2013), an inductive and systematic
approach to concept development that enables scien‐
tific theorising about people’s experiences. Inspired by
grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and its con‐
stant comparative method, the approach provides a way
to identify rich theoretical descriptions of the context
within which the phenomena occur, guided by respon‐
dents’ thoughts, intentions, and actions. The research
process was characterised by an iteration between the
data collection and analysis. All data were examined
with a qualitative content analysis that identified simi‐
larities and differences among relevant topics and cat‐
egories, which were then described and interpreted.
As recommended by Gioia et al. (2013), I started the
data analysis by coding the data set, identifying empir‐
ical codes and constructing empirical phrases closely
related to the respondents’ descriptions. I then con‐
structed second‐order themes by combining empirical
explorations with theoretical reflections on communica‐
tion work/practices, skills, roles, and identity, followed
by aggregate dimensions and key themes. I worked
through the interviews and the industrymaterial in a sim‐

ilar way, and I ultimately compared and contrasted the
two data sets, looking for overlaps, similarities, and dif‐
ferences, to understand the communication worker and
today’s conditions. These themes and aggregate dimen‐
sions are explored and described in the following results
section and elaborated on in the discussion section con‐
cerning the chosen theoretical framework and concepts.

4. Results

This section discusses communication work within the
music industry about audience engagement, with a
focus on communication practitioners’ experiences with
their work.

4.1. Becoming: Learning to Be a Communication
Practitioner

The data shows that the competences, skills, and char‐
acteristics demanded of the communication practition‐
ers are constantly changing, which puts demands on
them to keep up with what is expected and which val‐
ues to adhere to (as suggested by Anteby et al., 2016).
A communicator in the music industry is well educated
and also supposed to be adaptive, social, creative, flex‐
ible, strategic, analytic, and relationship building, which
reflects the traits of an excellent professional communi‐
cation (Fuller et al., 2018) and a creative worker (Deuze,
2009). They are supposed to constantly build audience
engagement—to be a social communicator (Phillips &
Freeman, 2010), strive for “symmetrical communication”
(Grunig & Grunig, 2006) and, meanwhile, strategically
analyse the data that engagement brings.

The communication work is overall professionalised.
Although, in smaller companies, it is more common for
one person to havemany tasks,whereas in bigger compa‐
nies, theworkforce ismore specialised. In‐house bureaus
are also often built to create promotional content (pho‐
toshoots, ads, social media posts, album covers, etc.)
at a fast pace and to “be more cost‐efficient” and “cre‐
atively flexible.” Quite a few of the respondents were
young or had rather short experiences in the occupation
(2–10 years). Hence, many are digital natives to whom
digital media are natural. Although they have no first‐
hand experiences with the digital turn, they still reflect
on this. Bella (head of social mediamarketing, 31) claims:

When I started working with this in 2015…there were
no social media specialists [at the company]….Today
you need a certain type of excellence to keep up.
You need to be much more tech‐savvy [than before].
Everything happens so fast, so you need people who
can be focused all the time on this and that keep edu‐
cating themselves.

The pace, the technological level and the demands on
competences are seen as challenging: “A huge trial,” as a
young brandmanager from amajor music company puts
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it or “one big learning curve” (Music Ally, 2019a). Among
the respondents, there was an expressed fatigue regard‐
ing constantly new technical solutions, although there
was an acceptance that new platforms would arrive and
that therewas never enough time to catch up.Marketers
“should be excited about the potential of new technolo‐
gies” (Music Ally, 2018a). Respondents are optimistic
about fast technological development, but is also con‐
cerned about the demands of being constantly up to date
and online “24/7.”

The accelerating demands of a relational, fast, com‐
petitive, technology‐driven, and liquefied work envi‐
ronment to be an “ideal worker” put high pressure
on individual communication practitioners. The find‐
ings indicate that although music industry communica‐
tion practitioners are supposed to be experts in digital
communication and consumer targeting, they express a
lack of deeper understanding of the new work require‐
ments. Many respondents pointed to the fact that
the work changes place a larger demand on everyone
involved: “You can never let your guard down” (Tomas,
manager/communicator, 49). In the structure they are
in, the development and demands also affect the pro‐
fessional’s self‐image, the professional identity, and the
work identity of the communication worker (Miscenko &
Day, 2016). As the demands to create engagement and
all the competences needed to do this are seen as a duty
or an imperative, the demands need to be translated into
meaningful actions, values and ideas that constitute the
professional identity as a media worker.

