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Abstract 

Integrated marketing communication (IMC) is an effective marketing practice in the 
age of social media. IMC builds customer relationships and enhances brand value by 
integrating information from multiple channels and strengthening user interaction. 
The purpose of this study is to present the development process, current hotspots, and 
future trends of IMC research. Moreover, it explores the characteristics and patterns of 
IMC research. First, this paper shows the annual literature volume, leading countries, 
journals, and authors in IMC research through bibliometrics. Then, five hot research 
topics are identified through keyword co-occurrence analysis, namely IMC theory and 
models, brand communication, media research, customer research, and marketing 
strategy. From 1991 to 2020, IMC research is divided into five phases, each of which is 
related to the enhancement of user interaction. Future IMC research will continue to 
be user-centered, and IMC research will continue with social media and branding, as 
well as research on other topics that can further enhance user interactions. This paper 
also finds that the characteristics of the concept of IMC itself lead to a constant renewal 
of its connotations, which is one of the reasons why scholars cannot reach a consensus 
on the concept of IMC.
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INTRODUCTION

Integrated marketing communications (IMC) has been a significant 
advance in marketing communications for decades. It is widely ac-
cepted and used by advertising, marketing, and public relations prac-
titioners. Meanwhile, researchers have explored the impact of IMC 
from a practical perspective in a wide range of industries such as ad-
vertising services (Chen, 2011), hotel industry (Al-Qeeda, 2019), fash-
ion (Henninger et al., 2017), e-commerce (Joseph, 2011), food industry 
(Dagustani et al., 2016), higher education institutions (Gordon-Isasi et 
al., 2020), and nonprofit organizations (Henley, 2001). 

Currently, IMC is showing its vitality worldwide because of its con-
sumer-centric nature and marketing-based philosophy that provides 
the basis for user-oriented marketing strategies.

At the same time, IMC is a widely used and widely debated con-
cept on the one side. Despite the numerous studies on IMC, there 
are various research views, and there has been no consensus on 
the definition of the concept and scope of IMC (Kliatchko, 2005; 
Madhavaram et al., 2005; Schultz & Schultz, 1998; Swain, 2004). 
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Advocates of IMC see it as an up-to-date concept, while skeptics see IMC as a mere management 
fad topic without substance.

Currently, the articles are primarily focused on the gaming research of IMC. Meanwhile, these debates 
around IMC continue to contribute to researchers’ thinking about the definition, acceptance, leadership, 
and measurement of IMC and the constant updating of the definition of IMC. During the evolution, 
there have been dynamic changes in the definition of IMC by both advocates and skeptics. However, no 
patterns of change inherent in the evolution of IMC have been reported in the literature. In addition, 
current research on IMC is more often found in research papers, followed by systematic literature re-
views with little bibliometric analysis. 

The data in this paper were retrieved from Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus databases for IMC lit-
erature citation information. First, the paper counts the number of literature by year, using statistical 
graphs to show the distribution and trends of the literature. Subsequently, a series of keyword co-occur-
rence graphs were drawn using CiteSpace to show the top contributing countries, journals, and authors 
in the IMC research area. Finally, the keyword co-occurrence mapping was used to extract burst key-
words, identify the evolution of IMC research, and explore future research trends.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW

1.1. Integrated marketing 
communications

The concept of IMC was first developed in the 
late 1980s. Schultz (1992) formally put forward 
the theory of integrated marketing communi-
cation, which advocates the multiple aspects 
of marketing as a whole and multiple means of 
communication, multi-channel communica-
tion, to establish a good relationship with cus-
tomers. Duncan et al. (1997) suggest that brand 
relationships should be central to IMC and that 
the essential elements of IMC should all revolve 
around brand relationships. 

