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Abstract: Artificial Intelligence (AI) has significantly influenced marketing 
in reshaping content creation, personalization, and customer engagement 
worldwide. There is ongoing discussion on whether AI can demonstrate “intel-
ligence” or is limited to automation and data-driven efficiency without being 
able to mimic human creativity and judgment. Therefore, this study examines 
how North Macedonian marketers perceive, apply and adopt artificial intel-
ligence in their businesses. The findings from qualitative interviews reveal 
two distinct narratives. On the one hand, marketers are keen to pick up new 
skills and understand how AI may boost output, refine customer insights, and 
provide a competitive advantage. However, they also raise concerns about 
the costs of integration and implementation, as well as AI’s ability to replicate 
human intelligence.

By moving “beyond the hype” this paper contributes practitioner-based evidence 
from an emerging economy, offering a nuanced viewpoint on how marketers 
strike a balance between hope and fear when implementing AI.
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1.	 INTRODUCTION

Artificial Intelligence (AI) has rapidly shifted from a futuristic concept to a central driver of 
transformation in marketing and communication. Its ability to collect, process, and act on 

large datasets has enabled new levels of personalization and efficiency in campaigns. In global 
marketing research, AI is credited with enhancing segmentation, predictive analytics, and crea-
tive production. At the same time, public discourse has questioned whether AI can truly match 
human judgment, particularly in fields requiring creativity, empathy, and contextual awareness.

The field of digital marketing is one in which artificial intelligence plays a significant role and 
facilitates the development of new business opportunities (Gauglitz, 2019). According to Pradeep et 
al. (2018), in order for firms to guarantee their continued competitiveness, they need to incorporate 
artificial intelligence (AI) into their marketing strategy. Artificial Intelligence (AI) has become 
deeply integrated into content creation and digital marketing, transforming how brands design, 
distribute, and personalize communication. By leveraging machine learning, natural language 
processing (NLP), and automation, AI systems now assist in generating blog posts, advertising 
copy, and optimized social media content tailored to audience preferences. These technologies 
enable firms to analyze customer data, predict engagement patterns, and create more relevant 
messaging, improving campaign precision and efficiency (Huang & Rust, 2020; Varshneya, 2020). 
However, while AI enhances productivity, its growing presence also raises questions about crea-
tivity, ethics, and the boundaries of human versus machine intelligence.
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In North Macedonia, a growing but resource-constrained market, adoption of advanced technol-
ogy is often shaped by budget limitations and organizational readiness. This makes the country 
an interesting case for understanding how emerging markets negotiate the promise and pitfalls 
of AI adoption. This paper seeks to explore marketers’ perceptions of AI, offering a realistic, 
evidence-based perspective on the opportunities and obstacles marketers face when attempting 
to innovate in resource-constrained environments.

This research employs the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) (Davis, 1989) and the Theory of 
Planned Behaviour (TPB) (Ajzen, 1991) as key theoretical frameworks to enhance understanding of 
how Artificial Intelligence (AI) is implemented in digital marketing. Accordingly, this study seeks 
to address two core research questions: how marketers in an emerging economy perceive the value 
of Artificial Intelligence (AI) as a driver of skill enhancement versus as autonomous intelligence, 
and which organizational and governance factors, grounded in the Technology Acceptance Model 
(TAM) and the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), most influence its adoption in digital marketing.

2.	 LITERATURE REVIEW

AI’s application in marketing has grown exponentially over the past decade, supported by advances 
in machine learning, natural language processing (NLP), and big data analytics. Scholars have 
documented the ability of AI to automate programmatic advertising, optimize real-time bidding, 
generate content, and enhance dynamic pricing (Gentsch, 2019; Chaffey, 2021).

AI is taught to crunch hundreds of thousands of web pages, looking for patterns (Siclot, 2021; 
Deng et al., 2019). AI in copywriting has gained global adoption, and many companies utilize AI 
technologies to offer personalized marketing content to their audience (Eaton, 2020). The influence 
of artificial intelligence in content creation has proven beneficial to most companies worldwide 
(Aashray, 2021; Ahmed & Ganapathy, 2021; Ali & Manisha, 2020; Brandon, 2020; Li, 2023). Digital 
marketing is undergoing various changes as a result of the usage of artificial intelligence; many 
of these changes focus on giving ways to improve user experience, forecast consumer behavior, 
and provide real-time customer assistance (Chintalapati & Pandey, 2022). Conversational agents 
(chatbots) represent one of the most visible and widely adopted applications of artificial intelligence 
in digital marketing and customer experience (Haleem et al., 2022; Kumar et al., 2024). AI has 
enabled content creation to improve the Search Engine Optimization (SEO) of certain content to 
end-users (Huang & Rust, 2020; Kapoor, 2021; Kietzmann, 2018).