4.2. Doing: Working With Strategic Communication and
Marketing in the Music Industry

Popular music brands are built and communicated as
a joint effort; by the artist, agent, the music company
(its management, communicators, marketers, and cre‐
atives), and often PR, advertising, and media consul‐
tants. The actual work comprises value formulation and
long‐term strategic artist branding and narrative formu‐
lation, as well as day‐to‐day practices of communica‐
tion and advertising, both in digital (web, social media,
streaming services, etc.) and traditional media (print, TV,
radio advertising, sponsorship agreements, etc.). A com‐
munication worker’s day can include creating content
and buying ads for Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok,
analysing generated social media data, and following
and interacting with fan communities. The data show
that communication work is clearly focused on building
relationships and creating audience engagement (Botan,
2018; Gamble & Gilmore, 2013). Most of the respon‐
dents emphasised the need for dynamic strategies in the
social media environment: to be able to react to audi‐
ence actions, to listen to and “follow” the audience, and
to adjust the communication strategy if needed, in a
fluid way.

The data suggest that, with increasing demands on
social media and platform content creation to engage

the audience, actual professional roles are expanding
and most often include both traditional communication
and marketing. Those who used to be PR or marketing
professionals can now work as, for example, a creative
and marketing director, president of strategy, Internet
community manager, senior content creator, or head of
social media marketing. Both broad competences and
excellence are required. Being a strategist, communica‐
tor, content creator, and coach/educator for the artists
in their platform usage, all simultaneously, is the norm.
Bella (head of digital marketing, 31) was working both
with the “organic” parts of social media (the communica‐
tion and content creation) and the advertising part, such
as media buys and the connected analytics. John (VP of
strategy, 49) was responsible for consumer insight, data
analytics, and brand partnerships. There were consider‐
ably larger responsibilities than before, which also goes
in line with Anteby et al. (2016).

The communication professional is seen as a (silent)
key player between the music company, the audience,
and the platforms. Nevertheless, the constant striving
to “build engagement” is seen as challenging: to cre‐
ate interesting content and appear interesting to audi‐
ences. Adam (CEO at management, 55) claims that “this
is the goal of our social media platform…is to fit into
their narrative.” To do this, there is a need to know “what
the fans are thinking, doing, and talking about,” accord‐
ing to Ali (head of insight, 44). This requires spending
time with them on the platforms. Anna (head of cre‐
ative, 32) noted:

We need to live in the sameworld as the target group.
We need to inject our presence there. It is an unwrit‐
ten part of our work description to increase the num‐
ber of followers and to keep the fans active.

There are not only expressed challenges but also pos‐
itive aspects of the work: Several of the respondents
expressed pride in being able to create successful com‐
munication and be part of creative teams, in doing “good
work” (Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2011), close to fans.
Sandra (head of brand partnership, 29) explains: “Check
out that content! It was outstanding.” It is also often seen
as exciting to work with communication in the music
industry, with a close connection to both music and the
music fans. The view is that these kinds of jobs are desir‐
able and that there are many applicants in line, “hungry”
for the jobs.

4.3. Relating to Audiences: Expected Audience Modes

The data suggest that it is important to involve audiences
in the communication and brand building ofmusic artists.
To have a dialogue with audiences and to follow them
in their “natural arena”: “These people are so excited.
We just follow them and amplify what they were doing”
(Erica, communicator at management, 28). It is “fans
first” and the most engaged are always in focus. Music

Media and Communication, 2022, Volume 10, Issue 1, Pages 66–76 71

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


audiences are generally seen as being really interested
and invested in music, and “it is much easier to build
relationships with someone that is interested” (Johan,
CEO PR firm, 38). The “expected usermodes” (Bengtsson,
2012) is audiences having agency and impact, and want‐
ing to contribute and take part. The audience is gener‐
ally seen as getting better and better in creating con‐
tent and in being selective in their approach. You have to
“give the fans credit,” expressed Phil, a PR specialist (42).
Many respondents point to the fact that they are aware
of being part of the communication around an artist—
they know when they are being exploited and not get‐
ting something in return, and then will leave. Ali (head
of insight, 44) claims: “Fans have a very eager nose for
fakery…for bullshit.”

At the same time, audiences are seen as tools and
key resources for strategic communication. To involve
them in the communication around amusic brand is seen
as necessary—a fact, not a choice. The communication
work centres on “approaching” and “pleasing” the audi‐
ence to increase and “cultivate fan engagement,” “tie in
with fanbase,” to get a “following,” to “amplify,” “trig‐
ger,” “target,” and to steer and “drive subscribers” and
“traffic” (Music Ally, 2018b, 2019a, 2019c). The aim is
“making social marketing smarter andmore streamlined”
to serve music brands (Music Ally, 2018c). This must be
done in a considerate way, according to many of the
respondents: “You need to be extra smart, to pursue
them in a way that makes it possible to not pay them and
make them do it out of their own interests,” Anna (head
of creative, 32) claims. Nevertheless, this view implies
an uneven, asymmetrical, power relationship between
the organisation and the audience, not a symmetric one.
Focus is the industrial benefit of audience engagement,
not the engagement, itself.