IMC differs from traditional marketing commu-
nications approaches in many ways. The most 
revolutionary is that the consumer has become 
the focus of marketing (Hartley & Pickton, 1999) 
rather than the product, channel, price, or promo-
tion. The traditional Four-P theory of marketing 
communication (product, price, place, and pro-
motion) assumes that sales can be achieved if a 
company produces a reliable quality product, de-
termines the right price, and uses the appropriate 
channels, complemented by specific promotions. 
The Four-P theory is a product-oriented market-
ing theory from the company’s perspective. In 
order to achieve the consumer-oriented purpose, 
Schultz (1992) proposed the Five-R theory, namely 

“Relevance, Receptivity, Responsive, Relationship, 
Recognition.” Five-R theory emphasizes that 
marketing activities should be designed consum-
er-centric, building relationships with customers, 
valuing customer perceptions, improving market 
responsiveness, valuing relationship marketing, 
and valuing rewards. Another vital difference be-
tween IMC and traditional marketing commu-
nications is the importance of relationship mar-
keting (Saraniemi, 2009). Traditional marketing 
communication aims to close the sale, and the end 
of the transaction means the end of the relation-
ship between the company and the consumer.

Although there is no universally accepted concep-
tual definition of IMC (Daszkiewicz & Pukas, 2016; 
Eagle et al., 2007; Grein & Gould, 1996; Kliatchko, 
2005), its connotations have been enriched with 
the development of marketing communication 
technologies (Schultz & Schultz, 2004; Schultz & 
Patti, 2009). Undoubtedly, it is becoming increas-
ingly popular and widely recognized among re-
searchers, institutions, and users (Duralia, 2018; 
Porcu et al., 2012). 

Although IMC is a practical approach, including 
definition, conceptual underpinnings, and meas-
urement, some ambiguity and uncertainty are 
present (Eagle et al., 2007; Kliatchko, 2005; Luck & 
Moffatt, 2009). Many scholars had also criticized 
IMC, arguing that it does not change tradition-
al thinking and practice, which marketing, ad-
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vertising, and public relations practitioners were 
doing long before the term IMC became popular 
(Hutton, 1996). Other scholars have questioned 
IMC’s theoretical robustness and practical impli-
cations (Cornelissen & Lock, 2000). 

The American Association of Advertising 
Agencies (Caywood & Ewing, 1991) defines 
IMC as a concept that emphasizes the need for 
synergy in marketing communications pro-
grams (Duncan & Caywood, 1996). Duncan 
and Caywood (1996) identifies brand value as 
the core of IMC and the importance of percep-
tion. In addition, Duncan and Caywood (1996) 
emphasize the purposeful nature of integration, 
focusing on maintaining good relationships. On 
the other hand, Schultz and Schultz (1998) em-
phasize IMC as a business process and define 
the actions, objects, and goals of IMC, which is 
a more comprehensive definition. Kliatchko’s 
(2005) definition emphasizes IMC as both a 
concept and a process and stresses the impor-
tance of brand communication and long-term 
strategy. Subsequently, Kliatchko (2008) re-
moves the conceptual formulation, emphasizes 
the audience-oriented character, and specifies 
IMC’s target, content, medium, and outcome.

1.2. Scientometric research

Scientometric analysis and knowledge map-
ping help gain a comprehensive understanding 

of the development process, research hotspots, 
and future trends in a research field to as-
sist in research evaluation. Scientometrics and 
knowledge maps are important ways to provide 
a visible picture and visualization of a specif-
ic research field. It can present a picture of the 
various dimensions of the literature in a specif-
ic research area and understand the inf luential 
authors, articles, and literature (Chen & Song, 
2019). Tackie and Anning-Dorson (2021) used a 
scientometric approach to assess IMC research’s 
authors, literature, and countries in 1995–2020. 
They conducted a co-authorship network analy-
sis using VOSviewer, resulting in three country 
and four co-author clusters. 

Young et al. (2015) conducted a bibliometric 
analysis of articles published in the Journal of 
Business-to-Business Marketing between 1993–
2014 using Leximancer. Four common underly-
ing conceptual topics were identified, and the 
research topics published in the journal were 
analyzed (Donthu et al., 2022). A scientomet-
ric analysis of articles published in the Journal 
of Advertising Research between 1996 and 2019 
showed the outstanding contributions of prac-
titioners to the field and identified ten major 
research topics. Wührer et al. (2011) conducted 
a scientometric analysis of 2000 dissertations 
on marketing in higher education institutions 
in Turkey, identifying three distinct areas of 
knowledge.

Table 1. Definitions of IMC in different periods

Proposer Year Content of the definition
The American 

Association 
of Advertising 
Agencies 

1989

IMC is a concept of marketing communications planning. It recognizes the added value of a 
comprehensive plan that evaluates the strategic roles of a variety of communication disciplines – general 
advertising, direct response, sales promotion, and public relations – and combines these disciplines to 
provide clarity, consistency, and maximum communication impact (Caywood & Ewing, 1991).