Generative AI has recently accelerated interest in automated content creation. Large Language 
Models (LLMs) such as GPT-4 can produce human-like text, headlines, and even creative campaign 
concepts (Dwivedi et al., 2023). However, studies caution that while these systems are powerful, 
they are prone to “hallucination” (producing inaccurate content) and require human oversight for 
quality control (Shank et al., 2025).

Analytics is another field of digital marketing where the emergence of AI has had an effect. AI is 
changing digital marketing through customer profiling. AI and machine intelligence can reveal 
customers’ purchase habits, motivations, and demands. AI finds consumer patterns and trends 
using the massive amount of data it generates. AI can help businesses discover new customer 
segments and adjust their marketing strategy (Anon, 2022). Predictive analytics allow marketers 
to forecast customer behavior and segment audiences with unprecedented accuracy (Wedel & 
Kannan, 2016). Content recommendation engines, such as those used by Netflix and Spotify, are 
prime examples of AI’s transformative effect on personalization (Gomez-Uribe & Hunt, 2016).
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The traditional boundaries of advertising are blurring as automation and AI systems contribute to 
creative generation, targeting, and delivery. Building on the broader conceptualization of advertising 
proposed by Dahlen and Rosengren (2016), AI-driven systems now function as active participants 
in the communication process rather than mere tools for message dissemination.

The relationship between AI and creativity remains a subject of debate (Syam & Kaul, 2021; Vakratsas 
& Wang, 2020). The advertising business has undergone a significant transformation because of the 
recent industry-wide switch from mass-market digital advertising to conventional media forms. This 
transition to automated advertising is seen unfavorably by some in the advertising sector. Amabile’s 
(1996) componential model of creativity highlights intrinsic motivation and domain-specific exper-
tise as essential elements - qualities that current AI systems inherently lack. Similarly, Runco and 
Acar (2012) argue that divergent thinking, a core component of creativity, cannot be reproduced by 
rule-based algorithms. Scholars caution that over-reliance on automated content risks homogenizing 
output, thereby diminishing brand distinctiveness and emotional resonance (Izbicki, 2017).

AI raises significant ethical challenges related to data privacy, surveillance, and fairness. Jobin 
et al. (2019) reviewed more than 80 global AI ethics guidelines and identified broad consensus 
on principles such as transparency, accountability, and human oversight. For marketers, strict 
compliance with GDPR is essential, given the substantial penalties for misuse of personal data. 
Algorithmic bias represents another critical risk: when training data encodes stereotypes, AI-gen-
erated content can inadvertently reinforce them (Buolamwini & Gebru, 2018). Collectively, these 
concerns highlight the need for robust ethical governance frameworks (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010) 
and help explain marketers’ reluctance to fully automate content production.

The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) remains one of the most widely applied frameworks in 
technology adoption research. According to Davis (1989), perceived usefulness (PU) and perceived 
ease of use (PEOU) jointly predict behavioral intention to adopt a technology. Extensions to TAM, 
such as TAM2 and UTAUT, incorporate social influence, facilitating conditions, and perceived 
risk (Venkatesh & Davis, 2000; Venkatesh et al., 2003). Essentially, when individuals develop a 
positive attitude towards AI in commercials, they are more likely to show increased intentions 
to interact with or accept these AI-driven adverts (Sarp, 2023). Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned 
Behavior (TPB) complements TAM by adding the role of subjective norms and perceived behavioral 
control. Studies have shown that organizational culture, peer influence, and managerial support 
significantly shape adoption decisions (Riemer & Johnston, 2019). For AI adoption specifically, 
researchers argue that readiness must be viewed holistically, including technical infrastructure, 
human capital, and ethical literacy (Mariani & Borghi, 2021).

To understand AI adoption in marketing, this study draws on two complementary frameworks: 
the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) (Davis, 1989) and the Theory of Planned Behaviour 
(TPB) (Ajzen, 1991). TAM explains how perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use shape 
individuals’ intentions to adopt new technologies, while TPB adds the influence of attitudes, 
subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control in shaping behaviour. When applied to AI 
in marketing, these models help explain why marketers embrace AI for its perceived productivity 
gains but hesitate due to usability challenges, costs, and ethical uncertainties (Venkatesh & Davis, 
2000). Together, TAM and TPB provide a structured lens for examining both the organizational 
enablers and behavioural constraints of AI implementation in emerging markets.