The question about whether the audience is actu‐
ally working for the brand (as suggested by, for exam‐
ple, Van Dijck, 2009) is debatedwithin themusic industry
as well as by the respondents in this study. Sometimes
audiences are actually paid (for example, work in “street
teams”), but most of the work is done for free, out of
“interest,” because they “want to help”:

We have a girl in Russia who, whenever we do cam‐
paigns there, will translate and post for us. And she
does it for free because she is interested. But of
course, we give her rewards and treats like first‐
hand information and content, because…it’s win‐win.
(Bella, head of social media marketing, 31)

Some respondents were ambiguous, or not concerned at
all, regarding the fact that audience engagement trans‐
lates into free marketing: “My focus is to help the artist
to achieve their vision with the brand….Much more than
that, I don’t think about it” (Christopher, senior con‐
tent creator, 27). Others are clearly concerned: “They
[the audiences] are doing work that means that we
can spend less….We’re actually using them” (John, VP

of strategy, 49). “Of course, the fans are working for
the brand….Or, rather, they’re ambassadors,” suggests
Stefan (management, 48). The general view among the
respondents is that audiences need to be told when
using their engagement and input into marketing cam‐
paigns and tell them about the prerequisites, although
this is often overlooked. Altogether, this suggests that,
in theory, the self‐image of being a communication prac‐
titioner tends towards wanting to be a responsible cul‐
tural intermediary (as according to Bourdieu, 1984) and
aware of the pitfalls of the work regarding using audi‐
ences. In practice, this is sometimes harder to achieve:
The tempo, complexities, and insecurities of everyday
work performances entangled in digital platform struc‐
tures, big data flows, and networked relationships make
it hard to focus on social and ethical factors. The human
side of the audience gets out of focus.

Ethical aspects and concernswere discussed by some
of the respondents—what is ok to do, regarding the
audience. Some respondents expressed concerns about,
using and/or exploiting the audiences’ engagement:
pushing and steering them into activity within a cam‐
paign, collecting the data they generate, and using the
co‐created fan content without their awareness. During
the process, they also collect fans’ personal data and per‐
sonalise digital advertising, often without them knowing
it. Many of the respondents expressed confusion regard‐
ing ethics along with an acceptance of the conditions.
Anna (head of creative, 32) stated: “It is a matter of get‐
ting into the conversation and camouflaging ourselves
in it. It sounds terrible, as if we are an enemy, but it
is how marketing works.” Nevertheless, some asked for
more discussions about ethics in their organisations and
in the industry. Clear ethical guidelines are sought for
(although often non‐existent): “Fan engagement opens
up a strange ethical space: What is ok or not ok to ask
people to do. It’s a new territory, but there aren’t a set
of ethical or moral guidelines, which is quite scary,” John
(VP of strategy, 49) elaborates.

One example where ethics have come further is
the privacy aspect: Here, new laws on General Data
Protection Regulation have forced the industry to adapt
and learn (see, for example, Music Ally, 2019b). One
platform representative explained: “We are helping mar‐
keters take more control over how they can retarget
audiences.” Coming up with and understanding new reg‐
ulations and new practices that work within them is
possible, although complicated. Yet, some respondents
were so concerned with the business practices and had
even changed companies when finding the fan exploita‐
tion too harsh. Bella (head of social media market‐
ing, 31) says: “We are working with living material, with
humans….Therefore, I eventually changed to a smaller
music company, to get to work closer to music and peo‐
ple, and being less commercially steered.” Others think
that the music industry is better than other industries.
The commercial popular music industry seems to partly
represent cultural values and a humanistic approach to
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all the respondents, although the ethical limits for how
to approach the audiences vary. Even this part of the
work, using the relating lens by Anteby et al. (2016),
shows that the collaborative relationships built with audi‐
ences define the professionals. In summary, the profes‐
sionals seem to have difficulties navigating the opposing
views of and interaction with the audience: The commer‐
cial and cultural sides are colliding, which is in line with
Deuze’s (2009) view on being a media worker and cul‐
ture creator, to be in constant negotiation between cre‐
ativity, connectivity, content, commerce, and the use of
audience engagement.