Schultz 1992

IMC is the process of managing all sources of information about a product/service to which a customer 
or prospect is exposed, which behaviorally moves the consumer toward a sale and maintains customer 
loyalty (Schultz, 1992).

Duncan 1992
IMC is the strategic coordination of all messages and media used by an organization to collectively 
influence its perceived brand value (Duncan & Caywood, 1996).

Duncan and 
Caywood 1996

The process of strategically controlling or influencing all messages and encouraging purposeful dialogue 
to create and nourish profitable relationships with customers and other stakeholders (Duncan & 
Caywood, 1996).

Schultz and Schultz 1998

IMC is a strategic business process used to plan, develop, execute, and evaluate coordinated, measurable, 
persuasive brand communication programs over time with consumers, customers, prospects, and other 
targeted, relevant external and internal audiences (Schultz & Schultz, 1998).

Kliatchko 2005
IMC is the concept and process of strategically managing audience-focused, channel-centered, and 
results-driven brand communication programs over time (Kliatchko, 2005).

Kliatchko 2008
IMC is an audience-driven business process of strategically managing stakeholders, content, channels, 
and results of brand communication programs (Kliatchko, 2005).
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2. METHODOLOGY

2.1. Data selection

The data source for scientometric analysis is ci-
tation information. To improve the reliability 
of the study, two widely used high-quality da-
tabases, WoS and Scopus, were selected as data 
sources. Similar scientometric studies have cho-
sen these two databases (Gavel & Iselid, 2008; 
Mashroofa et al., 2019; Pasko et al., 2020). In 
addition, to enrich the study results, other data 
sources were used, for example, author’s name, 
institution, H-index, SJR, CiteScore retrieved 
from official WoS and Scopus websites, the total 
number of citations of the literature retrieved 
from Google Scholar, etc.

2.2. Definition of search criteria

First, a preliminary literature search was per-
formed. Preliminary searches of the WoS and 
Scopus databases revealed that the keywords 

“integrated marketing communication,” “inte-
grated marketing communications,” and “IMC” 
could be used. In addition, a review of prelimi-
nary search results found that “IMC” has specif-
ic meanings across multiple disciplines. In the 
end, “integrated marketing communication*” 
was used as the search term, and the search 
range was from January 1, 1991, to December 31, 
2020.

2.3. Retrieval and data processing

On May 16, 2021, the search process was per-
formed separately in the WoS and Scopus databas-
es. When searching the WoS database, the search 
field was “Topic,” the search year was 1900–2020, 
the indexes included “SCI-EXPANDED, SSCI, 
A&HCI, CPCI-S, ESCI.” The search keyword was 
“integrated marketing communication.*” 218 ar-
ticles were identified. The search results were ex-
ported into text and spreadsheet formats for anal-
ysis, statistics, and mapping. 

When searching the Scopus database, the search 
field is “TITLE-ABS-KEY,” the search keyword is 

“integrated marketing communication,*” and the 
time range is “earlier than 2021.” The search re-
sults were 465 articles.

2.4. Analysis

In analyzing co-occurring terms for analysis of 
countries, journals, and authors, co-occurrence 
maps were drawn using data from Scopus and 
WoS, respectively. In the analysis of burst key-
words, data from the two databases were com-
bined for a more macroscopic analysis. In the 
keyword co-occurrence graph, each node repre-
sents a keyword, and the connecting lines rep-
resent the strength of association between key-
words. The node size represents the number of 
occurrences of the keyword, and the larger the 
node area, the more occurrences of the keyword. 
The color gradient of the nodes represents the 
year in which the keyword appears, with cool-
er shades representing earlier years and warmer 
shades representing more recent years. Finally, 
the line between the keywords represents the 
number of times two keywords appear at the 
same time, and more lines represent a stronger 
association between the two nodes.

According to the research design, this paper re-
ports the results of several dimensions of scien-
tometric statistics, the parameters of the map-
ping, the creation of the corresponding statisti-
cal tables, and the distillation of the necessary 
information.