While global studies on AI adoption are abundant, there is limited research focusing on emerging 
economies and their unique constraints. Few studies explore how resource limitations, regulatory 
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environments, and cultural attitudes influence the adoption trajectory. This paper addresses this 
gap by providing qualitative insights from marketing practitioners in North Macedonia, offering 
a localized perspective that contributes to the global discourse.

3.	 METHODOLOGY

This study used a qualitative research approach to capture rich, contextual insights. Participants 
(n = 6) included four male and two female marketing professionals aged 34–70. The sample repre-
sented diverse roles, including agency directors, in‑house marketing managers, and independent 
consultants, covering industries such as retail, media, and digital services. Participants were 
purposively selected for their involvement in marketing strategy and decision‑making and for 
their exposure to or experience with AI tools.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted between March 2023 and June 2023, each lasting 
45–60 minutes. The interview protocol covered themes such as awareness of AI in marketing, 
current usage of AI tools, perceived benefits, challenges, and risks, as well as expectations for the 
future of AI in their organizations. Transcripts were coded using NVivo software. An inductive 
thematic analysis identified patterns, which were then mapped to TAM and TPB constructs. 
Coding reliability was strengthened through peer review, and member checking was conducted 
by sharing key findings with select participants for validation.

The study followed institutional guidelines for research ethics; participants consented to audio 
recording and anonymized use of quotes. No personally identifiable information or client-pro-
prietary data are disclosed; transcripts were anonymized and stored on encrypted drives in line 
with GDPR-compliant data handling.

3.1.	 Limitations for This Research

The study’s findings are context‑specific and based on a small sample in North Macedonia, lim-
iting generalizability. As a qualitative study, the results provide depth rather than statistical rep-
resentation. Additionally, the fast-changing nature of AI technology means attitudes may evolve 
rapidly, suggesting the need for follow-up research using longitudinal or mixed‑methods designs.

4.	 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In this paper, skills refer to task-level capabilities (drafting copy, summarizing research, tagging, 
segmentation, A/B setup, reporting) while intelligence denotes higher-order judgment (brand 
voice, strategy, ideation, narrative coherence, contextual reasoning).

This research produced four themes, presented below in Table 1. Each theme is summarized with 
illustrative quotes and linked to TAM/TPB and managerial implications.

The interviews revealed a nuanced picture of AI adoption in marketing, revealing both optimism 
about efficiency and data-driven potential and caution regarding cost, complexity, and creativity. 
Participants consistently described AI as an “accelerator” of marketing operations, citing auto-
mation of manual tasks such as campaign reporting and A/B testing, richer customer insights 
that enabled evidence-based decision-making, and improved personalization that was previously 
impossible without larger teams. Several emphasized that AI offered a competitive advantage by 
increasing client trust and allowing more confident strategic decisions.
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Table 1. Themes mapped to evidence and theory (TAM/TPB) and managerial implications.

Theme Illustrative quote 
(anonymized) TAM/TPB link Managerial implication

AI as skill amplifier, 
not strategist

“Great for first drafts and 
quick segment insights; I still 
decide the angle.”

PU↑ (TAM); PBC↑ (TPB)
Train teams on prompts 
& QA; keep strategy 
human-led

Creative flattening 
risk

“Outputs feel generic if we 
rely too much on; brand voice 
suffers.”

Perceived risk; Subjective 
norms

Add brand-voice 
guardrails, human edit 
pass

Cost/complexity 
constraints

“We can’t afford enterprise 
tools or the ramp-up time.”

PEOU↓; Facilitating 
conditions

Budget tiers; shared 
services; vendor-lite stack

Governance & 
GDPR anxiety

“Compliance is scary… we 
avoid first-party data mixing.” Subjective norms; PBC Simple policy, audit trail, 

consent templates
Source: Own research

Although it is impossible to predict future trends with absolute certainty, the data analysed in 
this study strongly indicates that AI will make notable progress in the domains of copywriting 
and creativity in the near future. However, individuals working in these sectors should not be 
concerned about being replaced by AI, as the advancements described in this study are highly 
unlikely to replace human workers in these job markets (Vlačić et al., 2021). According to marketing 
experts, it is highly likely that AI would serve as a creative helper in the field of content planning. 
In many situations, machine learning begins by supplying current resources to the AI to assist it 
in understanding what works best for the target audience (Karnouskos, 2020; Puntoni et al., 2020).