5. Conclusion and Discussion

This article discusses communication practitioners’ expe‐
riences working within contemporary participatory
culture—the popular music industry—with its media‐
tised modes of communication production, dependent
on audience engagement. By addressing calls for under‐
standing the sociocultural aspects of strategic commu‐
nication work, the article answers questions about how
experienced roles and responsibilities affect the work,
theworker, and the profession itself. How to become and
be a communication practitioner (i.e., the becoming and
doing of the framework by Anteby et al., 2016) is affected
by socialisation in the occupational community—to learn
what is expected and which norms and values to adhere
to. It is also affected by what is required to work with
communication—new skills, competences, practices,
work methods, and tools being used. When trying to
measure up with both internal and external demands on
being cooperative, flexible, creative, strategic, effective
and decisive (as suggested by, for example, Fuller et al.,
2018; McRobbie, 2018), professional identity is affected.

The study shows that all parts of communication
work are affected by participatory culture, the anticipa‐
tion of active audiences, and ultimately by an engage‐
ment imperative. The normative ideals of commercial
and strategically steered artist brands, via audience
engagement, have become imperative. All sorts of organ‐
isational communication are built on the precepts of
creating engagement among their audiences, to involve
them in dialogue and co‐creation around the brand in
the brand’s interest. Building engaging brands is a duty,
and relying on audience engagement in the communica‐
tion work is seen as the only way to do it, according to
the respondents in this study. Nonetheless, there are ten‐
sions: Even if capitalist organisations demand collabora‐
tion and creativity from the worker, there seems to be
less place or time for being empathetic (i.e., focus on the
human behind the number), subjective, or critical (Gill &
Pratt, 2008).

In this study, there is an expressed struggle between
different requirements and discourses, which also
reflects the current discourse of the music industry
regarding their audiences. On the one hand, there is
an active audience and endless interactions on social

media. On the other hand, the audience is steered by
commercial interests and platforms. For organisations,
reaching an audience is hard work that must be done.
According to Music Ally (2018c), it is the “smart ones”
who are “working around the rules” that succeed in lead‐
ing the audience. Here, the “blessing” is understand‐
ing the systems, to be able to bypass them and strate‐
gically reach the audiences better, and understanding
their actions via data gathers, not really getting to know
them better or respect themmore. This reflects an asym‐
metrical view of the audiences, not at all the ideal sym‐
metric one, suggesting that the power structures are
still rather intact within communication. Communication
practitioners and their organisations still manoeuvre the
co‐creative relationship with the audience. The goal of
engagement is effectiveness rather than participation,
according to the results of this study. As such, the imag‐
ined audience modes and expectations of the audience
engagement inform how the requirements to produce
engagement affect the communication work and worker
and the norms and considerations they face. One exam‐
ple is ethics, that even though it is discussed by the
respondents and within the industry data, is not in focus.
Creating engagement has clear ethical implications for
both media workers and the audience, and some of the
respondents express that theywant to reflect ethical and
empathetic behaviours (Alvesson et al., 2008). Theywant
to convey themselves as ethical guardians (L’Etang, 2011)
or advocates. Although, when Valentini (2015) suggests
that communication workers advocate for ethics within
the organisation, this is seldom the case according to this
study, and there is a lack of ethical competences.

If communication professionals constantly are
pushed to develop, change, go‐between views and
morals, and even bend rules, are they getting prone
to problematise the conditions they work within? A fur‐
ther ethical discussion about audience engagement and
clearer ethical guidelines regarding what communica‐
tion practitioners can and cannot do is important to
keep evolving in both the academic and the profes‐
sional strategic communication field. Further research
should continually supply alternative discourses regard‐
ing the relationships between the industry and their
audiences—to broaden and problematise the views on
both the workers and the audiences as human beings in
a complex society. There is a possibility for a more sus‐
tainable music industry truly interested in those they are
relating to. For this, there is a need for contextualisation
and an understanding of social, economic, and cultural
aspects, as well as getting closer to the study objects.
The engagement imperative should also be discussed in
other industries. Music fans as audiences are generally
highly engaged with music, musicians, and ultimately
music brands—presumably more engaged and entan‐
gled with the brands than customers with many other
kinds of brands in other industries (although there are
some exceptions of deep and fanlike consumer engage‐
ment, for example in sports (Guschwan, 2012) and luxury
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goods (see, for example, Cova et al., 2015). Nevertheless,
although relationships with audiences might look differ‐
ent and be on different engagement levels, organisations
in different industries are facing the same challenges and
there might be similar implications regarding engage‐
ment in a contemporary digital arena.
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