3. RESULTS

3.1. Output overview

The number of articles included in the Scopus 
(n = 465) is more significant than those included in 
WoS (n = 218). After discounting the overlapping 
149 articles, the search resulted in a total of 534 
articles, indicating that these two important data-
bases are essential complements to each other.

The annual number of publications is essential 
for understanding the development status of a re-
search field. Figure 1 shows the number of IMC lit-
erature with duplicates removed and the number 
of times the literature has been cited. The number 
of IMC literature has been fluctuating upwards, 
and in general, the number of IMC literature was 
not large until 2015, when it stabilized at over 30 
articles per year. However, from 2015 onwards, 
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the number of IMC literature included in the WoS 
and Scopus databases exceeded 30 articles per 
year, indicating that it has been becoming a hot 
topic in marketing communications.

3.2. Countries

The co-occurrence map of countries shows each 
country’s contribution to the research field. To 
make the image transparent, this paper analyz-
ed the search results from the WoS database us-
ing the following parameters “Time Slicing: From 
2000 JAN to 2020 DEC, one year per slice; Term 
Source: title, abstract, author keywords (DE), key-
words plus (ID); Node type: Country; Selection 
criteria: g-index=25; Pruning: none.” After adjust-
ing the node size, label font size, and node posi-
tion, the country co-occurrence map (WoS data-
base) is shown in Figure 2.

In Figure 2, node size represents the amount of lit-
erature for that country. The more literature there 
is, the larger the radius of the node for that country 
is. The color of the outer circle of the node repre-
sents the influence of the literature in that country. 
The thicker the line in the outer circle, the strong-
er the importance. The gradient color within the 
node represents the age of the literature published 
in that country, with warm colors representing re-

cent publications and cool colors representing pre-
vious publications. The line between nodes repre-
sents when two countries appear in an article si-
multaneously, with thicker lines indicating more 
collaboration. The United States is the most docu-
mented and influential country, followed by Spain 
and the United Kingdom (labeled ENGLAND). It 
is worth noting that the Spanish node has a warm-
er color, indicating that the Spanish literature was 
published later. 

Similar parameters were used in the country 
co-occurrence analysis of the Scopus data (from 
1991). After adjustment, the country co-occur-
rence map (Scopus database) is shown in Figure 3. 
Again, the number of documents from the United 
States ranked first in the Scopus database, fol-
lowed by the United Kingdom and Australia.

Figure 3 shows that the USA has the largest num-
ber of publications in the Scopus database and the 
most significant influence, followed by Spain and 
China.

The centrality indicator represents the size of the 
country’s influence in this research area. Table 2 
lists the top 10 countries in both databases. In the 
WoS database, the United States (centrality = 0.26), 
Australia (centrality = 0.19), and France (centrality 

Figure 1. Annual distribution of IMC literature (WoS and Scopus)
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= 0.17) are in the top three. In the Scopus database, 
it is the United States, Spain (centrality = 0.04), 
and China (centrality = 0.01). The United States is 
the most influential country in IMC research in 
terms of rankings in both databases.

Table 2 shows that seven countries appear in the 
top 10 positions in both databases, but the posi-
tions vary widely. For example, France is ranked 
3rd in the WoS database but does not appear in the 
Scopus database, reflecting the clear differenc-

es that exist between the two databases. Another 
noteworthy point is that China has only 19 pub-
lications in the Scopus database but is ranked 3rd 
in impact, indicating that China has high impact 
literature.

3.3. Journals

The number of citations is the primary indicator 
of the importance of a journal in a particular field 
of research. The more times a journal is cited, the 

Figure 2. Country co-occurrence map for IMC literature (WoS database)

Figure 3. Country co-occurrence map of IMC research (Scopus database)
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more influential the journal is in IMC research. 
The WoS and Scopus data were combined for the 
analysis of journal citations. The analysis param-
eters are “Time Slicing: From 1991 JAN to 2020 
DEC, one year per slice; Term Source: title, ab-
stract, author keywords (DE), keywords plus (ID); 
Node type: Cited Journal; Selection criteria: g-in-
dex=8; Pruning: Pathfinder, Pruning sliced net-
works, Pruning the merged network.”