Despite this enthusiasm, participants expressed reservations. High implementation costs and 
technical complexity were major barriers, especially for smaller firms. Some feared that overuse 
of AI could result in generic, emotionally flat campaigns that weaken brand identity. Ethical con-
cerns, including GDPR compliance and data security, were also significant. A generational divide 
emerged: younger marketers were eager to experiment with AI, while senior managers tended to 
delay adoption, reflecting differences in digital comfort levels.

Figure 1. Mapping Results, TAM/TPB and Implications
Source: Own processing

Figure 1 summarizes how these themes connect to TAM/TPB constructs and the resulting managerial 
actions. These findings align with the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), which explains that 
while perceived usefulness (PU) was high, perceived ease of use (PEOU) varied. Steep learning 
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curves and a lack of training created hesitation, signaling a need for organizational investment 
in AI literacy. The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) further clarifies adoption decisions, with 
peer and client expectations acting as strong motivators but perceived behavioral control (budget 
constraints, lack of expertise, leadership hesitancy) limiting full integration.

Participants consistently rejected the idea that AI could replace human creativity. Instead, they 
advocated a hybrid approach in which AI handles repetitive tasks, leaving marketers focusing on 
strategy, ideation, and storytelling. This human-in-the-loop model allows businesses to leverage 
AI’s strengths without sacrificing brand authenticity.

Consistent with prior research, the findings highlight that AI adoption in marketing is as much a 
cultural and ethical issue as a technological one. Marketers in emerging economies remain cautious 
about delegating creativity and judgment to algorithms, echoing concerns raised in the literature 
about authenticity, bias, and the erosion of human originality (Campbell et al., 2022; Haleem 
et al., 2022; Jobin et al., 2019). While AI automates tasks such as targeting, segmentation, and 
reporting, its creative limitations underline the continued need for human oversight. As suggested 
by the review on AI and content creation, true value emerges when organizations foster hybrid 
collaboration—where AI handles repetitive operations and humans drive strategic, ethical, and 
imaginative decision-making.

Overall, the findings highlight that successful AI adoption is not merely a technical upgrade but a 
cultural and managerial process. Leadership buy-in, ethical governance, and continuous training 
programs are critical for enabling sustained integration. Professional associations and policymak-
ers can further support SMEs by offering training subsidies and clear compliance frameworks.

5.	 FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Future studies should explore whether skepticism toward AI decreases as organizational literacy 
improves, ideally using longitudinal or panel designs to track attitudinal changes over time. Quan-
titative surveys could measure the relative weight of TAM variables - perceived usefulness (PU) 
and perceived ease of use (PEOU) - on adoption intentions in emerging markets. Sector-specific 
investigations (e.g., retail, B2B services) could reveal distinct adoption patterns, while experimental 
research comparing consumer responses to AI-generated versus human-generated content could 
guide creative strategy.

Looking forward, researchers should examine emerging trends such as the integration of gen-
erative AI into creative workflows, multimodal AI systems that combine text, image, and video 
generation, and predictive analytics capable of anticipating market shifts. Human-AI collabora-
tion models warrant special attention, as organizations seek to balance efficiency with creativity 
and authenticity. Finally, the ethical and regulatory dimensions of AI, including bias mitigation, 
explainability, and evolving legal frameworks, remain critical areas for ongoing investigation, as 
policy decisions may either accelerate or constrain adoption.

6.	 CONCLUSION

This research shows that marketers in North Macedonia occupy a middle ground between AI enthu-
siasm and caution. They welcome tools that free time, improve targeting, and increase efficiency 
but remain protective of creativity and wary of high costs. The evidence suggests that AI adoption 
in emerging markets is best understood as a staged journey rather than a one-time event.
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For practitioners, the message is clear: start small, invest in staff training, and adopt a hybrid model 
where AI enhances, but does not replace human expertise. For researchers, this study highlights 
the importance of contextual factors such as economic, cultural, and regulatory factors when ana-
lyzing AI adoption. Future research could test whether these findings hold across other emerging 
economies and in different sectors of marketing.

Ultimately, this paper contributes a practitioner-grounded, theory-informed understanding of 
AI adoption that moves beyond hype to offer a realistic path forward. It argues that the future 
of marketing will belong not to AI alone, but to organizations that successfully blend machine 
intelligence with human creativity.
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