Figure 4 shows the names of the journals that 
have been cited more than 100 times. The node’s 
size represents how many times it has been cited, 
while the node’s color represents the time it has 
been cited. The newer the cited time, the darker 
the outer edge of the node, and vice versa. Each 

node is a journal, the node’s size represents the 
number of citations, and the node’s color repre-
sents the link between the nodes. The thicker the 
link between the two nodes, the closer the topics 
of the two journals are. It can be seen that mul-
tiple journals form a common citation network, 
which indicates that these journals publish arti-
cles on similar topics.

Table 3 shows the top 10 most cited journal names, 
ISSN, the impact factor (2019), and CiteScore (2019).

The number of citations reflects the importance 
of the journal in the field of research. The most 
influential of these journals are the Journal 
of Advertising Research, which has been cit-

Table 2. Country contributions to IMC research

Web of Science Scopus Data
Rank Number Country Centrality Rank Number Country Centrality

1 66 USA 0.26 1 157 USA 0.19
2 24 AUSTRALIA 0.19 2 25 SPAIN 0.04
3 10 FRANCE 0.17 3 19 CHINA 0.01
4 26 UK 0.14 4 39 UK 0

5 27 SPAIN 0.06 5 38 AUSTRALIA 0

6 10 SOUTH AFRICA 0.05 6 24 INDIA 0

7 8 SOUTH KOREA 0.05 7 18 SOUTH AFRICA 0

8 13 CHINA 0 8 16 INDONESIA 0

9 6 CROATIA 0 9 7 THAILAND 0

10 5 NEW ZEALAND 0 10 7 NEW ZEALAND 0

Note: 1. The two databases used different abbreviations for individual country names, and the tables made equivalent changes 
to maintain consistency. 2. UK includes England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland.

Figure 4. Co-occurrence map of journal citation 



159

Innovative Marketing, Volume 18, Issue 1, 2022

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/im.18(1).2022.13

ed the most (387 times), followed by the Journal 
of Marketing (282 times) and the International 
Journal of Advertising (225 times). The Journal 
of Marketing Communications published the 
most IMC articles, which is consistent with the 
positioning of the journal. The most cited arti-
cle is “Building Strong Brands in the Modern 
Marketing Communications Environment” by 
Keller, published in the Journal of Marketing 
Communications, cited 365 times to date (Keller, 
2009). The most influential article of the past five 
years is “Integrated marketing communications: 
new findings, lessons and ideas” published in the 
Journal of Marketing, cited 124 times (Batra & 
Keller, 2016). These highly cited papers fully af-
firm the importance and urgency of studying 
the role of social media in integrated marketing 
campaigns.

3.4. Authors

The results showed that 367 authors participated 
in 213 articles in the WoS database and 598 in 465 
articles in the Scopus database. 

The parameters used in the analysis of the WoS da-
ta are “Time Slicing: From 2000 JAN to 2020 DEC, 
1 year per slice; Term Source: title, abstract, author 
keywords (DE), keywords plus (ID); Node type: 
Author; Selection criteria: g-index=35; Pruning: 
none.” Figure 5 shows the names of authors with 
two or more articles.

Don E. Schultz and Philip J. Kitchen are the core 
authors of IMC studies in the WoS database, and 
many other authors form a more extensive collab-
orative network with them.

Table 3. The most cited journals in IMC research

Rank Cited Journal title *IMC Article Count IF2019 CiteScore2019
1 387 Journal of Advertising Research 14 1.969 3.9

2 282 Journal of Marketing 2 7.821 15.1

3 225 International Journal of Advertising 17 2.234 5.4

4 216 Journal of Marketing Research 2 4.2 8.9

5 200 Journal of Marketing Communications 49 N/A 4.3

6 172 Journal of Business Research 9 4.028 8.9

7 170 European Journal of Marketing 19 1.716 3.6

8 150 Journal of Advertising 15 3.518 8.3

9 134 Journal of Consumer Research 0 4.701 8.5

10 71 Harvard Business Review 0 5.691 1.9

Figure 5. Author co-occurrence map (WoS database)
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Similar analysis parameters were used to ana-
lyze Scopus data, except that the starting year was 
changed to 1991. Figure 6 shows the names of au-
thors with two or more articles. Except for the core 
authors, the distribution of authors is scattered, and 
there are few collaborative relationships among them. 

Table 4 lists the top 10 most cited authors in IMC 
research, their affiliation, country, number of 
published IMC research literature, number of all 
publications, and H-index. Panel A is the result of 
WoS, and Panel B is the result of Scopus. 

Don E. Schultz and Philip J. Kitchen are ranked 
first and second in both databases, while the 
third to fifth are Spanish researchers. Don E. 
Schultz is considered one of the most cited ad-
vertising scholars, and his research has helped 
shape advertising and marketing through pub-
lications in academic journals, textbooks, and 
business books. Philip J. Kitchen is a crucial col-
laborator of Don E. Schultz, and the two have 
collaborated on more than ten articles.

Figure 6. Author co-occurrence map (Scopus database)

Table 4. The most cited authors in IMC research

Panel A: Web of Science 

# Degree Centrality Author Organization Country Articles 
(IMC)

Articles 
(Total)

H-index

1 17 0.02 DON E. SCHULTZ Northwestern University USA 9 57 17

2 10 0.01 PHILIP J. KITCHEN ICN-Artem Ecole du 
Business FRANCE 8 81 22

3 6 0 MAJA SERIC University of Valencia SPAIN 7 60 11

4 5 0
SALVADOR DEL 
BARRIO-GARCÍA University of Granada SPAIN 5 51 12

5 5 0 LUCIA PORCU University of Granada SPAIN 5 13 7

6 9 0 PANTEA FOROUDI Middlesex University ENGLAND 4 65 15

7 3 0 ANDREJ MIKLOSIK Comenius University 
Bratislava SLOVAKIA 3 32 6

8 3 0
JUAN MIGUEL 
ALCANTARAPILAR

University of Granada SPAIN 3 26 8

9 3 0 CHARLES R TAYLOR Villanova University USA 3 164 23

10 3 0 IRENE GILSAURA University of Valencia SPAIN 3 123 21
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3.5. Topics

WoS and Scopus search results were merged to 
analyze these topics, removing overlapping re-
cords. Investigating the keywords in the arti-
cles provides a more detailed understanding of 
the topics and issues that researchers address 
in their IMC research. The search results of the 
two databases are merged, using the parameters 

“Time Slicing: From 1991 JAN to 2020 DEC, one 
year per slice; Term Source: title, abstract, author 
keywords (DE), keywords plus (ID); Node type: 

Keyword; Selection criteria: g-index=15; Pruning: 
Pathfinder; Pruning sliced networks; Pruning the 
merged network.” After the clustering operation, 
the keyword clustering graph shown in Figure 7 
was obtained.

Each color area in Figure 7 represents a cluster-
ing topic; the larger the area, the more keywords 
it contains. Five key IMC topics can be derived 
from the clustering summary, including IMC 
conceptual exploration, IMC model construc-
tion, IMC Implementation, and the IMC meas-

Panel B: Scopus

# Degree Centrality Author Organization Country Articles 
(IMC)

Articles 
(Total)

H-index

1 15 0 DON E. SCHULTZ Northwestern University USA 12 162 24

2 16 0 PHILIP J. KITCHEN ICN-Artem Ecole du 
Business FRANCE 12 167 29

3 6 0
SALVADOR DEL 
BARRIO-GARCÍA Universidad de Granada SPAIN 8 49 12

4 4 0 MAJA SERIC University of Valencia SPAIN 7 37 12

5 5 0 IRENE GILSAURA University of Valencia SPAIN 6 145 22

6 6 0 M. REID College of Business and Law Australia 6 42 17

7 4 0 G. KERR Queensland University of 
Technology Australia 5 32 12

8 6 0 LUCIA PORCU Universidad de Granada SPAIN 5 22 8

9 6 0 MT EWING Deakin University Australia 5 140 34

10 8 0 L. EAGLE James Cook University Australia 5 59 16

Table 4 (cont.). The most cited authors in IMC research

Figure 7. Keyword co-occurrence map in IMC research
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urement. For example, brand research determines 
how to establish a brand image, manage brand as-
sets, highlight brand characteristics, and improve 
brand value. Media research includes multiple 
media channels, applying social media, measur-
ing the effectiveness of social media marketing, 
and processing media information. Customer 
research includes studying customers’ online be-
havior, improving the effectiveness of communi-
cation with customers, and enhancing interaction 
with customers to strengthen customer relation-
ship management, thus increasing customers’ 
perception of the brand and improving their at-
titude toward the brand. Finally, marketing re-
search includes strategies for specific marketing 
activities, marketing strategies in e-commerce, 
how to build a virtuous economic cycle, etc.

3.6. Evolution of IMC research

Bursting keywords are research hotspots that ap-
pear suddenly at a particular stage, which can 
help us understand the evolution of research hot-
spots in IMC research. The parameters used in 
the analysis are “Time Slicing: From 1991 JAN to 
2020 DEC, five years per slice; Term Source: title, 
abstract, author keywords (DE), keywords plus 
(ID); Node type: Term/Keyword; Selection cri-
teria: g-index=25; Pruning: Pathfinder, Pruning 
sliced networks, Pruning the merged network.” 
Switching to the Burstness view in the CiteSpace 
control panel and setting Gama = 0.8, 12 bursting 
keywords were obtained and shown in Table 5. 

IMC has different concerns and dynamic changes 
in different periods (Figure 7 and Table 5). The 
evolution of IMC research topics is related to the 
rapid advances in information technology and 
media and can be divided into five stages, each 
characterized by the following. 

Start-up phase (1989–2000). The first defini-
tion of IMC appeared in 1989, and scholars 
and practitioners began to discuss the concept 
and scope of IMC and develop a preliminary 
understanding. However, there was less rele-
vant literature in this period (Luck & Moffatt, 
2009), and no bursting keywords emerged. 
The landmark was the publication of Schultz’s 
Integrated Marketing Communications in 1993, 
from which IMC began to be widely dissemi-
nated and reached a stage peak in 1996. From 
1996 to 2000, the keywords that burst were “ad-
vertising,” “marketing communications,” and 

“branding.” “Marketing communications: then 
lasted 10 years, while “advertising” and “brand-
ing” lasted 15 years.

Web 1.0 phase (2001–2005). In 2001–2005, a new 
emergent keyword “perception” appeared and 
lasted for ten years. Notably, it was the strong-
est of all the bursting keywords (intensity = 5.07). 
This new burst keyword implies that users began 
to have new interactive experiences through in-
teractive technologies. After 2001, interactive 
technologies for websites matured, and web vid-
eo-on-demand technologies became practical. 

Table 5. Top 12 bursting keywords

Keywords Strength Begin End 1991–2020
advertising 4.22 1996 2010 

marketing 
communication 4.04 1996 2005 

brand 3.18 1996 2010 

perception 5.07 2001 2010 

sponsorship 3.52 2006 2010 

promotion 3.12 2006 2015 

communication 3.91 2011 2015 

brand loyalty 2.91 2011 2015 

innovation 3.37 2016 2020 

social media 
marketing 3.08 2016 2020 

customer 
satisfaction 2.77 2016 2020 

word of mouth 2.76 2016 2020 
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Web 2.0 phase (2006–2010). Between 2006 and 2010, 
five bursting keywords existed simultaneously, with 
the highest number of keywords. These five key-
words were “advertising,” “branding,” “awareness,” 

“sponsorship,” and “promotion.” This five-year pe-
riod coincided with the rapid growth of Web 2.0: 
an explosion in the number of user-generated con-
tent (UGC) model sites and personal blogs, and the 
mainstreaming of a broad, near real-time interactive 
experience. During this phase, marketing practi-
tioners recognized the importance of brand image 
built through event marketing and the tremendous 
power of web traffic to drive brand communication, 
prompting researchers to rethink the model and 
definition of IMC in the new environment.

Social communication phase (2011–2015). The 
bursting keywords during 2011–2015 were “pro-
motion,” “communication,” and “brand loyalty.” 
Along with the development of communication 
technologies, the number of social media users be-
gan to explode, and companies were able to com-
municate directly with users through social me-
dia. At this time, increasing brand loyalty through 
brand building became the focus of attention in 
the literature at this stage (Šerić & Gil-Saura, 2012; 
Šerić et al., 2014). This communication phase is 
characterized by companies generating content 
for communication, developing issues, and push-
ing them to users through social media.

Social marketing phase (2016–2020). For 2016–
2020, bursting keywords include “innovation,” 

“social media marketing,” “customer satisfaction,” 
and “word of mouth.” These keywords reflect that 
social marketing is starting to become a new trend. 
At this stage, highly influential online celebrities 
began to participate in social media marketing 

activities, and marketing communication was 
greatly expanded. At this stage, social media us-
ers are growing in spurts. Social media platforms 
are making full use of big data analysis and user 
profiling to achieve accurate content pushing to 
users and even generating content for each user in 
real-time. At the same time, the fractured spread 
of social media is widely used, and companies use 

“word of mouth” as a crucial way to improve in-
tegrated brand marketing (Chaihanchanchai & 
Anantachart, 2019; Englund et al., 2020; Valos et 
al., 2016).

3.7. Future IMC research trends

With the popularization of new technologies, 
new communication tools, and new communica-
tion concepts, IMC’s concept, connotation, and 
implementation will be updated (Schultz, 1992). 
IMC research hotspots have been focusing on 
the latest communication tools and constantly 
updating their connotations (Porcu et al., 2012). 
IMC research topics and bursting keywords 
can be used to anticipate future IMC research 
trends. At present, social marketing is the main-
stream marketing tool, and live streaming with 
real-time interaction as the main feature is grad-
ually becoming a popular marketing tool. Brand 
image building is still the top priority of IMC. 
The research of improving brand awareness and 
continuously creating marketing triggers in the 
new environment remains the focus of IMC. The 
metaverse, which incorporates technologies such 
as XR (AR/VR/MR), blockchain, artificial in-
telligence, and big data, is a new track for well-
known companies to compete and will become 
a new platform for advertising and marketing in 
the future (Kim, 2021).

CONCLUSION

This paper conducted a scientometric analysis of the IMC literature using CiteSpace. The bibliometric 
results are presented using keyword co-occurrence plots, statistical plots, and tables. A burst keyword 
analysis is performed to provide a comprehensive picture of the evolutionary history, current hotspots, 
and future trends in IMC research. The results are as follows.

Bibliometric results show that 2006, 2009, and 2020 are three crucial years, representing three impor-
tant turning points in IMC research. Meanwhile, 2009 was the most cited year for IMC literature, rep-
resenting the widespread interest in IMC, while the number of IMC literature included in WoS and 
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Scopus databases from 2015 exceeded 30, indicating that it is becoming a hot spot in marketing com-
munications. The US is a leading country in IMC research, leading the way in terms of literature vol-
ume and impact. The order of the leading countries in the WoS and Scopus databases varies widely, 
partly because the journals included in the two databases are different and partly because of the emer-
gence of influential research results from emerging countries. The most influential journals (Journal of 
Advertising Research, Journal of Marketing, and International Journal of Advertising) have at different 
times proposed new models of integrated marketing communications that have provided essential ref-
erences for other researchers and practitioners. The two most influential authors in this field are Don E. 
Schultz (US) and Philip J. Kitchen (France), the founder of integrated marketing communication the-
ory, with Kitchen as his main collaborator. They are followed by three Spanish authors, each forming a 
network of collaborators.

Hot research topics and evolutionary process showed that IMC theory and models, brand communica-
tion, media research, customer research, and marketing strategy are the five hot research topics of IMC 
research. The IMC research can be divided into five stages: IMC initiation stage, IMC formation stage, 
web 1.0 stage, web 2.0 stage, social media initiation stage, and social media explosion stage.

As for the future research trends, social media and brand building research will continue to be a hot spot 
for research, and “experiential marketing” will see a growth process. In the foreseeable future, integrat-
ed marketing communication will usher in the renewal of concepts and the reconstruction of models 
to adapt to the new round of technological revolution and changes brought about by user experience 
innovation.

Considering the regular pattern of IMC concept change and comparing the evolution of IMC concepts 
and research topics in different periods, the paper found that the content and form of “integration” are 
constantly changing, which should be one of the reasons why scholars have not reached a consensus on 
the concept of IMC.

This study has several limitations and offers suggestions for future research. First, the data collected in 
this paper are limited to English literature in WoS and Scopus databases and do not cover other litera-
ture sources. Thus, the results may be biased. Second, most retrieved literature was studied in developed 
countries, but there is relatively little literature from emerging markets. Future researchers could use 
more data sources and retrieve literature from non-English speaking countries to obtain more complete 
results. In addition, future studies could specifically target some countries where ICT is developing fast-
er to obtain more comprehensive results.
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